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The Gay Buddhist 

Fellowship supports

Buddhist practice in the

Gay men’s community.

It is a forum that

brings together the

diverse Buddhist 

traditions to address

the spiritual concerns

of Gay men in the

San Francisco Bay Area,

the United States,

and the world. 

GBF’s mission includes

cultivating a social

environment that is

inclusive and caring.

When I reflect back over the different movements that I have been part
of, growing up in South Africa, having parents who were very active
in the anti apartheid movement, and then being active myself in the

Women's Liberation Movement and the student Marxist movement at universi-
ty and then the queer movement—queer comprising trans, intersex, bi, and all
of us—if I were to look at the conditions that brought about so many of the
changes that have manifested in our lives, coming together, making the effort to
come together is probably the grounds for much of that to happen.  If we had-
n’t come together, it wouldn’t have happened, none of those movements would
have happened.  And so even if the experience of coming together seems like a
waste of time, that turning up over time feels like the precondition for any and
all change, and so I really want to honor you—on such a beautiful Sunday when
there’s so much going on—for turning up.  Thank you for that.

And really in a way this topic feels like it goes to the heart of all liberation
movements, actually, and that is redefining the cultural definitions and social
definitions of who we are and really asking, “Who am I? Who is this human
being that I call me?  And what does it mean that this me is situated in queer
expression, that I am a universal expression of life, and that expression happens
in a unique form and one of those unique forms is to be queer, and so what does
that mean?”  In all the different political activism I've done over my lifetime, one
of the reasons I came to Buddhism and one of the reasons I stayed here in Bud-
dhism is because it names so beautifully the heart of life.  Why am I alive? What
does it mean for me to be alive?  And that naming is awakening.  I believe that
we are all alive to awaken, and awakening is really about letting go of the cul-
tural and social definitions and the individual definitions we have taken on that
have restricted and constricted our hearts and minds, that awakening is really a
description of this profound coming home to ourselves, where we feel a deep
ease of who we are and how we are, and that ease is totally free of all prescrip-
tions and conscriptions and descriptions. It is that longing to find my true home,
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the opposite of that place where I feel driven.  You know
that feeling of just being driven, that momentum.  It is even
a kind of anxiety, or the opposite of it is a kind of depres-
sion or hopelessness.  Awakening is that sense of deep
relatedness that is actually underneath those movements,

and probably each one of us here has touched some place
that feels more universal, whether we were a kid, whether
we were in nature, whether in touch or sexual expression,
some place where we feel we have moved away from living
in the realm of concept, and we have dropped down into
some other place that feels deeply related, without a sense
of duality or opposition, or tension or anxiety, this place
where we feel, “Oh my God, I feel at home in the uni-
verse.”  But that home isn't about a building and it isn’t
even about a word; it’s a lived experience of finding that
place, and that’s what the dharma teaches in all the lin-
eages.  That’s what the Buddha teaches:  that sense of being
at home in myself, not in an abstract way, not that every-
one looks the same, but home is me queer in my own queer
expression, that type of home the dharma teaches. It feels
like the longing that every human being has, and that long-
ing gets distorted by the conditioned mind, both the con-
ditioned mind that the Buddha says we’re born with but
also the conditioned mind that is expressed in cultures, in
most cultures, actually, which is based on inadequacy and
deficiency.  So for example, all the advertising that we
experience is a reflection that says we are inadequate in
some way and we need to do something about it.  The Bud-
dha’s description of that is ignorance.  He said every mind
until it is awakened lives in ignorance, and that ignorance
is an expression of insufficiency and inadequacy; that’s
what ignorance is.  And so any place inside of us that
believes that, not always consciously but unconsciously,
and then acts out of that inadequacy and insufficiency in
particular ways, and those particular ways the Buddha
describes as suffering.  Whatever we do out of that energy
brings suffering by definition because it’s based on delu-
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sion; it’s based on a lie.  So for example, just to take some-
thing we’re all experiencing right now in terms of the war
and fundamentalism, here are people who are suicide
bombers—whether they’re in the United States Army or
whether they’re part of different army, whether it’s Al-

Qaeda or Shiites—the fundamentalism says that in order
to serve God, we need to get rid of a certain population:
by killing we’re serving God.  What’s wrong with that par-
ticular perspective is that it’s based on the idea that you
here and now are not good enough, and so you have to do
this thing to make yourself good.  

