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Jizo with children 

 

Preface 
Recently, a statue of Jizo with a baby cradled the arc of his 

arms and hands reminded me of my first winter in the monastery.  
That winter I had a recurring and complex sensation during zazen 
(meditation) that evolved a little bit each day.  Without going into 
all the tiny steps of change, it emerged as an image/feeling of the 
Zen teacher I first met and trusted walking behind me in the 
zendo, circling around to my left side and setting a newborn infant 
in the cradle formed by my arms in zazen posture.  As that teacher 
dissolved from the scene, a feeling of warmth and care emanated 
from my center and enveloped this baby.  The baby continued to 
rest in my arms for weeks or months, growing quickly, and 
eventually crawled away, content.   

This was a potent image for me and the experience 
represented several layers of personal healing.  The baby is at once 
myself as a child, the two babies that I rejected through abortion, 

and my relationship with buddha-nature, 
neglected and unloved for too long.  Thirty 
years later as I do bows facing Jizo cradling a 
baby, I realize that the image is still potent 
for me personally not because of the past 
children but because of children I see now at 
the Zen Center, and children I know will be 
coming soon, who need to be held and 
bathed in the nurturing warmth that comes 
from deep stillness. 

It is true that cradling our infants is not 
the same as teaching a teenager the dharma.  
They come together in metta (loving 
kindness).  As it says in the Metta Sutta: 

 
 So with a boundless heart 
 Should one cherish all living beings. 
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Twenty and thirty years ago it was considered axiomatic that 
to study Buddhism one must drop everything else and go deeply 
into zazen, sesshin (retreat), sanzen (meetings with the teacher), 
etc.  All other activities and occupations were hindrances, 
distractions or at least secondary.  Our Zen Centers were 
consistent with the times in which they were founded in putting 
self-awareness and actualization as the highest goal.  An 
unfortunate side effect was that this focus contributed to the trend 
of destabilizing marriages and the home life of children.  Some 
children of Buddhist practitioners were neglected or saddened by 
the sense that their existence was a problem.   

Religious education for children has been scoffed at 
sometimes, puzzled over at other times, and often neglected by 
serious Zen practitioners.  Zen Centers are now beginning to 
correct this lapse and to look for ways to be supportive of children 
in their relationship to their parents, the Zen Center and the larger 
community.  I am very proud of Dharma Rain Zen Center and the 
work we have taken on since 1984 to provide programs for 
children and families.  Although not everything we have tried has 
met with success, we now have a program that draws families to it 
and gives children a place in the life of the community.  

The children are here and now.  We only have a short time to 
help a child through each stage of development.  At each stage 
there are aspects of spirituality present that can be encouraged or 
pushed underground.  Providing education that encourages 
spirituality early lays the groundwork for the compassion and 
wisdom we hope they will have as adults.  If we rush the process, 
however, giving too many lessons or lessons that are not age 
appropriate, we can so easily turn nurturance into oppression. 

 - Gyokuko Carlson, Co-Abbot of Dharma Rain 
Zen Center, Founder and Director of the 
DRZC Dharma School 
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Part I: History, Development and Philosophy of 

the DRZC Programs for Children & Youth 
 

 

Guiding Philosophy for Our 
Children’s Dharma Programs 

 We do not have a mandate to take the children of Buddhist 
parents and make them into Buddhists.  Clearly, in this culture, we 
are not destined or required to accept the religious orientation of 
our own parents; most of the adults in our sangha have converted 
from other faith traditions.   

However, by providing good foundations we are providing 
support for whatever the children may build for themselves in the 
future, so we give them the best that we have.  We can hope for 
these children that they grow up “straight and tall” in mind and 
body, that they are capable of clear, healthy choices and that they 
are well grounded in basics.  We can hope for ourselves that these 
children respect our orientation and practice even if they choose 
another path.  Nothing can guarantee the outcome we want in 
this, any more than in any other aspect of life, but it seems that a 
good religious education program can encourage these outcomes.  
However good the ideas of a lesson or a whole program, to be 
truly good effective and helpful it must be delivered with a light 
hand.  Remembering that we do not have a specific outcome in 
mind helps us to keep that touch light.  Because we are not trying 
to educate the kids into becoming Buddhist, we are free to balance 
“teaching” Buddhism with finding creative ways to fully engage 
the kids.   

At the same time, we (the dharma school teachers and 
administrators) are unabashedly Buddhist, and the kids get 
exposed to countless aspects of Buddhism and Zen.  Some of these 
aspects are explicit, like the content of our songs, the meditation 
during every dharma school, the kid-friendly versions of Buddhist 



6       Part I: History, Development & Philosophy 

ceremonies we hold regularly (see “Kid-friendly Ceremonies”), 
and the content of some of the teaching in class.  Most of these 
“Buddhist” aspects are much more subtle and pervasive, however, 
and we find these to be the most important:  

 

• an atmosphere of respect and care for all beings and things;  

• an openness to spiritual devotion and concern;  

• a support for deep questioning;  

• a value for calm, equanimity and silence;  

• a conviction that each person has buddha-nature and is 
fundamentally good;  

• a dedication to acting responsibly, compassionately and 
morally;  

• an acceptance of difficulty and struggle as being an essential 
part of a rich path;  

• an honesty and humility about our own mistakes, and  

• a realistic but strong optimism about the world. 

 

   We have no catechism or final test of Buddhist 
knowledge.  Though many of our kids come to emphatically 
consider themselves Buddhist – even to the extent that they are 
willing to identify themselves as such at school and in other non-
Buddhist contexts – it is usually primarily about group 
identification; the kids are rarely able to verbalize what it means to 
be Buddhist.  However, we regard this as being entirely 
appropriate for their ages and developmental stages.  In addition, 
we have every confidence that the kids have absorbed much more 
than they suspect.  Graduates of our dharma school program who 
are now adults have said that in the midst of busy  college or work 
lives they think of Zen Centers as islands of sanity and quiet, 
suggesting that their dharma school experience was unique and 
special. 
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Discovering What Works and 
What Does Not 

In the early ‘80’s, one of the members of our small Zen 
Center came to us complaining that there was nothing in our 
program designed for children or families with children.  In fact, 
our whole program at that time was lifted directly from the 
schedule of our founder’s monastery and was only moderated in 
timing and intensity to accommodate people with jobs in the city.   

Our early attempts to create some gaps into which children 
could be inserted showed our ignorance and were frustrating to 
the members.  For instance, we tried family work/retreat days.  
The days were too long, boring and structured in an adult 
monastic way to be engaging for the children.  For the children, 
once was enough.  We tried doing a serialized story reading with 
discussion using Journey to the West, thinking a fantastic adventure 
story would be great.  Once again the format was too dull, adult, 
stifling, and slow to get to the good stuff; the material proved to 
be neither stimulating nor particularly relevant.  In retrospect, our 
approach to the children and to the material was too serious and 
intentional.   

Just as we were getting fed up with our ignorance and lack of 
skill and were about ready to surrender, the member who had 
brought up this issue in the first place volunteered to organize a 
tour of venues where others had experience teaching religious 
themes to children.  We visited several churches and a school, then 
read some books and articles from our county library.  These are 
four of the elements we still incorporate into dharma school that 
developed out of that research: 

 

1. The Use of Music.   

One of the best mnemonic devices is to learn to sing the 
thing to be remembered.  Adults who were asked to remember 
their childhood experience of Sunday school noted that, even if 
they recalled nothing else, they remember that they enjoyed the 
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Dharma school begins with songs, all ages together.  Parents often stay for songs 
and then join the adult sangha for dharma talk. 

singing and retained the lessons from the songs.  As Zen 
Buddhists we have the difficult task of teaching terms and 
practices that are often enigmatic to children, who think and see in 
very concrete terms.  Songs that use Buddhist terms and images 
allow us to introduce concepts in an enjoyable and open-handed 
way.  Kids can allow the concepts to flow through their bodies and 
minds without feeling obligated to say they agree with them or 
even feeling obligated to acknowledge them; after all, they’re 
“just” singing!   

 

For example, we begin every dharma school session with a 
song that directs attention to the elements of devotional practice: 
the altar, flowers, incense and gongs.  The last song we sing before 
we go to meditation is called “Magic Circle,” and it takes a Taoist 
view on interconnectedness and emptiness.  In the time between 
these two songs we follow the direction of the music director who 
may take requests from the kids.  The songs cover a variety of 
topics, such as the Four Noble Truths, respect, the Paramitas, the 
Four Sights, meditation, change, and equanimity.  
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Dharma school songs are accompanied by guitar. 

We had very little 
resource material to 
start with, but our 
resources are now quite 
rich and continue to 
grow.  The first source 
that we found for 
Buddhist music for a 
Sunday school program 
was the Jodo Shin Shu 
(formerly Buddhist 
Churches of 
America).  Many Jodo 

Shin Shu temples have been running dharma school programs in 
America for around a hundred years, and they have a song book 
with songs for children in English and Japanese.  Since then we 
have collected song books and tapes from a wide variety of 
Buddhist sources: Buddhist Youth Association of Malaysia; the 
City of 10,000 Buddhas in Ukiah, California; and the work of 
Nathaniel Needle (CD’s and songbooks are available through the 
Zen Temple of Ann Arbor, Michigan).  Some of the songs in these 
sources were based in different cultures and types of Buddhism, so 
we selected songs that worked for us or changed some of the 
words so they would be consistent with our use of terms and 
imagery.   

We have added to our collection a few familiar American 
songs and several very popular home-grown creations (including 
“We All Need Samadhi To Lean On”).  Many of the songs we use 
are lively and fun.  Some ask for an extemporaneous “fill-in-the-
blank” from the kids.  Some have hand gestures.  One is an 
opportunity to learn a new person’s name.   Some are sweet and 
comforting.  We try to rev up the energy in the first 10-20 minutes 
of singing and then start calming it again as we approach our 
meditation time. 

 



10       Part I: History, Development & Philosophy 

2. Kid-friendly Dharma Teachings.   

The director at a Montessori school who taught Catholicism 
as part of the curriculum advised us to sit down and make a list of 
important tenets and symbols of our religion.  With this as a base, 
the teachers could pick out a few that would be the core of the 
teaching for the children.  Through experimentation and practice, 
we have discovered that the teachings that work best with children 
meet the following criteria: 

1) The teachings are something the kids can relate to at their 
developmental level.  Buddhism contains many teachings and 
concepts that can be interpreted at a fairly simple and concrete 
level even though they may simultaneously contain great 
depth and subtlety.  An example of this is the story of the 
Buddha’s life, which can be enjoyed by children as a fine tale 
of someone trying to lead a good life and help others, without 
necessarily requiring them to grasp the significance of 
renunciation.  Some teachings, such as the skandhas (a 
Buddhist model of the human physical and psychological 
experience), we have found too difficult and abstract to engage 
children.    

2) The teachings are fairly life-affirming.  We strongly believe that a 
child or young adult must be allowed to develop a healthy ego 
and self-esteem before he or she will be ready to consider 
“letting go” of that ego, as we aim to do in adult practice.  
Also, though the concept of suffering or dukkha (the inherent 
disatisfactoriness of life) is central to Buddhist teaching, if we 
discuss it with children, we do so with a very light touch.  It is 
easy to create a gloomy atmosphere by prematurely pressuring 
kids to “admit” that their lives are dissatisfactory at an 
existential level.  Life experience and maturity will teach each 
of the children that lesson over time; in the meantime, we 
dwell on the positive.  This is the primary reason we don’t 
emphasize the basic Buddhist teachings of the Four Noble 
Truths and the Eightfold Noble Path, even though they look 
outwardly simple and ideal for children; whereas adults may be 
able to see how these are actually optimistic teachings, kids 
too frequently interpret them, more or less, as saying, “Life is 



Part I: History, Development & Philosophy        11 

going to be miserable for you, just like it was for us, so the 
sooner you get serious and stop enjoying it, the better.  Start 
by whittling away all those hopes and desires you have, 
because they are never going to be met.  Sooner or later you 
will see that stillness, silence and self-restraint (all things 
adults do better than children) are best.”   

3) The teachings can be illustrated by engaging stories and rich 
imagery.  A note on Jataka tales: Many people trying to share 
dharma with children have looked to what appears to be an 
obvious source of ready-made material in the Jataka tales.  
These are ancient Buddhist fairy tales, most of which date back 
to when Buddhism thrived in India.  They are colorful tales 
that describe Shakyamuni’s previous lives; some virtuous 
character in the story – a prince, a merchant, an animal – is 
identified as having been a previous incarnation of the Buddha.  
Strangely, most people find that the Jataka tales prove to be of 
extremely limited usefulness in teaching dharma to children.  
There are several reasons for this.  First, the tales are as dated 
and culturally flavored as European fairy tales, so there is often 
a culture gap to bridge, especially to avoid suggesting to the 
kids that we are advocating all of the values reflected in the 
tale.  Second, though there are many Jataka tales, the virtues 
demonstrated in them are limited in scope and number: 
kindness, honesty, loyalty and more loyalty.  Frequently one 
of the primary character traits lauded in the tale is cleverness, 
which is rarely something we seek to emphasize in dharma 
school.  Generally, we feel Jataka tales to be a valuable part of 
our cultural heritage, like fairy tales from other cultures, but 
using them to teach Buddhism is a bit like trying to use 
“Sleeping Beauty” or “Rapunzel” to teach Christianity. 

4) The teachings are useful to children now or gently open up topics 
that will be important to them in the near future.  Teachings 
about moral behavior and compassion are naturally useful to 
children, as long as they are not given too dogmatically.  
Other teachings may go a little over the heads of particularly 
the younger kids, such as teachings about acceptance of death, 
illness or loss.  However, if these teachings can be conveyed in 
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an engaging and age-appropriate way, we plant a seed in the 
kids’ minds.  Later, when the issues raised become relevant or 
approachable, the kids can ask about and explore them in a 
healthier way. 

Over the years, we have cultivated a series of five themes that 
we tackle in sequence year by year (see “Our Five Main Dharmic 
Themes”).  We did not limit ourselves to Zen teachings because 
other traditions, particularly Vajrayana, have yielded many 
teachings that fit our criteria.  However, the teachings we share in 
dharma school are always compatible with the dharma presented 
to adults at the Zen Center.  We cycle through themes as an aid to 
the teachers who work on methods and materials to fit the 
developmental level of their kids.  Those teachers who stay long 
enough to repeat the cycle are better prepared the second time 
around.  The repetition of themes and introduction of 
terminology is particularly engaging for the grade school children 
whose stage-of-life task is to develop proficiency in the world.  
Each of these general themes is approached on various levels and 
from many angles over the course of the year, using activities, 
discussions, projects and games to make these topics personal to 
the children.  The children learn to draw on the Buddhadharma 
without noticing that it is remarkable.   

 

3. Creating a Environment of Respect and Care.   

Our program came alive when we remembered that there can 
be no influence if there is no relationship between people.  At first 
we were so focused on the 
dharma that we were 
trying to teach the kids, 
we ended up being too 
grim and disconnected 
from them.  Now our 
teachers first attempt to 
listen respectfully to the 
kids, honor who the kids 
are and where they are in 
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their development, and adapt the dharma teaching to individuals.  
This helps to foster a sense in the kids that they are appreciated, 
supported and safe when they are at the Zen Center.  Singing, 
smiling and sharing food are some of the other natural ways we 
communicate respect and care.  Over time, we hope to build a 
foundation for the children that will allow them to take this to the 
next stage and show care and respect for others.  After all, the first 
instruction for doing Metta practice (sending love and good-will 
toward oneself and other sentient beings) is to feel oneself to be in 
a safe, comfortable and supported space. 

One of the tools we have for teaching the dharma to children 
(or adults) is to show how we carry our understanding of the 
dharma into our interactions with people, animals and things.  
Therefore, the most important aspect of the dharma school 
program is often not the “program” itself but the culture created 
around the program.   

Every year when we start a new year of dharma school we ask 
the children to state the rules.  With a little prompting they tell 
each other that we come in and take our shoes off; that we don’t 
hit or call each other bad names; that we share and take turns.  
These are simple rules but important for the harmony of this 
community.  Although stating these rules is important, the most 
important method we have for teaching this is to model it.  
Enforcing these rules rarely requires anything more than a 
reminder unless there is some personal intensity between two 
students.   

After they have been immersed in the dharma school for a 
few years, most of them find it a refuge from the stress of the 
disrespect that is rampant in the schools.  When they become 
conscious of this, it becomes important enough to them that the 
kids help to model the behavior we are trying to cultivate.  For the 
teachers, maintaining some equanimity when one or more of the 
kids is acting out is part of how we carry our understanding that 
everyone is endowed with buddha-nature.  Standing firm when 
they are challenging our authority is how we demonstrate the 
belief that wisdom is made possible by discipline. 
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4. Gentle Modeling of Practice.   

One of the stumbling blocks for any children’s program is 
that, in essence, religious aspiration and practice are functions of 
maturity.  The practices we do such as self-reflection, emptying 
the mind, confession of faults, and holding a paradox can only be 
imitated by a mind that is not yet mature.  (A great discussion of 
this can be found in Fowler’s Stages of Faith.)  Imitation, however, 
is not without merit.  The director of the Franciscan Montessori 
Earth School mentioned earlier has said that in Montessori 
education an important story will be told to the children in a fairly 
conventional mode with some visual aids such as dolls or felt 
shapes on a felt board.  Then the adults withdraw and allow the 
children to tell, retell, and play with the story as they are inspired 
without any feedback or correction from the adults.  This playing 
and reshaping is actually a helpful part of the integration of the 
meaning in the story.  

The way in which we treasure our own practice and symbols 
can be an obstacle when trying to share them with children.  Our 
attachment to the practice can create suffering in ourselves and in 
the children.  Changing one thing can remove this attachment.  
This one thing is to accept that the students are in charge of what 

they learn.  It is not the 
teacher’s job to make the 
children learn, but only to 
provide the opportunity.  The 
practice forms that we love are 
thus transformed into a simple 
gift which the children can 
pick up when, if, and in 
whatever manner they are 
ready to do so.  The occasional 
less-than-reverential behavior 
of children can also be 
transformed from being 
shocking and discouraging to 
an interesting part of the 
process.   
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  Our teachers offer the form of meditation without any 
pressure to make anything happen.  We offer the practices of 
bowing, offering incense, and chanting without any loading with 
goals and expectations.  A few minutes of every dharma school 
session is dedicated to meditation, offering incense, and bowing as 
a quiet ritual, or some other practice form that the teacher finds 
accessible to the particular group.  By simply being a part of our 
routine, it does not need to be explained or justified.  The children 
are free to discover for themselves what this practice time has to 
offer, if anything.  This time helps to connect them to the quiet 
time their parents and teachers take to do meditation at home, at 
the Zen Center, and at retreats out of the city.  Forging this 
connection may be reason enough to keep meditation practice a 
part of the routine of the children’s program.  The rewards of 
introducing children to meditation practice have come in the 
course of events.  Some of our children have come back to us as 
adults to practice with us in the meditation hall, take the Precepts, 
formally become Buddhists and take refuge in the community. 

 

 

Sharing Buddhist Teachings 
with Children 

 

Is It “True?”   

