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Thesis
The life-changing journeys taken by eight Black Buddhist teachers, which led to their discovery of Buddhism and their commitment to become dharma teachers, form the essence of this book.  Their stories are varied, as are the Buddhist traditions to which each connected, ranging from Theravada and Zen to Tibetan and Nichiren.  The intended audience of this book is anti-racism activists, including fellow Black dharma teachers, Black practitioners, and members of the Black community and other activists who are interested in finding out what Buddhism may have to offer as they seek to be resilient and effective activists.  Some common threads emerge which give readers a sense of why certain Buddhist principles and teachings may resonate strongly with African Americans.  For example, the centrality of suffering and the way out of suffering in Buddhism appealed to each of the authors, as they themselves were seeking ways to address the suffering in their own lives, caused directly or indirectly by the racism prevalent in American society.    Related to this thread are the complementary Buddhist teachings about freedom/liberation, which resonated with the dream pursued by generations of African Americans.  The Black Dharma teachers were drawn to Buddhist teachings which reject caste distinctions and embrace the interconnectedness of all people, thus leading to a sense of community and solidarity.  They were also attracted to the Buddhist exhortation to interrogate and examine how our perceptions, thoughts and feelings are influenced by both external and internal factors, using this aspect of Buddhism to examine the underpinnings of racism and its effects on different areas of life. Are these the same aspects of Buddhism that draw white Americans to Buddhism?  Perhaps some are, and others not.  It is interesting to reflect on what the differences may mean for how and why People of Color (POC) sanghas develop in ways that are different from primarily white sanghas.  

Summary
The preface of the book honors George Floyd, who was killed by four Minneapolis, Minnesota, police officers on May 25, 2020, shortly before the publication of the book, and dedicates merit to him.  
The Introduction, by the editors Yetunde and Giles, frames Buddhism as a path of trauma resilience for anti-racism activists. The Four Noble Truths and the Eightfold Path form the foundations of all schools of Buddhism, but they are contextualized within the African American perspective and each component of the eightfold path is discussed within that perspective. One especially interesting ancient African concept referenced in the introduction and repeated in some of the essays is that of “ntu”, or “knowing ourselves to be connected to all that is” (p. 13) which the authors relate to the Buddhist teachings on interconnectedness and no separate self.
The paragraphs which follow highlight some insights from each of the dharma teachers who contributed essays for the book.  
“They say the people could fly” by Dr. Cheryl Giles chronicles her journey of recognizing and then finding healing practices for the intergenerational trauma which she had experienced. The support from ancestors and benefactors is a theme that several of the authors, including Giles, recognize as important to African American practitioners.  Her essay, as well as the essay of Lama Rod Owens, includes instructions for benefactor practice.   
“The dharma of trauma” by Lama Rod Owens explores his search for healing from trauma and the accompanying rage.  His search includes the medicinal use of indigenous Ayahuasca ceremonies through which he experiences the harrowing suffering of ancestors transported on slave ships to America. This experience enables him to begin the healing process and, through Buddhist practice, he is able to embrace his Blackness and dive into “potent sorrow”. From this, he emerges with a greater understanding of himself, the Black experience and the human experience.  By using mourning as a practice, Owens recounts how he “met my woundedness, my discomfort with a kind of friendliness”. He faces the “…broken-heartedness of being in a Black body but also the vibrant joy of Black folks.” (p. 57)  
Sebene Selassie immigrated to the United States from Ethiopia with her family. In “Turning toward myself”, she recounts the dawning recognition of her Blackness and, at the same time, her encounter with Buddhism.  She credits Buddhist teachings to “not be in contention with reality” (p. 75) with enabling her to embrace her Blackness, something that she had previously rejected, and to embrace every part of herself.  She brings incisive philosophical and socio-political analyses to bear on the colonization of Asian religions, including Buddhism, which has privileged written texts rather than the lived realities of the people who practice these religions.  Selassie touches on a question that a number of Black dharma teachers pose; namely, how and why is white Buddhism different from its Asian origins?  This question is of importance for Black practitioners to explore as they forge their own path.  
“Belonging” by Lama Dawa Tarchin Phillips, the mixed-race son of immigrant parents, explores his longing to fit in and belong as he grew up in America.  He describes the “amputated self,” disconnected from full humanity and seeking a sense of wholeness, connection and belonging.  Phillips believes that we need to be able to connect with people of all colors and ultimately go beyond color.  An encounter with a wild elephant in Africa had a profound impact on Phillips, giving him a sense of wholeness and belonging in the planet.  Through Buddhist practice and his work to transform the relationship of people to our planet, Phillips continues to deepen his sense of wholeness, connection and belonging.  
