




PEMA CHODRON 

York City. She attended Miss Porter's School in Connecticut 
(which counts among its alumnae Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis) 
and gradua ted from the University of California at Berkeley. 
She was an elementary-school teacher for many years and 
has two children and three grandchildren. When I asked her 
whether her children thought of her as a great spiritual teacher 
or just a mom , she smiled and said, '7ust a mom." 

Chi:idri:in is resident teacher at Gampo Abbey, a Tibetan 
Buddhi st monastery founded by Chi:igyam Trungpa in Cape 
Breton, Nova Scotia. She teaches very little now, however, hav 
ing suffered from chronic fatigue syndrome for the past fifteen 
years. She spends two hundr ed days a year in solitary retreat 
in Crestone, Colorado, at a small center led by her current 
teacher, Dzigar Kongtrul. 

Chi:idri:in has a big, easy laugh that belies her petite frame 
and helps her listeners to, as she often suggests, "lighten up." She 
occasionally leads retreats at the Omega Institute/or Holistic 
Studies in Rhinebeck, New York, where I am the executive ed
itor. This interview was conducted on campus before her most 
recent three-day retreat at Omega, which att racted five hun 
dred people - a far cry from the group of twenty at the retreat 
where I had first met her. She had told me that she didn't like 
to do interviews, but, as one of her assistan ts explained after
ward, this was more of a conversation between friends. I was 
surprised to discover during the interview that , like me, she'd 
begun her spiritua l journey during a difficult divorce. 

Kullander: You've been a Buddhist monastic since 1974. That's 
a long way from being a wife, a moth er, and an elementary
schoo l teacher. What attracted you to Buddhism? 

Chodro n : The trut h is I didn't know it was Buddhism that 
I was attracted to initially. In 1972 I read an article by Chogyam 
Trungpa, who would become my principal teacher. The art icle 
made terrific sense to me, but I had no idea that he was describing 
Buddh ism. I was living a countercultural life in northern New 
Mexico. There were a lot of communes around, and I explored 
them all. One week there 'd be a Hindu swami in the neighbor
hood, the next a Zen roshi, the next a Native Amer ican healer, 
and the next a Sufi master. I really didn 't distingui sh between 
them , and no one encouraged me to do so. 
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Then my marriage ended, and - I've realized since then 
that this is fairly common - it was one of those crises where 
everythin g falls apart. I cou ldn't feel any ground under my 
feet. It was devastat ing. 

The word depression was not used much back then, but 
I think I went into a major depress ion. At the time, I had no 
word s for it. All I knew was that the pain was intense , and 
there was nothin g I could do to get out of it. Any of the usual 
strategies for entertaining myself or finding comfort on ly ex
aggera ted the pain. Going to a movie, eating, smok ing dope 

- it all somehow made the pain worse. 
I started looking for ways to dea l with my anger, which 

seemed unfamiliar and out of control. The ground lessn ess 
I felt had a fearsome and panick y quality to it. I was offered 
plenty of advice, but it all seemed to boil down to a similar 
message : "Turn toward the light" or "Chant yourself into a 
higher consciousness." It was useless to me. If I cou ld have 
simp ly turn ed toward the light, I would've done so happil y. 

I had two children and was teaching schoo l at the time, 
and one day I came out of work and got into a friend's pickup 
truck. On the front seat was a magazine that Chogyam Trung
pa was pub lishing in the 1970s. It lay open to an art icle tit led 

"Working with Negativity." The first line was something like: 
"There's nothi ng wrong with negativ ity." I took th is to mean : 
"There's nothing wrong with what you're going through. It's 
very real, and it brings you closer to the tru th." The article 
explained that when you find your self caught in extreme dis
comfort or negativ ity, the negat ivity itse lf is not the prob lem . 
If you can have a dir ect experience of that pain, it will be a 
great teacher for you. The problem is what Chogyam Tru ngpa 
called "negative negativity," or react ing against negativity and 
tr ying to escape it. It was the first sane advice I had heard for 
someone in my situat ion. As I read , I kept nodding and say
ing to myself: This is true. I didn't even know that Chogya m 
Trungpa was a Buddhi st teacher, or that it was Buddhism I 
was read ing about. Onc e I connected with it , though, I never 
looked back. I felt - and I still feel - as if I had connected 
with an unfinished story, or redi scovered a path that I'd lost 
long ago. 

After I'd read that article, I moved up to the Lama Foun-





AS YOUR OWN LIFE GETS SMOOTHER, YOU CAN MOVE 

CLOSER TO PEOPLE WHO ARE IN SEVERE MENTAL 

OR PHYSICAL ANGUISH, BECAUSE YOU NO LONGER 

HAVE ANY FEAR OF IT, AND THEREFORE YOU CAN 

BE OF SOME HELP. 

Ch odr on : I think it's much deeper than thinking you're 
clum sy. I have my own theor y about this, actually, based on 
personal experience. I was in a close relationship once with 
somebody who I felt disliked me very much, and I cou ldn 't 
get out of it. W hat's more, this person was inaccess ible and 
wouldn 't talk to me about the problem. That combin at ion of 
feeling disliked and having no chance to discuss it made me 
feel th ere was something terribly wrong with me, that I was 
a bad person. 

I tried all the meditation techniques that I had been teach
ing people, but nothing would relieve the pain I was feeling. It 
was simi lar to the pain I'd felt when my husband had left me. 
So I went up to the meditation hall where I was practicing at 
the time, and I ju st sat there. I did not do any particular med i
tation . I just sat there in the middle of this pain , bolt upright, 
all night long. 