Some Buddhist teachings are completely non-controversial, 
like the instructions about cultivating compassion or the emphasis 
on mindfulness.  Others have more imagery and stories associated 
with them, and some of these have the potential to carry messages 
and concepts that may be inappropriate or less than relevant for 
our current cultural setting and time.  We have tried to balance the 
process of “translation” – adapting material to our own culture so 
the core messages can come through – with an effort to conserve 
material that has been important to Buddhists throughout the 
ages.   
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Our main goal in presenting explicit dharma teachings to 
children and youth is to make available to them the rich wisdom 
and mythology of the Buddhist tradition.  By “mythology” we 
mean the teachings, stories and imagery that have been collectively 
created, used and passed down by Buddhists for thousands of 
years.  This concept of mythology is explained well by Joseph 
Campbell, and in no way implies a judgment that the material in 
question is not “true” (because some Buddhists believe it is).  
Apart from whether they are literally true or not, collectively held 
myths contain very deep truths that often cannot be conveyed by 
plain explanation.  If we were to limit ourselves to using Buddhist 
teachings devoid of mythology, we would be depriving the 
children we work with of very valuable tools, concepts and 
experiences.  We leave the question of whether a given teaching is 
literally true open enough that parents can decide how best to 
answer this question for their own child. 

 

Presenting Complex and Ambiguous Material   

Occasionally traditional Buddhist material appears more 
complex, ambiguous and (in a couple instances) even bloodier or 
more violent than people are used to seeing presented to young 
children.   We believe that such material, when offered in a healthy 
atmosphere by adults who provide a context and answer questions, 
is very important for the development of children.  After all, our 
children exist in a world in which, despite our best efforts, they are 
often exposed to complex, ambiguous, bloody and violent 
concepts, imagery and even experiences.  It only strengthens a 
religion when it acknowledges the difficult aspects of life and yet 
offers a worldview that contains an explanation for the state of the 
world, instructions to the individual about how to respond, and 
reason for hope and positivity.  

For example, the story of the Buddha says that he left his wife 
and child to go pursue spiritual practice.  We portray this 
delicately as a very difficult and painful choice the Buddha made 
before he was enlightened, and that later he returned to his family 
and shared what he had learned with them.  We avoid making this 
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Fudo Myo-o, a bodhisattva-like deity who 
stands amidst the flames of hell to help the 
beings there.  His rope binds delusions and 
his sword cuts through them.  Fudo is very 
popular with the grade school boys. 

departure sound heroic or something to be emulated, which could 
be troubling to children.   

Another example is the imagery of the Buddhist hell realm.  
We explain that some people might believe hell literally exists, but 

we believe it is mostly 
metaphorical and we are 
concerned with people 
right here on earth who 
are living in “hell realms” 
because of their 
circumstances or states of 
mind.  We do not judge or 
blame the denizens of 
“hell” but instead 
encourage the kids to 
notice how each of us 
spends time in little “hell 
realms” in our own lives, 
such as when we get 
angry.  We emphasize the 
Buddhist message that 
anyone’s stay in a hellish 
realm is temporary and, in 
a sense, optional.  The 
“way out” (in the case of 
hell it is forgiveness and 
acceptance of oneself and 
others) is available to 
everyone.  

There is something in 
children that becomes 
much more engaged in 
realistic stories that 
portray gritty or exciting 
conflict and resolution 
without too much 
sanitization.  Kids perk up 
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and pay attention to stories about the denizens of hell being boiled 
and stuck on spikes, or hungry ghosts who can’t drink because 
water turns to fire in their mouths (though not all of our images 
are so dramatic).  There seems to be something in a child’s make-
up that allows them to differentiate between real and make-
believe; so far no kid in our dharma school program has had 
nightmares about ending up in hell and being boiled in a giant pot.  
Kids also tend to be more capable of processing serious material 
than we might expect.  One example of this was when a pre-
schooler recently attended our ceremony about the Buddha’s 
death.  In this Nehan ceremony, we describe how the Buddha’s 
students and friends and all the animals gathered around to say 
goodbye, and how peaceful and accepting the Buddha was.  A 
week or two later the subject of death came up in another context, 
and this pre-schooler told her mother confidently that, “It’s OK.  
You can be peaceful when you die.” 

 

 

Making Dharma School a 
Priority 

  

The DRZC dharma school program is in no sense a day-care 
setting for kids whose parents want time to practice.  While the 
dharma school may indeed give parents some valuable time to 
practice with adults, it exists for the sake of the children and youth 
who are considered just as much a part of the sangha as their 
parents. 

 Since its beginning, the dharma school has been given a 
high priority when considering how to use sangha resources.  A 
significant number of adult volunteers are absent from the adult 
program on dharma school days.  Schedules and temple 
responsibilities have to be rearranged to accommodate dharma 
school activities.  During one ceremony in December, the kids get 
use of the “big zendo” where adults would usually be attending 
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dharma talk; the adults have to use the classroom downstairs.  
Once a year, during dharma camp, the Zen Center is left with a 
skeleton crew while most of the monks and residents help staff 
the camp, which is held out of town. 

 Also significant is the Center’s financial commitment to 
supporting the dharma school program.  In 2000, the sangha 
purchased a second house (our third building), largely because we 
needed more space for dharma school.  Recently, we sold that 
house and bought one that is closer and larger – at least in part 
because it would serve dharma school needs better.  Whenever we 
envision the long-term future of the Zen Center, dharma school 
figures prominently.  After all, it is one of our most popular 
programs: in 2004-5, there were 60 kids involved in the dharma 
school, ages 3 to 18.   
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Part II: Description of the DRZC Dharma 

School Program & Curriculum 

 

The Dharma Rain Zen Center program for children has two 
major components: dharma school during the school year, and 
Mandala on the Mountain dharma camp in August (see Part III).  
There is significant overlap between dharma school and camp; 
many of the dharma school kids aged 9-18 also attend camp, and 
kids who attend camp first (and also live in the area) are inspired 
to attend dharma school.  Kids who attend camp create much 
deeper bonds with each other and with their dharma school 
teachers/camp counselors (because they are often the same 
people).  Teachers find that their dharma school groups are much 
more cohesive and willing if a majority of their kids have been 
energized and enriched by their experience at camp. 

 

 

Structure & Administration 

 

Relationship of Dharma School to the Larger Sangha  

We find the children and youth do best when they have their 
own place at the Center and their own routines.  Kids who can 
stay still and quiet are welcome at most Center activities (such as 
meditation, service, and classes), but most prefer to be with other 
kids and do things that are geared to them, their interests and their 
needs.  It does not seem to bother them that they are doing 
something different than the adults, except when they are new to 
the dharma school and may resist being separated from their 
parents.  Before long, though, the youngest kids bond with their 
teachers and the older kids find friends, and they hardly notice 
when the parents leave. 

  Several times each year, all ages of kids are brought into the 
larger community for something special where the kids have 
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Sangha members 
gather to watch 
end-of-the-year 
skits; preschoolers 
enact the story of 
Maya, mother of 
the Buddha. 

special parts to play and are prepared ahead for the event.  Wesak 
(the festival of the Buddha’s birth) and Segaki (the festival of the 
hungry ghosts) are annual special events where the kids join the 
adults (see “Kid-friendly Ceremonies”).  At the end of the dharma 
school year, in early June, each age group presents something to 
the adult sangha, such as a skit, a song, a dance or some artistic 
creations.  The children and youth feel a sense of pride about their 
presentations, and the adult sangha enjoys the youthful energy and 
connection with the kids.   

 

 

 

Roles of Parents and Teachers   

Parents pay a small fee each year to help pay for 
infrastructure.  Parent volunteers help with logistics, planning, 
feedback, and supplies.  Snacks are provided by a rotating list of 
parents who sign up for the duty.  Parents of younger kids attend 
the singing that comprises the first part of the dharma school day, 
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Triumph during the egg hunt. 

and usually attend the kids’ ceremonies.  Parents of pre-school and 
grade school kids may attend the age-specific classes if their 
children want them to be there.   

Teacher volunteers are Zen students that come from the 
sangha and usually do not have children in dharma school.  (If 
they do, they do not work with their own child’s group.)  Our 
teachers are not usually trained or certified, just motivated.  
Ideally, each teacher goes through an apprenticeship period of one 
to several years during which they assist a more experienced 
teacher before they take on the primary role in leading a group.  So 
far, we have recruited teachers from among those members who 1) 
have shown some interest in the kids when they have joined the 
adults for a social event or ceremony, 2) seem to have a handle on 
the basics of their own Buddhist training, and 3) have enough 
equanimity to avoid overreacting when the kids are “acting out.”  
We have been cautious with people we don’t know well who have 
been very eager or insistent about working with kids.  We feel it is 

necessary to protect the children 
from any adult with intrusive 
issues. 

Teachers work with a general 
syllabus that provides a theme for 
each school year.  As often as once 
a month the “typical” dharma 
school schedule is preempted by 
one of our annual ceremonies run 
by and for the kids (see section on 
“Kid-friendly Ceremonies”), or a 
special event like the spring egg 
hunt.  The teachers customize the 
lesson plan for each day, attempting 
to adapt to the individual students 
and the developmental stage of the 
class. 
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Our Five Main Dharmic Themes 
 

We use five main dharmic themes to organize the explicit 
teachings in dharma school.  We selected these themes using the 
criteria listed under “Discovering What Works” in Part I, and do 
not claim them to be a complete presentation of Buddhism.  
However, almost all Buddhist teachings contain and reflect 
countless other Buddhist concepts and practices, so we feel that 
our program covers all the basics.  We focus on one theme each 
year, and then cycle back to the beginning.  If kids are in dharma 
school for more than 5 years and encounter the same material for a 
second time, so much development has happened in the kids 
themselves in the intervening years that it is like they are 
encountering something new.  Also, the material will be 
approached much differently in a middle or high school class, for 
example, than in a pre-school or grade school class. 

Certain age groups will take liberties with a year’s theme.  The 
pre-school group will sometimes spend longer (more than one 
year) working through a simple sequence like the Paramitas.  The 
middle school group tends to anchor its classes on the theme, but 
introduce other things as needed as the teachers emphasize group 
process, interpersonal skills and self-reflection.  The high school 
group generally does not follow the year’s theme, instead drawing 
– as needed – on Buddhist teachings or practices that are relevant 
to whatever the group is working on.  

Some of the summaries presented below are more extensive 
than others.  It is fairly easy to find information on the Buddha’s 
life, the paramitas and bodhisattvas, so these summaries are short.  
Though the Lotus Sutra is easy to find, it is a full-length sutra; we 
have made an effort here to identify the portions of the sutra we 
use with children and how we do so.  It is actually a challenge to 
find a source on the six realms that describes both the rich 
iconography and mythology of the teachings and the dharma 
behind them.  Therefore, we have devoted a fair amount of space 
to this summary. 
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Theme #1: The Buddha’s Life   

The story of Shakyamuni Buddha’s life is deeply symbolic and 
archetypal for Buddhists.  We present it all year long in a series of 
accessible chapters.  A good source for this material is Thich Nhat 
Hanh’s Old Path, White Clouds, although this is a very interpretive 
version of the story.  The traditional version can be found many 
places, including The World of the Buddha by Lucien Stryk.  What 
follows is a brief summary of the Buddha’s life and a description 
of some of the lessons we pull out of it for children.  Individual 
teachers may emphasize different lessons or parts of the story, and 
particularly for the youngest kids it is often not necessary to pull 
out an explicit “lesson” – the story stands on its own. 

We start the story when the Buddha – originally called 
Siddhartha Gautama – is a baby.  A seer predicts that Siddhartha 
will grow up to be either a great king or a great spiritual teacher.  
Siddhartha’s father, Suddhodhana, is a king, and hopes that his son 
will grow up to follow in his footsteps.  So Suddhodhana tries to 
make sure that his son will never want to leave the palace life and 
go off and do the ascetic religious practice that was common at the 
time.  He gives the prince anything he desires.  He does not let 
Siddhartha see anything or anyone who is suffering, ill, old or 
dead.  For a long time, the prince is happy.  Still, there are signs he 
is destined to pursue spiritual practice: at one point the young 
prince is found deep in meditation beneath a rose-apple tree, a 
state he spontaneously discovered seeing as he had never been 
taught meditation.  (For this lesson we might emphasize stillness 
and meditation.) 

Eventually Siddhartha wants to see more of the world and 
asks to take a trip outside the palace.  On his trip, despite his 
father’s best efforts, Siddhartha ends up seeing what is known as 
the “Four Sights” – a sick person, an old person, a dead person, 
and spiritual renunciate.  The prince is deeply shocked and 
troubled by the first three sights, particularly when his charioteer 
explains that what happened to these people will happen to 
everyone.  When Siddhartha sees the calm holy man, the idea of 
spiritual practice and seeking enters his mind.  (For this lesson we 
might discuss the sadness and difficulty around sickness, old age 



Part II: Description of Dharma School & Curriculum        25 

and death and suggest that there is a way to feel peace and 
happiness in this life in spite of this.) 

By this time the prince is married and has a small son, but his 
heart calls him away from palace life.  He knows his wife and heir 
are in good hands, and decides to leave.  He knows that his father 
will not support his decision, so he leaves in the middle of the 
night.  Out in the forest he cuts off his long hair and sends his 
horse back to the palace with a servant.  He trades his beautiful 
clothes with those of a woodsman, and begins his life of harsh 
ascetic practice.  His pivotal question is, “What is the nature of 
suffering?”  (For this lesson we might discuss the nature of a 
spiritual quest, or the need to do what our conscience calls us to 
do even when someone else might disagree.) 

After six years of harsh ascetic practice, Siddhartha looks like 
a skeleton and feels no closer to answering his question.  A woman 
offers him a bowl of rice and milk, and finally he accepts 
nourishment.  (For this lesson we talk about the middle way, one 
of the Buddha’s most important teachings.  Neither the extreme 
indulgence of palace life nor the extreme harshness of ascetic 
practice was conducive to spiritual growth and health, so the 
Buddha learned to live the middle way between extremes.)   

Then Siddhartha settles down beneath the Bodhi tree and 
vows not to get up until he attains enlightenment.  All night he 
battles the disturbances sent by Mara, a supernatural creature who 
thrives on the confusion and suffering of sentient beings (viewed 
as an archetypal image for our own inner doubt and self-
attachment).  Mara can’t stand the idea of Siddhartha discovering 
enlightenment and then teaching others.  Then there would be 
fewer people suffering!  So Mara sends his armies, storms, 
challenges and temptations to Siddhartha, who sits calmly through 
them all until Mara finally goes away.  When he sees the morning 
star, Siddhartha becomes fully enlightened and sees the answer to 
his question about the nature of suffering.  (Here we may discuss 
the virtue of vow and intention, and the ability to remain steadfast 
in the midst of challenge and doubt.) 
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Siddhartha, now Shakyamuni Buddha (“buddha” means 
“awakened one”), then starts his teaching career, which lasts over 
40 years.  One of his first teachings was about the Four Noble 
Truths (which we present in the following kid-friendly language, 
using examples that kids can relate to):   

The FirstThe FirstThe FirstThe First Noble Truth Noble Truth Noble Truth Noble Truth is the truth that life is never completely 
satisfying because everything changes.  Even if we have 
everything we want, eventually those things will change or go 
away.  We may enjoy a party, but then we feel sad when it is 
over.  We may love our shiny new bike, but eventually it gets 
old and worn and we want something else.   

The Second Noble TruthThe Second Noble TruthThe Second Noble TruthThe Second Noble Truth is that the reason life is unsatisfying is 
because of our desires.  We desire things we don’t have, and we 
desire not to have things we do have.  We almost always want 
life to be at least a little bit different than it actually is, and this 
is what hurts.   

The Third Noble TruthThe Third Noble TruthThe Third Noble TruthThe Third Noble Truth is that we can become free from suffering 
if we become free from our desires.  This does not mean that 
we never want or feel anything, but we don’t get too attached 
to our desires or allow them to control us. 

The Fourth Noble TruthThe Fourth Noble TruthThe Fourth Noble TruthThe Fourth Noble Truth is that there is a spiritual path of practice 
that we can follow that will help us release our attachment to 
our desires.  This path includes moral behavior, generosity and 
meditation. 

The final chapter of the Buddha’s life is about his dying 
process.  The Buddha gets sick and weak at the end of his life (an 
important element in portraying him as a human being).  All the 
animals are sad and gather around him as he lays dying, because he 
had been such a good friend to them.  The Buddha’s disciples are 
also very sad and wonder what they will do when the Buddha is 
gone.  The Buddha himself is very peaceful and tells his disciples 
not to be sad, and to be “lamps unto yourselves.”  This means that 
they could rely on the teachings he left and on their own inner 
wisdom from then on.  (Here we may emphasize discovering and 
relying on our own inner wisdom.) 
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Theme #2: Bodhisattvas   

Bodhisattvas are traditional personified images representing 
various archetypes of enlightened activity, each with their own 
particular emphasis and style.  They are described as beings who 
are almost fully enlightened buddhas, but who choose to remain in 
the world to help other beings.  They symbolize great wisdom and 
spiritual attainment coupled with complete selflessness and 
generosity.  Images of bodhisattvas are frequently found on 
Buddhist altars, where they remind us of our highest aspirations.  
Bodhisattvas are not like Catholic saints in that they are not 
supposed to have been real historical individuals.  However, at 
times, people – both children and adults – find inspiration or take 
solace in envisioning bodhisattvas as having a very real presence in 
their lives.  The founder of Soto Zen, Eihei Dogen, attributed his 
survival through a storm on the sea of Japan to Kanzeon’s 
benevolent assistance.  An excellent source of information on 
bodhisattvas is Taigen Leighton’s Faces of Compassion. 

Using bodhisattva imagery to teach children is particularly 
easy because the bodhisattvas provide rich imagery and many 
examples of compassionate, wise and generous behavior.  Most of 
the bodhisattvas have fascinating and colorful stories and legends 
associated with them, and the iconography alone contains great 
teaching.  After leading a class focused on a description of a 
bodhisattva, teachers will find material for subsequent classes by 
telling stories of real people who embodied similar aspects, or may 
even find or make up stories in which the bodhisattva plays a role.  
Throughout the ages the genders of the Bodhisattvas have 
changed or been ambiguous, so teachers of the boys’ and girls’ 
grade school groups tend to choose images and genders that their 
kids can relate to.  For example, the girls love the beautiful 
Japanese image of the feminine Kanzeon, while the boys enjoy the 
masculine Vajrayana image of Avalokiteshvara (the same 
Bodhisattva of compassion), who has eleven heads and a thousand 
arms. 

ManjushriManjushriManjushriManjushri (or Monju) is the bodhisattva of wisdom and is 
typically found on the central altar in Zen meditation halls.  
Sometimes he is shown carrying a sword of wisdom, which can cut 
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through delusions.  He rides a lion or similar beast, which he 
tamed through the use of wisdom rather than force (so he carries 
no whip or reins).  Manjushri’s wisdom is deep spiritual wisdom, 
not just knowledge about all kinds of things.  Leighton suggests 
(in Faces of Compassion) that modern expressions of the 
Manjushri archetype include Einstein, Gloria Steinem and 
Winston Churchill. 

KanzeonKanzeonKanzeonKanzeon (also known as Avalokiteshvara, Kannon and Kuan 
Yin) is the bodhisattva of compassion.  As mentioned earlier, this 
bodhisattva has been portrayed as both male and female.  Kanzeon 
means “observer of the sounds of the world.”  In many cases she is 
portrayed as being ready (and able) to respond in an instant with 
whatever is needed, which is why Avalokiteshvara is portrayed as 
having a thousand arms – often with an eye in the palm of each 
hand.  Even more compelling, however, is the image of this 
bodhisattva as always present, always listening and watching.  One 
legend says that Avalokiteshvara once had only one head, but he 
observed so much suffering in the world that his head blew up.  
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The gods put him back together, but this time with eleven heads 
so he could face every direction at once.  Leighton names the 
Dalai Lama and Mother Teresa as obvious modern examples of 
this archetype. 

