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Opening remarks  

I want to begin this LINK with a few remarks and an overview of the content of my talk, 

because it’s going to follow a winding path that you might not be expecting, given my pithy title! 

I start with gratitude, because if there is a steady undercurrent in what I have to say today 

it is tremendous gratitude, first of course, to Rinpoche, for this invitation and for his teachings 

since I requested to be his student at NSS 2005. Elizabeth Mattis Namgyel is one of my closest 

spiritual friends and teachers; and her honesty, directness, and wisdom remain constant 

inspirations. And it is a pleasure to observe Dungse Jampal Norbu taking his seat as Rinpoche’s 

dharma heir. I also want to express my gratitude to you, the MSB sangha as a whole, for the 

dedication of the many practitioners I have come to know well, to those of you whose LINKs I 

have listened to over the years. The warmth of this sangha is deeply sustaining to me.  

And, in our outer world context that includes tremendous violence and hatred, these 

connections are all the more precious. There is so much trauma and turmoil—worldwide, in our 

country, and in the lives of many people I’ve spoken with. So much suffering. In particular, the 

intensity of hatred that has been expressed in recent events bears acknowledgment and our 

response, at the very least in our prayers and bodhicitta practice. 

My lhaksam service has been fairly diverse, but consistent from the 2nd NSS I attended. 

I served as primary cook and café manager for programs at Phuntsok Choling for a number of 

years, during which I also was present for nearly every service day at PC. I continue to prepare 

soups for the sangha during longer programs. I served as a member of the PCMT for a number of 

years, and hosted gatherings of sangha sisters at my home in Longmont. I was a co-lobpon for 

the first and second online courses with Peter Aucott. And, in 2016 I joined Wisdom 

Productions, the team that produces our teachers’ teachings for distribution. These past two years 

have been eye-opening and challenging (?), as I took on leadership in post-production activity 

such as audio-editing and training others as editors. 

Overview 

• My personal connection to the dharma, how I entered this practice path and my 

willingness to embrace it after many years of study and difficult-to-sustain practice. 

• Why I do home retreat. Many of you know the short answer to the question of why I do 

home retreat, but I’m going to use the tradition of jataka tales to give a longer answer to 

this question. In fact, I thought about calling this Link “My Life as a Jataka Tale” but 

then no one would have known what it might be about! 

• Practices of prayer and aspiration that I use  

• Overview of each retreat, 2016, 2017, 2018, upcoming 2019, including how they were 

structured and what I learned (the outer, inner, and innermost aspects of each retreat). 

• Pith instructions I’ve gleaned about conducting retreat. 

• What I love about this practice path. 

• The future: between solitude and community, tensions and questions about the 

relationship of meditation and post-meditation practices 

 

I’d like to talk a little more than usual about my personal connection to the dharma, about 

how it evolved over time and various places. I seldom talk about myself, about my life, what I’ve 

done, about the challenges and achievements. I think that’s mostly a good thing! – not to get too 

caught up in the 8 worldly concerns of pleasure and pain that Nagarjuna so vividly described. I 

have been talking with two other artist/practitioners who are more involved than I am in the art 

world about such questions. And I appreciate this opportunity to talk with all of you about this. 
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Maybe it’s good that I do not talk about myself very much, but that means I also do not share 

what I care about.  

Mark Kram came up and said something to me at the end of my book launch and art 

opening last Thursday night in Boulder that I’m thoughtful about: how he really enjoyed hearing 

a little bit more about my life and creativity, and how rarely we actually learn details of one 

another’s lives in the sangha. We focus on the crucial work of supporting our teachers and the 

establishment of the buddhadharma in the west. Mark’s comment gave me much to reflect about 

as I finished preparing this link. 

I met the dharma in 1975. I had gotten a bachelor of fine arts degree in ceramics, taught 

for a year in the public schools, then returned to a master’s degree in studio arts. But a few 

months before finishing that degree, I reached a critical juncture and needed to leave the 

university. But as will be clear, I have always loved reading and study, and I didn’t give that up! 

(I did finish my graduate art degree a few years later, but in a much different state of mind.)  

I moved from Oregon to the Lindisfarne Association in Southampton NY. Lindisfarne 

was an alternative educational community founded by William Irwin Thompson in the early 

70s– some of you may know the Lindisfarne Chapel at the Zen Mountain Center in Crestone. At 

Lindisfarne I taught the few children in the community, and there I began Soto Zen practice. 

