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A message from our chair
Venerable Bhikkhu Bodhi:
Conscientious Compassion
When, in May 2007, I wrote the commentary “A Challenge to
Buddhists” for Buddhadharma magazine, I had no idea the
challenge of the essay would be personally taken up by my
own students and Dharma friends. I had no expectation that
it would serve as the seed from which a new Buddhist
organization would emerge, much less one in which I would
be personally involved. Yet the ways of karma are strange
and inconceivable. Somehow, through apparent
coincidences and unexpected synchronicities, a wonderful
net of conditions has been woven that has brought together
gifted and well‐qualified people from different parts of the
U.S. and united them in this rare endeavor to apply Buddhist
ethical values towards the task of creating a better world.
The word “conscience” may be the key to understanding what we are engaged in. This
is a word that does not have a precise counterpart in the vocabulary of classical
Buddhism, but for me it expresses one of the driving forces behind the expansion of the
Buddha’s teaching through the course of history. In my thinking, it also represents the
special task we face as Buddhists in engaging with the modern world.
Buddhists often speak of compassion, but through over‐use this word has lost its punch,
coming to mean little more than a pious feeling of sympathy for the destitute and
downtrodden. In my view, “a pious feeling of sympathy” does not sufficiently convey the
urgency of the mission imposed on us by our stark confrontation with global destitution
and suffering. For this reason I prefer to couple the word “compassion” with the word
“conscience,” and say that what we require most, in seeking to address the world’s
plight, is an attitude that combines both in a larger synthesis. That is, what we need as
the spur for transformative action is a compassionate sense of conscience which is, at
the same time, a conscientious compassion.
By the word “conscience,” I don’t mean a feeling of guilt or remorse for one’s wrongful
deeds. I understand the term in a different sense, as signifying a compelling urge to express
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one’s ethical ideals in concrete action. Conscience, as I see it, moves in two directions, one
ascending and the other descending. The ascending movement of conscience propels us
upward, so that we always aim for what is higher, striving to embody our noblest, most
sublime, and most exalted ideals ever more fully in our deeds and relationships.
Conscience, however, also points downwards. First, it forces us to look, honestly and
bluntly, at ourselves. Conscience makes us burn with pain when we perceive our
personal faults and shortcomings; it compels us to make a firm resolve to change
ourselves, to rectify our conduct and prune the wild stirrings of the heart. But this
downward gaze of conscience, to be complete, should not stop with matters purely
personal. It must also govern our relationship to the wider world. We live at a time
when conscience is in short supply. Political power is often misused by those who hold
it to entrench themselves and their buddies—to favor the few at the expense of the
many. The gap in standards of living between the rich and the poor mocks our sense of
equity. Daily we see justice subverted, hear the drumbeat of war sounded more loudly,
witness poverty sweeping away helpless victims as a tidal wave sweeps away a sleeping
village. Surely, we tell ourselves, this cannot be tolerated. Surely, we feel, we must work
to redress these abuses and injustices. Surely, we hope, we can make a difference.
This is where conscience shapes our moral commitments. Conscience is the deep voice
within that bids us strive to mend a world torn apart by violence, exploitation, and
injustice. Conscience is the voice that constantly reminds us of the great disparity between
our expectations, as determined by our sense of goodness and justice, and the hard reality
in which we move, in which injustice, violence, and cynicism hug the spotlight. Conscience
is the voice that describes how the world with which our lives are entwined falls terribly
short of what it should be, moving us to act in such a way that the world might better
measure up to how we envisage it might be. The voice of conscience calls upon us to
fashion a global order that more fully embodies peace, harmony, and mutual respect; it
beckons us to work towards a society that offers justice and opportunity to all.
In Buddhism, we often speak about the need to develop compassion towards all
sentient beings, but too often we let this beautiful rhetoric comfort us rather than move
us to take the practical steps needed to ameliorate their suffering. Yet, when it is
coupled with a sense of conscience, compassion can work wonders. True compassion
means feeling the suffering of others as our own. If it is real compassion, it won’t
console us but shake us up and shred us at our core. The sense of conscience drives us
out into the bonfire of life to rescue those engulfed by the flames of misery and despair.
When compassion and conscience are joined together seamlessly, as a conscientious
compassion and a compassionate sense of conscience, we acquire the key to redeem the
world from its tribulations and promote the reign of justice that has inspired noble
souls through time immemorial.