Samantabhadra Samantabhadra Samantabhadra Samantabhadra (or Fugen) is the bodhisattva of loving 
activity.  He is portrayed riding an elephant, a creature of great 
strength, faithfulness and ability.  He symbolizes a third essential 
aspect of practice (along with wisdom and compassion): skill in 
means, or effectiveness in putting theory into practice.  He is 
energetic and effective, though he always remains grounded in 
wisdom and compassion for all sentient beings.  In a modern 
setting, this bodhisattva can be pictured as working for long-term 
change; Leighton associates Mahatma Gandhi, Martin Luther King 
and Rachel Carson with this archetype. 

JizoJizoJizoJizo (or Kshitigarbha) is a bodhisattva of protection, 
particularly for children, women, and travelers.  He has made a 
vow to be present for all suffering beings, no matter where they 
are – particularly if they are in very difficult, hellish circumstances.  
He is portrayed as a bald-headed monk, often with a traveler’s 
staff.  He is a simpatico figure, which may explain why, in Japan, 
Jizo statues are often chosen as memorial markers for children 
who have died.  Leighton names Elie Wiesel, Toni Morrison and 
Thich Nhat Hanh as modern exemplars of the Jizo archetype. 

A less well-known figure, FudoFudoFudoFudo, makes it on our bodhisattva 
list.  He is one of those associated Buddhist deities that has come 
to us through the ages, and has a special place in our lineage.  
Images of Fudo are especially intriguing to the boys; he is a 
sturdy, muscular character with an immensely fierce expression.  
Two sharp teeth stick out from between his lips; one points up 
and the other points down.  His hands are clenched into fists – 
one of them around a rope, which is for binding delusions, and the 
other around a sword, which is for cutting through and thus 
ending the delusions.  He is surrounded by flames that reach up 
above his head because he is standing on a rock in hell.  His vow is 
to stay put until all the beings there are freed.  In this his concern 
is not unlike Jizo’s, but his approach is notably different.  One 
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modern exemplar of this archetype that springs to mind is 
Malcolm X. 

Other traditional Buddhist figures can be included in the 
Bodhisattva category with little confusion on the part of the 
children.  These include Shakyamuni Buddha (focusing on his 
tireless teaching career or on his “previous lives” as a bodhisattva), 
Prajnaparamita (the archetype of non-discriminating wisdom, who 
is the “mother” of all buddhas), Vimalakirti (a famous and 
accomplished lay student of the Buddha), Maitreya (the buddha 
yet to come to this world), Tara (a female Vajrayana deity who is 
related to Avalokiteshvara), and Hotei (the well-known fat, 
laughing “buddha” often portrayed in statues, who was a Chinese 
monk). 

 

Theme #3: Paramitas   

The Paramitas are a classical Buddhist way of describing the 
most important of human virtues.  We generally use the six 
paramitas, or perfections (there is also a list of ten): generosity 
(Dana); ethical behavior (Sila), patience (Kshanti), effort (Virya), 
concentration (Dhyana) and wisdom (Prajna).  Dharma school 
teachers center a class around a paramita, and find creative ways – 
stories, discussions, projects and activities – to make the paramita 
accessible to kids of different ages and developmental levels. 

An excellent source of information about the paramitas is the 
book The Practice of Perfection by Robert Aitken.  Perhaps the 
most effective way to introduce the six Paramitas here is to offer 
the lyrics of one of our favorite dharma school songs (lyrics and 
musical are by Nathaniel Paramita Needle): 

 

Chorus: Why don’t you try a little paramita? 
There’s nothin’ sweeter than a little paramita 

 I know ya wanna git to that other shore 
 But don’t think about it, just paddle your oar... 
 Paddle your oar, paddle your oar. 
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Now the first paramita is Dana 
It means give it away even when you don’t wanna 
Don’t allow attachments to shrink your space 
Just spill your being all over the place 
That’s Dana paramita for sure (Chorus) 
 
Now the second paramita is Sila 
In life’s situations be a lover and a healer 
Tell the truth and be everyone’s amigo 
Just as if you didn’t have an ego 
That’s Sila paramita for sure (Chorus) 
 
Now the third paramita is Kshanti 
Without it your inferno will be worthy of Dante 
Like the sun which shines on the mountain every day 
Just enjoy the shining ‘till the mountain melts away 
That’s Kshanti paramita for sure (Chorus) 
 
Now the fourth paramita is Virya 
The exertion of a falling leaf can steer ya 
Every breath, every step that’s taken  
Is an opportunity to awaken 
That’s Virya paramita for sure (Chorus) 
 
Now the fifth paramita is Dhyana 
Face that wall and shout out “Hana!” 
Stick with your practice, keep your concentration tauter 
And let those thoughts flow through you like water 
That’s Dhyana paramita for sure. (Chorus) 
 
Now the sixth paramita is Prajna 
If you think you’re wise, you’re full of bologna 
But when you experience “I DON’T KNOW” 
Then natural wisdom is everywhere you go 
That’s Prajna paramita for sure. (Chorus) 
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Theme #4: The Six Realms and the Wheel of Life   

One of the most vivid and useful Buddhist teachings for 
children is the cosmology of the wheel of life and the six realms 
(see picture on the next page).  In this worldview, the universe is 
divided into six realms: heaven, hell, animals, hungry ghosts, 
asuras (jealous gods), and humans.  A being is never trapped in 
one realm; their actions determine where they will be reborn in the 
next life.  The six realms are visually presented as parts of a circle, 
which is called the “Wheel of Life” because beings constantly go 
round and round on it.   

Though this may appear to be a negative worldview, in each 
of the six realms there is a buddha that teaches the specific way to 
achieve liberation from that realm.  Significantly, the goal of 
Buddhist practice is not to get to the heaven realm (because even 
that is conditional and temporary), but to get off the wheel 
completely – that is, to stop the cycle and achieve peace.  We 
primarily use each realm as a metaphor for particular states of 
mind, and describe how we can find ourselves in one of the realms 
in one moment and in another realm the next.   

Children are asked to imagine examples from everyday life 
that might feel like the realm that is being discussed.  For example, 
the heaven realm might feel like a really fun vacation with family, 
and the hell realm might feel like a day at school when everyone is 
being mean to you and you feel like no one on earth cares about 
you.  As described earlier (“Is It True?”), we hold this imagery 
lightly, and do not teach the children to fear getting stranded in a 
flaming hell that exists deep underground, or to believe hungry 
ghosts wander the earth.  We have not had any problems with kids 
understanding the teachings this way. 

At the center of the wheel of life one finds three animals – a 
pig, a snake and a rooster.  The pig symbolizes blindness or 
delusion, the snake symbolizes hatred and the rooster symbolizes 
greed.  The emotions of the three stem from ignorance of our 
fundamentally pure and empty nature.  Together, the triad 
represents the root cause that keeps the wheel of life turning.  
Around the edges of the wheel are a series of images representing  
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Buddhist cosmology: the world of samsara, divided into six realms – 
(clockwise from top) heaven, realm of the fighting asuras, realm of the beasts, 

hell, realm of the hungry ghosts, and the human realm. 
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the twelve steps of dependent origination, which explain how all 
of the activity on the wheel of life arises from ignorance (of our 
true nature) through action, consciousness, and so on, through 
grasping, existence, birth, old age and death.  We do not attempt 
to explore this subtle and complex teaching with children.  Rather, 
we find that the six realms imagery can stand on its own and 
provides plenty of material for a year of classes.   

Heaven Realm:Heaven Realm:Heaven Realm:Heaven Realm: Heaven is blissful and populated by devas, or 
gods.  Devas are not omniscient or omnipotent creators, but they 
are very powerful and live for countless ages.  They are seven times 
larger than humans, their bodies shine with a brilliant light and 
everything around them stays fresh and beautiful.  Some reign 
over celestial kingdoms, while most live in delightful happiness 
and splendor.  Most of the devas relax in a palace in the clouds.  

They gather around a musician, dancing, in a pavilion decorated 
with banners.  Some devas float through the sky, while others play 
musical instruments in the garden or swim in a refreshing pool.  A 
wish-fulfilling tree which is rooted in the asura realm bears fruit in 
the heaven realm, and some of the devas staff a celestial army to 
protect heaven from marauding asuras.  However, the happiness of 
the devas is not simply a matter of sensual pleasure derived from 
material things, though the devas certainly do not lack such 
pleasure.  Rather, the beings in heaven have mastery of desire, 
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control of themselves, joy and contentment, and they experience 
progressively deeper states of meditation.  Suffering is transcended 
in the heaven realm.   

To be reborn in the heaven realm, beings have performed 
austere, meritorious and charitable deeds, but did not gain 
enlightenment or liberation.  They are still attached to a concept 
of self.  They attain states of peace and bliss in meditation, but do 
not drop the perception of there being some “one” who has 
attained that peace and bliss.  Eventually they are lulled into a 
sense of complacency and neglect their spiritual practice.  The 
merit stored up from the good things the devas did in the past will 
run out, and they will begin to descend from heaven.  Their bodies 
become dim and become capable of producing sweat, they get 
uncomfortable and ill at ease, their flower garlands fade and their 
clothes, which always remained clean no matter how long they 
wore them, get old and begin to smell.  Descending devas are 
tormented by the knowledge that they will soon lose the 
experience of heaven and be reborn in one of the other realms of 
existence.  They are engulfed in sorrow, and in a certain sense this 
mental anguish is worse than the suffering experienced even in the 
hell realm. 

A white buddha is depicted in the corner of the heaven 
section of the wheel, set off in a circle, playing a musical 
instrument.  Inevitably the devas will begin to descend out of the 
heaven realm, so the buddha depicted in this realm is simply 
playing a musical instrument, harmonizing with the devas and 
patiently waiting for karma to run its course.  A deva who learned 
acceptance and patience from this buddha might be able to move 
to the human realm (where there is the most potential for ultimate 
liberation from the whole wheel of life process), rather than the 
asura realm or one of the lower realms, if s/he did not respond to 
the loss of heaven with anger, jealousy or despair. 

A positive lesson for teachers to emphasize with the heaven 
realm is learning to accept when wonderful things are ending.  
Forecasting the loss of everything pleasant in a child’s life is 
generally not an age-appropriate message, although this important 
lesson can be conveyed indirectly and subtly simply through 
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presentation of the heaven realm mythology without over-
explanation.  Teachers can delicately bring up the experience of 
“losing heaven,” however, and even normalize it and make it clear 
that such an experience is free of blame.  The sooner we can 
gracefully accept that things are shifting, the happier we will be.  
We can concentrate on ending up in the human realm – where 
there is a healthy balance of pleasure and discomfort - instead of 
the asura realm, where god-like beings are driven insane with envy 
for what the devas have in the heaven realm (see below).  Another 
teaching topic could be the fact that the devas are primarily 
concerned about their own happiness, and don’t do much to help 
others (although this isn’t always true).  The kids could discuss 
times when they have felt good because they did something nice 
for someone else, and the teacher could point out that this is a 
happiness that is more likely to be found in the human realm than 
in the heaven realm. 

Asura Realm: Asura Realm: Asura Realm: Asura Realm: The asura realm is populated by powerful 
beings who experience a life that could be almost as pleasurable as 
that of the devas in the heaven realm.  However, the asuras are 
very envious and suspicious of each other, so they spend their time 
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absorbed in great wars and conflicts instead of enjoying 
themselves.  The realm is full of assembling armies and asuras in 
battle gear.  Even though they value justice, wisdom and faith, 
they always desire to be superior to others, so they are competitive 
and egotistical.   

Even worse, the asuras are plagued by envy for the devas, who 
they can see, just as humans can see animals.  A wish-fulfilling tree 
grows in the asura realm, but it bears fruit only up in the heaven 
realm, out of reach of the asuras.  The asuras try to obtain the 
fruits of the heaven realm by chopping down the wish-fulfilling 
tree and by making war on the devas.  There is no anger or hatred 
in the heaven realm, but when the devas see what is happening, 
they enter a magical forest that makes them aggressive.  Then they 
defend themselves from the asuras.  The king of the devas, Indra, 
rides on the central head of an immense elephant with thirty-three 
heads, named Supremely Steady.  His ministers ride on the other 
32 heads.  An unimaginably large divine army surrounds them, and 
they raise a mighty battle cry and rain weapons down on the asuras 
– huge arrows, spears, thunderbolts and wheels.  The devas use 
their powers to pick up mountains and hurl them down on the 
asuras.  Devas are seven times larger than humans, can only be 
killed when their heads are cut off, and any wounds they receive 
can be healed by divine ambrosia.  Asuras, on the other hand, are 
much smaller than devas and can die as easily as humans, so the 
asuras always lose their battles. 

Beings are reborn in this realm after they live a life of 
devotion (as a priest, monk, nun, or lay practitioner, for example) 
while secretly harboring hatred and jealousy.  Or they live fairly 
virtuous and noble lives, but still have a propensity for envy, 
fighting, ambition and competition.  The green buddha of this 
realm carries a sword to remind the asuras of the virtues of moral 
restraint and order.  The strength and energy of asuras is used for 
violence and is wasted in their struggles, but that same strength 
and energy could be used for self-discipline and to maintain order 
and justice for everyone.  If an asura managed to curb his or her 
envy and jealousy, he or she might calm down enough to realize 
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that participation in the struggles of the asura realm is fruitless and 
painful, and begin to feel gratitude for what he or she has. 

With children, teachers can draw out experiences where the 
students have felt or witnessed envy (for something one feels one 
lacks) or jealousy (anxiety about losing something one feels one 
has).  Teachers can lead the kids into a discussion of how these 
states feel: constrained, paranoid, fearful, worried, ungrateful.  
Some of the kids may have had friendships break up or go through 
difficult times because of asura-type behavior.  Kids might 
respond to a request for suggestions that could be made to the 
asuras to make them happier, such as living by a promise not to 
hurt anyone or learning to stop comparing their situation to the 
heaven realm and just enjoy what they have. 

Beast Realm: Beast Realm: Beast Realm: Beast Realm: The beast realm overlaps the human realm – 
that is, animals and humans can see each other.  The animals 

typical of this realm are completely driven by their instincts and 
their simple, physical needs and base emotions like fear, aggression 
and sensual desire.  In many respects this description does not 
apply to the real, live animals we have as pets or respect in the 
wild; this realm is often called the animal realm but may more 
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appropriately be called the “realm of beasts.”  In this archetypal 
image of animals they must always worry about being eaten or 
catching some other animal to eat.  They also get caught, eaten or 
enslaved by humans.   

The understanding of animals is limited, so when they are 
hungry, that is all they can think about; when they want to mate, 
they are obsessed with sex; when they are afraid, they are 
consumed with fear; when they have nothing to do they, they 
simply sleep.   These archetypal animals feel no shame or empathy 
when they cause harm (or even death) to other beings.  They often 
encounter situations they do not understand, and can only react 
with confusion, aggression or fear.  Because the beasts are always 
at the mercy of their needs, desires and fears, they are caught in a 
cycle of basic, instinctual self-maintenance and rarely get out of 
their deeply worn habit patterns.  They are involved in an 
obsession with “me and mine.” 

Beings are reborn in the beast realm when they have acted as 
if there are no moral laws operating in the universe, merely 
according to instinct or desire without concern for the 
consequences and without remorse or shame.  They are also 
reborn here when they kill or harm innocent beings through 
obliviousness or ignorance.  The basic theme is willful ignorance 
of the laws of karma (moral cause-and-effect).  The blue buddha 
of this realm holds a book, representing the knowledge - especially 
about the laws of karma, and the benefits of ethical conduct - that 
could set the beasts free. 

Children usually feel a special interest in and resonance with 
animals, so teachers can make an effort to differentiate between 
real-life animals and the “beasts” of this realm.  It might help to 
point out that some animals almost live more in the human realm, 
while some people seem to live more in the beast realm.  An 
important theme is that beasts don’t have the ability or willingness 
to understand cause and effect, and therefore they often act in 
ways that are harmful to themselves or to other beings.  A good 
example is that dogs will eat chocolate even though it is poisonous 
to them.  Even if their owner trains them not to, a dog doesn’t 
understand why she isn’t allowed to eat chocolate and will 
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probably eat it behind her owner’s back.  You can’t explain the 
situation to a dog.  Kids can be asked for examples of when people 
act like animals, only concerned with whether something feels 
good or not (they might eat too much, destroy the environment in 
order to make lots of money, or act with a careless disregard for 
the safety of others and end up causing harm to other people).  
The children can then brainstorm a list of “good ideas” for ways to 
not act like beasts. 

Hell Realm:Hell Realm:Hell Realm:Hell Realm: The hell realm is full of beings undergoing 
intense physical and mental suffering.  There are vivid descriptions 
in the mythology of the numerous and various kinds of hells and 
torments that can be found in this realm, and the major theme is 
the absence of any hope for escape (that is, until one’s karma is 
exhausted).  There are hot hells, cold hells, occasional hells and 
neighboring hells (classically, there are eighteen in all).  In the 
Reviving Hell, its denizens are tied to each other and fight each 
other to painful deaths, only to have a cold wind come along, 
revive them, and allow the process to start over. 

 
Inhabitants of the Black Thread Hell are cut into pieces with 
flaming knives and saws along black lines that have been drawn on 
their bodies, after which their bodies miraculously reassemble only 
to be cut up again.  Residents of the Crushing Hell are repeatedly 
crushed between two mountains or iron plates and revived.  In 
other hells beings are burnt with molten metal and pierced with 
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spikes.  In the cold hells, beings are tormented with blisters, 
endlessly chattering teeth, and their skin splitting open.  
Surrounding the hot and cold hells are the neighboring hells, 
through which beings must pass on their way out of hell: a pit of 
hot embers that appears from afar to be a shady trench; a swamp 
full of corpses that appears from afar to be a cool river; a plain of 
razors that appears to be a pleasant meadow, and a forest of 
swords that appears to be a protective grove of trees.  (Much 
lengthier and more vivid descriptions of the hell realm can be 
found in some of the sources in the reference section; describing 
hell seems to have been as much a preoccupation with Buddhists 
as it has been with those in other religions.) 

Beings are reborn in the hell realm when they have allowed 
themselves to be overcome with hatred, anger and directed 
aggression.  There is a qualitative difference between this and the 
aggression that leads to the animal realm; animal realm aggression 
is rather blind, defensive, stupid and instinctual, and springs more 
from ignorance (although it may be willful ignorance) than 
conscious choice.  Beings headed for the hell realm, in a sense, 
have said “yes” to the path of hatred and aggression, whether they 
are aware of it or not.  This is not to say that only perpetrators of 
physical violence end up in hell.  There are many other ways to act 
out hatred and aggression, such as deception, oppression, verbal 
abuse, slander and sexual misconduct.   

The indigo buddha in this realm carries a vial of water, 
representing the cooling effect of patience and forgiveness, and a 
flame, symbolizing the light of hope.  Only when a hell being is 
able to unconditionally let go of his or her anger and hatred can he 
or she become free of hell.  In theory, this is possible at any 
moment, but the beings in hell are usually depicted as being stuck 
there a very long time.  This is because afflictive emotions like 
anger are self-sustaining; once a being has created a hell realm for 
him or herself, he or she has many reasons to continue being 
angry. 