Besides daily zazen and short retreats, we studied—reading books such as Suzuki Roshi’s Zen 

Mind Beginner’s Mind and Chogyam Trungpa Rinpoche’s Meditation in Action. Rinpoche’s 

Training in Tenderness has been aptly compared to these two powerful books. I also began 

studying yoga with senior Iyengar-style teachers, and later I was certified to teach yoga and did 

so for 17 years. During those years I focused on daily practice, with some study of Hindu 

philosophy, esp. Yoga and Samkhya. I already knew about how to establish daily discipline from 

12 years of studying music. But regarding the dharma, for the following 30 years I explored both 

Theravadan and Mahayana traditions with several teachers, including Larry Rosenberg, founder 

of the Cambridge Insight Meditation Center and Thich Nhat Hanh. 

While Ani Pema was not the first practitioner with whom I studied, she was in many 

ways my first truly formative Buddhist teacher. I read all of her books before I was part of a 

sangha. I began to understand Buddhist psychology and philosophy through the lens of her books 

and audio teachings on lojong, tonglen, fear, and other topics.  

A significant turning point occurred for me in the early 2000s when I attended the 

program at Naropa with Ani Pema that focused on one chapter of Shantideva’s 

Bodhicharyavatara. At the time, my work as a university department chair in a contentious 

department had left me full of angst and aversion. Her teachings about the paramita of vigilance 

or vigilant introspection was absolutely crucial to regaining my equanimity. Ani Pema 

mentioned her teacher, Dzigar Kongtrül Rinpoche, during this program. Because she was not 

actively accepting new students at that time, I was curious to find out more about him. Barbara 

Dilley told me about Phuntsok Choling and took me there for the first time for the 2005 NSS. 

Within the first hour of listening to Rinpoche I knew I wanted to be his student. As one of the 

profound sayings goes: “When the student is ready, the teacher appears.” So it was for me. All 

the conditions were right and I settled into our practice path.  

Here I must acknowledge Rebecca Zepp because she immediately took me under her 

wing and became my MI—my study and practice representative. We talked frequently, she 

directed me to particular dharma books, and perhaps the most significant thing was her statement 

to me in our first conversation that MSB is a “practice” path! And it didn’t take long before I 

understood more fully what that means. I am very much on this practice path! 
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Over the following years, I participated in the sessions retreat in Crestone, and later did a 

2-week post-sessions retreat at Naomi Mattis’s cabin in Crestone. At the end of each day during 

that first short solitary retreat, I made visual records of the day’s practice, with symbols and 

images related to my sitting, practice sessions, prayers, walks, and so forth. I called the series of 

14 drawings, “The Insubstantial Nature of Experience.” Then, during nearly two of the years I 

focused on ngondro accumulations, I kept a visual record of my practice. That turned into a 35-

foot-long scroll that I exhibited a few years ago at the University of Colorado Art Museum. I will 

return to this theme of art and meditation near the end of my talk. 

The question of why and how I conduct home retreats is complex, and many of you know 

how my life circumstances have evolved to make this a necessity. This winter, I will begin the 8th 

year of caring for my husband David, who has slowly evolving old-age dementia. We met in 

1984 and began our life together in 1985. In early 2012 it had become obvious to me that David 

was changing significantly and I sought help and began to educate myself about this process. I 

took every class in Boulder County about caregiving, read many books, talked with people, and 

did 40 hours of training to become a hospice volunteer. For three years I worked with dying 

people every week, at the TruCare hospice respite center and in individuals’ homes. But as 

David’s care needs became greater after the 2013 flood, I stopped doing that work and began to 

focus on developing a team to support him.  But these details from the last 7 ½ years are only a 

part of the story of why I conduct home retreats.  

I thought about calling this Link “My Life as a Jataka Tale” because in many ways my 

life has been and remains a circuitous path of active service to others, punctuated by hell realms 

and periods of feeling that I’m in a celestial realm. Jataka tales are purportedly stories of the 

Buddha’s past lives and of how his bodhisattva activities manifested in numerous incarnations as 

animals and humans. (K: I cut out some content about jataka tales here.) 

Just so you know, I don’t mean any pretense here . . . this is just a way to acknowledge 

what drives my aspiration and practice. 