One of the most heart‐rending symptoms of social injustice today is the widespread
persistence of chronic hunger and malnutrition. Indeed, as the current financial
downturn plunges ever more people deeper into poverty, the ranks of the hungry
steadily increase. This year marks the first time in history that the number of people
afflicted by chronic hunger has surpassed a billion. It is hard for one who has not
experienced hunger—experienced it in the marrow of one’s bones—to understand how
much misery hunger can bring: the sapping of one’s vitality; debilitating lethargy; the
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loss of interest in everything but food; the anguish felt as one sinks from weariness
towards crippling illness and death. When this condition enfolds the lives of a billion
people, with perhaps a billion more subsisting on sub‐standard diets, the immensity of
this suffering boggles the mind.
As an experience of suffering shared by many, global hunger should awaken our
compassion. It should tear down the walls of the heart, allowing entrance to the pain of
the world and an outflow of soothing empathy. As a manifestation of social injustice, it
should prick our sense of conscience. It should stoke in us a fierce, unquenchable flame,
compelling us to strive to alter the social and economic forces that subject whole
populations to such a cruel fate.
By establishing Buddhist Global Relief, we have created a channel for expressing both
compassion and conscience. Our progress in the first year of our existence has been
remarkably rapid, and we have advanced valiantly, even without a full‐scale fundraising
drive, mainly through word of mouth. Starting in late December, 2008, we have
launched three pilot projects, which have won the admiration of our partners on the
ground and the gratitude of our beneficiaries. We have three new projects in the
pipeline. Hopefully, as our resources increase, we will be able to initiate new projects
while continuing to support those already underway.
Though we have started on a small scale, we should recognize that our work holds great
promise for the future. BGR represents one of the few attempts among present‐day
Buddhists to give concrete expression to a Buddhist sense of conscience in redressing
one of the most poignant manifestations of social and economic injustice. BGR is an
organization with a mission: to provide relief to those afflicted by lack of sufficient food
and enable them to lead fulfilling, meaningful, and rewarding lives.
As we head into the future, let us each be guided in our own ways by the inspiring ideals
expressed so beautifully in the Vows of Samantabhadra:
“May I be a good doctor for those who suffer from illness,
a guide for those who have gone astray,
a lamp for those who dwell in darkness,
a source of treasure for those in poverty and need.”
We each have our own unique ways of exemplifying these vows, dependent on our
individual talents, aptitudes, and opportunities. Some will play major roles, as BGR
officers, Board members, committee members, and volunteers; others will assist
through their generosity of heart, by making regular donations, and by giving moral
support to our mission. It is through cooperation and shared endeavor among everyone
involved that we can succeed. We have brought together a number of people with
hearts inspired by deep compassion, dedicated to social justice, who have the skills and
experience needed to enable us to help the disadvantaged people of the world. To
repeatedly dedicate ourselves to the task of removing the sufferings of others, and
promoting their true well‐being, is to answer the call of conscience swelling up from our
inner depths. To work selflessly for the welfare of others, to rescue them from the brink
of misery, despair, and death, is also to find in our own lives an abundant source of
happiness and a joyful fount of meaning.
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Hunger Relief Project Updates
Sri Lanka in Crisis
Buddhist Global Relief has made a $10,000
grant to Sarvodaya to help alleviate the
suffering of internally displaced persons (IDPs)
now living in government‐run camps in the
north of the island. The camps hold between
250,000 and 300,000 refugees. Tens of
thousands of civilians who were until recently
trapped between troops and rebels in the final
war zone in the northeast are now living in
these camps. The BGR grant will help
Sarvodaya meet its goal of providing food to about 30,000 people daily in this especially
hard‐hit region. The human health impacts are staggering. According to one survey, over
a third of pregnant women in the camps are at risk. Forty percent of pregnant women,
many children under five, and 50% of lactating women are anemic. Sarvodaya is the most
respected non‐governmental organization in Sri Lanka, founded by Dr. A.T. Ariyaratne,
"the Gandhi of Sri Lanka." Any donations that we raise beyond the $10,000 granted to
Sarvodaya will enable us to provide additional assistance to this relief effort.
It costs $1 for three healthy meals for a person per day.
Just $30 will feed a person three meals daily for a month.
You can donate online at http://buddhistglobalrelief.org/donation.html. Information to
donate by mail is online as well. You can also help by forwarding this article to everyone
you know with a request for their support. Please post this info on your blog, Facebook,
Twitter, Myspace, and Orkut pages.