Kids often enjoy a good dose of the graphic depictions of 
hell.  Teachers can offer some of the mythology and imagery, 
keeping a careful eye on when the interest turns from a natural 
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curiosity into anxiety or morbid distraction.  The emphasis here 
should not be on all the terrible things people can do that might 
cause them to wind up in the hell realm.  In fact, effort should be 
made to communicate that the Buddhist hell is not a punitive one, 
even though some of the imagery suggests punishment.  The 
experience of harboring and acting out anger, hatred and 
aggression is, in and of itself, hell.  This is an easy truth to draw 
out of the kids if teachers ask them how these emotions feel 
physically and mentally.  One valuable teaching point is that 
people who do hateful things punish themselves, even if it appears 
that they never suffer consequences for their actions.  This can 
inspire the kids to feel compassion for wrongdoers, rather than a 
sense of judgment or a need for revenge.  They usually find it easy 
to imagine that someone who steals something will experience 
inward consequences even if they never get caught, such as a sense 
of pervasive guilt or a paranoia that someone, in turn, will steal 
from them. 

Hungry Ghost Realm: Hungry Ghost Realm: Hungry Ghost Realm: Hungry Ghost Realm: Hungry ghosts (also known as pretas 
or gakis) are strange and pathetic-looking creatures that are 
consumed with hunger and thirst.  There are three types of hungry 
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ghosts: those with external obstacles, those with internal 
obstacles, and those with specific obstacles.  Ghosts with external 
obstacles never find the food and drink they crave.  They may not 
hear news of food or water for centuries.  Occasionally they 
glimpse a stream from afar, but it takes them a long, painful time 
to get there because their joints are so fragile.  When they finally 
arrive, the water has dried up.  Similarly, they sometimes see an 
orchard of trees but arrive to find the fruit has dried up and 
withered.  They may see an abundance of food and drink 
somewhere, but when they approach it, they are driven away by 
men who attack them with weapons.  Everything is agony for 
them, and if a traveler from another realm comes near, the desire 
of the ghosts produces a fever in the traveler.   Ghosts with 
internal obstacles have gigantic bellies, necks as thin as a hair, and 
mouths no bigger than the eye of a needle.  No matter how much 
water these ghosts find to drink, by the time it gets down their 
tiny throats, the heat from their breath has evaporated it.  They 
can never force enough food through their tiny mouths to satisfy 
them, and once the food reaches their stomach it bursts into 
flames anyway.   They can hardly move because their bellies are 
huge but their limbs are as thin as grass. 

Ghosts with specific obstacles have various kind of 
experiences, depending on the nature of their previous deeds.  A 
classic Vajrayana tale (found in Words of My Perfect Teacher by 
Patrul Rinpoche) is told about four ghosts that were chained to 
the four legs of throne.  The throne belonged to a beautiful 
woman.  A traveler from the human realm named Shrona 
happened by as the beautiful woman was leaving for a period of 
time.  She offered Shrona food but told him not to share any of it 
with the ghosts.  The ghosts begged Shrona, however, and he took 
pity on them and gave them some of the food.  When one of them 
tried to eat it, the food turned into chaff.  For the next ghost it 
turned into a lump of iron, for the next a lump of flesh, and for 
the last ghost the food turned into pus mixed with blood.  When 
the woman returned she admonished Shrona, saying, “Do you 
really think you are more compassionate than I am?  These four 
ghosts were people I knew my past life, and they have all been 
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reborn here because of their stinginess and greed.  The first was 
my husband.  When one of the Buddha’s disciples came on his 
alms round, I offered him food.  Thinking my husband would like 
to share in this opportunity, I suggested he also make an offering.  
My husband yelled at me, saying, ‘What are you doing offering 
food to that worthless monk?  You should save it for your own 
family, and stuff his mouth with chaff!’  My son reacted that same 
way, saying, ‘You should feed that bald-head lumps of iron.’  
Later, my parents sent me some delicacies to eat, and my 
daughter-in-law ate the best parts before she gave them to me.  
When I asked her about it, she said, ‘I would rather eat my own 
flesh than take something meant for you!’  The fourth ghost was 
my servant, who ate a meal I was sending to my family.  She 
denied it, saying, ‘I would rather eat pus and blood than steal from 
you.’”  Shrona asked the woman why she was in the hungry ghost 
realm.  “I vowed to be reborn where I could see what fate awaited 
these four as a result of their actions,” she replied. 

Beings are reborn in the hungry ghost realm because they 
have acted with extreme selfishness and greed, and refused to share 
their blessings with the less fortunate.  This greed is a feverish, 
passionate greed, where the animal realm greed is more immediate, 
basic and instinctual.  To become a hungry ghost a being had to be 
more conscious about their greed, often manipulating, scheming, 
lying and withholding in order to obtain (or keep) what they 
wanted.  This greediness explains the reason why the hungry ghost 
realm is so desperately unsatisfying: an attitude of greed and 
stinginess creates a worldview centered on lack, so no matter how 
much one obtains it is never enough.  Therefore, the red buddha 
of this realm carries a container filled with celestial nourishment 
and teaches the virtue of generosity and sacrifice.  

Children immediately understand the significance of the 
hungry ghost imagery – the tiny mouth and narrow throat, the 
food and water turning to fire or blood and pus.  They appreciate 
that a hungry ghost is a very sad and needy being, and are moved 
to a natural pity for them.  A valuable lesson that can be conveyed 
with this particular teaching is that greed and stinginess don’t pay.  
Teachers can ask kids what stinginess means and pick a concrete 
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example to use.  Then the kids can be led easily through the 
process of discerning what frame of mind one has to have in order 
to be stingy (namely, one bases one’s actions on the assumption 
that there isn’t enough to go around), and then to the necessary 
corollary to that (therefore there may not be enough for one in 
the future, so one has to be vigilant and try to get more).  This can 
be compared step by step with the assumptions made with an act 
of generosity (there is enough, or at least I will have whatever I 
need).  Teachers can ask the kids which feels better.  Which makes 
them feel happier?  In an instant, with one small act of generosity, 
we can transform the world from a place of lack into a place of 
plenty – just by changing our own minds. 

Human Realm: Human Realm: Human Realm: Human Realm: The human realm, as most of us realize, is the 
quintessential “mixed bag.”  This, in itself, is the source of the 
difficulty in the human realm.  Here, beings experience some 
aspects of all of the other five realms: bliss, delight, sorrow at 

losing pleasure, envy, jealousy, obliviousness, stupidity, ignorance, 
aggression, hatred, anger, greed, stinginess, hunger and thirst.  
They also experience love, equanimity, generosity, wisdom, 
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patience and satisfaction, among many other things.  The human 
realm is defined by constant change, which is the source of much 
suffering.  Just as the devas feel intense grief as they realize they 
are inevitably descending from heaven, human suffering springs as 
much from the loss of wonderful things as it does from the 
presence of terrible things.  The eight uniquely human kinds of 
suffering are said to be: birth (or any beginning, which is often 
marked by awkwardness and stress), old age, illness, death, being 
separated from those dear to us, meeting those who are not dear to 
us, and having to guard our possessions. 

The beings reborn as humans have pasts that are similarly a 
mixed bag – some merits, some shortcomings.  Ironically, though 
technically the “highest” and most pleasant rebirth is as a deva in 
the heaven realm, a human rebirth is considered to be by far the 
most fortunate.  This is because the ideal is to get off the wheel of 
life, not to keep playing the game and ending up in the heaven 
realm as often as possible.  In the heaven realm one is easily lulled 
into complacency, and eventually even a deva’s good fortune runs 
out, and he or she is reborn in a different realm.  In the human 
realm, on the other hand, there is just enough difficulty to inspire 
us to devote ourselves to spiritual practice, but not so much strife 
or suffering that we have no energy, time or inclination to 
practice.  This is why the yellow buddha of this realm holds a 
begging bowl, symbolizing spiritual practice and renunciation.  
Humans have the opportunity to renounce all self-serving 
activities, including the effort to get reborn in the heaven realm.  
They can practice the virtues of self-discipline, generosity, 
patience, forgiveness, zeal and concentration that will serve them 
well should they be reborn in a different realm.  They can train in 
wisdom in order to see that everything is impermanent and there 
is no inherent self to which they must cling.  They have the 
potential to achieve the ultimate peace and liberation of stepping 
off the wheel of life. 

Explaining this realm’s teaching to children presents the same 
difficulties as explaining the related teachings of impermanence 
and renunciation.  It can sound to a child (or adult) like “stepping 
off the wheel of life” means removing oneself from this flawed 
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existence by becoming more or less “dead:” without desires or 
cares, without any efforts to protect or create, without any 
investment in the world (because anything invested will eventually 
be lost).  This, fortunately, is a misunderstanding of the teaching, 
at least from a Mahayana point of view.  The Mahayana ideal is the 
bodhisattva, who practices vigorously to give up attachment to self 
and to the world and indeed could step off the wheel if he or she 
chose, but who stays in the world to help other beings.  The 
world, with all of its suffering, is called “the bodhisattva’s 
playground.”  The experience of the bodhisattva is one of deep 
engagement, boundless energy, bright joy and profound gratitude 
– even as he or she empathizes completely with the suffering of 
other beings.  That is because the bodhisattva has realized that the 
ultimate liberation from self-concern was not to achieve peace for 
himself by getting off the wheel, but by renouncing even that 
peace.  Ironically, by that very act the peace is attained. 

Teachers may find children can relate to the human realm 
more easily if it includes the bodhisattva image, although the six 
realms is a pre-Mahayana teaching and the two are not typically 
presented together.  (Theravada teachers can probably find some 
other way to make the same point.)  Kids easily pick up the 
“mixed bag” concept of the human realm; teachers can ask them to 
give different examples of experiences they have had about which 
one could say, “Well, ______ part was wonderful, but…_____ part 
was not.”  If this realm is taught last, the kids can be asked to 
remember things from the other realms (which also show up in 
the human realm) that keep people from wanting to do spiritual 
practice.  This can lead to a discussion of the bodhisattva ideal, 
which actually becomes particularly easy to conceptualize against a 
backdrop of the six realms teaching.  Kids might be asked if they 
know of any bodhisattva-like people that seem very happy living 
in the human realm. 

 

Theme #5: The Lotus Sutra   

The Lotus Sutra is one of the oldest Buddhist texts, and it is 
revered in almost all Mahayana Buddhist sects.  Its most basic and 
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defining teaching is that all beings have the innate capacity for 
buddhahood (that is, the capacity for awakening and liberation), 
and that our work is to recognize our own buddha-nature.  It also 
emphasizes that a skilful and compassionate teacher will treasure 
the potential of all students and employ “skillful means” to teach 
them – that is, they will use different techniques for different 
students, depending on the temperament and capabilities of the 
student.  From the outside, these different techniques or paths 
may appear contradictory even though they are ultimately leading 
people to the same place.  This can cause people to fight over 
which way is right or cause them to doubt their teachers.  The 
Lotus Sutra repeatedly reminds us of that everyone has the same 
buddha-nature but a different set of circumstances, which results 
in a pervasive message of loving tolerance. 

What makes the Lotus Sutra particularly useful for children 
are its rich parables.  What follows is a brief description of the 
images and parables we have drawn from the Lotus Sutra for 
dharma school (page numbers refer to the translation by Burton 
Watson).  Teachers will tend to be very creative when deciding 
what to emphasize within each image or tale, and what they 
choose will depend on the current interests and abilities in their 
group.  Especially in the groups with girls, teachers will change the 
genders of the protagonists to avoid the almost entirely male 
imagery.  Symbology and themes pointed out in these summaries 
are simply suggestions for things on which to concentrate. 

The Illuminating LightThe Illuminating LightThe Illuminating LightThe Illuminating Light (pg. 7; page numbers refer to the 
1993 Watson translation): As the sutra begins, a great light shines 
out from between the eyebrows of Shakyamuni Buddha, 
illuminating beings throughout thousands of worlds.  The 
bodhisattva Maitreya asks bodhisattva Manjushri why this is.  
Manjushri points out how the wonderful light allows everyone to 
see the countless buddhas and bodhisattvas working everywhere, 
helping people in thousands of different ways.  The buddhas give 
spiritual teachings that ease suffering.  There are bodhisattvas who 
give alms of jewels and treasures; bodhisattvas who give up their 
own eyes, bodies and limbs to help others; bodhisattvas who 
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become monks; bodhisattvas who offer delicious food and drink 
to others, and bodhisattvas who give medicine.   

Useful teachings here include the idea that there are countless 
ways to manifest spiritual practice and help others, and that the 
light of buddha-wisdom reveals what is wonderful and wholesome 
in the world.  Children might list other ways people act as 
bodhisattvas in the world.  Older kids can be asked whether they 
tend to see the world with “buddha light” revealing the 
immeasurable good all around us, or whether their view is more 
pessimistic (teachers need to respect each kid’s current view 
without implying the need for it to change). 

The Burning HouseThe Burning HouseThe Burning HouseThe Burning House (pg. 62): A rich man's children are 
playing in a burning house that is full of all kinds of vividly 
described hazards (in addition to the fire).  The children are so 
caught up in their games that they don’t pay attention to their 
father when he calls for them to get out of the house.  (The 
children symbolize deluded beings caught up in unwholesome 
activities in the world, and the father represents a buddha or a 
spiritual teacher.)  The father finally manages to entice his children 
out of the house by promising them that outside they would find 
the kind of toys that each one customarily liked.  He described 
goat-carts, deer-carts and ox-carts, and warned them to take 
advantage of these while they still could.  (The different carts 
symbolize the differing goals of various spiritual paths and/or our 
more selfish spiritual desires.)  When the children come out, 
however, each receives a beautiful white ox-cart instead 
(symbolizing the single buddha-vehicle that leads to 
emancipation).  The buddha points out that the father was not 
guilty of falsehood, but rather that he used expedient means to 
save his children.   

Useful teaching topics here include our tendency to get 
caught up in what we are doing and not realize what else is going 
on or what is really good for us.  The burning house itself is a rich 
metaphor for the unnecessary and cyclic suffering in the world, 
but this is probably not something to dwell on with children.  
Instead, attention can be drawn to the wise and compassionate 
concern of the father (or mother) who does what is needed to save 



50       Part II: Description of Dharma School & Curriculum 

his children.  One possibility is to replace the carts with modern 
imagery the kids can relate to: the father could promise game 
boys, scooters and tomodachis, and when the children come out 
he could just give them love.  If it seems appropriate, teachers can 
ask the kids whether the father is guilty of lying, and discuss with 
students what lying is and when something qualifies as a lie.  For 
example, if they were to guess what one of their birthday presents 
was but their mother told them they were wrong in order to 
preserve the surprise, would that be lying?  A useful discussion 
might center around the motivation behind our actions, and how 
lying in order to help someone else is different than lying in order 
to help ourselves. 

The Lost SonThe Lost SonThe Lost SonThe Lost Son (pg. 87): A man’s son leaves home to find his 
fortune, but falls onto hard and degenerate times.  He becomes so 
sad, lonely and poor that he forgets where he is from.  (The son 
represents all of us who have lost touch with our own buddha-
natures.)  He finally wanders back into his father’s city but doesn’t 
even realize it.  While he was gone, his father has become rich and 
powerful.  The son does not recognize his father, but the father 
recognizes the son.  The father is overjoyed, but when his servants 
go to get the son, the son reacts in fear because he thinks he is 
under arrest for something.  The son thinks so little of himself 
that he cannot imagine any other reason for these men to be 
coming to see him.  The father decides to slowly cultivate the 
son’s health and self-esteem by hiring him as a common worker, 
without letting him know their true relationship.  Over the course 
of many years the son builds his self-respect, earns the respect of 
others, and ends up working closely with his father, whom he still 
does not recognize.  (The son’s process symbolizes our spiritual 
practice and transformation.)  When the father feels his death 
approaching, it is the most natural thing in the world for him to 
identify his trusted assistant as his long-lost son.  By this point the 
son can recognize his true nature and accept his inheritance 
(symbolizing awakening to our true nature).   

This parable is especially relevant in modern American 
culture, where low self-esteem is a pervasive problem that presents 
many obstacles on the spiritual path.  Teachers can emphasize the 
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lesson that we are born into spiritual richness, love and dignity, 
but because of our experiences we can forget that and think we are 
poor, unworthy and unlovable.  Kids can be asked to imagine that 
this is the case for some people they may know who seem 
unhappy, and to imagine that when people are angry or fearful 
they are really feeling like the lost son inside.  Kids can brainstorm 
ways to help others realize they are like the lost son (sometimes it 
is easier to project this drama outward onto “others”), such as 
encouraging them when they do something well.  The class can 
discuss why it might be hard to convince someone that their true 
nature is noble and pure, and how the lost son probably felt when 
he could finally accept the truth. 

The Dharma RainThe Dharma RainThe Dharma RainThe Dharma Rain (pg.100): The rain of dharma (the truth or 
the Buddha’s teaching) has a single flavor and falls equally on the 
big trees, the shrubs and the little medicinal herbs.  All soak up 
just what they need (just as sentient beings use the dharma 
according to their needs and abilities).  There is no preferential 
treatment given to the big plants because they are taller.  (The 
dharma is shared with anyone, whether they are perceived to be 
important or not, smart or dull.) 

Emphasis in this lesson can be on offering what is good 
without judging the person to whom we are giving, or on being 
happy for others when they receive what they want without 
judging how they use it.  The very nature of the dharma is revealed 
in the fact that this works: the truth keeps “falling” over us, even if 
we can soak up only a little bit at a time.  Each being is doing the 
best she or he can, and is growing – even if we can’t always tell.  
The power of truth drives the whole process; beings will 
eventually turn toward good because it is their nature to do so 
(but sometimes that turning may not be obvious in this lifetime).  
This teaching is also about how someone is not superior to others 
even if his or her skills or abilities are greater. 

Prophecy of BuddhahoodProphecy of BuddhahoodProphecy of BuddhahoodProphecy of Buddhahood (pg. 108): Shakyamuni Buddha is 
speaking to the great assembly and predicts that his disciple 
Kashyapa will become a buddha in the future.  He describes the 
“buddhaland” in which Kashyapa will dwell and gives the name 
that the future buddha will have.  In response, several other 
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disciples beg for a similar prophecy in order to inspire and 
encourage them on their path of training, saying, “We beg you to 
bestow such a prophecy on us, as you would instruct a starving 
person to eat.”  Shakyamuni does so, and the disciple are 
overjoyed.  Eventually Buddha bestows prophecies on some of the 
monks and other students, male and female, and even on his 
cousin Devadatta, who had tried to assassinate him on numerous 
occasions.  

The strong message in this part of the sutra is that everyone is 
destined to attain buddhahood, or complete awakening.  It may 
not happen “in this lifetime,” but the eventual outcome is 
inevitable.  We usually explain to kids that one human lifetime can 
be seen as containing many “lifetimes” – for example, the period 
of their childhood before they started school was like a different 
life than after they started school.  Their circumstances are 
different and they are a very different person.  Therefore, they 
might know someone who does not seem like a buddha in their 
current life, but eventually that person will enter a different phase 
of life and they will grow wiser.  This is a profoundly optimistic 
worldview that we invite the kids to question, but present as it is 
given in the sutra.  Another way this is stated in Buddhism is that 
eventually “evil is always overcome by good” because the true 
nature of the universe is interconnectedness: one part cannot hurt 
another part very long without feeling the profound error and 
sadness in such action. 

Another strong message in the prophecy section is that 
despite the general teaching that everyone has the potential for 
buddhahood, even these great disciples longed for a personal 
prophecy of buddhahood!  This is perfect teaching for children 
because it points to the absolute and the transcendence of a small 
self (buddhahood) but starts with a sincere and compassionate 
affirmation of the individual.  Each person in the Lotus Sutra that 
receives a prophecy ends up with a different future-buddha name 
and a unique future buddhaland.  We are all headed for the same 
place, but we are all unique.  It might be instructive to ask each 
child to say whether they can imagine becoming a buddha in the 
far, far future.  Teachers can explain that the prophecies generally 
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say this process takes kalpas: a kalpa has passed after a piece of 
granite one mile high, one mile long and one mile wide is 
completely worn away by a bird flying by every 100 years and 
dragging a piece of silk across the top.  We must be very patient! 