That is really the basic description of addiction, given an
ideological framework, and so much of our own addictive
behavior, whatever expression it is but particularly sexual, is
based on the misunderstanding that we are in some way
inadequate and insufficient or not good enough in some kind
of core way, and that in order to fill this inadequacy or insuf-
ficiency, there is a dynamic—and it’s not like we are choosing
it; I just want to acknowledge that it’s a dynamic that’s hap-
pening already, according to the dharma—and what’s impor-
tant about meditating and cultivating awareness is to see it
because unless we see it, it can’t be transformed.  Each
human being is born with this dynamic because each human
being until awakened is born with a certain kind of igno-
rance, according to the Buddhist teaching.   Particular cul-
tures and ideological frameworks will support this and
strengthen it, or there are particular ways of living if we
undertake the dharma training that will challenge it.  

It’s useful to name this and say, “Okay, is it true?  Do I
agree with what you’re saying?”   And I’m really interested
in having a dialogue with you to see if this is your experi-
ence.   Is it true?  Is there some part of my being that is habit-
ual and automatic? And if I really look at that behavior, I see
underneath it a confusion, a lack of clarity, and in that con-
fusion associated with it is an inadequacy, an insufficiency,
and out of that comes a clinging, a movement towards cling-
ing and wanting, because that insufficiency is so painful.

One of the reasons I came to Buddhism and one of the reasons
I stayed here in Buddhism is because it names so beautifully
the heart of life. Why am I alive? What does it mean for me to
be alive?  And that naming is awakening. I believe that we are
all alive to awaken, and awakening is really about letting go of
the cultural and social definitions and the individual definitions
we have taken on that have restricted and constricted our
hearts and minds, that awakening is really a description of this
profound coming home to ourselves, where we feel a deep
ease of who we are and how we are,and that ease is totally free
of all prescriptions and conscriptions and descriptions. It is
that longing to find my true home.
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And so the mind moves, and it’s not personal.  Each one of
us has it.  It’s universal across straight, gay, American, South
African.   We see it all around the world, this dynamic that
moves in every single mind to try to hold on to something,
and that something is pleasure, as a way to fill that inade-
quacy and insufficiency, on a very basic level.  And so we
have this momentum inside of us moving towards what?
Moving towards pleasure as a way to move away from this
deeply unpleasant experience.  That movement, the Buddha
says, will always bring suffering.  Out of that insufficiency,
a movement towards pleasure will always bring suffering
because it is not situated in our humanity, it is not situated
in our love, and it is not situated in that inner connection of
being rooted in the universality of life that is connected  to
what is beautiful about life.  

Here is the place where it feels like the patriarchal lin-
eage of Buddhism doesn’t make clear, at least for me, the
difference between sensuality and pleasure as an exquis-
ite reflection of life and the beauty of myself as queer and
when it actually brings suffering and is a part of this
habitual expression that brings ultimately alienation.
The Buddha doesn’t make clear the distinction between
where our sensual expression is coming from.  Is it com-
ing from this movement of delusion and confusion?  If it
is, it might bring us a kind of physical relief and even
physical pleasure, but it actually isn’t in the service of
coming home, which is where the real longing is. Or is it

this habitual nature that actually enforces the sense of
inadequacy? That is the question that I think a radical
interpretation of the dharma is asking us, and not just
around our sexuality and sensuality but really all of our
life.  Is this in service of my heart opening? Is this in ser-
vice of me coming more deeply in connection to my
humanity and yours, to what’s beautiful about you being
queer, and about me being queer? 

Sitting in front of this Buddha is this reminder to us in
saying, “If you touch that place of coming home inside of
yourself, even if you get lost again, you know where your
compass is pointing, and once you’ve touched it you know
there is actually nothing more important than orienting
your life to touch it.”  And so what the statue is saying is,
“Why eat at Dunkin’ Donuts when you can eat at Just
Desserts?”  It’s so much better.  

Were any of you in South Africa during apartheid?
Yeah?  But here in America, there continues to be this
incredible enslavement.  But also just being queer and com-
ing out—I don’t know if you’ve been in a situation where
you have found yourself acting out of shame for being
queer, in a place where maybe you could have come out and
you didn’t come out.  There is something close to that,
where we have lost connection to what is beautiful about
ourselves, and so we buy into a behavior that is about the
smallness of ourselves.  Buddhism is saying, “Don’t buy
into that behavior.”  So then we get to look at, “What is
it?”  How do I start to make that distinction between align-
ing my life and acting out of that longing for deep connec-
tion and intimacy with myself, with others and with life,
and that other behavior that when it’s more extreme is
described as addictive?  It comes out of believing that I am
inadequate in some way and there is nothing better than
meeting that inadequacy through the use of pleasure.  

