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“The women Buddhist teachers featured in Buddha’s Daughters are both wise

and compassionafe. In their voices, the Buddha is still teaching.”
_THICH NHAT HANH




Christina Feldmap

OR THE FIRST few years that Christina Feldman Practiced Byq.
Fdhjsm, she assumed gender was not an issue, so it came as a shock
when she undertook practice in a monastic setting and experienced
what she describes as “an institutionalized rejection of women” He,
unease with the discrimination came to a head when she was invite(
to give a discourse, only to discover that it was deemed inappropriate
for her to take the seat traditionally occupied by the speaker. That, after
all, would place her—a woman—ophysically higher than the monks
Alternatives were proposed: she could sit in the abbot’s hut and speak
through the public address System or she could deliver her speech
from the back of the ha]] Ora man could deliver her speech for her, if
she wrote it down for him. Finally it was reluctantly decreed that she
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CHRISTINA FELDMAN

Today Feldman coteaches Women in Meditation, an annual retreat
4 Spirit Rock Meditation Center in California. She is a guiding teacher
of the Insight Meditation Society in Barre, Massachusetts, and a guid-
ing teacher and cofounder of Gaia House, a retreat center in England.
Her books include Compassion: Listening to the Cries of the World and
The Quest of the Warrior Woman: Women as Mystics, Healers, and Guides.

In the following teaching, she addresses overcoming the last great

obstacle to awakening: the conceit of self.
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BUDDHA’S DAUGHTERS

Long Journey to a Bow

When news of the impending death c')fa beloved and esteemeq teach,.
er swept through the village, vsfell-mshers gathered tc’) Pay thej, »
respects and honor him. Standing around' th'e master’s bf‘—dSide, i
by one they sang his praises and extolled his v1rtuei as ‘he listened i)
smiled weakly. “Such kindness you have shown us,” said one devotee
Another extolled his depth of knowledge; another lamented that Never
again would they find a teacher with such eloquence. The tributeg ¢,
his wisdom, compassion, and nobility continued until the master’s wife
noticed signs of restlessness and kindly asked his devotees to leaye
Turning to her husband, she asked why he was disturbed, remarking
upon all the wonderful tributes that had showered him. “Yes, it was a]
wonderful,” he whispered. “But did you notice that no one mentioned
my humility?”

The conceit of self (mana, in Pali) is said to be the last of the great
obstacles to full awakening. Conceit is an ingenious creature, at times
masquerading as humility, empathy, or virtue. Conceit manifests in the
feelings of being better than, worse than, and equal to another. Within
these three dimensions of conceit are held the whole tormented world
of comparing, evaluating, and judging that afflicts our hearts. Jealousy,
resentment, fear, and low self-esteem spring from this deeply embed-
ded pattern. Conceit perpetuates the dualities of “self” and “other™—
the schisms that are the root of the enormous alienation and suffering
in our world. Our commitment to awakening asks us to honestly
explore the ways in which conceit manifests in our lives and to find the
way to its end. The cessation of conceit allows the fruition of empathy,
kindness, compassion, and awakening. The Buddha taught that “one
who has truly penetrated this threefold conceit of superiority, inferior-
ity, and equality is said to have putan end to suffering.”

Although I didn’t r ecognize it at the time, my first significant encoun”
ter with conceit happened in the very beginning of my practice in the
Tibetan tradition, a serious bowing culture, I'm not talking about a tr&"
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gjust inclines the head slightly but a culture in which Tib
pilgrimages of hundreds of miles doing full ProStrati;netaEs
[n Tibetan communities the serious bowers can be s (jt: ;
.1 the center of their forehead. Walking into my teih e’
in the Himalayan foothills for the first time, I found m erlsf
ed to see people prostrating themselves at his feet. My re ac{:
was viscerali 152 their bowing as an act of self-abasement, and I dete .
nined never to do the same My conceit appeared in the thoughts th:;
ed what this plump, unsmiling man swaddled in robes had
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gestion
this attention. The re
current words I, me, better, worse,

done to merit
highet, lower, worthy, and unworthy provided fuel for plenty of storytell-

ing and resistance.
Over the years, as my respect and appreciation for this teacher’s gen-

erosity, kindness, and wisdom grew, I found myself inching toward a
bow, often a token bow with just a slight bob of my head. Occasionally
[ would engage in a more heartfelt bow born of deeper gratitude, but
I an element of tension and withholding remained. I continued to
practice in other bowing cultures. In Asia I witnessed the tradition of
elderly nuns with many years of practice and wisdom kneeling before
teenage monks who had yet to find the way to sit still for five minutes.
In Korea I saw a practice environment where everyone bowed to every-
one and everything with respect and a smile. It dawned on me that
bowing was not, for me, just a physical gesture but also an ‘object for
investigation and a pathway to understanding conceit. The bow, I came
to understand, was a metaphor for understanding many aspects of the
conceit, discriminating wisdom, and self-image.

