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The Tang Dynasty and Global Warming—September 30, 2019 

Myoshin Kate McCandless 

Over the weekend some Mountain Rain sangha members attended the massive 

climate march in Vancouver, joining with others worldwide we started what I 

think is our nineteenth practice period. I was reflecting on the themes we’ve 

chosen in recent years. In 2015 it was The Lotus Sutra, 2016 Engaged Buddhist 

Practice, 2017 the Mumonkan, or Gateless Barrier koan collection, last year  

Suffering and Resilience, kind of an alternation between a classic text and on-the-

ground practice application. This year we decided to make the theme Zen’s 

Chinese ancestors, and I wondered should we be choosing Facing the Climate 

Emergency. So many feel a sense of great urgency around the threat of ecological 

collapse and the consequent suffering of many beings. 

So I decided to make it my personal investigation to inquire into what the Chan 

ancestors have to say that’s relevant to our times and the climate crisis. I don’t 

have a ready answer yet, maybe I’ll have more to say over the next seven weeks.  

But what first comes to mind are two koans that have resonated over the last few 

years. 

Monk: When the fire at the end of the eon rages through and the whole universe 

is destroyed, is this destroyed or not? 

Dasui: Destroyed. 

MonK: Then it goes along with that?  

Dasui: It goes along with that.  

Monk: When the fire at the end of the eon rages through and the whole universe 

is destroyed, is this destroyed or not? 

Longji: Not destroyed. 

Monk: Why is it not destroyed? 

Longji: Because it is the same as the universe. 

It’s easy to think in apocalyptic terms these days, isn’t it? War, famine, 

dislocation, climate change, economic and social instability and injustice—and we 
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know all those ills boil down to greed, aversion and ignorance, as the Buddha 

taught.  

We human beings, have experienced dark times many, many times before. The 

old Chinese and Japanese Zen masters lived through some of them and you can 

hear echoes of that in their words. The monk who asked about the great aeonic 

fire, also called the great kalpa fire, probably wasn’t so much worried about the 

end of the universe after an unimaginably long time—that’s what a kalpa is—but 

about the destruction and suffering  he witnessed in the world he lived in at that 

time. He was probably just like us.  

What is the “this” he asks about? Is it destroyed, too? The koan doesn’t say, and 

neither does the commentary. But in Zen language, “it” “just this” “buddha 

nature” are used pretty much synonymously. Best not to try to pin it down. But 

one Zen master says, yes, it’s destroyed, and one says no it’s not. Why? Because 

it’s the same as the universe. They leave us with one of those core Zen paradoxes. 

Both true, both false, neither one nor the other?  

There’s a story behind this story. Apparently, the monk’s question alludes to a 

Buddhist text called The Scripture on the Benevolent King Safeguarding the 

Nation. There was once an Indian king Kalmashapada, who believing it would 

extend his reign and the fortune of his kingdom, beheaded a thousand kings to 

sacrifice them to the god Mahakala, the Great Black One. One of the kings 

Samantaloka, begged for one day’s reprieve to provide a meal for one hundred 

dharma teachers. The first dharma teacher offered a verse for the king, which 

began, “In the raging of the eonic fire the whole universe is destroyed. –and went 

on for 32 lines. As King Samantaloka was going to meet his death he recited the 

verse for the other condemned kings. When Kalmashapada found out what was 

going on, he started to feel a little nervous and asked to hear the verse it too. His 

mind and heart opened, he gave up his kingdom and became a follower of the 

buddha-way. 

Don’t you wish we could recite a verse about the great kalpa fire to a few world 

leaders? You might think, oh, we’re not kings, they wouldn’t listen to us, and 

some of them wouldn’t, but actually ordinary people have more voice, more 

access to the ears of the mighty than ever before, and so people all over the 
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world are coming up with creative ways, to communicate their deep wishes for a 

more peaceful and just way of living with each other and all beings on this earth. 

The Climate Strike marches all over the world are evidence. Are the kings 

listening?  

There’s another version of this koan that goes like this: It is said that the great 

kalpa fire will flash and annihilate the billion worlds. Can you tell me if this very 

place will also be destroyed? It will, says Dasui. The monk says, “If so, will I be part 

of it?” “Yes, you will.” 

There’s something seductive about apocalyptic thinking. Because it often includes 

a fantasy that we, and our loved ones, our beliefs will be miraculously spared. 

We’ll be among the righteous, who are raptured up into eternal bliss, while the 

rest of humanity burns. We’ll be the stars in the Hollywood blockbuster who 

survive the fires, plagues and storms. We never quite believe we’ll be the one 

who dies. Or the ones we love. When I used to work as a hospice counsellor 

people would say to me of their loved one, who’d often been gravely ill for some 

time, “But I never thought he’d die. And He was such a good person.” We think 

the good should be exempt somehow.  

