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Responding to Outrageousness

Homage to Thay:  ~ Philosopher, Bertrand Russell 
“Love is wise; hatred is foolish. In this world, which is getting more and 
more closely interconnected, we have to learn to tolerate each other, we 
have to learn to put up with the fact that some people say things that we 
don't like. We can only live together in that way. But if we are to live 
together, and not die together, we must learn a kind of charity and a kind of 
tolerance, which is absolutely vital to the continuation of human life on this 
planet.”  
Our teacher might add:  no only do we need to learn to be tolerant, we 
need to embrace our differences, to appreciate and live the truth of 
interbeing.

I’ve been motivated by recent events to look into the Buddha’s teachings 
on how to respond to difficult—we can say outrageous—-speech, behavior, 
beliefs and action.
All of the teachings of the Buddha focus on transforming suffering in 
ourselves so that we can offer happiness to others.   It is important, then, to 
learn to respond to outrageousness with clarity that doesn’t just liberate us 
from suffering but transforms the very way we see our fellow human 
beings.

We know that it is not just others who speak or act outrageously. 
Do you sometimes respond outrageously when you’re angry with —-(fill in 
the blank.) 
Do you sometimes respond outrageously when you feel overwhelmed by
—- (fill in the blank.)
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How do you respond to others’ outrageous words, actions, behaviors, 
beliefs that you experience directly?

For example, drivers on IH 35 or MoPac?

How do you respond to others’ outrageous words and actions that you 
experience indirectly through the media?

For example:
killing of police
killing by police
violent demonstrations
Politician’s  outrageous speech

Let’s look at 6 practices that can help us respond in appropriate ways—with 
compassion, understanding, equanimity and kindness— to our own 
outrageousness as well as the outrageous words and behaviors we 
experience from others, both directly and indirectly. 

1.   Acknowledge when we are disturbed by our own or others’ outrageous 
speech or behavior. This is not easy for us because we hurt when we pay 
attention to our own difficult behavior and words or to the difficult speech 
and actions of others. But since we can’t transform something that we don’t 
acknowledge exists, we must train ourselves in mindfulness.  One way to 
do that is to listen to the messages our body/mind sends us. 

For example:  When I saw on the news a car running into a crowd—
PBS showed it again and again—I felt, in my belly, an uneasiness.  That 
edgy feeling is the first message our body/mind sends to make us aware 
that something is not “right.”  If we pay attention to that message, since we 
are not yet very invested in the situation, we can easily respond to it in an 
appropriate way. “Appropriate” means a response that benefits us and 
others, that cultivates understanding, compassion and equanimity.  If we 
ignore that message, our body/mind sends a stronger message….. 
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Our body gets tight.  Our jaws, shoulders, neck, arms, hands tighten.  
If we acknowledge the message we can still fairly easily respond with 
kindness.  But if we ignore the message….

We begin to talk to ourself:  we blame, condemn, accuse the other.  
We justify our own point of view. We feel self-righteous.  It is more difficult 
now to stop the momentum—the anger, the fear.  But if we choose to bring 
our attention to the message, we can stop and begin to heal.  If we do not 
acknowledge our suffering, we will….

Say something out loud, something that is not coming from our heart 
but from our suffering:  from our anger, fear, disgust, arrogance.  If this loud 
message from our body/mind finally gets our attention we can stop.  But if 
we ignore this message, too, we….

Act out in some unwholesome—maybe malicious—  way.

Anywhere along the way we could choose to become mindful and stop, 
even transform our strong emotions.  But if we don’t acknowledge the 
messages, we end up responding with words or actions that are without 
compassion, empathy, without kindness.  And of course, the suffering is not 
transformed.
Those who speak or act outrageously are stuck in one of the last 2 steps—
outrageous speech or action.  Their body/mind sent all of the messages—
from edginess to outrageousness, but they—like we do sometimes—
ignored the messages and ended up suffering and causing suffering. 
  