The Phantom CityThe Phantom CityThe Phantom CityThe Phantom City (pg. 140): A wise leader is taking a group 
of people across very difficult terrain because they are going to a 
city where there are rare treasures (representing complete, true 
enlightenment).  Part of the way there, the people are ready to 
give up in despair because they are exhausted and fearful.  To keep  

them moving, the leader conjures up a beautiful city nearby where 
they can be completely at ease and tranquil (representing a 
temporary spiritual refuge).  The people rest there and recover, 
and then the leader makes the city disappear.  He tells the people it 
is time for the journey to their real goal to continue.  (Once again, 
this leader is praised as using expedient means to guide sentient 
beings.) 

The lesson of this story is similar to those of The Lost Son 
and The Burning House (see above) in that the leader is 
compassionate and wise and does what is needed to take care of 
his people.  Here, teachers can point out that we will encounter 
many interesting and wonderful experiences and things along our 
life’s journey, but that the Buddha’s teaching reminds us not to 
forget where we are going – that is, toward buddhahood.  Of 
course, the goal of buddhahood may seem complex and abstract to 
children (as well as adults), so it can help to describe some of the 
aspects of buddhahood that kids can understand or relate to, 
including: complete selflessness and generosity (not even thinking 
about oneself before offering something); the wisdom to know 
what is true and what someone really needs; the skill to help 
beings in any way that is needed; the equanimity to face difficulty, 
old age, illness and death with peace and acceptance; a sense of 
profound gratitude for life resulting in a deep joy and 
contentment; an understanding of the way the spiritual universe 
works so one can teach other beings.  Teachers might ask kids to 
first brainstorm a list of the noble goals of human beings, and then 
to create a list of things that might distract people from those 
goals. 
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The Jewel Hidden in the RobeThe Jewel Hidden in the RobeThe Jewel Hidden in the RobeThe Jewel Hidden in the Robe (151): A impoverished man 
goes to the house of a good friend who is very rich.  While the 
poor man is asleep, the rich man sews a priceless jewel into his 
friend’s robe.  When the poor man leaves he spends many long 
years struggling just to live, and when he later encounters his 
friend he is very exhausted and hopeless.  The rich friend exclaims 
that it is sad that he should be so poor and hopeless, because he 
has had a priceless jewel sewed into his robe all along!   

A useful teaching here is the idea that we actually have 
everything we truly need all along, but we forget about this and 
feel depressed, discouraged or hopeless.  It is important to point 
out that in this case we are talking about spiritual poverty and 
spiritual riches; this is not a Buddhist dogma that relieves us of the 
need to alleviate physical poverty in the world.  However, it might 
be useful to invite children to provide examples of how people can 
be happy with very little in the way of physical riches, and people 
who are very rich can still be miserable.  Children can then be 
asked why they think that is, and teachers can lead them around to 
the idea of spiritual satisfaction and contentment.  Our spiritual 
wealth, according to Buddhism, is founded on our priceless jewel: 
our buddha-nature.  Teachers might invite kids to think of other 
(perhaps more accessible) things of value that they have but might 
forget to appreciate. 

The Dragon King’s DaughterThe Dragon King’s DaughterThe Dragon King’s DaughterThe Dragon King’s Daughter (pg. 187): A bodhisattva asks 
the bodhisattva Manjushri whether there was anyone in the world 
who has been able to attain buddhahood quickly by practicing the 
Lotus Sutra teachings.  Manjushri said there was: the dragon king’s 
daughter (we call her Naga Deva in our line of women dharma 
ancestors), who was only eight years old.  Manjushri praises her 
many wonderful qualities.  The first bodhisattva thinks, “This 
can’t possibly be true – after all, she is only a child and, to top it 
off, a girl.”  Another disciple lists the classically stated reasons why 
women cannot attain enlightenment.  In order to cut through the 
delusions of these men, the princess instantly attains buddhahood 
and preaches the dharma to others, right before their eyes.   

This story can be a way to introduce the many unfortunate 
biases that people have against each other.  Without getting too 
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political, teachers could invite kids to suggest ways in which 
people judge others and decide they are inferior (or not capable of 
buddhahood), including discrimination based on age, sex, race, 
class, nationality, religion, looks, or intelligence.  The Lotus Sutra 
teaching is that none of these things has anything to do with one’s 
ability to attain buddhahood – so of course it doesn’t make sense 
to discriminate based on those things in other, less important, 
areas of life. 

The Physician and the Poisoned Children The Physician and the Poisoned Children The Physician and the Poisoned Children The Physician and the Poisoned Children (pg. 227): A 
physician returns home to find his children have accidentally taken 
poison.  He immediately prepares an antidote and gives it to them.  
Some of the children take it and are cured, but some are too sick 
and have lost their senses, so they do not recognize the medicine 
as being good for them and they refuse to take it.  To jolt them 
back to their senses, the father leaves and sends back word that he 
has died.  The sick children are so sad that they wake up and 
realize they have to take care of themselves, and  the medicine 
their father left will cure them, so they take it.  The father hears 
that his children are all healthy and returns. 

Like the children in The Burning House (see above), some of 
the poisoned children will not do what is needed to save 
themselves.  In this case the father uses a different method to 
cajole the children into action.  One of the things teachers can 
point out is that sometimes young people are presented with these 
kinds of challenges because they need to take the next step in their 
lives by their own free will.  At such times they may appear to 
have been deserted, but in fact there is still a benevolent and caring 
force guiding and watching over the process. Younger kids might 
enjoy describing the “medicines” that their parents and teachers 
make them take (such as going to bed early or limiting how much 
candy they eat).  Teachers may be able to gently lead them around 
to admitting that maybe sometimes (such as when they are on a 
sugar high), they forget what is best.  Adults can also admit that 
the same thing happens to them. 

Bodhisattva NevBodhisattva NevBodhisattva NevBodhisattva Never Disparaginger Disparaginger Disparaginger Disparaging (pg. 269): No matter who 
this bodhisattva encountered, he would tell them, “I would never 
disparage you, for you are practicing the way and all of you will 
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become buddhas!”  Many people reacted to this angrily, thinking, 
“Who is he to predict my buddhahood?”  They would jibe, curse, 
and revile Never Disparaging, and even throw things at him or try 
to attack him.  Never Disparaging would just run out of reach and 
yell the same thing he had said before.  Eventually this bodhisattva 
was reborn as none other than Shakyamuni Buddha himself, and 
the people who reviled him were reborn as the Buddha’s followers. 

The value of this lesson for children is obvious.  The Buddhist 
message is conveyed in the poetic justice of the bodhisattva being 
reborn as the present buddha and the cruel people as his followers.  
The unusual practice of Never Disparaging can be a source for 
many questions for the kids: what would happen if you really 
acted like this bodhisattva in school?  Why do you think Never 
Disparaging did this, and why do you think he seemed so happy 
even when people were treating him badly?  Do you think the 
people who got angry were impressed with Never Disparaging 
even though they tried not to show it?  Do you think those people 
secretly felt better knowing someone really had faith in them?  
How could you act a little bit like Never Disparaging? 

Perceiver of the World’s SoundsPerceiver of the World’s SoundsPerceiver of the World’s SoundsPerceiver of the World’s Sounds (the Kanzeon Scripture, pg. 
303): This is a particularly famous section of the Lotus Sutra that 
is chanted formally in Soto Zen, and revered in other traditions as 
well.  It is a rather fantastic list of ways that one can rely on the 
power of Kanzeon, the bodhisattva of compassion, whose name 
can be translated as “perceiver of the world’s sounds.”  According 
to this section of the sutra, if someone should try to push you into 
a pit of fire, just thinking about the power of Kanzeon causes the 
fire to turn into a pool of water.  If someone should try to hurl 
you off of a mountain, if you think on Kanzeon they will not be 
able to harm a single hair.  Similarly, calling Kanzeon to mind can 
save one from dragons, dangerous fish, execution, imprisonment, 
poison, snakes, and disastrous weather.   

        As mentioned earlier in the section on Bodhisattvas, we 
usually present bodhisattvas as they are described in our tradition, 
but do so with a light enough touch that kids (and adults) can 
decide for themselves whether bodhisattvas are literally “real.”  
When asked, we generally answer that “some people think they are 
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real,” without implying a judgment as to whether that approach is 
right or wrong.  When we present the Kanzeon Scripture, we point 
out how each of the examples of miraculous salvation mentioned 
can actually happen when we open our hearts to compassion in the 
given situations.  Even if we are not literally saved from someone 
who wishes to harm us, if we feel compassion for the other person 
the whole world is transformed.  We can see how they are 
suffering, and that is why they are attacking.  We don’t have to 
take it personally anymore.  We can see that we are connected 
with everything and have everything we need, so in a way there is 
no way for us to be harmed.  No one can take our buddha-nature.  
Some people may believe that praying to Kanzeon will literally 
deliver them from harm, and certainly some kids may seize on this 
concrete idea.  Without claiming that is not true (because, actually, 
we don’t know), we may point out that spiritual deliverance is just 
as real and important, if not more so.  Teachers may be able to give 
some real-life examples of the power of compassion, such as 
Viktor Frankl, Mahatma Gandhi and Mother Teresa.  

 

 

Description of the 
Sunday Program 

 

Typical Dharma School Schedule   

Dharma school is held for 1 ½ hours approximately every 
other Sunday during the school year.  We have discussed meeting 
more often or during the summer, but kids and families have very 
full schedules and it has not seemed feasible.  Also, dharma school 
volunteers appreciate being able to participate with the adult 
sangha when there is no dharma school.   

Unless there is a ceremony or celebration, dharma school 
days follow a predictable and ritualistic pattern.  We find that this 
is conducive to giving the kids a sense of safety, ownership and 
participation.   Dharma school has a basic pattern of singing 
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(10am-10: 30), meditation (until about 10:45), class and or crafts 
(until about 11:20 or 11:30) and snack and free time (until parents 
come to get the kids between 11:30 and 11:45).   

The singing circle is done with everyone sitting on the floor 
not far from the door where everyone comes in so latecomers can 
easily join.  The feeling is intimate as people crowd into the circle 
together, and parents sit with their young ones on their knees.  
Guitar accompaniment helps with the singing, especially when 
learning a new song.  The singing always starts with the same song 
(“Morning Gatha”) and ends with the same song (“Magic Circle”).  
Singing is over by 10:30 so those parents who wish to can go to 
the zendo for the dharma talk at 10:40.  

Right after “Magic Circle” ends, voices are relatively hushed 
as everyone prepares for meditation.  At this point the kids are 
broken into age groups because each group meditates a little bit 
differently (see descriptions below).  After meditation each group 
does their lesson or activity for the day, and all ages typically 
comes back together after snack.  There is no rough-housing 
allowed indoors, so the Zen Center yard often becomes a wild 
playground until the parents arrive. 
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An example of a picture schedule used in the preschool group. 

Pre-school Group   

The youngest kids are in the pre-school group, generally 3 to 
6 years old.  Kids are required to be potty trained and socialized 
before joining the group.   

Upon reaching their classroom, as a group the class draws a 
picture schedule for the days activities.  The schedule follows a 
general pattern of setting up an altar, meditation, a physical 
activity (usually involving yoga), a lesson taught through a story, 
craft or activity, and finishing off with snack shared as a group 
around a table giving time for reflection and sharing as a 
community.  Creating the picture schedule gives the children both 
guidance and a sense of accomplishment as each task is crossed off 
with its completion.  Knowing what comes next also frees the 
children to fully experience the present task at hand - rather than 
anticipating and inquiring into snack time, for example. 

Sharing the spirit of meditation with this age group can be 
done several ways.  Whatever the form of meditative experience, 
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an effort is made to acquaint the children with a little more 
stillness than they might find comfortable, but not to make 
meditation an oppressive and aversive experience.  We have moved 
away from having the children face a wall and be quite and still for 
“X” amount of time.  For some kids this too much resembles 
“time out.”  Instead, we utilize the energy of their age and give 
them more guidance in the infinite possibilities of sitting.  
Certainly meditation is about not moving and about keeping your 
hands to yourself, but it is the foundation from which so much 
arises.  We try to give the kids a taste of that positive quality of 
meditation. 

One way to do this is to create simple rituals that foster 
stillness and quiet.  The most important form this has taken in our 
preschool group is careful attention to an altar.  Some years the 
group has “created” an altar each time they met.  Each child took 
turns placing different elements on the altar, such as tiny buddhas 
and bodhisattvas, flowers, animals figurines, water, and incense.  
This can take quite a while, and gives the kids something to do 
while maintaining silence (more or less) in a sacred and devotional 
space.  Once the altar was created, the group engaged in some kind 
of short meditation, and then ceremonially put the altar away.  At 
other times the group has carefully lit the candles and incense 
together under adult supervision (and the admonition that they 
should only do this with an adult).  Many of the children have 
subsequently asked to set up altars at home – or quietly 
improvised on their own, as one boy did by setting up an altar in 
his closet with his night light as the candle and a branch as the 
incense. 

Guided meditations are also popular with this group, 
especially when the teacher is able to be spontaneous and intuitive 
about choosing the meditation for the day.  At times the 
meditation may be able to relate in some way to the lesson of the 
day.  The teacher may instruct the kids to hold their hands to their 
hearts to feel their light, and then describe the light and how it 
radiates to touch everything - the trees, the flowers, the cars, 
mom, dad, friends.  This meditation usually coincidences with use 
of the book All I See Is Part of Me by Chara M. Curtis.  The 
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Preschool group engaged in an activity. 

group has also used short repeated chants called mantras, like “Om 
Mani Padme Hum,” that emphasize listening, concentration, body 
awareness and a sense of connection to the universe.  At times 
they are led through a meditation that asks them to see themselves 
as buddhas (that is, as awakened beings) because that nature lives 
inside them.  They understand the effort at concentration this 
requires through the help of an engaging book about a firefly that 
has to learn how to concentrate and light up his butt (Leo the 
Lightning Bug by Eric Drachman).  Breath meditations are also 
effective.  In one of these the kids started with breathing loudly so 
everyone could hear each other, and then getting quieter over the 
course of many classes.  Eventually many kids started breathing 
more deeply and slowly, taking big breaths of release as they 
settled into meditation.   

After the period of stillness it is useful to move into some 
large muscle exercises.  Simple yoga is greatly enjoyed.  The kids 
are better able to accept the quiet time knowing that it is to be 
followed with activity.   

In honoring the energy and youthful nature of this age group, 
the day’s lessons become largely somatic and experiential in 
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format - including lots of stories, dress up, plays, games, and art 
projects.  Emphasis is placed in familiarizing the children with the 
stories of the Buddha’s life and the most basic principles he taught 
- kindness, concentration, generosity, etc.  The pre-schoolers are 
particularly captivated by our kid-friendly versions of Buddhist 
ceremonies (see the section under that heading for descriptions) 
and subconsciously soak up deep dharma teachings about practice, 
community, devotion, acceptance of loss, compassion and self-
awareness (among others) as they participate. 

For the formal “teaching” part of the pre-school class, it is 
best when the teacher is prepared with a topic and plans for 
activities but is able to let go of these plans at a moment’s notice 
in order to take advantage of situations that arise spontaneously.  
Recent events in one child’s life might provide an opportunity to 
make acceptance seem like a very real and relevant topic, or 
dissatisfaction about the day’s cold weather might lead into a 
discussion about what the kids still have to be grateful for.  For 
example, one day the group had drawn their picture schedule, but 
there was a large empty space on the page even after they had 
drawn “going home.”  The teacher asked the children what came 
next, and they all said they didn’t know.  The teacher drew on this 
to offer a subtle teaching on the richness of emptiness: we don't 
know what's happening next, so anything is possible!  She then 
incorporated this into the day’s meditation.   

    

Grade School Boys’ Group  

Boys in the grade school group are in first through fifth 
grade, and they have two male teachers.  The group includes a wide 
range of ages, sizes and maturity levels, but in terms of energy and 
interest, this division of the kids by gender has been essential for 
the success of our dharma school program.  In the past we lost 
most of the boys from the program by age 10 or 11; we now have 
a large and thriving boys’ group.  It has helped to provide an 
environment that is all male and generally more physically active.   

In a mixed gender setting in the past, the grade school group 
had often spent a fair amount of time listening to stories, talking 
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and sharing ideas verbally, and most of the boys tended to feel out 
of place.  Many boys around this age don’t express themselves 
verbally as quickly or clearly as girls – or even want to – and when 
placed in a situation where this is required they will often act out 
or shut down in frustration or boredom.  Importantly, however, 
our grade school boys’ group has focused not on finding ways to 
get the boys to do what they resist, but on using what they are 
naturally drawn to as a way to engage them.  Recommended 
reading for anyone working with this age group are two books by 
Michael Gurian: The Wonder of Boys and A Fine Young Man.   

The boys’ group has burned out a number of our volunteer 
teachers.  In many ways the structure of Sunday school classes is 
inherently ill-fitting for grade school boys: they are crammed 
together in a small room, made to stay there and not wrestle or 
run around for an extended period, and asked to pay attention to 
challenging and sometimes boring material.  At times we have 
longed for a gym in which to hold this class because physical 
proximity to each other often makes it impossible for the boys to 
resist poking and teasing and wrestling.  To make things even 
more challenging, some of the boys enjoy the traditional 
classroom setting very much and get frustrated with the few kids 
who for the life of them cannot sit still or be quiet for more than a 
minute at a time.  The teachers must keep discipline while offering 
enough substance to sustain the kids who are listening.  The 
teachers who have lasted with this group (and enjoyed it) have had 
a vital mix of realistic expectations, a sincere appreciation for the 

boys, and a love 
of challenge. 

The boys 
go to their 
classroom after 
songs, and begin 
their meditative 
ritual with 
vigorous 
chanting.  They 
do repetitions of 
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Boys group carefully paying attention to the words being written on their backs 
by the person behind them (words were assigned). 

two short chants: an English translation of the Fudo-myo-o 
Dharani and the Sino-Japanese version of the Kojin Shingon 
Dharani.  One boy beats the mokugyo (a Japanese rhythm 
instrument) in time with the chant.  Afterwards, another boy is in 
charge of signaling the beginning and end of meditation with a 
bell.  The boys typically face the wall and meditate for a few 
minutes, with the fundamental guidance being no touching anyone 
else or talking.  Some of the boys take this time seriously and 
adopt the full formal meditation posture, while others put forth 
great effort just to sit there while looking around and letting out 
audible sighs.  Part of the implicit lesson here is maintaining 
tolerance and equanimity when faced with the distraction of 
individuals who cannot or do not conform entirely to what the 
group is doing; as long as behavior is kept within reasonable 
boundaries and expectations, the group holds those who act out 
with a patient acceptance.  Over time, boys that create 
disturbances often grow out of the disturbing behaviors, or else 
learn to soften them in response to the sense of belonging that is 
unconditionally extended to them. 

A basic lesson for the boys’ group is used as a theme for the 
day, but serves mostly as a thread to tie together a series of 
activities, games and simple projects.  Teachers prepare material 
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On a boys-only outing (all ages invited). 

and have a direction in mind, but generally value flexibility over 
making sure particular goals are met.  Very brief stories or mini-
lectures are anchor points between more active and participatory 
periods, so the flavor and tempo changes quickly.  A great source 
of ideas for activities is the book Drama in the Classroom by 
Erion.  It is helpful in this context to incorporate mildly 
competitive games and activities; although the group needs to be 
monitored to see that everyone gets a chance to participate and no 
one is being disrespectful of others, a healthy competitiveness 
engages the boys and offers opportunities for them to prove 
themselves.  Perhaps the most important aspect of the time the 
boys spend in the classroom is being around each other and in the 

presence of 
men who are 
taking time 
to focus on 
them.  The 
teachers 
model 
important 
behaviors like 
kind speech 
while 
working and 
playing side 

by side with 
the boys. 