“Voluntary segregation” by Pamela Ayo Yetunde chronicles her early experiences growing up in a segregated America as a member of the United Methodist Church. She is introduced to Buddhism through books and through volunteer service in the Zen Hospice Project in San Francisco. Starting out in predominantly white sanghas, Yetunde is led to establish POC sanghas.  She discusses the need to become familiar with aspects of indigenous Buddhism, largely absent from white Buddhism, which lead to an integration of “…a mentalized Buddhism with magical, mythical, mystical Buddhism” (p. 116), reconnecting with indigenous ways of knowing as a post-colonial approach.  Yetunde offers valuable advice arising from her varied experiences, both to POC entering Buddhist practice and for the establishment of POC sanghas.  
“From butcher to Zen priest” by Gyozan Royce Andrew Johnson, with Pamela Ayo Yetunde, offers the fascinating account of how Johnson went from being a meat-cutter to a Zen priest.  Accidentally severing three tendons and the radial artery of his hand on a broken plate in his own kitchen was the “shattering” experience that led to his transformation.  After coming so close to death, Johnson was moved to completely reassess life, undertake Buddhist study and practice, and nine years later, become a Zen priest. 
“On being Lailah’s daughter” by Dr. Kamilah Majied is a tribute by the author to her mother, who was a Buddhist and a Black scholar.  Majied recounts the many ways in which her mother taught her children to think for themselves and excel.  Her mother also instilled wisdom derived from Buddhist teachings and it was this wisdom that guided Majied’s life.  Her immediate and extended family endured a number of untimely deaths due to healthcare disparities for African Americans.  Her mother’s teachings allowed Majied to make friends with the sorrow and see it as part of the Black experience, eventually transforming this suffering into growth.  
“Wholeness is no trifling matter” by Ruth King takes the reader along on her extraordinary journey through life from her early years of being raised in a working-class community in South Central Los Angeles during the Civil Rights era to becoming a Buddhist teacher.  King was one of eight children, and her mother, a single parent, managed them through “high control and severe punishment.”  This environment made showing vulnerability a high risk and King, a sensitive child, was determined to get out as soon as she could.  She became a teenage mother but later divorced the father of her child and completed high school. She later earned a master’s degree in organizational development and became successful in the corporate world.  However, she was always fighting against racism within that world and was not at peace.  While traveling through India, she had a chance encounter at an airport with the Dalai Lama. As he passed by her, their eyes locked for an instant. This experience made a powerful impression on her.  She realized that “in this flawed world, it is possible to look upon others with pure heartedness and acceptance.” (p. 160).  The experience led to a new appreciation of spiritual practices and traditions and she quit her corporate job to pursue this area of life.  Another chance encounter, this time in Beijing, with an African American member of the Board of Spirit Rock, brought King into contact with that organization and with Jack Kornfield.  After undergoing training, including long meditation retreats, she was asked to be a dharma teacher.
King reflects on her experiences over time with white dharma teachers who were “…oblivious to whiteness, its privilege and impact, and an assumption that everyone is all the same or wanted to be.”  (p. 164) These experiences led to anger, confusion and despair, which in turn led to a feeling of separation, “a separation of the heart.”  King asked herself a crucial question: “what would it take for me to walk in a world of racial ignorance, being well and being whole and not shuttering others out of my heart?” (p. 164) She found the answer in the teachings of Theravada Buddhism. These teachings allowed her to move from “being ensnared in suffering to being curious about it” through mindfulness.  (p. 165).  She found agency in learning that one can influence how one relates to what occurs, either internally or externally. King now asks herself daily “how might I see life as art, as ceremony in service to greater well-being for all, without exception?” (p. 170) 
Methods of Practice
The methods of practice discussed by these dharma teachers from different traditions vary, but they share common threads arising from the foundations of Buddhist teachings.  These threads include intense examination and interrogation of the suffering caused by racism and its causes, and the application of practices, including meditation and social engagement, to relieve the suffering of others.  
Strengths/Limitations
This book presents the many different life experiences that led Black dharma teachers to Buddhism. It highlights the breadth of their experience and the anguish they suffered as well as the wisdom, compassion and peace each found through Buddhist practice. The stories of Black dharma teachers, to a greater extent than those told by other dharma teachers in general, help readers appreciate the value of delving into individual and collective suffering in order to travel deeper into the understanding of the dharma.  The book also provides valuable insights and advice to inspire continued activism as part of engaged practice and find nourishment and resilience through practice so that practitioners are not overwhelmed by emotions of rage or hopelessness in response to racism.  While the book provides many references to other books, the inclusion of more specific practices (such as the Benefactor Practices) which Black dharma teachers have found to be particularly helpful would be valuable.  
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