Current Projects:
MYANMAR/BURMA: Cyclone Nargis Relief
In the wake of 2008's cyclone Nargis,
Myanmar experienced heart‐wrenching
human and financial losses, unparalleled in
the country's history. Save the Children (STC),
the largest international aid agency currently
working in Myanmar, responded quickly and
effectively to the massive suffering. BGR
funded STC's efforts to help the people most
affected return to some semblance of a
normal existence. Malnutrition was
widespread even before the storm. STC's
priorities in this area include improving infant
and child nutrition and supporting families
(continued on next page)

Children queue to receive soup with
vegetables and beans at a Save the Children
food distribution point. In any natural disaster
children are among the most vulnerable.
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whose livelihoods were lost due to the storm through food assistance and through
training and temporary employment. As a result of this work many children have
returned to school, families are restarting their livelihoods or finding new ways to
support their households, and the public health of the most hard‐hit areas has been
improved through sanitation and nutrition projects.
SRI LANKA: Women’s Livelihood Program
This project was implemented in December 2008 in partnership with the Sarvodaya
Women’s Movement (SWM), a branch of Sarvodaya. The project originally aimed to
support women in developing home gardens
and selling their produce in market. It
naturally expanded to include sewing, wick
production, and a variety of other home‐based
livelihoods that allow poor women without
space for gardens to be productive and earn
more for their families. Seela Ebert, Director of
SWM, reports that the recipients of our aid
were “the poorest of the poor.” SWM identified
the projects according to the availability of
resources within the women’s household as
well as the home location, diversifying the
This striking photo was sent to BGR by
Sarvodaya Women’s Movement and some of
products to avoid competition among women
the recipients to show their deep appreciation
in the same district.
for BGR's modest gift to them.
VIETNAM: Feeding patients at Tam Binh
Hospital, “Hospital of Love”
Unlike their Western counterparts, hospitals in
Vietnam customarily do not provide meals for
patients, so impoverished families sometimes
must choose between feeding themselves and
feeding their loved ones who are in the
hospital. BGR funds enable each of fourteen
Red Cross volunteer teams to prepare meals
for patients for four weeks. In total, between
Red Cross volunteers preparing meals for
14,000 and 16,800 meals will be provided to
patients at Hospital “Da Khoa Huyen Tam
patients over a period of 13 months, beginning Binh” in South Vietnam. Center, Dr. Kim Hai
Bui, Director of Wellness Global Foundation,
in January 2009. Funds are used to purchase
representing BGR.
tofu, vegetables, spices and charcoal for
cooking. Rice is provided by the local government. This grant from BGR helps to relieve
families of the burden of making heartbreaking decisions about how to distribute
limited household food resources.
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Upcoming Projects:
CAMBODIA: Critical Rice Support for Girl
Scholarship Recipients and their Families
BGR is partnering with Lotus Outreach
International to support their Girls’ Access To
Education (GATE) scholarship program for the
nine month school term from October 2009
through June 2010. These primary and
secondary school scholarships not only cover the
indirect costs of education such as materials,
uniforms, and transportation, but provide the
poorest families with enough rice to allow the girls to remain in school. BGR will provide a
grant to supply critical monthly rice support to the families of at‐risk and exploited girl
students in Siem Reap and Banteay Meanchey. BGR's grant will enable Lotus Outreach
to provide 15,300 kilograms of rice—over 75,000 meals—to 50 impoverished families
in the coming school year! The families rank among the poorest 10% of scholarship
recipients. This rice support will not only alleviate immediate hunger for the girls and their
families, but will ensure the girls will not be taken out of school and put to work. Only 11%
of Cambodian girls attend secondary school compared to 43% more broadly in the
developing world. 42% of girls over the age of 15 have never attended school—twice the
rate of their male counterparts. Girls who lack basic education find themselves with very
limited economic opportunities, and such desperation leads many to turn to the sex trade.
NIGER: Critical Micronutrient Distribution to
Children and Women in Zinder, Niger
Pending grant application approval, BGR will soon be
partnering with Helen Keller International (HKI) in