At times the boys’ group leaves the classroom to take on 
bigger projects or go on a field trip.  Teachers have observed that 
the boys’ energy becomes much more manageable in larger spaces, 
suggesting that getting out and about can be very important for 
them.  As a group they have made bird houses, gone on a day hike, 
and once even got to “dismantle” an old electric organ.   
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Grade School Girls’ Group   

Girls in the grade school group are in first through fifth 
grade.  They have two female teachers.  There is a lot to do in less 
than one hour of class time, so it is helpful to have two teachers so 

one can concentrate on 
the lesson and the other 
on the mood of the 
group.  The second 
teacher can pay attention 
to body language 
and prepare comments 
or questions for 
discussion with hopes of 
drawing in girls that are 
“checking out” or 
getting restless.  What 
follows is the usual 
format for a dharma 
school day, but 
variations may occur to 
include other kinds of 
practices in the year's 
lessons, such as chanting 
or walking meditation.   

When they reach 
their classroom, the girls set up an altar together.  They take turns 
with various roles: candle lighting, incense offering, timekeeping, 
and candle snuffing.  At times teachers will give short lessons on 
the use of altars or how to meditate, and will use questions as 
opportunities for short reflective discussions.   

The teacher will then give a short review of what the class has 
been studying recently, and a short introduction to the teaching 
for the day.  Following this, there is a check-in: girls say their 
names and a little something about themselves, or how they're 
feeling this week, or ask questions about dharma school topics.  
Including a check-in with every lesson allows for the girls to bond 
with each other, but also gets them used to thinking about what is 
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going on inside them, to 
communicating their feelings, 
and to expressing their 
questions about life and the 
dharma.  It is good for the 
teachers to start so they can 
explain the process and set an 
example.  Having this follow 
the meditation allows for a 
transition from the quiet 
activity of looking within to 
the more outward-directed 
activity of expressing 
themselves to others. 

Lessons are based on the 
year's theme and will often be 
stories from Buddhist 

teachings, or other relevant stories that demonstrate the concepts 
of the day's teaching.  At times the concepts will be introduced 
directly without storytelling, and discussion is encouraged.  Often 
dharma lessons can be very complex and hard to understand for 
adults, not just children.  It is helpful to address the complexity by 
finding a single strong point to the lesson, and focusing on that 
throughout the story and discussion.  Most girls throughout 
this age group respond well to metaphor and fairy-tale type stories 
and anecdotes.  Older girls may have fun exploring the nuances 
and the implications, younger girls often like strong images and 
stories with good resolutions.  The girls also respond well to lists 
and categories, and like to remember and re-create them.  For 
example, Bodhisattvas each have certain things they carry, 
concepts they represent, things they sit on, and so on.  One year 
the girls had great fun reviewing the Bodhisattvas through a mock 
“Jeopardy” game, and then presenting that same Bodhisattva 
Jeopardy to the rest of the sangha during the end-of-the-year 
presentations. 

Since the age range and the cognitive and emotional abilities 
of this age group can be so broad, the dharma school teacher needs 
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to be responsive to several different reactions to a single lesson.  
Younger girls may be more restive; some girls are very self-
conscious; some older girls may be bored by lessons that must be 
simple enough for the younger ones.  Having a routine schedule 
helps them to know what to expect, but it is important to keep 
aware of the different needs and come up with various ways to 
address them.  For instance, a couple of bold, very curious girls 
would ask questions often, which were welcome, but these 
questions would interrupt the flow of the teacher's storytelling 
and the attention of the other girls.  In this case, the girls were 
asked to approach the second teacher quietly and whisper any 
questions, so the story could continue and all questions or 
comments could be addressed at the end of the story. 

The day's lesson ends with a small creative activity.  If it 
involves coloring, it will be introduced before the story or lesson 
so the girls can color while listening.  Popular recurring activities 
include making cards, small booklets, malas, clay figures, shrinky 
dinks and other quick crafts.  At lesson’s end we bring in the 
snack, and the girls help themselves while they work on their craft.  
Most of the time the activity of the day will result in something 
the girls can take home with them.  This gives them something 
tangible that can remind them of the day's lesson and talk to their 
parents about.  Having an activity also gives them a chance to 
express their own understanding of the dharma.  While their hands 
are busy it is possible for more informal discussion to take place, 
and older girls can be encouraged in subtle ways to help teach the 
younger girls.  

 

 Middle School Group  

Middle school kids are entering or well into puberty and at a 
developmental stage that is beginning to involve more abstract 
thinking.  Boys and girls still present very different styles and 
energies, but we bring the genders together again in middle school 
because they enjoy and benefit from each others’ presence.  Their 
issues and abilities are clearly different from the grade school 
group.  They need more choices in deciding what the content of 



Part II: Description of Dharma School & Curriculum        69 

Discussion in the middle school group. 

their activities and discussion will be.  The peer group is of 
primary importance at this age, so teachers try to get them 
learning from each other as much as possible and let the “teacher” 
role fade into the background whenever the kids demonstrate 
responsibility and participation.  At the same time, the kids will 
frequently revert to behavior typical of much younger kids: they 
will act out, resist direction, or refuse to engage (depending largely 
on their mood, current life situation, or even the weather).  
Therefore, the greatest asset for a middle school group teacher is 

probably flexibility, 
and the second may be 
patience.  Experience 
and sympathy with 
this age group is very 
helpful.   

The intention in 
working with the 
middle school group is 
to provide a safe space 
where kids feel 
accepted by adults and 
peers who will try to 

meet them wherever they are.  Youth of this age need to discuss 
their issues, and they need teachers who will process with them 
without pushing for conclusions.  Discussions tend to be more 
personal than in the grade school group, and frequently deal with 
concrete examples from the kids’ actual lives.  Teachers need to be 
sensitive to the deeper issues that might be lying under a kid’s 
apparently non sequitur story or random behavior, and find ways 
to tease those issues out without making him or her feel 
inadequate.  It is easy to approach this group with an intention to 
discuss some abstract concept like “compassion,” and subtly 
communicate impatience with the unusual and sometimes 
apparently “surface” responses from the kids.  This kind of 
impatience or thinly veiled set of expectations can cause middle 
schoolers to “turn off” or “tune out” in an instant.  It is useful to 
develop a faith that there is much more going on than meets the 
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Middle school group on a very wet Oregon camp-out. 

eye (or ear), and that the kids are absorbing much more than they 
let on or even realize. 

On a typical dharma school day, after singing songs with the 
rest of the dharma school, the middle schoolers begin each class 
with five minutes of silent sitting.  Then each student has the 
opportunity to check-in.  Check-in might be an open-ended 
question like, “How are you today?”  Or, it might be related to a 
specific theme such as, “Name one person you trust.”  After 
check-in the group engages in an experiential activity connected to 
a Buddhist teaching and/or a personal development theme such as 
communication, trust, dealing with name calling, responsibility, 
respect, self-awareness, grieving and loss, etc.  A debrief discussion 
of the activity follows.  The adult facilitators provide safety and 
guidance while allowing the kids to lead the direction and level of 
vulnerability in the discussion.  The space allows kids to receive 
empathy, see that they are not alone in the issues they encounter, 
and learn from each other.   

Much of the emphasis is on how people relate to each other, 
and thus learning to function as a group is a large part of the 
teaching.  In this respect, the middle school group is at least as 
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much about doing the teachings as it is about talking about the 
teachings.  The group works with right speech, showing respect, 
attentive listening, finding commonalities, and learning how to be 
close to one another even if the kids might not be friends in other 
contexts.  Teachers model these behaviors, and provide gentle but 
clear guidance to the kids before, during and after classes and 
other events.   

An important element of our middle school program has been 
monthly overnights (see “Overnights”), which give the kids an 
opportunity to spend a significant length of time together and 
with their teachers.  By middle school most of our kids have also 
come to our annual week-long summer dharma camp.  At camp 
the kids forge much deeper bonds with each other and the 
teachers (who often serve as camp counselors), and develop a 
conviction that they belong to the sangha and are seen and 
accepted.  After their kids have attended camp, teachers of the 
middle school group tend to have much more real authority and 
connection with the kids. 

 

High School Group  

By high school, almost all of the dharma school students have 
been given the option of not attending by their parents.  
Nonetheless, the high school group is thriving, probably for the 
same reason that youth groups are popular at churches and 
temples everywhere.   

The high schoolers provide a positive peer group for each 
other, and dharma school becomes a place where they feel safe, 
relaxed and appreciated.  Most of the youth agree that they feel 
more “like themselves” at dharma school than almost anywhere 
else.  The importance of this in their often stressful and confusing 
lives cannot be overestimated.  The youth describe the immense 
difference between their school and work environments and the 
Zen Center environment: when the kids are at the Zen Center, 
they know they are unconditionally accepted.  It doesn’t matter 
how they dress, what sports they play, how their grades are, or 
who they hang out with.  The rule in the group is confidentiality 
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High school group (smiling & goofing around at the same time). 

except in the cases where health and safety are in question (when 
it becomes the teacher’s responsibility to inform parents or 
guardians).  Because of this, dharma school also provides a place to 
rest from and reflect on home life.  Though they generally come 
from different schools and areas, the high schoolers frequently 
develop friendships with each other outside of the dharma school 
setting. 

Providing this positive and supportive environment for the 
high schoolers may sound simple, but it is not.  Though the youth 
themselves do much of the work and provide the primary 
attractive force for each other, they do this within a carefully 
constructed and monitored “container.”  The structural elements 
of this container include a series of dynamically balanced 
opposites: real choices and responsibility balanced with close and 
personal adult presence; unconditional acceptance balanced with 
clear expectations for moral and respectful behavior while at the 
Zen Center (or camp); affirmation for who they are – just as they 
are – balanced with challenges and suggestions for higher 
aspirations; spontaneous and organic discussions and activities 
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balanced with formal and structured ones; and pure fun balanced 
with substance.   

To make the group thrive, the teachers need to be attentive 
and responsive to what is needed in any situation.  Left alone, the 
group will usually be naturally drawn toward the free, accepting, 
affirming, unstructured and fun, but over time the youth miss 
some of the structure, challenge and substance and often don’t 
know how to put these elements back into the mix.  That is what 
the adults are for.  At times, the teacher’s most important role is 
to be a drag, a nag, a bore or a preacher.  At those times, the role 
of the youth is to sigh and resist but to go along and (usually) be 
glad they did in the end.  At other times, within appropriate 
boundaries, the adults relax, goof around and self-disclose.  At 
those times the youth find it easier to relate to and understand 
their teachers, and a genuine affection and mutual respect results. 

 

Typical Sunday Schedule for the High School Group 

On a typical dharma school Sunday, the high schoolers meet 
separately.  Even though they enjoy singing with the other groups, 
they skip that activity in the interest of time.  The group meditates 
in the classroom for about 30 minutes, seated on cushions and 
facing the center.  One student keeps time and signals the 
beginning and end of meditation with a bell.  Meditation is rarely 
an activity that the youth look forward to, but most admit that it 
makes them feel more relaxed and clear.  The ritual of meditation 
not only creates a habit energy within the youth that may help 
them later, but sets the tone for the day’s discussion and activity. 

After meditation the group typically does some kind of 
check-in, much like the middle school group.  In fact, many of the 
high schoolers will have spent years in the middle school group 
becoming familiar with this kind of activity, so they are usually 
very comfortable with it.  Kids and teachers settle in a circle in 
armchairs, on the floor and on couches, and have tea, cocoa and 
cookies.  The level of self-disclosure in these check-ins is generally 
fairly superficial, having mostly to do with recent life events in 
school and interactions with family and friends.  Teachers may ask 
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a few leading questions, but never put a kid on the spot or try to 
draw out more information than what they are freely offering.  
This is in part because there are other times and venues where the 
high schoolers will spontaneously open up more and discuss issues 
of serious concern to them.  These venues include the Fusatsu 
ceremony (see “Kid-friendly Ceremonies”) which is done in the 
evening at overnights or at camp, and the peer group without 
adults around (again, primarily during overnights and at camp).  
However, if teachers manage to select a topic or activity for the 
day that really engages the high schoolers, serious and/or personal 
issues may emerge within the course of the day’s discussion. 

 

High School Group “Curriculum” 

The subject matter of high school group discussions and 
activities is chosen on a class-by-class basis.  The teachers – always 
one male and one female – discuss a plan together and make 
choices based on the current flavor and interest of the group.  The 
inclusion of perspectives of the two genders in this choice is 
essential, and ensures that topics and activities address the needs 
of a range of personality types, energies and learning styles.  
Unless one teacher is training or mentoring the other, leadership 
alternates between the genders to provide role models for all of 
the youth. 

Sometimes high school group subject matter is not explicitly 
or academically Buddhist.  This is not due to any marked antipathy 
toward Buddhism (most of the students actually identify 
themselves as Buddhist even in non-Buddhist settings like school, 
despite the fact that it sometimes causes them to stand out or get 
faced with difficult questions or stereotypes).  Rather, the high 
schoolers spend an enormous amount of time every week in 
school or doing homework, and the last thing they feel like doing 
is listening to another lecture or being required to memorize 
another list.  Subsequently it is almost impossible to get the youth 
to do any reading or prep outside of class time, even about topics 
that interest them.  Our working theory is that the students will 
investigate Buddhist teachings and practice later in life if they feel 
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the need and interest – especially if they had a positive experience 
in dharma school.   

Dharma school meets only twice a month and individuals will 
often miss classes, so it becomes essential that each class become a 
“stand-alone” experience.  In many ways this is actually a 
beneficial constraint on the teachers.  It requires them to be less 
abstract in what they present, and keeps them from attempts to 
eagerly communicate to the high schoolers the large amount of 
Buddhist material they think would be good for the teens.  The 45 
minutes to an hour of formal “class” time with the youth once or 
twice a month is precious and needs to get right to the point.  
Realistically, volunteer teachers also have limited time to prepare 
material for class, so it works well for them to speak from their 
own experience and try to engage the youth in meaningful 
dialogue, minimizing hand-outs and references.   

Despite the relatively small amount of explicit Buddhist 
teaching in some of the high school meetings, there are a number 
of essential and deeply Buddhist messages that are conveyed.  
These messages are not lessons or dogmas that the youth are 
encouraged to accept.  Rather, they are part of a subtle but 
pervasive worldview with which the group approaches all topics 
and activities.   

First, teachers emphasize the concept of buddha-nature 
(usually without calling it by that name): each and every individual 
is originally pure and selfless, and has a vast potential for wisdom, 
compassion and skillfulness.  The only reason we often don’t have 
a sense of our own buddha-nature or that of others (or act like 
buddhas, who are “awakened” beings) is because of ignorance and 
habits patterns that obscure who we really are.  Second, teachers 
emphasize the concept of the life-long spiritual quest or process.  
Shakyamuni is offered as a prime example, but teachers also 
actively model this through sharing their own experience and 
perspectives.  The high schoolers are challenged to deeply 
question themselves and the world around them, and to see 
difficulties as opportunities to grow in generosity, acceptance, 
patience, compassion, equanimity and wisdom.  To make the 
process of questioning and examination real, teachers do not 
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censor disagreements or skepticism about what Buddhism teaches.  
Instead, the adults operate with a sense of trust that as long as a 
student stays honest with him or herself, his or her spiritual 
process will unfold in a beneficial way. 

Finally, teachers work with the high schoolers where they are: 
in the process of learning about and discovering themselves.  Zen 
master Dogen stated that to study Buddhism was to study the self, 
to study the self was to forget the self, and to forget the self was to 
be enlightened by the myriad things.  With teenagers we have 
found it ineffective to introduce the concept of forgetting or 
letting go of the “small” self or ego; they are still avidly studying 
the self – in one way or another – and (hopefully) forming a 
healthy ego.  With adults we have found that those who did not 
complete this process when they were younger have to finish it (to 
the extent that it is ever finished), often with the aid of therapy, 
before they can embrace the teachings of letting go of self.  
Therefore, teachers do not jeopardize the high schoolers’ process 
of growth by throwing out gloomy pronouncements about how 
they will sooner or later have to see through the ephemeral and 
shallow nature of the small self, or recognize that love and friends 
and dreams offer no permanent refuge.  Nor do they hold such 
gloomy perspectives internally while condescendingly encouraging 
the youth to enjoy themselves while they still can.  The group is 
led based on the sincere belief that fully appreciating and 
understanding the “small” self is essential to spiritual practice, and 
wholeheartedly embracing it does not in any way obstruct the 
process of letting go.   

The actual topics of high school group discussions and 
activities have been varied, and generally center around a 
challenging and open-ended question like, “What does it mean to 
‘really’ be yourself?”  In response to that question, for example, 
the high schoolers pointed out that we are different selves in 
different situations, and the less we feel we have to hide in a given 
situation, the better and more accepted we feel.  A topic like this 
can be simply introduced, or flow from a reading, an activity or a 
short questionnaire.  Once the group started a discussion of 
attitudes toward death by having each student bring in a photo of 
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someone they personally knew who had died and telling the group 
about them.  The teachers also shared a story, and in the process 
were able to bring in some of Buddhist perspectives on death and 
dying.  A newspaper article on the recent death of Pope John Paul 
II prompted a discussion about the respect people felt for him and 
about how it felt to be Buddhist in a predominantly Christian 

culture.  The teachers start 
out with a clear idea of 
what direction the 
discussion can be taken if it 
starts to falter or get 
shallow or irrelevant, but 
we easily let go of that 
direction if the students 
find a different direction 
that interests them. 

One year the high 
school group worked their 
way through the book 
Dharma Punx, Noah 
Levine’s gritty 
autobiography describing 
his descent into drug 
addiction and crime as a 

teenager.  It chronicles his eventual return to a healthy and 
productive life through working the twelve steps and starting 
Buddhist practice.  The first part of the book – the part about a kid 
their own age that was full of conflict, excitement and swear words 
– kept the high schoolers eagerly reading the book outside of 
class.  Some lost interest after Noah got into recovery (which was 
the climax of the book), but reading aloud from the book in class 
stimulated some juicy discussions.  Noah Levine then came and 
visited the high school class at the end of the year and they got to 
ask him questions and admire his plentiful tattoos.  It is often 
useful to introduce sensitive topics like drug use, sex, lying, peer 
pressure and criminal activity somewhat indirectly – for example, 
by discussing the behavior of a character in book or imaginary 
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High schooler getting her book signed by 
Noah Levine. 

scenario.  The youth can then state their opinions and listen to 
their peers and teachers without having to give details about their 
own activities (which could later be reported to parents).  J.D. 
Salinger’s Catcher in the Rye promised to be a similar thread for 
discussion, but most of the kids were simply too busy with school 
work to spend time reading it outside of class. 

Vital to the high school program are the monthly overnights 
and camp (see later sections).  Meeting for an hour or two twice a 
month does not give the youth enough time to get to know each 
other and build a sense of community.  We added the overnights 
many years ago, and find that the kids are willing and able to 
commit Saturday nights once a month to come to these events.   