And I had an insight. The first thing was that I felt physi
cally like a little child, so sma ll that if I'd sat in a chair my 
feet wouldn't have touched the floor. And th en there was a 
recognition that I needed to relax into the pain. Until then, I 
had avoided going to this place where I felt bad or unaccept 
able or unloved. No lang uage could express how awful that 
place felt. But I just starte d breathin g into it. I realized that 
this was a pivotal moment. Somehow, even with th e divorce, 
I had never quit e hit the bottom. And that even ing, I did. I 
was seconds away from experiencing the death feeling. 

Kullander: The death feeling? 
Chodron: The deepest level of the dissatisfaction we all 

feel, and that Westerners misinterpr et as something being 
wrong with them. But as I relaxed into that feeling, it passed 
t hrough me. And I didn 't die. It passed right through. That 
was a big moment for me. I reali zed th at resistance to th e idea 
that I was unlov able only made the pain worse. 

Kullander: So you use your own life as the ground for 
your spirit ual practice. 

Chodro n: There isn't anything except your own life that 
can be use d as ground for spiritua l prac tice. Spir itu al prac 
tice is your life, twenty-four hours a day. There 's no time off. 
We do forma l pra ct ice - meditation - because it brings us 
closer to those states of mind we experience in our lives dur 
ing t imes of crisis. For instance , whe n I sat there that whole 
night , I was not runnin g from what was happening to my body 
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and mind. There wasn 't any distrac tion from it, not even to 
brush my teeth or pee. It was ju st a moment-by -mome nt ex
perience of the prese nt. 

In Buddhi sm, there's this idea called the alaya. It's sim i
lar to Jung's theory of the universal unconscious. Ala ya is 
a Sans krit word used to describ e a personal storeho use of 
consciousness . It conta ins the essence of how we perceive 
the world and the experi ences of our individual lives, and 
every th ing that happen s to us arises fro m it. TI1e seeds of 
everything you think and say and do are buried there. And if 
the causal conditio ns come together, cert ain seeds will ripe n. 
That's what happened to me t hat night. 

Kullander: Do you keep coming up against painful habits 
and experiences? 

Chodron: Yes, but there are fewer and fewer of them be
cause those seeds are being burned up. 

Kullander: It must be a tremendous re lief. 
Chodron: Yes and no. For a Buddhist, negative emotions 

are something to work with. There's a joke about bod hisattvas, 
who are a kind of spiritu al warrior in the Mahayana Buddhist 
tradition: The biggest problem for bodhisattvas is that they 
don't have much to work with anymore, because fewer and 
fewer things tri gger their negative emotions . It's humorous 
because this is everyone else's dream come tru e, but it's a big 
problem for bodhisattvas. I'm not saying that I'm at that level, 
but I do know from personal experience that life can becom e 
smoot her. 

I once asked a spiritual teacher what happens as your life 
gets smoothe r, and he said you have to up the ant e and go into 
more-and -more -difficult sit uation s. You have the capacity to 
go into the hell rea lms of the world and help the peo ple there 
because you're less triggered by how awful thing s are. As your 
own life gets smoot her, you can move closer to people who are 
in severe mental or physical anguish, because you no longer 
have any fear of it, and therefore you can be of some help. 

Kullander: Have you been doing that ? 
Chodron : I'm embarrassed to say I haven't really gone 

looking for such situat ion s. Anytime a painful situ at ion is 
presented to me, I jump right into it. But I haven't become a 
polit ical activist or worked in homeless shelters, and I don't 
know if I will, because I'm getting older and my healt h isn't 
so good. All I can say is that whenever pai n is presented to 





if you do what you've always done, you're never going to get 
unhooked. 

I advise people to stay with the immediac y of their experi
ence when shenpa arises. One way is just to start breathing 
in and out. It doesn't have to be a big spiritual act, just some
thing to replace your usual reaction. Eventually, if you don't 
have the habitual response , then the urge passes. You're on to 
something else. When you don't have the habitual reaction, 
you're actually burning up those seeds in the alaya. Then 
there are t~o possible outcomes: one is that the urge disap
pears; you don't have that particul ar desire to eat chocolate 
cake anymore, or to make a mean remark. The other outcome 
is that the urge still arises, but you don't invest it with much 
meaning. 

Kullander: But you're not going to get anywhere unless 
you practice. 

Chodron: Yes, meditation practice is the key. But some 
people can meditate for years and years and years and still 
burn no seeds. They are stuck on an image of themselves as 
good meditators, or good Buddhists. To burn up the seeds of 
shenpa, one must sit in the middle of the fire. 

Zen teacher Ezra Bayda does a practice one day a week 
in which he does not speak or act out of negat ivity, no mat
ter what happens. You might t hink that's repressive, but it 
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heightens the awareness of how you otherwis e speak and act 
in ways that strengthen the negativity. If you've taken this vow, 
you can say: "It's Wednesday . I can't do that." As a result , you 
discover what it feels like to burn the karmic seeds of nega
tive mind and negative speech and negative action. 

We need to break these habits that keep us locked in a 
cycle of suffering. We have this sense of the self as solidly right 
and righteo us, which would not be such a prob lem except tha t 
it adds up to enormous suffering at the personal level, and at 
the global level. 

Kullander: We had a nationa l painful experience on Sep
tember 11, 2001. Where were you, and what was your react ion 
to the attacks? 

Chodron: I had just entered a hundre d-day retr eat. I had 
been there only four days. My first reaction was shock and 
enormous sorrow, like what I'd felt when my husband had left 
me. I knew that countless people - particularl y in New York 

- were going to find it impossible to get the ground back under 
their feet. Yet it was an enormous opportunity for people to 
wake up out of a trance, and many, many people did just that. 

I also knew that there probab ly would be a strong con
servative backlash, and I felt great sorrow about that too. I 
didn't have any feeling of there being an enemy, of us-versus
them. Sometimes the seeds of alaya also ripen for nations, 
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