What are the differences between both kinds of behav-

ior?  Let me ask you: what are the differences between
honoring that deep calling and moving out of inadequacy?

GBF: I’m thinking of temporal and ephemeral.  This
temporary sense of well being might be allowed by most of
the physical pleasure, and then you can sustain the idea
that everything is good, but it’s a little shallow and fleeting,
and dependent on getting another one.

Arinna: Right, exactly.  Thank you.  That’s so beautiful.

That’s what the Buddha teaches: that sense of being at home
in myself, not in an abstract way, . . . but home is me queer in
my own queer expression . . . . It feels like the longing that every
human being has, and that longing gets distorted by the condi-
tioned mind, both the conditioned mind that the Buddha says
we’re born with but also the conditioned mind that is
expressed in cultures which is based on inadequacy and defi-
ciency. . So for example, all the advertising that we experience
is a reflection that says we are inadequate in some way and we
need to do something about it. The Buddha’s description of
that is ignorance. He said every mind until it is awakened lives
in ignorance, and that ignorance is an expression of insufficien-
cy and inadequacy; that’s what ignorance is.



Here’s the rub:  that sense of intimacy has to acknowledge
all of our experiences.  When we talk about intimacy and
coming home, it can’t be exclusive because as soon as it’s
exclusive, it becomes repressive.  We repress the experi-
ences we don’t like, and we go for the experiences we do
like, that is, turning away from pain, because that’s
unpleasant, and moving towards what is pleasurable.  One
of the first characteristics of habitual behavior is that it
turns away from our sorrow and our grief, and it moves
only to what looks nice and is pleasant.  

GBF: The temporal and ephemeral is always outside of
ourselves.  It always has to be sought externally.  You
always have to go out and get it.

Arinna: Exactly, and getting it is all about duality.  It’s all
about me here moving out to get something to meet that
need.  We all do it.  We are all doing it.  And not just in this
room.  We are all doing it.  What’s so beautiful is having a
discussion to investigate to see for ourselves. Can I see that
in my life, that place where I don’t want to hear or see all of
your humanity because I’m not interested in seeing all of
mine? I just really want to get away from it.   I’ve seen that.
In fact, I remember that early on my life, I grew up with
three sisters, and we were very competitive, and there was
this one point when I was fighting with one of my sisters
over this really gorgeous dress that she’d bought.   I wanted
to wear it to a party, and even though it was her dress, I was
trying to manipulate her into giving it to me to wear.   In that
moment of wanting, I actually didn’t care if I hurt her.  I
have noticed over the years particular moments.  There was
another one in a relationship in the 80’s.  We were driving
to the city, having a fight.  We realized we had to get out of
the car, and she said something, and I had the same move-
ment of getting my arm up to hit her because I wanted to
hurt her.  Those were expressions of a mind and heart that
couldn’t open to the pain of what was happening and moved
out in an expression of either wanting to grasp, hold on to
the dress, or hurt, push away.  And what these teachings are

saying is that longing that we want to come home to is actu-
ally a longing that expresses itself in including everything.  It
means including all of ourselves and all of another human
being, and that’s one of the characteristics that tells us
whether we’re on the right path or not.  Am I being inclu-
sive?  Am I really opening and allowing someone to see all
of myself?   And am I really seeing all of someone else?  

A couple of us were in a one-day sitting yesterday at the
Hartford Street Zen Center, and we were talking about
what it means to hold both the joys and the sorrows of our
life and how humbling it is to acknowledge all of who we
are and to say this is who I am.  The quality of coming
home is a mind that allows all of ourselves to be held in our
presence and our loving kindness.  That allowing is really
the passageway home.  In that allowing, we find ourselves
opening to each human being, allowing them to be all of
who they are.  In that kind of relatedness comes a touch
and sensuality and sexuality that actually continues to help
us and support us to know more about all of who we are
and to come home to ourselves.  And that is the sensuality
and sexuality that becomes an expression of our divine
selves and also takes us to our divinity, as against the kind
of sexuality that ignores.  For example, I lived in a com-
mune.  This is unique because there wasn’t a whole lot
going on then for women, but anyway, it was in the 80’s
and it was called the Oregon Land Trust.  It was land just
for women, and we were exploring all kinds of forms.  In
that era, in the early 80’s, it was like monogamy was patri-
archal and totally uncool.  So we were having sex with
everyone, and it was so interesting just to see in that exper-
imental milieu how sometimes sex in that environment was
just like—I really wanted to get away from the person
afterwards.  It did not feel that good.  The actual touching
was okay, but right afterwards I found myself turning
away from some women, and with other women, you
knew you were not going to be in a relationship with this
person because that wasn’t what was happening, but you
felt that you had touched something beautiful.  So it’s not
about having this commitment.  There are some people like
Thich Nhat Hanh who say that sex is okay but it has to be
in a long-term committed relationship.  But I’m not even
talking about that.  I’m saying, “How are coming into it,
and is it really serving us and that longing we have to come
home to ourselves and our life?”  Whatever the form that

