
 

 

 
 
 

The question posed in our last issue was… 

“What Moments in Prison Help Get You Through 

a Day or Give You Strength to Get You Through 

Your Time Served?” 

by James Hochschild – St. Peterburg, FL 

Routines help get me through a day. I love to 

work, even if it’s just one hour to clean the 

showers as a blockworker or a full day in the 

kitchen as a store room clerk. 

It’s not “strength” per say that I need. I no longer 

perceive prison time as a weakening burden. 

That’s a self-made perception that makes things 

worse. 

While I don’t like being in prison, I have had to 

use Equanimity/Serenity in order to accept where 

I am currently at. In 

addition, acceptance of 

the punishment as being 

a “responsible” citizen 

instead of “playing the 

victim” is the one key to 

my sanity and mental 

freedom. 

Other routines that I do are watching TV, reading 

books, completing puzzles, walking and minimal 

conversations with a few select 

friends/acquaintances. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
“What Moments in Prison….Give You Strength to 
Get You Through Your Time Served”  
  
by Daniel Reyes (Thubten Choden) – Connell, WA 

Refuge on the shore of tranquility - 

Without a doubt, by taking refuge in the Dharma 

and the Buddha, I am strengthened to get 

through the time I am serving. As events unfold 

around me, I take solace in the harmony and 

tranquility of the Buddha’s presence. I am only 

human and the rise of passionate self rises at 

each point of conflict. It is realization of the 

arising chaos and clinging that I pause and seek 

refuge in the teachings of the 3 marks of 

existence*, the 5 aggregates** and the Heart 

Sutra. Meditation and study of these and other 

teachings is critical to seeing things as they are. 

The practice that I have gained while incarcerated 

has allowed me to live a clearer, healthier and 

more loving life than on the other side of the 

razor wire. 

 ****************************** 

* Dukka (suffering exists), anatta (no self), anicca 

(impermanence) 

** Form (body), Sensation (feelings), Perception 

(our view), Mental Formation (thoughts), and 

Consciousness (awareness) 

 ****************************** 
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“Fighting the Fire of Social Politics with Noble 
Silence”                                              

by Scott Zirus (Könchok Tingdzin Wangyal) – 

Abilene, TX 

There are certain moments in prison that allow us 

to gain significant insight and conviction along our 

Buddhist paths. When applied to our daily 

interaction with the world, these moments can 

help give us strength to endure our time behind 

bars. Here is my example: 

My Sangha, the Inner Liberation Prison Sangha, 

has a strict policy against engaging in any type of 

social politics – rumors, divisive speech, idle 

chatter, etc. This policy is premised entirely upon 

the Precepts. 

Recently a situation arose among the Christian 

leadership who were upset that the Sangha was 

benefitting from certain privileges that previously 

they alone enjoyed. They engaged in a campaign 

of rumors, divisive speech, and even outright lies. 

They went to the extreme of attempting to turn 

others against us and punish those within their 

own community who dared associate with 

members of the Sangha. 

Adhering to our strict policy against social politics, 

we refused to engage their campaign. We thus 

gave them the Noble Silence as our only 

response. 

But the rumors continued and the divisive speech 

increased. I thought that maybe our strategy was 

flawed and that the Noble Silence was 

perpetuating the situation. I felt that they would 

never stop until we did something so drastic that 

it forced them to stop. But having conviction in 

the Buddha’s teachings, we endured and refused 

to return an eye for an eye. Eventually it ceased. 

There was still heat to the coals of the fire of 

social politics, but it had eventually burned itself 

out. 

Social politics is like that – a fire. The fire’s entire 

existence craves fuel. The more you feed into the 

fire, the larger it grows and the more it consumes. 

However, when you deprive the fire of its fuel 

(when you refuse to feed into the social politics), 

the fire eventually runs out of fuel and burns itself 

out. In this regard, the craving of the fire 

ultimately defeats itself. 

I learned this: When the rumors continued and 

the divisive speech increased despite our Noble 

Silence, it was simply a matter of the fire 

consuming what it had already been fed. The 

prior karmic conditions under which the situation 

arose had to run its course; it wasn’t perpetuated 

because of our Noble Silence. Our Noble Silence is 

an Active Force – not a passive response. So, the 

“drastic” reaction that I initially felt was needed 

to stop their campaign of rumors and divisive 

speech was, in fact, non-reaction. An eye for an 

eye will leave the whole world blind. The fire of 

hate will consume the entire earth. It is only 

through discipline in the Precepts and actively 

applying them in our every day lives that we will 

reap the fruit of skillful actions. This was such a 

situation and a moment that can only strengthen 

our conviction in the teachings of the Buddha. 