providing critical nutritional care to women and young
children in Zinder, Niger. The Zinder region of Niger has
one of the world’s highest mortality rates of children
under five, estimated at 262 deaths for every 1,000
births. HKI’s nutrition project in Zinder aims to reduce
childhood malnutrition, morbidity, and mortality in the
region by increasing the capacity of local health care
providers. The project implements a range of
interventions that includes micronutrient
supplementation, growth promotion, and improved diets for mothers, pregnant women,
and children. With the BGR grant support, HKI plans to increase the effectiveness of the
micronutrient supplementation component of the program by establishing community‐
based distribution of micronutrients through the village volunteer teams. Buddhist Global
Relief is the first Buddhist organization to support a HKI program in West Africa. To learn
more about the disturbing malnutrition and hunger situation in West Africa, see the May
23rd article and video by The New York Times columnist, Nicholas Kristof:
http://video.nytimes.com/video/2009/05/23/opinion/1194840444658/hidden‐hunger.html.
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Welcome
Ven. Heng Sure: BGR Adviser
Ven. Heng Sure, President of the Dharma Realm Buddhist
Association, has accepted a role as an Adviser with BGR.
He was ordained as a Buddhist monk in 1976 under the
great Chinese Tripitaka Master Hsuan Hua, founder of the
City of Ten Thousand Buddhas. For the sake of world
peace, he undertook a pilgrimage of over six hundred
miles from South Pasadena to Ukiah, California,
repeatedly taking three steps and one bow to cover the
entire route. In the entire two years and nine months
taken to make the pilgrimage and for three years
following, he observed a practice of total silence. Rev.
Heng Sure has an M.A. in Oriental Languages from UC
Berkeley, and a Ph.D. from the Graduate Theological
Union in Berkeley. He serves as the Managing Director of the Berkeley Buddhist
Monastery and teaches on the staff at the Institute for World Religions. Rev. Heng Sure
is active in interfaith dialogue and teaches a course in Buddhist‐Christian Dialogue at
the Graduate Theological Union. He has recently published two audio CDs of English‐
language Buddhist music and stories.
Kim Behan: BGR Executive Director
BGR is happy to now have Kim Behan serving as
the Executive Director for the organization. Kim
will be fulfilling a new and much needed
position. Kim graduated with a Masters degree
in Telecommunications from the University of
Colorado in Boulder and worked as a software
engineer with Bell Laboratories and its affiliates
for more than 28 years. She recently retired
from her work to devote her full effort towards
helping the poor and underprivileged people of
the world. Since 2005, Kim has raised funds to provide critical rice support to the poor
in the remote villages of Vietnam and to offer financial assistance to poor and
handicapped children in rural areas. In May 2007, she and her sister, Dr. Bui Kim Hai,
co‐founded Wellness Global Foundation, which provides medical and educational aid to
the needy in Vietnam. She is a founding member of BGR and during its first year served
as Board member and Chair of the Hunger Relief Committee. As Executive Director, Kim
manages operations, hunger projects, donor relations, and fundraising efforts for BGR.
Kim will be replaced as Chair of the Hunger Relief Committee by BGR Board member
Patti Price, formerly the Northeast Regional Director of CARE and currently Director of
Planned Giving at Moravia College in Pennsylvania.
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Recent Programs and Events
February 10th: Dharma Punx NYC and BGR
Dharma Punx in NYC invited BGR to make a presentation after one of their Tuesday
evening Dharma talks and Meditation sessions led by Josh Korda. About 70 people
attended and several people afterward offered their services as volunteers.
February 28th: Ven. Bhikkhu Bodhi
at Rubin Museum
Bhante moderated a discussion about the
movie "Dalai Lama Renaissance" at the
Rubin Museum of Himalayan Art in New
York on Saturday, February 28th.
Approximately 120 people attended in an
auditorium that seats 137. During his talk,
Bhante spoke about Buddhist Global Relief
and 60 brochures were taken from the
stacks. We thank Louise Brooks,
Coordinator of Community Relations and
Outreach at Rubin Museum, for giving us this opportunity to publicize our mission.
June 6th: Change Your Mind Day
On Saturday, June 6, Ven. Bhikkhu Bodhi gave a Dharma talk and led a loving‐kindness
meditation at the “Change Your Mind Day” in Ridgewood, NJ. Here, too, Ven. Bodhi
spoke about the mission and work of BGR, and many brochures were distributed at the
event. Joan Hogetsu Hoeberichts, abbot of Heart Circle Sangha, which hosted the event,
