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SEPTEMBER MINDFULNESS AND CONTEMPLATIVE 
EDUCATION NEWSLETTER 

 
 
 
 
Dear Members, welcome back to the Mindfulness and Contemplative Education 
Newsletter. 
Our last bi-monthly newsletter was in July, at the height of summer. Now we’re into 
fall, the season of maturity and fruition. It’s also the season when everyone is 
returning from their holidays and getting back to work and back to school. So, 
welcome back! 
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As some things come to their fruition, others have been inactive, waiting to begin 
and so it is also a season of new beginnings, especially for those returning to the 
classroom or beginning new work. It’s also a good time for folks to join the website 
so kindly forward the Newsletter to those you think might be interested.  
As society is finally becoming aware of the climate crisis and its multiple 
manifestations - thank you Greta Thunberg! - it is also a time to begin to explore and 
develop the ways in which contemplative practices can help us address these. We 
hope you will use the website to post notices of your works and calls for events, 
especially those which address the multiple issues that the climate crisis involves. It 
also offers a wealth of opportunities to find and connect with other members who 
have similar interests. And with regard to that, do send us those notices to post. We’ll 
get them up on the website and also introduce new members in upcoming 
Newsletters. 
You will find a longer Think Piece that usual this time. The topic is a complex one 
and needs even a fuller development than it has been give. I hope you will find it of 
interest and share your comments on it. 
Finally, the Newsletter will be a few days late due to some technical issues but we’ll 
be back on schedule for the November issue. 
 
You can log onto the website in order to join or post at http://www.contemplativeeducation.ca 
Or contact Deborah at dorr@yorku.ca 
Or Mustapha at msafadieh@hotmail.com 
 
 
 
 

Newsletter Contents 
    
  

- Think Piece: “The Problem with Female and Male, Death and Life, 
page 3 

- New Posting, page 11 
- Call for Anthology, page 13 
- Questionnaire Information, page 14 
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The Problem with Female and Male, Death and Life 
By Deborah Orr 

 
 
In the July M&CE Newsletter we explored the Dalai Lama’s assertion that women 
should be the leaders of the future since they foster peace while men tend to engage 
in war. I argued that the social suppression of empathy in males and its enhancement 
in females is a strong factor supporting this. Here I will argue that the social 
construction of femininity and masculinity, with their concomitant associations with 
peace and war, are rooted in the repression  of the fear of death and consequently, in 
the sense-of-lack resulting from the social construction of their sense-of-self. Key to 
understanding the manifestations of this is that the responsibility for the fact of death 
is attributed to women in a range of cultural myths and beliefs which in turn 
necessitates their control and repression by males. However, Buddhist thought holds 
that these attitudes, the formation of the sense-of-self that supports them and our 
consequent suffering,  are not ‘just natural’. They can be overcome by dropping our 
attachment to the socially constructed  and reified sense-of-self which engenders  the 
sense-of lack with suffering as its symptom.  However, to do this would appear to 
be tantamount to falling into a void of nothingness. I will indicate how this can be 
resolved at the end of this piece. To begin we need to look at culture and its role in 
the construction of the sense-of-self. 
 
Oral cultures were often, but not always as we’ll see below, far more egalitarian, far 
more connected with the natural world and far more peaceful than literate cultures 
(Abram, 2017). This, and especially women’s egalitarian social position, is 
documented by the anthropologist Eleanor Leacock in “Women in Egalitarian 
Societies” (1997). In fact, the Iroquois, or more correctly the Haudenosaunee 
Confederacy, brought together six tribes to establish an agreement to ensure peace. 
In The Right To Be Cold (2015) Sheila Watt-Cloutier gives a first-person account of 
indigenous people living peacefully, with an egalitarian social structure and  in close 
connection with the land and other beings. She says that, “In a sense, Inuit of my 
generation have lived in both the ice age and the space age.” Among the many 
destructive consequences of the European ingress to the Far North was that “Innuit 
traditional wisdom [was] supplanted by southern programs and institutions.” The net 
effect of this was the loss of their way of life and destruction of their culture. This 
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was much exacerbated by increasing climate change which melted the ice that 
literally supported the hunting on which their way of life depended. Watt-Cloutier 
responded to this disaster by becoming “one of the world’s most recognized 
environmental and human rights advocates”. She was co-nominated with Al Gore 
for the Nobel Peace Prize in 2007 and has had an ongoing career of activism 
including serving as Canadian President of the Inuit Circumpolar Council (ICC). Her 
life and work are a powerful example of ‘caring through strength’. 
 