Tale of a hell realm. I have known keen suffering, especially during my teen years 

following our mother’s suicide attempt and nearly fatal brain aneurysm. She was never the same 

after that and became what we then called “a ward of the state.” My family has a history of 

multigenerational trauma that goes back at least two hundred years. By age 19, I felt suicidal and 

sought help. I used to say “twenty-years in and out of therapy saved my life,” but by now it is 

way more than twenty years of talking with wise ones. 

Early in my life, making art and writing served as a means of dealing with trauma, loss, 

and suffering. Study and making my way slowly into a dedicated practice life have been part of 

establishing fundamental sanity.  

My life can also be told as a tale of dedication to learning. I have always loved learning 

and from childhood read voraciously. Nearly 15 years of study at the University of Oregon, 

Harvard Divinity School and Harvard University gave me a chance to study and to hone my art 

and writing skills, and to be in a privileged celestial realm. I learned various artistic crafts, from 

weaving and woodworking to ceramics and drawing. I studied art history and world mythologies 

and world religions. I focused on writing in my professional life--writing and publishing books, 

editing several others, and publishing many articles in scholarly and trade journals about art and 

creativity. 

My life can also be described as a tale of prolonged service to others. There have been a 

few sharp divisions in my activity, but nearly every job I’ve done has involved care for others 

and teaching. I became a babysitter while still quite young because I had three younger sisters, 

and I quickly moved into working in the neighborhood. I taught children at the Lindisfarne 
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Association, was high school art teacher, and 8th grade humanities teacher. I spent a summer as 

art teacher for upward bound young people, then later became a college professor in both studio 

art and art history, a women’s studies department chair, art department chair, founding director 

of a program for college students in visual and performing arts. I have taught a wide range of 

classes, including all those years of yoga, received awards for my teaching, learned a lot about 

how to nurture students and faculty, administered programs, fundraised, and more. And, I have 

held faculty and staff to account in situations of hate speech, sexual harassment, and plain 

meanness. That was a kind of hell realm for me too – not only deep listening to others’ pain, but 

also being in a position of having to mediate disputes and create boundaries about acceptable 

behavior – drawing lines in the institutional sand, if you will. 

These are parts of the outer story of why I conduct home retreats. This year I turned 69, 

and I feel a sense of urgency around practice that is shaping what I do now.  

The inner story of why I do home retreat now in complex. I would mention the poignancy 

of VDKR’s Vajra Assembly teachings a few weeks ago. He asked probing questions, such as 

what inspires us to do more practice? How much is it a priority to become a Dzogchen 

practitioner? How does aging figure in my answer to that question? He suggested that we do 

what the Dalai Lama does, which is to reflect about our imminent death seven times a day. I do 

think about dying every day, about what I need and want to do with the time that is left to me. 

Looking at one’s life in this way is so profound. 

I’d like to share a short narrative from my new book that is directly related to this inner 

story of why I do home retreat and why retreat practice is my major practice focus now.  

(K: I read from my new book Beginning Again: Reflections on Art as Spiritual Practice. 

pp. 29-31, about the impact of the 2013 flood and what I lost, including the meditation cabin 

where I had planned to conduct my first 100-day retreat from late Dec. 13-April 2014) 

So, now to some of the nitty-gritty: the question of HOW I conduct home retreats. I made 

the decision to begin my first 100-day retreat somewhat quickly, perhaps out of desperation. 

For more than two years I spent every waking hour focused on post-flood recovery and David’s 

care, and finally I decided, NOW! I had already accepted several major outer-world 

responsibilities that I felt I couldn’t walk away from, but I also know that I simply needed to 

begin to learn about conducting home retreat.  

I’d like to mention a few practices I initiated and have continued through all my 

retreats. 

During that first 100-day retreat, I began keeping a spreadsheet with practices and other 

activities that I undertook. Keeping that excel spreadsheet kept me honest about what I was 

doing and how much time I was spending on various activities. I continue to do this each year. 

In general, my schedule included 1-4 sessions during the first retreat, 3 or 4 sessions 

during the second, and a majority of 4-session days last winter. During the 1st two 100-day 

retreats I did extended practice during the twice yearly sangha DRUPCHO practices. During my 

third 100-day retreat in 2018 I was more strongly focused on sadhana practice. Throughout these 

retreats, I practiced using the four postures of sitting, standing, walking, and lying down. This is 

partly a function of my age, and knowledge about my own body. I had to trust that. 