But the buddha asks us to look sickness, old age and death in the face, If we are 

paralyzed by our fear of death and loss, we won’t be able to speak or act or be of 

any benefit. We must know we may die today or tomorrow, and we must live fully 

until that moment, whenever it comes.  

Chozen Bays from Great Vow Monastery in Oregon tells this story.  She met his 

holiness the Dalai Lama, and asked him about for his response to this koan in light 

of the challenges facing our world. What if it’s too late? He said we should do 

everything we possibly can to make the world a safe, and healthy place for living 

beings, and if it is too late—Boom! There are both sides of the koan.  

I think we would do well to recall earlier dark ages, and consider what role  

communities of spiritual practice and service have played, what human values 

and capacities we want to keep alive, if it’s not the apocalypse but rather a 

prolonged period of disorder and much suffering.  

What Survival skills do we need for dark times? Here’s my list: living simply, 

simple needs, taking delight in small transient things, writing haiku about them, 
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living in community, self-awareness, the capacity to be present with our own 

suffering and the suffering of others, without acting out in harmful ways, without 

being overwhelmed, being able to repair relationships when, as inevitably 

happens, they are damaged, cultivating the patience, compassion and equanimity 

to support doing that, And the deep insight into the true nature of our being, as 

impermanent, conditioned, utterly interdependent beings.  

We must be able to love without clinging. Whoa, that’s hard, you might think, to 

love without clinging… But you can do it, you do it, without knowing you’re doing 

it, without patting yourself on the back for doing it, because at the time, in that 

moment you’re just doing it. Just loving the moon above or the moss at your feet, 

or the person making dinner for you, or the person who stumbles and you catch 

their elbow. In the next moment you might be clinging again, but in that moment, 

or hour or day of full, open-hearted, open-minded engagement, you are loving 

without clinging—and without fear.  

Will “it” be destroyed? Yes and no. We go on, we plant an apple tree, we comfort 

a sick child, we join with others to build a community, we speak truth to power, 

the list goes on and on, and the effects of what we do and say go on and on, in 

ways we can never know.  

Here’s another Zen story from our Chan ancestors: Once Dizang was working in 

the field, and a monk came along. Where do you come from? Dizang asked him. 

From the south, the monk replied. How is the buddhadharma in the south? 

Dizang asked. It’s being discussed all over.  How can that compare to me here 

planting the fields, growing food to eat? What about the world? said the monk.  

What do you call the world? said Dizang.  

Let’s unpack it a little, because it is about waking up right here in this world. 

Dizang asks the monk where he is from and the monk makes the mistake of taking 

him literally and replies from the south. He has snapped up the bait and assumed 

a division between north and south, like all the dichotomies we habitually create. 

Soto and Rinzai Zen. Republican and Democrat. Black and white. Rich and poor. 

Even to talk about taking our practice out into the world, that there’s an inside 

and outside, a here and a there. 

 But Dizang strings him along, and asks how the buddhadharma is in the south. 

The monk replies that is widely discussed, that’s sounds good news, doesn’t it? 
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But Dizang isn’t going to let him get away with that. How can all that discussion 

compare to me here planting the fields, growing food to eat? Just this, just this is 

it.  

But what about the world? the monk protests. Isn’t there more to say than just 

plant the fields, just make rice balls to eat? How can we save the world? And 

Dizang lobs the question back to him: What do you call the world? Out there, 

elsewhere? If you think it’s you saving the world, you’re got it upside-down.  

Before enlightenment, chop wood, carry water. After enlightenment, chop wood 

carry water. We do the work of a bodhisattva with the understanding that all 

conditioned existence is subject to change, that phenomena come into and pass 

out of existence within a boundless net of interconnection. This view helps us 

maintain equanimity in a world constantly whipped around by the winds of the 

eight worldly dharmas: pleasure and pain, loss and gain, praise and blame, fame 

and infamy. Mindful awareness lets us know when we are being blown off course 

by our reaching for the pleasure, gain, praise and fame, and trying to avoid the 

pain, loss, blame and infamy. We can patiently reset our course using our 

bodhisattva vow.  

Equanimity is the practice of nonduality. People often confuse nonduality with 

oneness. But nonduality is not getting stuck in ideas about oneness, or in 

everyday habit patterns, not getting stuck on the mountaintop, or in the grimy 

city streets. John Daido Loori in his commentary on this story about Dizang 

working in the field. “If you want to understand Dizang’s words, you must first 

realize that in the mundane nothing is sacred. Then you must realize that in 

sacredness nothing is mundane.” 

What do you call the world? How does the world call you? 

Beings are always calling to each other, with words, whistles, songs, rustlings in 

the leaves on the forest floor. Subatomic particles and stars do, too.  

The Chan ancestors call to us from across the millenia. The world calls us to 

awaken. And we call back.  

 

 