 

 
              

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 



  

***************************** 

“The Way”                                                 

by James Bettis – Clarinda, IA 

Have you ever heard of the song “18 and Life”by 

Skid Row? I used to love that song.... until the day 

I made a completely idiotic choice. September 8, 

1988. That’s when my life spiraled downhill. Now 

it’s June 27, 2022....some 34 years later. 

Did I learn my lesson? I really hope that I did. I 

can’t remember the year that I started to practice 

Buddhism. I started by reading a book called 

“Make Your Mind An Ocean: Aspects of Buddhist 

Psychology” by Lama Yeshe. I wrote to the 

address on the back of the book, and they sent 

me more books. Eventually, I was given a teacher 

in France. He taught me to face up to what I had 

done. I confessed....at which point, I lost some of 

my family members over this. 

I never gave up the Buddhist practice. Over the 

years, I learned a lot from a variety of teachers 

along my path....the Four Noble Truths, the Eight 

Fold Path, the aspects of the life of a Buddhist, to 

accept what is, and how to enjoy what I have. 

I now mainly practice Soto Zen Buddhism of the 

Dogen lineage; he is a great master. After 13 

years of studying within this lineage, I was 

ordained a lay cleric. We have a little group in 

prison here. It took a while to get it going with 

help from my boss, the chaplain. Patience came in 

handy as it took a while. But, it happened. 

Following Dogen’s Shobogenzo, I learned to be 

patient, to wait, and to be happy with what I 

have. There will always be someone worse off 

than yourself. Here in prison I have a roof over my 

head, three meals a day, and even laundry 

service. Some people don’t even have a fraction 

of that. 

If a person would think, “I believe that I am more 

free than some people. Though I might be in 

prison, at least my mind is free”.....well, some 

people don’t even have that. Some don’t even 

know where their next meal will be coming from. 

I believe that there is a lot of waste in 

government spending with money being spent on 

stupid things. In addition, there are millionaires 

who could contribute their surplus dollars to 

making this world a better place. This excess of 

funds should be directed towards helping others 

who are less fortunate...like the homeless.  

Greed and attachment are two poisons that will 

corrupt the mind and lead down the path of 

ignorance. But, if everyone would band together, 

we could end the way to violence and teach 

kindness to all. 

 ***************************** 

RESOURCE DIRECTORY – 
To request copies of the resource directory 

for St. Louis, please write to: 
 

Heartland Zen 
9648 Olive #364 

                   St. Louis, MO 63132 
 

Note: There is only ONE directory  
and it is only for St. Louis. 

 



“ An Explanation of the 

Fukanzazengi – Part 1” 

By Reverend “Shindo” 
 Tom Bradshaw  
Inside Dharma 

 Zen Meditation Center  
St. Louis, MO 

  
For my last newsletter article, I wrote a simplified 

version of the Fukanzazengi. (Dogen’s guide to 

zazen). Thus, I will further explain this guide as I 

break it down in my next few articles.  

“If we’re already enlightened, why do we 

need to do anything?!” 

This is a common question. First, let’s look at the 

word enlightenment. One way to describe 

enlightenment is working towards seeing how we 

are perfect just as we are. So let’s just call it that; 

perfect-just-as-we-are. We sure as heck don’t feel 

perfect-just-as-we-are because we feel there is 

something missing. We see all the suffering we 

cause ourselves and others. How is this perfect-

just-as-we-are? 

“Effort is necessary because opinions 

make practice easily missed.” 

It’s natural to believe that being perfect-just-as-

we-are means that we would feel satisfied. This 

isn’t true though. Practice is not about feeling 

satisfied…it’s about changing the relationship to 

feeling unsatisfied. Missing this tiny difference 

means that practice can be “as distant as heaven 

from earth.” (Dogen’s words)  We have to be 

careful not to believe our opinions are the 

problem either. Zen teacher Kanchi Sōsan said, 

“Don’t search for the enlightenment; just stop 

cherishing your opinions.” Notice he doesn’t say 

don’t have opinions; he just says don’t cherish 

them. Cherish means to hold something as 

precious. It’s an opinion to want satisfaction out 

of zazen. Kosho Uchiyama even says zazen 

doesn’t make you feel satisfied “the way your 

stomach does after a big meal.” It takes effort to 

walk this thin line of having opinions but not be 

ruled by them. 

“Sit zazen with your flesh & bone, not 

your brain. Don’t let your head get in the way.”   

Zazen is done with our body, not with our heads. 

It is aiming your body at the upright posture. 

Understanding all the Zen teachings is not as 

important as zazen. When we sit zazen by trying 

to understand it, then our heads get in the way. 

“Buddha and Bodhidharma weren’t 

special experts at zazen; even they had 

to sit zazen for many years – just like us. 

You need to make the same tremendous 

effort whether or not you believe you’re 

able to do what they did. Don’t 

underestimate your zazen.”  