I know that we are all at differing stages on the Longchen Nyingtik path, but I wanted to 

mention the prayers that I used and continue to use. In the old days of teaching art students, I 

might have called them my “tool kit,” but now I see these as diverse forms of mind training that I 

use as needed. Of course, I open the two shrines in my house, one in my room, the other in the 

studio where I practice. 

Some, like the Heart Sutra, protectors, short ngondro and sadhana practices, form the 
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core of my daily practice in retreat, but I also regularly do shamatha practice, the Four 

Immeasurables, The Mani, Tara prayers, the Refuge prayer of Thangtong Gyalpo, 

Samantabhadra’s King of Aspiration prayers (one of my favorites), and both long and short 

dedication prayers. 

I also write and recite my own aspiration and supplication prayers. (Please help me find 

my way . . . Please help me not to feel defensive when I cannot carry forward a strict schedule. I 

am doing the best I can.” 

During my first retreat I had a very clear aspiration and question: that I would try to find 

out through this retreat if it is realistic and possible to conduct a 100-day retreat while caring for 

David and managing his care team. Learning how to maintain an effective boundary was a 

central part of that. 

The role of study during my retreats: During that first retreat I also spent time 

studying. There is an incredible wealth of material from Rinpoche’s programs about all levels of 

practice. There are also recommended texts by other such as Longchenpa, Jamgon Kontrul the 

First, Jamgon Kongtrul Lodro Taye, Thrangu Rinpoche, Tulku Urgyen Rinpoche, Dilgo 

Khyentse Rinpoche, among others. I have also appreciated reading about women practitioners 

such as Sarah Harding’s books on Niguma and Machig Labdron, Lady of the Lotus Born about 

Yeshe Tsogyal, and books about contemporary women including Michaela Haas Dakini Power. 

Especially during my first retreat I spent time studying about the protectors, beginning with those 

in our lineage thangka and including those whose prayers we read in Tibetan. 

At the end of my first 100–day retreat I reflected about what I learned:  

I did indeed learn how to manage David’s care team with minimal impact on my practice time. I 

kept those 5 individuals in the boundary of the retreat, and David especially was welcomed into 

the meditation space. That was something Rinpoche suggested.  

During that first year especially, Chris Holland was extremely important to my process 

and I’m very grateful for that. He was part of David’s care team and I we talked at least briefly 

every week not only about David but about my practice. During this period I posted a statement 

by Henry David Thoreau on the wall: “Be yourself, not your idea of what you think somebody 

else’s idea of yourself should be.”  

I felt like this retreat was a recalibrating of my life, developing a new template for my 

activity. I effectively set up daily structure is to support myself, and had to work with my 

achievement mind (such details as counting mantras . . . and HOW MANY can I do today?!) I 

kept learning that I had to answer questions myself when they came up. And, I often 

contemplated how I make things so solid and real, but also experienced the illusory and fleeting 

nature of experience in phenomena, including joy and exuberance, loneliness and suffering. 

I began preparing for my second retreat a lot earlier than I had during the first year and 

I set a schedule and goal of concluding Rigdzen Dupa sadhana practice. Early in the second 

retreat they were already problems with the five caregivers’ schedules. But my retreat life in my 

studio at home was still relatively stable, I had about 12 hours per day from 5 AM to 5 PM for 

practice. I love, embrace, and thrive in the hours of solitude in the 12‘ x 20‘ studio that functions 

as my meditation cabin. 

I learned more about being with whatever arises--dullness or energy, tiredness or focus, 

boredom or a sense of full engagement. At times I felt very tired, and would take time to rest in 

the nature, I also needed time simply to rest. So I would set realistic and sustainable goals that I 

could carry forward for a long time. 

During my second retreat I learned how to conduct more rigorous practice while still 

managing our household and David’s care team, and finished 2,600,000 mantra recitations. I 
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learned to practice even while quite tired. Reflecting about refuge and bodhichitta, I asked 

myself repeatedly, where is my refuge? What values do I hold most highly, most deeply? And I 

really began to understand that all appearances are the body of the deity, all sound are mantras, 

and all thought is dharmakaya, that there is nothing solid and real. And that all phenomena are 

impermanent and interdependent. I continued to learn how to cultivate a genuine connection to 

practice. 

I begin planning for my third retreat about three months in advance by studying the 

sadhana practice and preparing the needed materials. During this retreat I focused on learning 

more how to be kind and gentle with myself as I moved into the practice again. One of the 

questions was how to make the practice sustainable over time. 