The cultures that Leacock surveys and that of Watt-Cloutier’s youth were oral and 
the peoples lived in close integration with the rest of the natural world. Their myths, 
cultures and rituals were passed on through shamans as well as through  their social 
practices. Surpluses produced through agriculture or hunting were shared, and in 
some tribes any further excess was destroyed at the potlach. Importantly, they and 
other indigenous cultures believed that they belonged to the land rather than the land 
belonging  to them and they accepted natural processes including the cycle of life 
and death. However, some preliterate societies became alienation from the land, 
developed wealth accumulation, classist separation, and eventually experienced 
conflict so that finally both culture and environment collapsed. As discussed in 
Ronald Wright’s ironically titled Massey Lectures A Short History of Progress 

(2004), the typical process was that people settled in a hospitable area, were able to 
survive comfortably, but eventually produced an excess of which some members of 
the group took possession. It is this acquisition which appears to be the root cause 
of the ensuing issues. It led to exploitation and conflict between ‘the rich and the 
poor’, exhaustion of their habitat and  the eventual collapse of the people and the 
environment. What we can also see happening here is a loss of connection with the 
land which became a source of ‘wealth’ through the commodification of crops and 
catch. The land itself was no longer something that the people were a part of and in 
consequence its cycles became foreign and the life and death cycle something that 
needed to be controlled. While far less ‘developed’ than our present culture, this 
contains its basic and problematic elements. It is the beginning of the establishment 
of the human/nature and life/death dichotomies.     
 
The above cultures were oral but after the aleph-beth was perfected by Semitic 
scribes around 1500 B.C.E. cultural myths and histories could be recorded and 
preserved (Abram). The production of written narratives spread to other cultures and 
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so we can gain a clearer picture of the nature of the social relationships and conflicts 
that characterized these more ‘advanced’ cultures. Ancient Greece and the writings 
of Homer provide our first powerful and well-preserved example of this. Homer was 
a rhapsode (Gr., ‘oral bard’ from which we get ‘rhapsody’, ‘ode’ and the current 
‘rapper’), one who recited foundational cultural myths and legends. But he also left 
written records of these in his Iliad and Odyssey which are overwhelmingly  
dominated by militant male characters with very few females, most of whom were 
either sex objects or domesticated wives. And, as argued by David Abram, 
supplanting oral transmission with written records furthered supported the alienation 
from the land and traditional ways which Ronald Wright documents. 
 
The myth of Achilles provides a paradigmatic example of  the ideal Greek male and, 
importantly for us, a representation of the deep psychology of masculinity. Achilles 
was the son of a king and a minor deity. He exemplified all that was valorized by his 
culture, most especially prowess in battle. His mother realized that he could either 
be a beloved family man who would be revered by his family for several generations 
and then forgotten, or a great warrior whose memory would live on forever. She 
chose the latter and his invincibility and stature were to be  assured by dipping him 
in the Styx, the river over which one’s dead soul was carried to the underworld. 
However, she held him by his heel which consequently was not bathed in the river 
and eventually this allowed for his death. But, as his mother wished, we still know 
about him and he continues his career of fame and exceptionalism by being portrayed 
in the movies by Brad Pitt. 
 
This legend contains all of the elements we need for a Buddhist analysis of the 
male/female, culture/nature, violence/peace and life/death dichotomies which 
inform it and continue on into our culture today. First, we note that Greek is a 
member of the Indo-European linguistic family and as such is fundamentally 
dualistic. Dualistic structures depend upon each other for meaning; you can’t have 
one without the other. We also note that the terms on the left – male, culture, 
violence, life – align as do those of the right – female, nature, peace, death; culturally 
the left is valorized and culturally dominate, the right is denigrated and oppressed. 
This fosters the male psychology of modern Western culture in which the “sense of 
self” is individualistic, agentic, competitive and assertive in exercising those abilities 
and achievements which will give him a sense of invincibility and immortality. He 
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may physically die but his fame and influence will live on. Understood 
psychologically, he may agree that he’ll die one day but, as we will discuss below, 
the true import of this fact is deeply repressed in the sense-of-lack which causes 
dukkha/suffering.  
 