is also an adviser to BGR. This past March, Joan was honored in Bangkok as one of the
Outstanding Women in Buddhism.
June 20th and 21st: Clearwater Festival:
Great Hudson River Revival
Tom Spies, Treasurer of BGR, had the great
idea of reserving a booth for BGR in the
activist section during the annual Great
Hudson River Revival festival at Croton Point
Park in Croton‐on‐the Hudson, NY. Though it
rained all weekend, Tom was able to talk to
many people about our mission and projects
and distributed brochures. The Great Hudson
River Revival is produced by the nonprofit
environmental organization, Hudson River
Sloop Clearwater, Inc. All proceeds go directly to support Clearwater’s environmental
research, education, and advocacy efforts to help preserve and protect the Hudson River
and its tributaries, as well as communities in the river valley.
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Miscellaneous News
BGR Article Published in Summer
Issue of Buddhadharma
An edited version of a more comprehensive
article that member Jennifer Wheeler wrote and
Ven. Bhikkhu Bodhi submitted was featured on
page 21 of the summer issue of Buddhadharma:
The Practitioner’s Quarterly. It was also presented
as the lead article at mahasanghanews.com
where it refers the reader to BGR's website.
BGR to be featured on
“Networks of Grace” Website
An upcoming website called "Networks of Grace,"
being established under the guidance of scholar,
mystic, and spiritual writer Andrew Harvey, will
include BGR in its "mandala" of spiritual activist organizations. We appreciate the
ongoing support of Mr. Harvey, who also refers to BGR in his upcoming book on
spiritual activism, The Hope. The following excerpt is from a list he offers of practices a
person could undertake to develop a sense of solidarity with others: “Make a
commitment to miss one meal in the coming twenty‐four hours and send a check for the
money you would have spent on it to a reputable organization dealing with world
hunger. I strongly recommend BUDDHIST GLOBAL RELIEF (BGR). BGR focuses on
providing food aid to the hungry of the third world and on supporting projects aimed to
develop better long‐term methods of food production and management; it is run
economically and by devoted people. Turn to its website www.buddhistglobalrelief.org
for further details. ANY check, even for five dollars, will help far more than you can
imagine. Never forget that almost two billion people live on less than a dollar a day.”
Thank you, Mr. Harvey!
Ven. Bhikkhu Bodhi in the Bay Area
This past April, Bhante visited California and taught at several Buddhist centers in the
San Francisco Bay Area. He gave a two‐week course at the Dharma Realm Buddhist
University in the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas and the Master Hua Memorial Lecture
at the Pacific School of Religion in Berkeley. He also spoke at Abhayagiri Monastery,
Spirit Rock, the Maha Bodhi Society (Sunnyvale), Insight Meditation Center (Redwood
City), and Insight Meditation South Bay (Mountain View). Throughout his visit, he
spoke about the work of BGR, which resulted in generous contributions to support
our projects.
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The Time to Change is Now:
A Buddhist Declaration on Climate Change
As an issue closely connected to the world food supply, planetary climate change is
critically important to BGR. Since our primary mission is to address the problem of
global hunger, we want to share with you this pan‐Buddhist Declaration on Climate
Change, The Time To Act Is Now, co‐authored by BGR adviser David Loy and BGR
chairperson Bhikkhu Bodhi, with scientific input from micro‐biologist John Stanley. We
hope you will take the time to read and sign this Declaration and study the Buddhist
Climate Project website at http://www.ecobuddhism.org/. The first to sign the
declaration was the Dalai Lama. Many other prominent Buddhist leaders and teachers
have already added their signatures.

Thank you for taking the time to read about the work of BGR.
Please feel welcome to share this bulletin with your friends, family,
and Dharma center.

Subscribe: Readers who did not receive this newsletter emailed
directly from BGR will need to subscribe to receive future issues at
http://buddhistglobalrelief.org/contactUs.php.

Donate: A large number of small gifts can combine to create a
mass of funds to use to aid those in need. Please donate at
http://buddhistglobalrelief.org/donation.html.

Help: If you would like to lend a “helping hand” to BGR, give us your
ideas, or become more informed, please contact our Executive Director,
Kim Behan at kbehan@buddhistglobalrelief.org.

helping hands
newsletter

volume 1 no. 2 : summer 2009

www.buddhistglobalrelief.org
email: contactus@buddhistglobalrelief.org

10