I didn’t ever really intend or wish to be a solitary practitioner but this is what the 

conditions of my life require of me. The advantage of practicing alone is that a must find and 

strengthen my resolve and will. This is not easy, and requires tremendous discipline. I felt 

immensely sad and tender and lonely at times. In this life I also aspire to share retreat practice 

with others. 

Again I kept a spreadsheet for the 100 days with all of my activities. This third 100-day 

retreat was by far the most intense and sustained practice I’ve yet done, with complex 

visualizations and learning how to move them. It seemed that I had more or less resolved the 

questions about how to practice while caring for David. 

The structure: two weeks of preparations, four weeks of intensive practice majority of 

four sessions per day with tsoks, then 7.5 weeks of daily practice plus work in my studio and 

writing and art. I had very limited communication with others except for David and the care 

team, and the SPR who advised me about the practice. And there was very little time out of my 

studio except for self-care and health care. 

I loved my practice during that retreat, felt such an inner connection to it. I have learned 

so much about how to work with the conditions of my life and my state of mind. Certainly I had 

rough patches. Practicing alone requires that I constantly muster my aspiration and diligence 

without the support of others. Still they were periods of tremendous equanimity.  

What I love about this practice path: 

• The rituals, including the protectors, the altars, visualizations, the mind training process in 

general 

• Experiencing the aliveness of the world, both during meditation and post-meditation 

• Deepening my understanding of the Buddhist worldview 

• Expressing my devotion to the practice through art, or, I could say, further integrating my 

meditation practice and my art 

• Spending time in solitude.  

• Opening to the experience of the spaciousness of my mind and to the interdependence of all 

phenomena. 

• Learning to release my attachments, not rejecting, not clinging to what I don’t want and 

what I do want. This is not a completed project. 

• The path includes both form and formless practices. I have done some of each but I am in a 

multi-year form practice cycle. 

Now, as I come to the end of this Link, I want to talk a little more about the role of 

art and retreat. For at least a decade, I have given visual form to my meditation practice. Please 

reflect with me for a few moments about view, meditation, and conduct, and about ground, path, 

and fruition. 
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 I suggested in my last Link almost three years ago that artistic creativity could be part of 

meditative wisdom, and this is something I continue to explore through my experience. 

Developing a clear Buddhist view, a deep understanding of the Buddhist path, is essential for 

undertaking meditative practices. And conduct means that our actions of body, speech and mind 

are free of grasping and rejecting, free of the afflictive emotions of anger, attachment, and 

ignorance. I think it is easy to see art as a form of conduct. For me it is the most powerful way I 

express my devotion. And, I also have reflected a lot about the categories of ground, path, and 

fruition. The aspiration and commitment to work with the conditions of my life has been my 

ground. Art is central to my practice and path. I am responsible for the fruition.  

 

Pith instructions I received and that I can pass on 

1. Work carefully with the issue of boundaries. 

2. Flow with what unfolds.  

3. Re-define what it means to have an achievement by asking whether you are genuinely 

engaging the practice, or not?  

4. Examine how the practice transforms my mind, and I am the judge of that. Ask, have I 

really completed devotion to the deity, seeing how everything is already enlightened and 

connected?  

5. Remember dependent origination and emptiness. 

6. As Tilopa said: have a mind that is open to everything, and attached to nothing. 

7. Remember: whatever appears on the path is the path. 

8. What is the hurry? Could I, and you, learn to enjoy the practice, whatever time it takes? 

9. Live each day as practice, regardless of what you are doing. 

10. Live each day as fully as you can, with whole heart and complete presence.  

11. Adapt to change, with flexibility. 

 

The future, for me: 

My next retreat will begin the last week of December and will be a bit shorter than the 

last 3 years, as I undertake another sadhana practice. And, I am contemplating whether it might 

be possible to do a year of home retreat as my husband continues to change. 

I certainly aspire to take retreat into greater solitude, without the demands of maintaining 

a care team for my husband as I do now. And, as I have already said, I aspire to practice in 

community at some point. 

Finally, I hope that what I’ve had to say today fulfills the primary goal of the MSB Links: 

to express my understanding of dharma and my experience of being a practitioner in both an 

inspiring and clear way.  

Now I am most interested in your thoughts and reflections, questions and comments! 