2.  Be aware of your tendency to overreact to outrageousness.  The 
Buddha tells us that nothing can survive without food.  Are you feeding the 
outrageous ones with your reaction to them?
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Do the outrageous ones who act or speak in such provocative ways 
depend on our overreacting to them?  Is that one of the reasons for their 
outrageousness?  
Do you at some level like the excitement, the drama that happens when 
you observe these outrageous events?  
Thay says when you are angry or fearful or feeling some other strong 
emotion to say nothing.  Get still, our teacher says,  sit on your cushion or 
chair, or do walking meditation. Bring your attention to your in-breath and 
out-breath.  Let your attention to your breathing  calm your body. Let it put 
your mind at ease.

3.  Reflect on the possible reasons for the outrageous behavior/action/
speech/beliefs so that you can cultivate understanding.
For example, what are some of the forces that have led to the racism we 
hear and observe? 
My list includes: fear, ignorance, economic causes such as loss of jobs 
through automation, wanting to be with what is familiar, family beliefs/
history; afraid of the unfamiliar, desire to exploit others, low self-esteem, 
peer pressure, lack of empathy, desire for power.
When we manage to understand someone we don’t like, especially a 
difficult person, an outrageous person —including ourselves—it gives us a 
chance to discover the sweet child within.

4.  Be mindful of your own dualistic thinking as well as the dualistic thinking 
of the outrageous ones.  Because of our ancient evolutionary history, 
neuroscientists tell us that our minds are programed to organize ourselves 
into tribes—us vs. them—so it is still— all these eons later—easy to think of 
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ourselves as separate from others.   But we know we can never come 
together in peace if we think we are separate; if we think Neo-Nazis and 
the KKK and the outrageous politicians are not in us; if we think we are not 
in them.

5.  Remember that outrageousness comes in beautiful as well as ugly 
packages.  What is more outrageous than a solar eclipse?  Flowers in the 
rain?  Friends who gather to share experiences and sing together about 
loving-kindness?
Our lives get out of balance, we feel hopeless and helpless if we forget to 
look for and listen for the outrageously beautiful.

6.  We do not want to be frozen by outrageous events any more than we 
want to over-react to them.  Our aspiration is to use whatever comes to us 
as a teaching, a tool for creating happiness, peace, freedom, 
understanding, fearlessness, curiosity, and joy in ourselves and in all 
beings—-even those human beings who act in vulgar, offensive, disgusting 
ways; even if they are carrying torches and spewing the language of Neo-
Nazi hate and fear, even if they hold high office.  
If we fight back with our own words of anger, hate and fear, or with sticks or 
rocks or guns we might feel relief, satisfaction, maybe even pride for a little 
while but that is not the lasting freedom we want for ourselves and all 
beings.   

MLK Jr.:   "The old law of an eye for an eye leaves everyone blind.”
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Only if we speak and act with compassion and understanding can we 
transform our own anger and fear; stop the killing of and by police, and end 
violent demonstrations, racism, hatred, and outrageous speech.  

Each of us can do—must do—something.  Some of us will decide to spend 
more time and effort training ourselves in the practices of compassion, 
openness, understanding, inclusivity.  Some of us will write letters to our 
President or to people in Congress. Some will send messages of love, 
kindness and equanimity on social media.  Those of us who are activists 
might organize peaceful demonstrations.  Some of us will offer songs or 
poetry, beautiful works of art or inspiring stories.  Others of us will sponsor 
compassionate meditations, days of mindfulness, retreats.   

John Snyder:
 Every being in this mad time 

    lives with an arrow in its heart, 
    so said Gautama Buddha. 

    Learn to take the arrow out, 
    he said, then help others 

    do the same. Hate, fear, and anger 
    he said, are like a second arrow 
    beside the first. Take them out! 

    There is no time to argue 
    the fine points of archery. 
    Move out into the world 

    as wounded healers. 
   The world needs this medicine: 

   the strength of your dream, 
    your slowness to judge, 
    your quickness to bless. 
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_()_
May the fruit of our study and practice of responding courageously and 
carefully to outrageous speech, behavior and action benefit ourselves 
which includes our teacher as well as Neo-Nazis, the KKK, White and 
Black Supremacists, outrageous politicians, and violent demonstrators on 
the left and right.

SING:  Amazing Grace/Loving Kindness

August, 2017 
terry cortés-vega, dharmacharya
true virtuous action


