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Interview with James Baraz

Interview with James Baraz: A Call to Action

James Baraz is a cofounding teacher at Spirit Rock,

author of Awakening Joy: 10 Steps to Happiness, leader of

the Awakening Joy online courses, teacher/advisor for

the One Earth Sangha website that focuses on climate

change, and a dharma teacher who writes and speaks

about the climate crisis.

John Moir from the Buddhist Climate Action Network

spoke with James, and a condensed and edited version

of their conversation follows.

 

 Q. How did you get engaged in taking action on the climate crisis?

A. The documentary, An Inconvenient Truth, moved me deeply as did Bill McKibben’s book

Eaarth. I felt I had to do something about global climate disruption, but I didn’t know quite

what. Then I was contacted by a friend, Bob Doppelt, who is a dharma practitioner and who is

doing amazing work on this issue. Bob wrote From Me to We that discusses five dharma

principles needed to rescue our planet. Bob told me: “The dharma holds the key to this all.”

How did you get started?

At the time, I was helping organize the international vipassana teachers’ conference held at

Spirit Rock, so I invited Bob to speak. His talk had a real impact and led to a variety of actions

such as the writing of the International Dharma Teachers’ Statement on Climate Change, the

first annual Earth Care Week, the development of the One Earth Sangha website, and a letter

from leaders in the Buddhist and mindfulness community to President Obama to reject the

Keystone Pipeline.
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You’ve written that the climate crisis is the greatest test humankind has ever faced . . .

I believe it is. And the earlier we can change our thinking and behavior as a species, the less

suffering there will be. But there has been such a momentum of greed with all the systems that

are in place and that have power. Forces of greed and power will perpetuate themselves until

there is a wake-up call.

Are we making fast enough progress?

I think things are changing at an incredible rate. Just a few examples: the recent Encyclical on

the environment from Pope Francis is a significant development, the White House has been

moving forward in a number of ways on climate action, Desmond Tutu has spoken out—and

millions of ordinary people are involved. Just look at the 2014 Climate March in New York City.

So I think things are happening quite quickly. It may not be as fast as we might like it. But it

takes a while to wake up. We can be inspired by the rapid shift happening in our collective

consciousness.

And yet in America, a significant minority still do not believe human-caused climate

disruption is real.

Keep in mind that we don’t have to convince everyone. There’s a study—I think it came out of

Stanford—that shows that in order for there to be a real shift in consciousness, what’s needed

is just a seven percent change of opinion in a population.

What can bring about that change?

It usually requires suffering to wake us up. This is why the Buddha said that he taught about

suffering and the end of suffering.

So we are getting a wake-up call . . .

I love the way Andrew Harvey said it: “We are in the dark night of the species.” It is similar to the

spiritual journey, where the dark night of the soul is an essential part of deepening insight. In

the classical Buddhist description of the Progress of Insight you have to go through fear, terror,

loathing, disgust, and urge for deliverance before you wake up. Right now, as a species, we are

in that process where there is that wake-up call that offers us the potential to change an

unsustainable system.

And that requires a change in consciousness?

I think Roger Walsh, MD, says it well: “We are in a race between fear and consciousness.”

Consciousness generally trumps fear, but whether there is enough time is the key question.

Never has there been more greed and confusion and ignorance, and never has there been

more consciousness. So it’s a very interesting time.

What can people do in the face of this planet-wide crisis?

The most important thing is to do something; otherwise we are left feeling helpless. I love the

teaching from anthropologist Angeles Arrien: “Action absorbs anxiety.” Any kind of action

makes a difference. And in your own engagement you are adding to the pool of those who care

and that affects the collective consciousness.

And yet it can seem overwhelming.
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Those feelings of outrage, despair, and frustration are debilitating states of mind. It’s easy to

feel a sense of futility. If instead our actions can come from a place of love and caring and a

sense wonder for our planet, it will provide a much more magnetizing energy for others.

How do you suggest people get engaged in climate actions?

First of all, whatever action one takes, doing it with others is really key. Joining together with

those who are doing something positive is powerful because by ourselves we do feel

overwhelmed and helpless. When we feel connection with others, our anxiety goes down and

our inspiration goes up.

What are some upcoming group actions?

The Pope’s visit to America in late September will be huge with rallies in Washington, D.C., from

September 22-24 and in New York City from September 25-26. Also, there will be local

candlelight vigils in many communities. On October 4, Spirit Rock will be holding our Earth Care

Day , which is part of Earth Care Week where sanghas everywhere are being asked to find

activities that use the dharma to inform our actions on climate change. And in December, there

will be rallies worldwide in support of the Paris climate talks.

And finally, what are actions that people can take in their daily lives?

There are so many ways. A few examples: Pay attention to your actions, even if it’s something

as simple as turning off a light to save energy. Do it as a conscious practice of metta for the

Earth. Consider the effects of your travel options. Cut back on eating meat. Attend a local

climate rally. But the most important thing is to connect the dots between being inspired and

being inspired to do something—and it doesn’t really matter what one does. Simply start

showing up and things will begin to present themselves. In the end, you don’t know what

effects your actions may have.

Any other thoughts?

Let the dharma use you well. As Andrew Harvey says, “Follow your heartbreak.” In other words,

follow what moves you and put your caring there. Hold your compassion and caring with

equanimity. Seeing yourself as an instrument to help relieve suffering will bring a deeper

richness to your dharma practice.
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