While men, especially as warriors, have historically been the dealers of death, the 
cause of the reality of death as it relates to each man’s life has been assigned to 
women. It was Achilles’ mother who covered his heel with her hand so that he was 
not fully bathed in the river of death and thus was not invincible. Another culturally 
powerful variation on the theme of woman’s responsibility for death, and also 
suffering, which has exerted a ubiquitous influence on Western culture is the second 
creation story of man and woman in Genesis 2 – 3. This text was written in the 10th 
century B.C.E. and relays an account of  the mythological beliefs, attitudes and 
values of that time and culture. While the text is usually understood as a negative 
account of the female, that Augustinian interpretation has been challenged and there 
are strong arguments to read it differently (Trible, online). However, it is the negative 
account which has prevailed. The charges against the woman are that she disobeyed 
God and, by means of her sexuality, led the male into sin which has been passed on 
to all of us, thus sentencing us all to death. In this version of God’s creation, a male 
alone is created and God placed him in the garden which contains the tree of 
knowledge of good and evil and forbids him to eat of it or he will die on that day. 
But then God notices that the man has no “helper” (2:18) so makes woman out of 
his rib. At 2:18 there is also reference to sexual intercourse, i.e. man and wife 
“becom[ing] one flesh’’ although they remained naked “and were not ashamed”, that 
is, they were not yet capable of moral judgments. 
 
The elements of this story are symbolic, and we need to attend to some of this to 
begin to uncover its full import. I will draw on Phyllis Trible’s paper referenced 
above for some of this. First, unlike Genesis 1, composed some hundreds of years 
after Genesis 2 – 3, where God creates man/’adham in the sense of humanity, “male 
and female created he them”, Genesis 2 begins with the creation of  a ‘man’, read as 
‘male’, and the female is later taken out of him by taking his rib to “make a helper 
fit for him” (2:18) . This has been read as the creation of two sexes, but the deeper 
meaning is that this is the separation into two sexes from what was an androgynous 
human being. Thomas Aquinas maintains that the use of the rib indicates equality of 
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the sexes while using the head would indicate female superiority, the foot her 
inferiority. And, as Trible points out, the word for “helper”, ’ezer, has many 
meanings; in the old Testament “God is the helper of Israel” but certainly not Israel’s 
inferior and subordinate. This separation into two sexes also has  differential 
symbolic values which are revealed in the rest of the story. To anticipate, the male 
represents the human in the physical world, working to tame the wilderness, that is 
nature as “other”, to make it habitable, and thus exert human superiority over nature 
as well as over the woman. Here maleness symbolically represents the sun, the light, 
the temporal, the outer aspects of life, its physical being. The female represents the 
inner aspect, the mystery, the night, the moon, creation and growth, the spiritual. 
Anthropologists maintain that humans did not understand the process of procreation 
until a settled life with livestock was developed and so it stands to reason that the 
fact of giving birth was a matter of great mystery and wonder and these became 
aspects of the female and feminine.  
 