It’s natural to assume the teachers who came 

before us had something special that we don’t. 

(…particularly well-known figures like Buddha and 

Bodhidharma.) When we believe our zazen is 

worse than those of our teachers we 

underestimate and limit practice. Our zazen 

becomes the zazen of Buddha when we stop 

believing the natural comparisons about zazen 

that the brain creates.  

“Shine light on your ideas 

about Zen and practice to 

see that they are just 

thoughts.”  

We listen carefully to our teachers’ words about 

zazen BUT we must work towards not getting 

stuck in their words. Their words and our own 

understanding are just thoughts about zazen. We 

need to let go of our teachers’ words and our 

understanding so zazen can become zazen. 



“Even let go of the thought, “I’m sitting 

zazen.” Then no one is left doing 

anything. This is called body and mind 

dropping away.” 

During zazen there is a 

tendency to return to 

the present and 

straighten the posture 

with a thought like, “I 

need to return to 

zazen.” We need to let 

this natural thought go 

too, otherwise there is 

still a self doing 

something. Zazen sits zazen, you don’t. 

“You will be yourself as 

you are, instead of who 

you are yet to be.”   

This is not as confusing as it sounds. We’ll use 

anger as an example (but it could be anything 

really). Anger is like a hot potato. It’s not hot 

enough that it will cause you any harm, but hot 

enough that it’s uncomfortable to hold. If you are 

willing to hold that potato despite thoughts about 

getting rid of it, then you are yourself-as-you-are. 

You are someone holding a hot potato and that’s 

it. On the other hand, if you sustain thoughts 

about getting rid of the potato and actively plan 

to get rid of it, then you are someone who has not 

yet thrown the potato. This ‘not yet’ means you 

are more than yourself-as-you-are; there’s 

something extra. 

Zazen is the opportunity to experience this and 

disregard the plans your brain creates to get rid of 

a thought or feeling. Then you are yourself-as-

you-are instead of who-you-are-yet-to-be. 

 ******************************* 

        *************************** 

 

“Software Update Needed” 

By Kris “Kyoryu” Ash  
Inside Dharma 

 Zen Meditation Center  
St. Louis, MO 

 

We are human beings, created in design to be 

social creatures. And therein lies our greatest 

issue....we are often at odds with one another as 

we try and figure out how to live together. 

There are a multitude of religions, philosophies, 

and psychological programs all designed and 

created to try and alleviate our suffering. Yet in 

every area of study that I have ever ventured, the 

answers have all reduced down to the same basic 

issue. We humans “see” the world and its issues 

from our own individual perspective, and we are 

sure that our perspective is “right”. 

Fundamentally, it boils down to our ego and the 

perception that we have that each of us is an 

“I”.... separate from anyone else and in need of 

our ego’s protection. 

And the ego does its job well. It is consistently 

surveying the landscape looking for dangers and 

inconsistencies that may pose a threat to “our 

survival”. Then it “sees” something it deems 

potentially threatening (my partner is kissing 

someone), sends a signal to your brain which 

releases an emotion (like anger), which trips 

another neuron within the brain to fire and that 

triggers a thought (my partner is being unfaithful), 

and finally an impulse is sent out to your body 

telling you to react....and it is at this point when a 

person finally gets the opportunity to make a 

choice. What does one do? 



Yet, the part that is the most amazing to me is not 

that we rarely stop ourselves before reacting and 

choose a healthy behavior. The thing that amazes 

me the most is that almost all of us never 

question the validity of what our minds tell 

us....despite the fact that they have been loaded 

with tons of misinformation since our birth.  

We have been influenced by loads of people 

(including those who are dysfunctional or 

psychologically unhealthy), culturally 

inappropriate messages (like “men shouldn’t cry 

or show weakness” or “blondes have more fun”), 

misguided educational systems (with messages 

like “girls can’t do math” and “boys make better 

athletes”) and a myriad of other influences that 

we have wholeheartedly believed since infancy. 

This programming in our minds is misinformed at 

its best and downright dysfunctional at its worst. 

It is not perfect, nor is it infallible. But, one thing 

for sure, it is in need of some re-programming or 

fine tuning. We all definitely need an update. And, 

that is where Buddhism  offers some help. 

Still....simply studying Buddhism through various 

books or other sources will rarely bring about the 

change that’s needed. You see, sheer willpower 

to be a “better person” or using our minds to 

override our egoistic thinking will usually just 

unleash a torrent of negativity and resistance by 

the very ego/mind that we’re trying to change. As 

Cheri Huber & Ashwini Narayanan state in the 

book I Don’t Want To, I Don’t Feel Like It....when 

faced with the need to try and change the way 

our mind works, “our default orientation is to 

engage the survival system (our mind/ego) in 

solving the problem. ‘I’ is assigned the task of 

figuring it out. (And that is basically...) Putting the 

ego in charge of transcending the ego (which) 

guarantees that the ego will survive (and stay in 

control).” It’s a no win situation. 