sexual expression is taking, it’s not about judging and
shaming ourselves.  We are operating primarily in a Judeo-
Christian culture, and the kind of shame and guilt that we
have unconsciously imbibed because we are living in that
culture means that when we have sex often it doesn’t feel
beautiful in that more connected open-hearted way.  We
shame ourselves and judge ourselves, and in this tradition
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If I really look at that behavior, I see underneath it a confusion,
a lack of clarity, and in that confusion associated with it is an
inadequacy, an insufficiency, and out of that comes a clinging, a
movement towards clinging and wanting, because that insuffi-
ciency is so painful. . . . We see it all around the world, this
dynamic that moves in every single mind to try to hold on to
something, and that something is pleasure, as a way to fill that
inadequacy and insufficiency, on a very basic level.
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there is never ever a reason for judgment, no matter what
we do.  There is never a good reason to shame and judge
ourselves.  This is not about shaming and judging our-

selves.  This is saying, “What is your true longing and my
true longing, and is my sexual behavior supporting that?
And if it isn’t, what are the characteristics of that, and can
I become more conscious of them, so that I am in service
of my heart’s longing?”  So there isn’t a prescription so
much as an investigation to see what is really serving me,
just to become honest with ourselves.   We are all in it; we
are all doing, going, and getting; we’re all doing that type
of relationship.  By naming it, I can see this actually does-
n’t feel as good as when I turn to a different relationship, a
different type of cultivation.  That different type of culti-
vation actually requires a tremendous amount of effort.
Like anything that we want to honor that is a beautiful
expression, whether it is as an artist, or in our work, or
sports, or in dancing or in anything, it requires an incredi-
ble cultivation.  

Having practiced since 1979, I wish I could say, “Well,
you know, I’ve done these intense three month long retreats,
I’ve just spent two years in monasteries, and it’s really easy
and here’s the key.”   I wish I could say that, but I haven’t
found that to be true.  It hasn’t been easy, actually.  I have to
say that the practice of being present and turning towards
myself so that I am increasingly honest and open with all of
who I am has been an arduous practice.  And what I also
have found is that the places that are deeply touched are so
transformative that actually I find myself not being able to
act dangerously any more.  Something gets changed so that
the heart and mind more naturally flow towards love and
respect.  For example, one of my favorite stories is of Kali
Rinpoche going to an aquarium in Boston, and he can’t read
English.  There was a big sign that said, “Please don’t tap on
the glass,” and he would go to each tank and tap on it, and
so the fishes and the different creatures would be attracted
to the tapping and come towards the glass, and there would
be this moment, and then he’d  move on to the next glass
and tap.  Finally his students said, “Rinpoche, what are you
doing?”  And he said I’m tapping them to get their attention
so that I can bless them.  That’s what I think Aung San Suu
Kyi in Burma and the Dalai Lama and other beings express
for us, that capacity.  Because we feel so touched with the

blessing of life and that means all of it, we are moved to bless
each other’s life through touch in whatever way that we are
moved to in our life.  That kind of blessing comes from this

incredible effort to be present and to be present and to turn
and open to all of who I am and then automatically all of
who you are.  That presence is the gift that each one of has
that we can awaken. �

The quality of coming home is a mind that allows all of our-
selves to be held in our presence and our loving kindness. That
allowing is really the passageway home. In that allowing, we
find ourselves opening to each human being, allowing them to
be all of who they are. In that kind of relatedness comes a
touch and sensuality and sexuality that actually continues to
help us and support us to know more about all of who we are
and to come home to ourselves.

Junsei Jana Drakka, who will speak at GBF on July 15,
participates in civil disobedience on May 26, just after
the California Supreme Court upheld Proposition 8.