distinguish the difference
bow that reflected

sti

teaching—pride,
My first challenge on this journey was to
between a bow as an act of letting go of conceitand a

Eehef in unworthiness. As Kate Wheeler once wrote in Tricycle, “A true
owis not a scrape.” Many on this path——both men and women—carry
f-belittlement,

alegacy of too many years of scraping, cowering, and sel

rooted y :
s oted in a belief in their own unworthiness. The path to renouncing
crapi o :
aping can be long and liberating, a reclaiming of dignity and a letting
0
80 of patterns of fear, Discriminating wisdom, which we are never
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encouraged to renounce, clearly understands the diﬁ‘ererICE )
bow and a scrape. A true bow can be a radical act of love ang fetw
As Suzuki Roshi put it, “When you bow there is no Buddh,, re
no you. One complete bow takes place. That is all. Thjg is nj
Conceit manifests in the ways we contract around sense of <. .
and “other”; it lies at the core of the identities and beliefs we COnSt:lf
and it enables those beliefs to be the source of our acts , words, though:’
and relationships. Superiority conceit is the belief in being bette, 0;
worthier than another. It is a kind of conceit that builds jtse]f upon oy
appearance, body, mind, intelligence, attainments, stature, and achieve.
ments. It can even gather around our meditative superiority, We gee

een 1
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someone shuffling and restless on his or her meditation cushion ang
then congratulate ourselves for sitting so solidly. We might go through
life hypercritical, quick to spot the flaws and imperfections in others,
sure we would never behave in such unacceptable ways.

Superiority conceit is easily spotted when it manifests in arrogance,
bragging, or proclaiming our excellence to the world. On retreat we
may find ourselves rehearsing the conversations we will have with our
partner, recounting our trials and triumphs, but especially our heroism
in completing the retreat where others failed. We can feel remarkably
deflated when our partner’s only interest is in when we’re going to take
out the garbage. It can be subtle in our inner beliefs in our specialness
rightness, or invulnerability. Superiority conceit looks like a safer ref-
uge than inferiority conceit (thoughts of being worse than another),
but in truth both cause the same suffering. Feelings of superiority have
the power to distort compassion into its near enemy, pity, and to stifle
the capacity to listen deeply. Superiority conceit disables our receptiv-
ity to criticism because we become so convinced of the truth of oUf
views and opinions,

Atraditional Buddhist story tells of the time after the Buddhas death
:e};;‘;shi:;i?:s;ld;c: }i'nto the hell realms to liberate all the t-or::)liri;t
and mourned f; y e;e. Mara (the personification of fleluswﬁ)r el
The Buddha s,a s e.t O:JSht he would get no more sinners ose

0 him, “Do not weep, for I shall send you all of t
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celf-righteous in their condemnation of sinners, and he]] shall
who ar¢

(| up 28310 quickly- - . .
fi eriority conceit is more familiar territory for many of us, probably
In

&3 chronic sense of unworthiness is so endemic in our culture,

he rorment of feeling worse than others and not good enough is the
T et of inferiority conceit. A student on retreat came in distress to
daily that none of her more familiar dramas and agitation were appear-
,rePoztnd she was convinced she was doing something wrong, The
iféher Suggested that this odd experience could actually be one of
calmness and was surprised when the suggestion was met with even
more distress and denial, with the student’s exclaiming, “Calm is not
something I can do.” Another student experiencing rapture in her prac-
ice continued to assert that it was menopausal flashes, unable to accept
that she could experience deep meditative states. Inferiority conceit
gathers in the same places as superiority conceit—in the body, mind,
and appearance, as well as in the long list of mistakes we have made

throughout our lives.
Inferiority conceit is fertile in its production of envy, resentment,

pecaus

judgment, and blame, which go round and round in a vicious circle of
storytelling, serving only to solidify our belief in an imperfect self. This
belief is often the forerunner of scraping as we create heroes and hero-
ines occupying a landscape of success and perfection we believe to be
impossible for us.