So, what is the answer?...Tapping into our higher 

consciousness or level of awareness. That is 

where meditation or zazen comes in. It’s not 

about silencing our mind or struggling with it. It’s 

about observing our mind with love and curiosity. 

It’s about becoming “friends” with our mind/ego 

while tapping into our higher consciousness (our 

connection to the path of universal life)....and, if 

we are struggling with an issue or situation, 

potentially uncovering the best possible choice 

through the wisdom of the Eight Fold Path. 

 

And, how do you know if you are at the level of 

awareness and not your ego/mind? Your 

awareness perceptions will not be judgements, 

comparisons, nor negative self talk. Your 

“thoughts” will simply be observations with no 

assignment of right or wrong placed on them. You 

will feel peaceful and at one with the universe; 

and you will no longer be thinking that you are a 

separate being in need of protection.  

I can not say that this is the place from which I am 

consistently perceiving the world. I truly wish I 

was completely enlightened. But, that is why I 

practice...so that more and more often, I can 

reach this state and make wise, enlightened 

choices. But meanwhile, I definitely question my 

mind each time it sends forth an emotion or 

thought. How valid can this thought be knowing 



that my mind’s programming is faulty at best? 

Which parts are skewed; what areas are just plain 

wrong; and what sections are missing vast pieces 

of information? And, then I call on wiser 

resources than “me” before I choose my reaction. 

And with the guidance of those wiser resources, I 

work on making a healthy behavioral choice and 

try some reprogramming of my ego/mind. Then I 

take another step forward on my path to 

enlightenment and I smile. I’m right where I need 

to be at this moment in time. 

 ****************************** 

EDITOR’S CORNER: 

Dear Readers, 

Please note that any mail sent to our old “PO Box” 
address will not be received by us and you need 
to use our new address which is located within 
the new Laughing Bear Bakery building (and listed 
on this page and on the outside “cover” of this 
newsletter). 

Thank you for your various submissions. Please 
know that they are deeply appreciated but should 
follow the 7 guidelines below in order to be 
published. Works that contribute to supporting 
the values of Buddhism and its connection to 
helping offenders are most welcome as well as 
any article that talks about “prison life”.  

Thank you all so very much for continuing to 
submit articles for this publication! It is your 
tireless efforts and generous sharing that is 
keeping this publication going (as well as my 
minimal efforts to pull it together).  

In gassho,                                                                    
Kris (Kyuryo), Editor 

 *************************** 

Reminder:  We will publish once a quarter in 
2022.  Deadlines for submissions:  1st quarter – 
Feb. 28th; 2nd quarter – May 31st;   3rd quarter – 
Aug. 31st;  4th quarter – Nov. 30th deadline. 

Submission Guidelines: 
1. Submissions need to be typed or printed neatly 
(readable). 
2. Submission writing needs to be of adequate 
font/written size. (Not small) 
3. Include paragraph breaks between major 
points. 
4. Length 1000 words or less. 
5. Please proof read your submissions for 
sentence clarity. (Know that the audience of your 
written work can not read your mind. Each 
sentence thought needs to be clear.) 
6. Submissions will not be returned. 
7. Topic submission should be anything involving 
Buddhism or prison life. 
 
 
Our NEW ADDRESS:   

INSIDE DHARMA 
4001 Utah 

St. Louis MO 63201 
 

Reminder:  Our next issue deadline for 
submissions is Nov. 30th. 

 

 



 

 

 

 

     

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For our 2022 Oct.-Dec. Issue 
We will publish your thoughts on….  

 

Experiences you have had 
where you have overcome 
ego to experience peace. 

Inside Dharma, Inc. 

4001 Utah 
 St. Louis,  MO 63116 
 

Inside Dharma is a quarterly Buddhist newsletter published by 

Inside Dharma, a not-for-profit- organization based in St. Louis, 

Missouri. We publish Buddhist articles, stories, humor, and 

other writing submitted by currently and former residents of 

correctional facilities, as well as friends, supporters, and 

spiritual teachers. Inside Dharma is dedicated to the free giving 

of the Dharma (Buddhist teachings). There is no charge to 

offenders or ex-offenders for subscriptions. However, donations 

are always appreciated. If you are interested in distributing the 

newsletter, please write to the editor at address above or just 

send us the addresses to be added to the mailing list. This 

newsletter may be reproduced, whole or in part, for free 

distribution. Prior permission from the editor is required for any 

use for which a charge is applied. All submissions are subject to 

editing and Inside Dharma has the right to publish submissions, 

in whatever format and by whatever means it deems 

appropriate in its own or other Buddhist publications. 