 

 

Overnights 

There are monthly overnights for both the high school and 
middle school groups.  (The age groups meet separately.)  
Overnights take place on a Saturday night before a dharma school 
Sunday, so the evening and morning flow right into a regular 
dharma school meeting.  This gives the kids an opportunity to 
spend time together in a relaxed setting for a much longer stretch 
of time than a dharma school morning.  Because there is ample 
time, the evening can also contain structured and unstructured 
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activities, time with and without the adults participating directly, 
frenetic excitement and mellow hang-out time, and long hours 
spent talking with peers.  Kids bond with each other and their 
teachers in a much deeper way than is possible during dharma 
school. 

The evening starts with a vegetarian meal followed by kitchen 
clean-up.  Then the groups usually do something active: go for a 
long walk or hike, go rock-climbing at a gym, play miniature golf, 
do a craft project, suspend a trapeze from the zendo ceiling, or 
have a massive pillow fight.  At some point each group will usually 
do something of a more serious nature, like Fusatsu (see “Kid-
friendly Ceremonies”).  On occasion the groups have devised their 
own small ceremonies, done a group process activity, or invited 
someone from outside to lead a training or workshop.  After the 
serious time, the kids are released, more or less, into whatever they 
want to do.  They may listen to music and dance, watch movies 
(which can provide a platform for discussion of issues, depending 
on the movie), drift off to sleep or just hang out and talk.   

Generally, the high schoolers are given more unsupervised 
time than are the middle schoolers.  Middle school teachers 
monitor conversations and behavior more closely in order to 
gently guide the kids into using right speech, being kind to one 
another and not excluding anyone.  High school teachers put 
themselves just out of earshot in order to give the youth some 
much appreciated privacy, often allowing them to talk quietly into 
the wee hours of the morning.  At the same time, one of the 
reasons the kids are able to relax is because of the safety of the 
container they are in, and the relatively limited choices available to 
them: they have to stay on the property, as a group, and obviously 
there is no driving around the city or any drug or alcohol use.  
Staying within these limits has rarely been an issue for the 
students.  Teachers protect the precious safety of the overnight 
environment by checking in frequently, keeping out intuitive 
feelers, and sleeping where they can keep the sexes appropriately 
separated after lights out. 
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Kids and adults at Wesak, one of the 
ceremonies done together. 

Kid-friendly 
Ceremonies 

 

Ceremonies and ritual 
play a major role in Zen, as in 
most religions.  Many of our 
ceremonies were created by a 
Japanese ancestor in our 
lineage named Keizan, who 
was influential in popularizing 
Soto Zen amongst the 
“common” – usually illiterate 
and uneducated – people in 

Japan, where it had previously 
been a religious practice for 
educated monastics.  
Ceremonies can convey complex and deep teachings to those who 
could not understand (or would not listen to) a verbal explanation 
of those teachings.  They can also make our experience of a 
teaching personal and real as we move physically through the 
ritual.   

Ceremonies are ideal for children, who seem to take readily 
and easily to the sacred and ritual space.  A regular sequence of 
ceremonies also marks times of the year and brings all of the age 
groups together into a community.  The youngest kids are literally 
brimming over with excitement as they bathe the baby buddha in 
sweet tea or walk over a zendo floor strewn with tissue paper lotus 
petals.  They may look around or squirm or hide their faces behind 
their parent’s legs, but usually betray great curiosity.  As kids get 
familiar with the ceremonies they seem to take a certain pride and 
comfort in knowing what comes next and how to participate.  
Ceremonial positions (chant leader, candle bearer, priest’s 
assistant, procession leader) are usually filled by high school 
students. 
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Our ceremonies happen on Sundays in place of the usual age-
group classes.  However, age groups meet briefly so the teachers 
can explain a little bit about the upcoming ceremony and answer 
any questions.   

Where relevant, a brief summary of the adult version of each 
ceremony is given in the descriptions below to provide some 
context for the kids’ ceremony.  There are full Soto Zen liturgies 
for the adult ceremonies - most involve a series of chants, special 
verses recited by the chant leader, incense offerings by the priest 
and other participants, and a long serpentine procession around 
the hall.  The children join the adults for Wesak, but the kid 
ceremonies for Segaki, Rohatsu, Nehan and Jukai are separate 
affairs (though a child interested in the adult ceremonies is always 
welcome to attend them).  In the cases where we have created 
something new, we attempted to draw a few of the most 
important and accessible messages out of the adult ceremony and 
devise a ritual that even the youngest kids can understand and in 
which they can fully participate.  Ideally, they also feel a sense of 
ownership of the ceremony itself – it is for them. 

    

Segaki – Feeding the Hungry Ghosts 

The first ceremony of the dharma school year is the Segaki 
festival, when we feed the “hungry ghosts” or gakis.  The adult 
festival happens just before the kid’s ceremony and is an important 
part of an annual retreat.  It held around the time of Halloween to 
coincide with the abundance of ghosts and snacks.  In buddhist 
mythology, hungry ghosts are creatures who, because of their past 
actions (refer to the section on the Six Realms under “Our Five 
Main Dharmic Themes”), can never satisfy their hunger or thirst.  
Their mouths are so tiny they can’t fit any food in them, and when 
they try to drink, water turns to fire before they swallow it.  The 
hungry ghost symbolizes our own unresolved karma and the 
tenacious quality of karma.  The Segaki ceremonies done by the 
adults in the sangha represent both our willingness to bring this 
karma to resolution and the gentle accepting approach we need to 
take to achieve any resolution.   
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The Segaki 
altar, put in 
front of the 
front doors 
of the hall 
and 

decorated 
with junk 
food to 
attract the 
hungry 
ghosts. 

 

An important aspect of the hungry ghost is that it is so 
fixated on desire that it cannot accept the things that would truly 
nourish and cure.  The Buddhist expression of those things that 
nourish and cure are called Dharma.  Anything that is true may be 
called dharma, but the forms and expressions of religious life that 
remind us of things that are true are also called Dharma (often 
capitalized to make the distinction).  Because the hungry ghost are 
fixated on the things they think they want, they tend to be fearful 
of things that look like something other than what they want. To 
make it easier for the gakis to accept the Dharma, all the Buddha 
statues are covered up and the altar for them is at the far end of 
the room near the door.  It is covered with sweet and salty snacks, 
fruit and soda pop, nuts and donuts.  

During the adult ceremony, the priest calls to the ghosts and 
all unresolved karma, inviting them to come and stay for the day.  
S/he chants dharanis of protection so the practitioners may safely 
entertain these “ghosts.”  There is chanting done by all during a 
winding procession while names of those who have died during 
the year are read aloud.  Later in the evening, there is a second 
ceremony in which the ghosts are sent back home again and all are 
given the opportunity to let go of some unresolved issues.  For 
adults, Segaki is a time of intense reflection and determination. 
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Kids teach an unruly gaki how to bow. 

 

For kids, the emphasis of Segaki is more external, but deeply 
symbolic.  The gakis are vividly described, and the kids are 
encouraged to feel sympathy and concern for the poor, hungry 
ghosts.  Teachers also point out that all of us, at times, can be 
“hungry ghosts” – impossible to satisfy, always running to the 
next thing we think will make us happy but unwilling or unable to 
accept what would truly bring us peace.  All of this becomes 
concretely illustrated when the kids fill the ceremony hall and start 
the same solemn chanting the adults do – until they are rudely 
interrupted by two marauding gakis!  High schoolers dressed up as 
hungry ghosts come loudly in the open front doors (with their 
shoes on!) and start poking around the junk food on the altar.  
With coaxing from the teachers and older kids, the youngest 
dharma schoolers come forward to teach the gakis some manners 
like taking off their shoes and sharing with each other.  They 
carefully break food into bits to fit in the gakis’ tiny mouths.  
Despite the care the high schoolers take not to be too scary, some 
kids are too timid to come forward but still watch carefully from a 
distance.  Gradually the hungry ghosts seem a little less agitated 
and a little more happy, so they are finally sent on their way.  The 
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kids join the rest of the sangha and everyone celebrates by 
finishing off the rest of the junk food.  

 

Rohatsu – Questioning the Abbot 

 This is the most serious ceremony for the kids.  It is a 
variant on Shosan, a public ritual questioning of the abbot by 
students.  The adults hold Shosan on the last night of Rohatsu, a 
week-long intensive meditation retreat in December that 
celebrates the Buddha’s enlightenment day.  The dialogue between 
teacher/abbot and student in this context is modeled somewhat on 
the regular private meetings that occur between them, called 
Sanzen.  Shosan, however, is public, and part of the value of the 
ceremony is that each participant gets to hear some of the deepest 
thoughts and questions of others in the sangha.  Any question 
whatsoever can be asked, as long as it is fairly respectful to others.  
This can be a very emotional and powerful experience for people, 
and often proves to people that they are “not the only one.” 

We use the adult zendo for the kids’ ceremony in mid 
December (the adults have to hold the dharma talk downstairs).  
The children have been primed by their teachers to think of a 
question, and they come in fairly quietly and sit down on the 
meditation cushions.  Parents of small children generally attend, 
while middle and high school students work it out with their own 
parents as to whether the parents are invited.  Generally the older 
youth are able to ask a more personal and sensitive question 
without their parents present. 

After offering incense the abbot of the Zen Center stands in 
front of the altar, facing the room with the bowing mat (haishiki) 
turned sideways to signify an invitation to questions.  One at a 
time (with a supporting hand if necessary), children may go up to 
the center of the room, face the abbot, and ask a question.  It is 
not required, especially of the youngest kids.  There may be lag 
times as long as a minute between questioners, but this allows 
some of the kids to watch, consider, and finally get up the 
initiative to go up and ask their question.   
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A preschooler approaches the abbot with a question during Rohatsu. 

The abbot takes the ceremony and the questions completely 
seriously; she makes every bit as much of an effort to 
meaningfully meet and answer a five-year-old’s question about 
whether he will see his deceased cat again as she does to answer 
some adult’s question about an esoteric Buddhist teaching.  
Younger kids ask about things like God, death, family, love, and 
the way the universe works.  Given a question like, “Is there life 
on other planets?” the abbot will reply, “I don’t know,” but try to 
offer something for the child’s search and encourage the 
questioning mind.  Older kids ask about friendship, authenticity, 
conflicts with parental authority, and self-discovery.  The abbot’s 
ability to meet and respond to the youth is based in a large part on 
her experience with children in general and on her personal and 
long-term relationship with many of the individuals participating 
in the ceremony.  Questions that are asked during Shosan or kid’s 
Rohatsu are not brought up outside the ceremony unless the 
questioner does so him or herself. 
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A Parinivana statue created by Gyokuko sensei.  The base is covered with 
animals that the little kids love to identify during the ceremony. 

Nehan – Commemorating the Buddha’s Death 

Nehan is the commemoration of the Buddha’s death and 
happens in February.  According to the legend, the Buddha taught 
until he was eighty years old and had countless students and 
admirers.  They were very saddened when, at last, even a 
remarkable spiritual leader like Shakyamuni grew old and sick and 
lay dying.  The animals were fond of the Buddha, too, and 
gathered around during the his last days.  Buddha’s disciples were 
afraid of what would happen to them when their spiritual leader 
was gone, but the Buddha told them not to be sad or afraid.  They 
already had the teaching they needed, he said, and when he was 
gone they could “be lamps unto themselves.”  This is a deeply 
significant aspect of Buddhism: this religion is a collection of 
teachings, a method, and a community of practitioners.  It does 
not depend on the presence or survival of any one individual.  No 
individual can actually give the dharma to another; the truth has to 
be awakened within each and every one of us, and continues across 
gaps. 

The adult Nehan ceremony focuses on a moment when 
someone goes up to the altar and blows out all the candles and 
turns off the altar lamp.  A statue of the dying Buddha, reclining 
on his side and surrounded by animals, has been placed on the altar 
for this ceremony.  This is called a Parinirvana statue, indicating 
that it depicts the Buddha entering his final or complete nirvana 
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(cessation), which comes only with physical death.  Behind the 
statue is a small screen, and behind the screen is a single candle 
that remains lit.  At the end of the ceremony, another person goes 
up and relights the altar from that single, hidden source. 

In the kids’ Nehan ceremony we focus on the natural sadness 
around, and the importance of gently accepting, death and loss.  
The kids gather in the small zendo in the Zen Center house where 
the Parinirvana statue is sitting on a low altar.  The priest explains 
the scene depicted by the statue, asking for help from the kids 
who know the story and prompting the younger ones to imagine 
how the Buddha’s friends felt.  The kids especially appreciate 
naming all the animals around the Buddha – on our statue, created 
by Gyokuko sensei, there are herons and wolves and elephants and 
all sorts of creatures.  From the story the priest transitions into 
asking whether any of the kids have lost a person or animal or 
plant to death, or in some other way.  Many of the kids have lost a 
pet or a grandparent, and many tell of friends that they lost touch 
with because of a move.   

Everyone then spreads out and draws or writes down the 
thing they have lost, or perhaps – for the older kids – something 
they want to let go of.  In the meantime, a fire is started in the 
nearby fireplace.  When this is finished, everyone chants the Heart 
Sutra in Sino-Japanese along with the mokugyo (wooden drum).  
This is repeated until all of drawings are burned.  The priest kneels 
by the fireplace and two high school students with large candles 
kneel on either side of her.  The priest then takes the drawings one 
by one, starting each one slightly afire using one of the candles 
before placing it carefully into the main fire.  The reverent mood 
and the fire itself keep the children fairly quiet until the ceremony 
is over. 

 

Jukai – Three Refuges and Two Promises 

In Zen Buddhism, an adult formally becomes a Buddhist in 
the ceremony of Jukai.  Jukai is the “taking of the precepts,” in 
which someone vows to live by the moral and ethical guidelines of 
Buddhism.  For adults in Soto Zen – both lay and ordained – there 
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are 16 precepts.  The first three “precepts” are taking refuge in the 
buddha, dharma and sangha.  The next three precepts are cease 
from evil, do only good, and do good for others.  The remaining 
ten “grave” precepts are (more or less) do not kill, do not steal, do 
not misuse sexuality, do not lie, do not become intoxicated, do 
not dwell on past mistakes, do not praise self or blame others, do 
not be stingy with dharma or wealth, do not indulge anger, and do 
not defame the three treasures (buddha, dharma and sangha).  
After receiving Jukai, in formal practice environments an adult 
usually wears a wagessa (a strip of cloth tied with a decorative 
knot) or, in some traditions, a rakusu (something like a cloth bib) 
around his or her neck.  Our annual Jukai ceremony happens in 
March. 

The kids are not asked to make such a serious commitment to 
Buddhism.  In fact, our minimum age for Jukai is sixteen.  
However, Thich Nhat Hanh has come up with three refuges and 
two promises that the kids seem to feel very comfortable making.  
The vows emphasize the dual intention of a bodhisattva, or 
enlightening being: to benefit themselves and others, but also to 
cultivate the wisdom that will allow them to do this 
wholeheartedly and effectively.  Dharma school Jukai allows the 
children and youth to make a gesture that indicates the value they 
place on their spiritual or religious life, and gives them a rite of 
passage when they start to feel like they really belong at the Zen 
Center, and that the Zen Center really belongs to them.  During 
the ceremony, everyone present recites the refuges and promises 
together, repeating each line after the chant leader: 

 

I take refuge in the buddha, the one who shows me the 
way in this life. 

I take refuge in the dharma, the way of understanding and 
love. 

I take refuge in the sangha, the community that lives in 
harmony and awareness. 
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I vow to develop my compassion in order to love and 
protect life: the lives of people, of animals and of 
plants. 

I vow to develop understanding in order to be able to love 
and to live in harmony with people, animals and plants. 

Just as in adult Jukai, even those who have taken Jukai before 
participate in the ceremony, because it never hurts to restate one’s 
vows.  After the recitation, the priest asks if any of the children 
present are taking Jukai for the first time.  Any of those who 
qualify – if they want to do so – come forward and select a mala (a 
Buddhist string of prayer beads) from an assortment of colorful 
and durable ones laid out on a tray.  The priest then takes the new 
young Buddhists over to the adult zendo and briefly interrupts the 
dharma talk to introduce and congratulate the youth.  Although 
this presentation is daunting to the kids, they generally come back 
proud and beaming. 

 

Wesak – Festival of the Buddha’s Birth 

Wesak is the festival of Shakyamuni Buddha’s birth and  is 
celebrated in early May.  This is a very precious time when the 
entire sangha – adults and kids, parents and those without children 
– celebrate together.  In most forms of Buddhism, the festival of 
Wesak centers on the sangha’s children. 

According to legend, the baby Siddhartha (destined to 
become Shakyamuni Buddha) was born under many auspicious 
signs.  When his mother conceived him, she dreamt that a white, 
six-tusked elephant miraculously entered her side.  When the 
Buddha was born his mother suffered no labor pains, and sweet 
rain and flowers fell from the sky.  Immediately after birth, the 
baby stood up, walked seven steps, pointed to heaven above and 
the earth below and said, “I alone am the world-honored one.”  
There are many interpretations of this statement, but we view this 
in part as foreshadowing: the Buddha later discovered and taught a 
system of spiritual practice that liberates sentient beings from 
suffering, so he is one of the most important people ever to have 
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Pouring sweet tea over the baby buddha during Wesak. 

taken birth.  Later, when he achieved complete enlightenment, the 
Buddha said he “and everyone” were simultaneously awakened.  By 
his actions he had opened the door for the rest of us to eventually 
follow.  In a sense, we are already saved. 

For the Wesak ceremony, a bower is built over a statue of the 
baby buddha and placed in the center of the hall, in front of the 
main altar.  The statue depicts the baby with one hand pointing 
toward heaven and the other pointing toward the earth, and stands 
in a deep bowl of sweet tea.  The children meet before the 
ceremony to lavishly decorate the bower with flowers.  A ladle 
rests in the bowl of tea.   

Everyone stands at their seats.  We sing one of our dharma 
school songs, “Holy Day of Wesak,” and then one of our regular 
chants.  When we begin chanting the Heart Sutra, the priest begins 
the procession by going to the bower, bowing, and pouring a 
ladleful of tea over the Buddha’s head.  The priest is followed by 
three high school-age procession leaders: one with an asperge (a 
pine branch in water with which he or she sprinkles water from 
side to side), one with a portable incense holder (with charcoal 
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The youngest 
child present 
blows out the 
candles on 
buddha’s 

birthday cake. 

and loose incense that s/he periodically burns), and one with a 
large ceremonial plate full of tissue-paper lotus petals (which s/he 
slowly scatters all over the room as the procession moves).  
Everyone else follows in a large serpentine formation until all have 
passed in front of the bower and poured tea over the Buddha.  
Two high school students stand on either side of the bower to 
assist little kids (the little ones almost tremble with an excitement 
mixed with reverence). 

After the ceremony, everyone meets elsewhere for the 
birthday party.  Naturally, Buddha has a large birthday cake, and 
needs the very youngest kids to blow out the candles on it.  A 
white six-tusked elephant piñata (or zeñata, prepared well ahead of 
time) is then systematically dealt with, starting with the littlest 
kids and proceeding up to blind-folded middle and high schoolers 
(if the piñata survives that long).  Edible treats are mixed with 
small prizes in the piñata to minimize sugar overload. 

 

Fusatsu - Confession 

Fusatsu is a ceremony we do with the adults, and the version 
we use the middle school and high school youth does not differ 
much in form.  Fusatsu was traditionally a time for buddhist 
monks and nuns to gather as a community and confess mistakes, 
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particularly instances where they broke the precepts, or monastic 
code of behavior.  In this culture we suffer as much from low self-
esteem and internal criticism as we do from pride, so we have 
added a positive confession to the ceremony.  Each person present 
shares one negative and one positive thing about their recent life 
and spiritual practice – one thing they regret or know they need to 
work on, and one thing they are doing well or making progress on.   

