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Generosity

BY PAM WEISS

Pam Weiss is a Buddhist meditation teacher, executive coach and trainer
of coaches. She practiced Zen for almost twenty years, including several
years of monastic training, and is now training with Jack Kornfield through
Spirit Rock Meditation Center in Northern California. She leads a week-
ly meditation group in San Francisco on Wednesday nights at the Unitari-
an Universalist Church, teaches classes inside organizations, and offers
retreats internationally. She happens to be married to Eugene Cash,
another Buddhist (and Diamond Approach) teacher. She spoke at GBF
on December 9, 2007.

group that I lead in San Francisco, we have been talking about dana, which

is the Pali word for giving or generosity. It seems like an appropriate thing to
speak about during what we call the “season of giving,” which mostly looks
like, “Can I get up at 4 a.m. to get in line at Target on Black Friday?” The “sea-
son of giving” has lost its real feeling or intent, so it seems useful to remind our-
selves what this is really about.

Many of you may be familiar with the Buddhist concept of dana. As the
teachings were translated from Asia to the West, one of the traditions that was
brought along was the idea that the teachings themselves are priceless—mean-
ing that there can be no monetary value assigned to the value of waking up to
who or what we are. That idea has come to the West in the tradition of offer-
ing dana for the teachings. Most of you are familiar with the dana basket; it's
not unlike the basket that goes around in a church, for those of you who grew
up in a different tradition. But the meaning of it is not just about putting money
in the basket. There is a beautiful teaching behind the spirit of the dana basket.

Some years ago, when my husband first began teaching in the Buddhist tra-
dition, he would talk about “getting paid by dana.” At one point, I remember
my mother responded to his saying this by tugging on my sleeve and asking,
“Pam, who is this Donna?” She imagined that he had some kind of sugar mama
paying him! Like her, I think there is a lot of confusion about what the teaching
of dana is really about.

In Asia, Buddhist practice was divided: there were the monks and nuns who
lived in a monastery or in the forest and practiced long hours of meditation, and
then there were lay people, who supported the monks and nuns. For lay people,
the primary practice was generosity. And giving to monks and nuns was (and still
is) considered a great honor. In addition to making monetary contributions to the
monastery, there is also a tradition of giving food. I have a friend who practiced
at a monastery in Asia, and when she left, she wanted to make a contribution by

I t’s nice to be here again. For the last several weeks in the Wednesday night