Governed by inferiority conceit, we may be adept at bowing to oth-
ers yet find it impossible to bow to ourselves, to acknowledge the
wholesomeness and sincerity that keep us persevering on this path.
Learning to make that first bow to ourselves is perhaps a step to realiz-
illg thata bow is just a bow, a simple gesture where all ideas of “self” and
Other,” “worthy” and “unworthy,” fall away. It is a step of confidently
“OMmmitting ourselves to realizing the same freedom and compassion
311:: :ibUddl-las throughout time have dis'covered j it i.s acknmfrled(g)zlslf

s pract'1ce to be liberated. We practice 'be.c.ause it seemst m;}gw N
sadh mopraCtICe to reclaim that sense of possibility. We learn ?
ment, knowing it is an invitation to understand what it means
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to liberate just one moment from the burden of self-ju o,

envy, and fear. Letting go of inferiority conceit awakens g, Cant, b.l
appreciative joy and reclaims the confidence so necessary t,, tPram
path of awakening. d

Seeing the suffering of superiority and inferiority conceit, 4,
be tempted to think that equality conceit is the middJe path; ;10
closer look shows us that it is more a conceit of mediocrity ang Minj

) . e & Img]
expectations. Equality conceit is when we tell ourselves that e allshy
in the same delusion, self-centeredness, and greed, that we 4 SWim Ir;
the same cesspool of suffering. We see someone falling asleep on b -
her cushion and feel reassured. We observe a teacher dropping a salyg
in the lunch line, and it confirms our view that people are essentially
and hopelessly mindless. Sameness can seem both comforting and
reassuring. Thinking that others are also struggling on the path can
make us feel relieved of the responsibility to hold aspirations that ask
for effort and commitment.

Equality conceit can express disillusionment with human possibil-
ity. When we look at those who appear happier or more enlightened
than we and primarily see their flaws, we are caught in equality conceit.
We see those who seem more confused or deluded than we, and we
know we have been there. We see our own delusions and struggles
reflected in the lives of others and think that we are relieved of the task
of bowing. The offspring of equality conceit can be a terminal sense of
disappointment, resignation, and cynicism. After Al Gore’s documen-
tary, An Inconvenient Truth, was released, several newspapers responded
by publishing the electric bill of his home. What wasn’t mentioned was
how the home’s electricity was generated by solar power. It seemed
there was a driving need to reduce his message and show that we're all
hopeless carbon emitters,

All forms of conceit give rise to the endless thoughts and story te]l‘ing
that solidify the beliefs we hold about ourselves and others. Liberati? ;
ourselves from conceit and the agitation it brings begins with our lel]-
ingness to sensitize ourselves to the subtle and obvious maﬂifeStatlon.s
of conceit as they appear. The clues lie in our judgments and compa”
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the views We construct about ourselves and others, Suffering,
~ luating envy, and fear are all signals asking us to pause and listen

e deeply. We Jearn to bow to those moments, knowing they are
sze nts when we can either solidify conceit or liberate it, Instead of
feeding the story) we can nurture our capacities for mindfulness,
estraint, and letting go. Instead of volunteering for suffering, we may be
Jble to volunteer for freedom. It is not an easy undertaking, yet each
moment that we are present and compassionate in the process of con-
ceit building is a moment of learning to bow and take a step on the path

sons,

of freedom-
Life is a powerful ally because it offers us the opportunities to let go

of the conceit of self. There are times when our world crumbles. Unpre-
dictable illness and other hardships come into our lives, and we face the
reality once more that we are not in control. Sometimes there is simply
10 more that “I” can do. In those moments, we can become agitated or
we can acknowledge that we are meeting the first noble truth: at times
there is unsatisfactoriness and suffering in life. When we face the limita-
tions of our power and control, all we can skillfully do is bow to that
moment. The conceit of self is challenged and eroded not only by the
circumstances of our lives but also by our willingness to meet those cir-
cumstances with grace rather than with fear.

A teacher was asked, “What is the secret to your happiness and equa-
nimity?” She answered, “A wholehearted, unrestricted cooperation
with the unavoidable” This is the secret and the essence of a bow. Itis
the heart of mindfulness and compassion. To bow is to no longer hold
ourselves apart from the unpredictable nature of our lives; it is to culti-
vate a heart that can unconditionally welcome all things. We bow to
:«rhat is, to all of life. By liberating our minds from ideas of “better than,’
“Worse than,” or “the same as,” we liberate ourselves from all views of

self” and “other” The bow is a way to the end of suffering, toan awak-
ened heart,
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