Participants sit in a circle on the floor, and the ceremony 
starts with a recitation of the verse of contrition: “all my past and 
harmful karma, born from beginningless greed, anger and 
ignorance, through body speech and mind, I now fully avow.”  
This verse is about acknowledging one’s habits and past actions 
and taking responsibility for one’s life, while remembering that 
ultimately it is impossible to find where it all began.  Who’s to 
blame?  One person is unkind because they suffered abuse as a 
child, but his abusers were abused themselves… and so on.  And 
yet we have to start where we are and take responsibility for the 
work that needs to be done. 

After the verse is recited, the leader offers a pinch of 
powdered incense over a piece of charcoal (we use a formal 
incense box, which adds a nice touch).  S/he makes her or his 
statement, which can be brief or fairly involved (1-5 minutes), and 
passes the incense box over to the next person.  The incense and 
statements continue around the circle.  There is no cross-talk or 
questions, and people are instructed to use “I” statements when 
they share.  Ideally, participants speak about their inner process 
and their own behavior, avoiding gossip, complaints about others, 
or veiled efforts at advice or commentary.  After everyone has 
shared once, the leader places the box in the center of the group 
and invites people to speak spontaneously with anything further 
they want to share.  The group becomes the support and teacher 
simply through listening, and sharing a private difficulty during 
Fusatsu sometimes makes it easier to bear. 

Once everyone is finished, the ceremony is closed with a 
short dedication and verse.  After the ceremony, something that 
someone shared during the ceremony is not discussed again unless 
the person who shared it brings it up him or herself.  With the 
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teens, we make the 
exception – clearly 
stated to the youth – 
that we must share with 
parents anything that 
might clearly indicates a 
minor’s health or safety 
are being compromised. 

Fusatsu for the 
middle and high 
schoolers is very 
effective.  It provides a 

safe environment for the youth to share sensitive things because 
they know the format is, for the most part, confidential.  They 
know they will not be subjected to lectures or advice, and do not 
need to share or talk more than they want to.  The ceremonial 
space created during fusatsu is also essential.  We can turn a 
raucous and casual overnight or camp hang-out session into a 
quiet, serious and sacred event with the insertion of a verse, some 
incense and a candle.  When the ceremony ends, the transition 
back to casual is usually instantaneous, but is subtly grounded. 

 

Other Ceremonies Focused on Children and Youth 

There are a few other ceremonies and events that center 
around children and youth at Dharma Rain.  First, we perform the 
traditional Naming Ceremony for infants when the parents 
request it.  This is a brief ceremony done in front of the whole 
sangha during the course of a normal Sunday program, and 
introduces the new child into the sangha.  If the child has “god 
parents” (or “buddha parents”), they are included in the ceremony.  
The sangha is asked to support the growth of the child, 
particularly his/her moral and spiritual development. 

At the other end of the spectrum, we have developed a brief 
Dharma School Graduation ceremony, which also occurs during 
the course of a normal Sunday, in front of the whole sangha.  
Young adults who have just graduated from high school, and thus 
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are leaving our dharma school program, bow to an altar with items 
on it representing their past: home, school, parents, friends.  They 
are then led around the dharma hall bent in a low bow until they 
reach their own seat in the adult meditation hall.  As the graduate 
passes them, each person presents bows in return. 

Finally, one of our seasonal events is an egg hunt near or on 
the Christian holiday of Easter.  This introduces a sense of cultural 
normalcy into dharma school and is enjoyed by all. 
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Part III: Description of the DRZC Dharma Camp 
 

 

General Description 
 

One week in August we have a week-long dharma camp for 
children from age 9 to entering senior year of high school.  Most 
of the week involves all the traditional camp activities such as art 
& crafts, sports, skills workshops, swimming, campfire, and time 
to just goof around, hang out and get to know each other.  In the 
morning there are also buddhist practices like meditation, 
chanting, silent breakfast, and mindful work practice.  We meet 
daily in age groups (junior, middle school and high school ages) 
for an hour, and for 45 minutes each day we meet in small mixed-
age groups which focus on a specific set of dharma teachings (see 
“Dharma Camp: Explicit Teachings”). 

Mandala on the Mountain provides a safe and respectful 
container for kids to meet and make friends with other Buddhist 
kids, learn about and appreciate themselves and others, relax and 
have fun, and get exposed to spiritual practice in a kid-friendly, 
non-dogmatic atmosphere.  Camp serves several purposes.  First, 
we aim to create an atmosphere that is normal American and 
Buddhist at the same time, to illustrate that being Buddhist 
doesn’t have to be weird or separate from the kids’ everyday lives 
and experiences.  Second, we try to support, intensify and 
accelerate the learning of dharma lessons that are difficult to delve 
into in the short time of a Sunday school class. Third, we want to 
introduce some of the forms of practice that are used in formal 
Zen training so the kids will better understand what their parents 
are doing when they go away to Buddhist retreats or practice 
events, and so the environment of practice will figure as a 
possibility for the kids themselves as they approach adulthood.  
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Kids and counselors “circling up” between events at camp. 

Some Practical Details 

For many years we held dharma camp at a Christian camp 
facility that we rented for the week.  It was a beautiful, spacious 
place with lots of trees, rustic buildings the kids wouldn’t take too 
much of a toll on, and a swimming hole.  Then a sister Zen sangha 
(Zen Community of Oregon/ Great Vow Zen Monastery) 
purchased an old grade school in the country and turned it into a 
monastery.  For one week a year, they graciously turn most of the 
facility over to the kids for camp, and provide several key 
members of the staff.  Monastery residents not involved in camp 
give it a respectful distance, but have been known to lob water 
balloons from the roof during the water fight.  We use an 
inflatable above-ground pool for water activities, and take the 
older kids on field trips to a local swimming hole.  Dorms 
(formerly old classrooms) normally used for monastery guests and 
retreatants are crammed full of beds, sleeping bags, clothes and 
silliness. 

Counselors generously volunteer an entire week of their time.  
It speaks to the fact that camp is a rewarding experience for all 
involved that we have never had a shortage of counselors.  We 
recruit them from the dharma school program and from the Great 
Vow monastery staff.  They are not trained or certified, but all 
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Sean on accompaniment. 

have the personal recommendation of one of the teachers or 
senior members of either Dharma Rain or Great Vow.  We also are 
going to begin performing a criminal background checks on 
counselors, not because of suspicion but because of liability issues.   

All the meals served at camp are vegetarian.  They are well-
balanced in terms of nutrition and protein, and fairly kid-friendly 
– though you can never please everybody all the time.  We offer 
adult-type options for the adults and for kids with adventuresome 
tastes.  Each meal begins with the recitation of a short verse on 
reflection and gratitude.  Kids can take as much as they want of 
whatever is offered, but are required to eat everything that they 
take.  This may result in patient pep talks from counselors who sit 
with individual campers after other kids have left the table.  We are 
softies at heart, however, and once the point is made, extra food 
can be put in the fridge for the “later” that never comes. 

For many years, we have had a camper with Down’s 
syndrome who has long been involved in our dharma school as 
well.  Sean requires a one-on-one situation – a counselor assigned 
specifically to watch, assist and keep pace with him.  He picks up 
much more of what is going on than he can verbalize, but many of 
the camp activities go on around him while he happily sits or 
stands in the middle of it all.  The 
responsibility for his care, which 
each of us views as an honor, a 
break from other responsibilities, 
and an opportunity for fun, is 
shared among the counselors, who 
take 2-hour shifts.  Sean adds a 
wonderful dimension to camp, and 
the other kids like and interact 
with him.  He enjoys camp more 
than any other kid there, which is 
really saying something.  After 
camp, his mother has to sneak into 
his room to grab his camp t-shirt 
in order to wash it, because he wants 
to wear it every day, all year round. 
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Implicit Teachings 
 

Most of the teaching at dharma camp is implicit: counselors 
model care and respect; campers are expected to use appropriate 
speech; the schedule fosters a sense of community and shared 
experience; the environment encourages care for people, animals, 
plants and things; the teachings and guiding philosophy are 
realistic but positive and optimistic.  Camp also contains all of the 
elements of teaching that we use in dharma school during the 
school year (see “Discovering What Works and What Does Not”), 
but camp allows us to take them to a much deeper level.  Listed 
below are some of the elements which are unique to camp or 
which take a different form when presented at camp than they 
take in dharma school. 

 

Positive Social Environment 

Through the standards we hold at camp we are trying to 
instill in the campers some values of caring for things and people, 
not wasting, and politely accepting what is offered (gratitude 
encouraged but not demanded).  Because most of the kids have 
been in dharma school with us and the staff are Zen students, we 

already have a set 
of values in place 
that are 
expressed more 
through actions 
and modes of 
being.  We rarely 
have to make a 
rule about 
acceptable 
speech to keep 
the kids from 
engaging in the 
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trash talk that usually happens in schools.  We did have to institute 
a monitor for campfire after one girl told a sexually explicit joke, 
and didn’t even seem to understand that it was inappropriate.  We 
call the monitor the Sheriff.  He or she wears a big sombrero and 
kids go up to the Sheriff and tell him or her in secret what they are 
going to perform.  He  keeps the extroverts from hogging the 
stage and helps to rework “bar jokes” into restaurant or library 
jokes (delivered with a respectful but tongue-in-cheek attitude by 
the older campers).  This is one of the ways that we keep the 
environment safe and comfortable. 

 

Schedule 

In traditional Zen training in monasteries, an essential part of 
the teaching is the daily schedule itself.  It keeps us moving in 
harmony as a community and exposes us to a balance of activity, 
stillness, socializing, solitude, work and relaxation.   

The camp schedule is daunting and many a prospective 
camper has delayed coming because, at home, lounging in bed, 
they could not imagine themselves doing the morning schedule 
and enjoying it.  At camp, we spend the first two hours of every 
day in silence (see “Silent Morning Rituals," below).  The rest of 
the day the kids are free to talk at will and, except indoors during 
rest period, noise is not prohibited.  The day is structured with 
activities and classes but not without open space.  We have worked 
many years on putting enough free time into the schedule but not 
too much; some kids start to wander aimlessly and feel rather 
lonely, lost and, ironically, stressed.  All personality types – 
extraverted, introverted, energetic, quiet, athletic, retiring – find 
times of the day that suit them; some parts of the schedule involve 
everyone moving as a single group, some parts involve small 
groups, and some parts allow kids time to be alone (under 
supervision).  A high schooler functions as time keeper, walking 
around the grounds ringing a bell or wooden han to call people to 
the next activity. 
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Typical daily camp schedule: 

7am Wake-up bell and rising - the Great Silence begins 

7:20 Meditation and morning service in Zendo 

8:00 Clean-up with Buddha Family 

8:15 Formal (silent) breakfast in Zendo 

8:45 End of the Great Silence, kitchen clean-up 

9:00 Free period, crafts, activities, games 

10am Work period with Buddha Family or age group 

10:30 Snack/Free period 

11:00-11:50 Group Discussions (High School, Middle School, 
Juniors) 

Noon Lunch 

12:30 Rest period or free time (quiet inside), kitchen 
clean-up 

1:30-2:30 Special activities/classes (sign up for one of 3-5) 

3:00-4:00 Swimming, free time 

3:45 Snack put out 

4:15-5:00 To Be Announced, or Free Time 

5:15-6:00 Buddha Family Class 

6:00 Dinner 

6:40 To Be Announced (all-camp activity), or Free 
Time 

7:30 Campfire 

9:00 To bed – or optional story time for juniors, 
informal group meetings for middle & high 
schoolers 

10:00 Lights Out. 

 



Part III: Dharma Camp 101

Silent Morning Rituals: Meditation, Chanting, 
Cleaning, Breakfast 

After camp is over the kids are sometimes given a 
questionnaire to provide feedback about the camp.  Rarely have 
any of these questionnaires listed the silent morning activities as 
being among their favorites.  However, we believe this time is very 
valuable for the kids, though it may take them a while to realize its 
value.  Once we did hear from a parent that in choosing between 
camp and staying home that last open week in August, her 
daughter informed her that she needed that week of camp to get 
calm before school started.  At the very least, the kids tend to feel 
proud that they were able to participate in and survive the formal 
parts of camp. 

As the schedule indicates, a wake-up bell is rung at 7am.  The 
kids get up and stumble to the zendo (meditation hall) 
surprisingly quickly, once they are awake.  They can sit in the 
zendo any way they like, more or less, as long as they are sitting 
up and stay on their zabuton (a 3-foot square floor cushion).  Kids 
are offered malas (prayer beads) or meditation stones if they want 
to use them.  In the case of malas, we instruct them to pass one 
bead through their fingers with each breath.  If they do pebble 
meditation with the stones, they are instructed to move one 
pebble with each breath from one pile to another.  When all the 
stones end up in a single pile, one starts a new pile and continues 
the process.  Most kids forgo the meditation aids, especially the 
older ones who have a sense of pride that they can sit still without 
them.  The zendo during camp meditation is an amusing place for 
adults, who position themselves strategically throughout the room 
to model stillness and shush clandestine communications.  Some 
kids look around, sigh, and occasionally appear to be experiencing 
a mild form of torture.  In general, however, the atmosphere is 
quiet and precious.   

We do a very vigorous chanting service at camp.  It is a 
traditional Soto Zen service that involves chanting the “Enmei 
Jukku Kannon Gyo” (a chant about the bodhisattva Kanzeon’s 
great compassion) eighteen times – each time faster and louder, 
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A silent formal meal in the zendo. 

until we are finally shouting.  The kids enjoy this very much; it 
presents a nice contrast to the quietness of meditation.  High 
schoolers play ceremonial roles: one leads the chants, one plays 
the traditional percussion instruments, one prepares the altar for 
service, and another is the priest’s attendant during service. 

After the chanting, everyone gathers in a circle just outside 
the meditation space.  The camp administrator may make short 
constructive comments on how everyone has behaved in the 
meditation hall.  Buddha families are then given short tasks that 
they perform in silence.  One group helps set up for breakfast, and 
the others are given cleaning jobs like sweeping, vacuuming, 
dusting, or straightening up in the dorms.  Before long, everyone 
lines up to go through a buffet line for breakfast.  Each child puts 
his or her food on a tray and carries it into the zendo, sits down, 
and waits until everyone else is seated.  We make a food offering at 
the altar, and then do a formal meal chant.  We eat in silence, and 
after some time there is a call for second helpings.  Eating together 
in silence has proven in numerous instances to be a positive 
experience for kids with sensitivities and issues around food; they 
seem to be able to relax and yet get carried along in an 
environment full of gustily eating peers.  When the meal is over, 
trays and dishes are brought back to the buffet line and stacked, 
and everyone meets outside in a circle for announcements and the 
beginning of the “normal” camp day. 
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Explicit Teachings 

 

Not Just Buddhism 

Classes are given at camp not just on dharma teachings but 
also on various arts (such as music, calligraphy, poetry, drawing or 
painting), crafts (such as weaving or felt-making), disciplines 
(such as dance, yoga or simple aspects of martial arts), and skills 
(such as wilderness survival, plant identification or tree-climbing).  
The classes offered depend on the skills possessed by our 
counselors in any given year.   

 

The Mandala of the Five Buddha Families 

The dharma teaching we use at camp is based on the 
Vajrayana (a.k.a. Tibetan Buddhist) system of the mandala of the 
five buddha families, hence the name of our camp, Mandala on the 
Mountain.  The reason for using this teaching is that the color and 
symbology in it are something that can be grasped by the most 
concrete thinkers, which the youngest campers tend to be, while it 
contains great depth and many tools for working with personality, 
which interests the older campers.   

A mandala is a picture that represents a whole thing (like the 
universe, a family, a camp or a person) but is made up of many 
different parts (like planets, or family members, or each of the 
kids at camp, or parts of our personalities).  The overt lesson at 
camp is that everyone and everything has a place in the mandala.  
Everyone has aspects in their personality that can be harmful, 
disliked or misunderstood, but there is a section of the mandala 
where each person belongs, nonetheless.  And every personality 
type has ways of behaving that are wonderful as well as ways of 
behaving that are twisted and painful.  We use the mandala to help 
lead our campers toward self-reflection, and a world view that 
helps with understanding conflict and accepting differences. The 
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A five-buddha-family mandala. 

campers spend some of their time in age tier groups, some time in 
mixed age groups, and some time with everyone together.  The 
“mandala” is kaleidoscopic; that is to say, the view keeps changing.  

We primarily use the five buddha families to help us 
understand personalities, emotions, and relationships.  The 
families can be understood as archetypal energies or patterns of 
energies.  Each energy type is associated with particular colors, 
elements, personality types, symbols, directions, seasons, 
emotions, wisdoms, and challenges.  The family names are Vajra-
blue, Ratna-yellow, Padma-red, Karma-green, and Buddha-white.  
In camp we refer to the families by color.  Two great sources of 
information on this system of teaching are The Five Wisdom 
Energies by Irini Rockwell, and Spectrum of Ecstasy by Ngakpa 
Chögyam and Khandro Déchen.   
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For the purposes of camp we are particularly interested in 
using this framework for understanding others and ourselves.  
Campers are assigned to a particular buddha family for the week, 
and in the daily buddha family group we dialogue or do art 
projects and exercises.  Kids learn about the qualities of their 
family’s particular color as well as the qualities of the prominent 
colors for individuals in the group.  For example, the blue family 
might talk about values and challenges associated with blue and 
ask each person to talk about someone they know that might have 
a lot of blue in their personality.  By listening to each other and 
sharing we cultivate acceptance and understanding.  We are guided 
by questions like the following:  Under which circumstances do 
we tend to flourish and under which we are most challenged?  
What do we value most and what we are best at giving?   What 
type of wisdom do we access most easily and in what delusions can 
we get caught?  Dialogues like these can help children understand 
and appreciate people with whom they may have previously had 
difficulty. 

At the beginning of camp we complete an informal 
questionnaire that helps us determine which of the families best 
describes our current values and ways of being and acting in the 
world.  For example, if someone’s answers indicate that Red 
energy is prominent for them, some themes in his or her life might 
be as follows: delighting and thriving in intimate connection; 
being especially sensitive to the dynamics of interpersonal 
relationships; and skill in demonstrating compassion, love, and 
warmth.  When such a person loses touch with the wisdom of 
Padma energy, they may tend to be overcome by obsessive 
clinging, loneliness, and wild swings towards and away from 
intimacy.  The guiding principle here is that through 
understanding and accepting ourselves, we gain understanding and 
acceptance of others.  A supportive space is created to celebrate 
who we are and work through difficulty.  Energies are not 
suppressed or rejected, but instead transformed. 

The buddha families also help organize the camp as whole in a 
variety of ways.  Each buddha family is associated with a particular 
color and children are given a bandana with their family’s color to 
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wear for the week and help family leaders keep track of everyone.  
The family group usually consists of 5 to 8 children from ages nine 
to seventeen.  Buddha families allow children of different ages to 
interact and create community outside of age-groupings.  They 
come together for the group learning period, temple cleaning, 
work period, the annual “Buddha Family Olympics” (complete 
with competitive team events, parade and MC), and a skit 
performance at the end of the week for parents.  Buddha families 
also provide an easy way to ensure supervision and care for each 
child by family leaders, each of whom can focus on a smaller 
number of kids. 

Together the buddha families represent a mandala of all 
aspects of life. Certain colors are more prominent for individuals 
and each of us is a rainbow of infinitely diverse colors, energies, 
and ways of being in the world. 
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Scenes from Dharma Camp 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The “green” team after the Buddha Family Olympics. 

20 minutes of temple cleaning after morning meditation. 
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Campfire happens every  night – a place for songs, skits, jokes and snacks. 

A pillow fight in the famous “pit.” 
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