Serpents are symbolic creatures of mystery; representatives of rebirth in that they 
shed their skin and grow; symbols of transcendence as they can raise upward while 
remaining on the earth and so unify these; and symbols of the eternal since they can 
hold their tail in their mouth creating a circle which is a universal symbol of the 
eternal. It was this subtle creature that made the woman aware of the forbidden tree 
(which is also a potent symbol representing growth and fruition) and that if she ate 
of it, she would not die but become wise, like God, knowing the difference between 
good and evil. She saw that the tree was good for [spiritual] food, that it was a delight 
to the eyes [wisdom has great inherent appeal] and was desired to make one wise [to 
know morality and so advance from the human state of moral infancy to moral 
development]  and so she ate of it. She then offered it to the man who passively and 
without question or comment also ate of it (3:6).  They saw that they were naked and 
took their first moral action to cover themselves (3:7). It is clear that there was no 
sexual sin here; as we see in 2:18, before they ate of the tree, they were to “become 
one flesh” i.e. have sex, and the woman did not use sexuality to lure the man to eat. 
Nevertheless, the woman has been maligned with accusations of this; consequently 
female sexuality has been seen as dangerous to men, needing to be controlled by 
them, even an evil to be punished by death. 
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God saw that they had eaten of the tree of knowledge of good and evil but when he 
questioned the man, he would not take responsibility for his actions but immediately 
blamed the woman. The  woman in turn said she was “beguiled” by the serpent., the 
symbol of rebirth and eternal life. While “beguiled” carries the sense of ‘deceive, it 
can also mean ‘entice’ and ‘charm’ and the text seems to rely on all of these. The 
woman did not die ‘the day that she ate of it’ (2:17), she lived on for a considerable 
time, although death was eventually to claim her. God sentenced her to suffering in 
childbirth and to be under the rule of her husband. At this point we can see the that 
feminine and female is given the responsibility for bringing death in two senses. The 
first is death of the state of innocence in Eden, what one philosopher has called a 
hedonistic playpen, which gave  birth to a state of moral awareness and growth which 
entails awareness of personal death. This, then, is the death of one stage of humanity 
and the birth of another which is symbolized by the serpent. The second is the death 
that will befall all who are born of women, the life/death dichotomy. The masculine 
and male is sentenced to struggle in the external world to bring forth sustenance and 
he now knows that he will inevitably die.  
 
Because the Genesis myth has been read as pertaining to males and females, rather 
than different aspects of human being, it has served to structure and entrench cultures 
in which men and women are alienated and both sexes suffer. The dichotomies that 
we listed above have been applied to the two sexes to characterize and separate them 
and personal death has become a curse which is repressed by both sexes. For the 
male overcoming death is sought through violence and through the acquisition of 
wealth, power and status which inevitably also involves violence. For women 
procreation and a ‘living on’ through her progeny has been the only means she’s 
been allowed to utilize. However, as Phyllis Trible correctly argues, the point of the 
story is to call human beings to complete the process of maturation and so overcome 
systems of domination and subordination, that is, to grow into the next stage, that of 
human adulthood. Genesis 3:22-23 indicates this possibility when God drives out 
the man “lest he puts forth his hand and take also of the tree of life, and eat, and live 
forever”. But how is this possible?  
 
Buddhist practice offers a solution both for growing into a stage of fuller humanity 
and of/by overcoming suffering. In his “Avoiding the Void” David Loy (1992) 
emphasizes that Buddhist terms are heuristic; they are not a belief system. They are 
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used to support overcoming dukkha or suffering. This process can only succeed 
through experientially engaging in the meditation practices, no intellectual 
attainment by itself will cure suffering. And as the term sunyata, which can most 
clearly be translated as ‘non-essentialized’, indicates, Buddhist terms do not refer to 
any reified entities such as a soul that suffers. Pratitya-samutpada, the flip side of 
sunyata, holds that all ‘things’ are ‘made up of’ the causes and conditions of multiple 
other ‘things’ which are also so constructed. As such all things are  
anitya/impermanent but not non-existent. It is the experience of this that undermines  
and hence fosters dropping the reified sense-of-self and the birth/death dichotomy. 
 
To truncate Loy’s discussion, as we have just explained, the sense-of-self is sunyata, 
that is non-reified, and pratitya-samutpada, interconnected with all else. The sense-
of-lack is similar to Freud’s repression, in this case the repression of the fact and fear 
of one’s own impending death, and dukkha is its symptom. Thus, the root source of 
dukkha lies in the fact that the reified sense-of-self is an illusion and so delusional. 
Since we understand ourselves as entities separate from all else  and in some sense 
reified, this delusional sense-of self is prone to the insecurity which manifests as 
dukkha. In Loy’s words, 
  
 The basic difficulty is  that insofar as I feel separate (i.e., an autonomous, self- 
 existing  consciousness)  I also  feel uncomfortable, because  an  illusory sense  
 of separateness  is  inevitably  insecure.  It is the  ineluctable  trace of  nothing- 

ness in my “empty” [sunyata] (because not really self-existing) sense-of-self 
that is experienced as a sense-of-lack; in reaction, the sense-of-self becomes 
preoccupied with trying to make itself self-existing, in one or another 
symbolic fashion. The tragic irony is that the ways we attempt to do this 
cannot succeed, for a sense-of-self can never expel the trace of lack that 
constitutes it insofar as it is illusory; while in the most important sense we are 
already self-existing, because the infinite set of differential traces that 
constitutes each of us is the whole universe. 
 

Since the problems of human immaturity, i.e. suffering and the violent actions 
humans take to secure the sense-of-self, lie in the delusional nature of the sense-of-
self that represses the fact of its impending death, the solution to addressing this lies 
in removing the root delusion, i.e. the sense-of-self; that is, to allow the sense-of-self 
to “die” by ceasing to cling to it. Meditation has been developed to address this 



 10 

excruciatingly difficult endeavor and enlightened beings from the historical Buddha 
down to those of today are a testament to its efficacy. The outcome of this death of 
the sense-of-self is a change in awareness with the realization of oneness with all 
things, pratitya-samutpada. Loy quotes the Chinese master Huang-po, “Men are 
afraid to forget their minds, fearing to fall through the Void with nothing to stay their 
fall. They do not know that the Void is not really void, but the realm of the real 
Dharma.” Or, in the words of the 13th century master and philosopher Dogen, “I came 
to realize that mind is nothing but mountains and rivers and the great wide earth, the 
sun and the moon and the stars.” 
 While my discussion has been cursory and leaves much to be clarified, it does, 
I hope, help to point the way to overcoming our constructed sense-of-self and the 
dukkha/suffering it causes to each of us, to other humans, to other beings and to the 
great wide earth. In this way we can begin to achieve that next stage of maturity that 
Phyllis Trible has argued the Genesis myth promises. 
 
Questions: Will Buddhist meditation lead us to the next level of maturity? Why 
or Why not? And if so, how will this help us address the multiple crises which 
face us today? 
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NEW POSTINGS 
N.B. Further information on the Journal of International Students is posted on the 
Mindfulness and Contemplative Education website  http://www.contemplativeeducation.ca 

 
 
 

 

NEW ISSUE 

Journal of International Students 

Volume 9, Issue 3 
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Explore the latest issue of the Journal of 
International Students! 
 
 
Issue 9.3 highlights research from 
Malaysia, New Zealand, South 
Korea, Australia, Canada, and Vietnam. 
 
Use our new special collections 
feature on our website to explore the most 
downloaded and most cited articles by 
topic. 
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Anthology Call and Format 

 
We have extended the call for new submissions for the anthology of students’ 
writing on contemplative education until November 29, 2019. We have some 
excellent work and, since we are in the process of reviewing these and requesting 
editorial changes, we have some time and so are open to accepting additional work. 
We are looking for interesting papers on all aspects of your experience with teaching 
or learning contemplative education (or both!), your plans or experiences of using 
it, or your creative works about it.  
 

Kindly circulate this notice to all those who may have an interest in being 
published in the anthology. 

 
Make your submissions to dorr@yorku.ca or msafadieh@hotmail.com  
 
Your submission should be in MLA format. You can access a guide for this at 
https://owl.purdue.edu/owl/research_and_citation/mla_style/mla_formatting_and_s
tyle_guide/mla_formatting_and_style_guide.html?_ga=2.19623804.558179429.15
22454400-1709346682.1522454400  
Please use :1 ½ line spacing, Times New Roman 14. 10 – 12 pages would be ideal 
although we are flexible with this. Do not submit as PDF file. 
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NOTICE REGARDING THE 
COMTEMPLATIVE EDUCATION QUESTIONAIRE 

 
We are reformatting the questionnaire to make it easier to use. It will contain the 
same questions and the opportunity to elaborate on any aspect of the questions. We 
will send this out shortly. However, if you wish to respond with the previous format, 
please do so. 
 
We look forward to your contribution to this project. Applications of the range of 
modes of contemplative education are rapidly growing and it is important to have  a 
range of experiences with these from the perspectives of current students and 
teachers. Publication of this research will enable the continual development and 
upgrading of these practices. We are living in an era of multiple crises, the most 
urgent of which is the climate crisis, and contemplative education for the future can 
make a powerful impact on how people in all areas of life are able to respond. So, 
make your voice heard by responding to the current or upcoming formats and help 
in this way to making effective response to our efforts to ensure a positive future for 
all people, other beings and for our great wide earth.  
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Enjoy the fall,  “do good work” as my Mom used to say, and we’ll be back in 
November. 
 
Deborah and Mustapha 
 
 
 
 
 


