Notes from Women Transcending Boundaries Meeting

Sunday, January 12, 2003, Jowonio School, Syracuse
Thirty women attended including 6 new first-timers in very snowy and frigid weather.  Dayna Wellmon and Betsy Wiggins welcomed new attendees, encouraged women to continue to invite other women and to suggest topics for future meetings.
Reminder:  Meetings are one hour later 3-5 p.m. at Jowonio School, 3049 East Genesee Street, Syracuse.  Meeting dates scheduled for the rest of the year so far are February 9, March 9, April 13, and May 18 all at Jowonio.
Service Opportunities:
1.  Local Literacy training:  Literacy Volunteers of Greater Syracuse is offering training in January for those interested in teaching English as a second language.  It's a 6-7 week program.  Those interested should contact LVS at 471-1300.  
2.  Women are needed to teach classes to non-American people in our community who want to apply for citizenship including women at the Islamic Society of CNY.  Call Hope Wallace @ 474-1261 to sign up for the citizenship training program with the Refugee Resettlement Program beginning February 1st.   
Program:  Spirituality
Continued from last month when Molly King (Christian), Mary Ann Zeppatello (atheist), and Jeanette Powell (Jewish) spoke about their personal spirituality.
Speakers:  Roko Sherry Chayat (Buddhist), and Sister Beatrice Mohammad (Muslim)
Roko Sherry Chayat: 
Sherry began by pointing out that most of us are afraid of silence, that at many gatherings there is a lot of nervous chatter.  She believes we can't meet one another until we can be quiet with each other.  She is glad there is a place like WTB where we can have openness, share our mutual concerns, support each other, and feel protected.  Women are respected for the honest way that they express their feelings.  She stated that if we are open and alert to our lives, everything is provided to us.  The wealth of world views of the women in WTB is information we can use in our lives.
As an example she read this prayer presented to her by Diana Ryan just before the meeting:

  "The more people I meet the stronger my conviction becomes that the oneness of humanity, founded on understanding and respect, is a realistic and viable basis for our conduct.  Wherever I go this is what I speak about.  I believe that the practice of compassion and love - a genuine sense of brotherhood and sisterhood - is the  universal religion.  It does not matter whether you are a Buddhist or Christian, Muslim or Hindu, or whether you practice religion at all.  What matters is your feeling of oneness with humankind."       ----From How to Practice the Way to a Meaningful Life, the Dalai Lama.
Sherry talked about her personal perspective of spirituality starting when she was quite young as she realized that everyone has shared pain.  She spoke about growing up in the '40s, her father being killed just before WWII ended, being Jewish in Brooklyn with the Holocaust as a huge presence.  As she matured she became aware that many people are killed because of their beliefs  She became sensitized to suffering.  She moved to New Mexico with her mother and new stepfather and was exposed to a new faith - Cherokee.  She understood their appreciation of life's sacredness, that of the environment and how everything is interconnected.  When her family moved back to Brooklyn she felt divorced from the religion of her childhood.  Her best friend was Catholic who assured her she couldn't be Jewish because she didn't have horns.  She tried to go to Temple with her grandparents, and attended Catholic and Protestant churches with her friends.  She was aware of religious difference and developed a strong spiritual yearning. 
Independently Sherry started to meditate.  In the 8th grade she learned about Zen Buddhism in a world cultures class and felt the world brighten for her.  There was little information on Asian cultures and religions until after college when she found Zen studies in New York which has been her path ever since.  She described an instant recognition, a "coming home" in Zen Buddhism.
Sherry's spirituality in Zen Buddhism moves her to believe in the practice of love.  She encouraged us all to wake up to the wonder of every moment.  She said what matters for practitioners of Zen is dedicated commitment.  What is important is what comes from your own experience.  Some call it God.  To practice Zen Buddhism means to pay attention whether in meditation, walking down the street, interacting with others, being aware of the reverential act of all we do.  We always fall down, but then realize we can change.  We all feel regret, but we can apologize and start over.  
Beatrice Mohammed
Beatrice Mohammed spoke next about how Islam has helped her overcome her fears.  She asked if any of us had experienced the death of someone close to us recently.  Quite a few hands went up.  She described how death had become a phobia for her as an adult.  She could not find a satisfying perspective on death as a Christian, but when she became a Muslim she better understood that one must go through death to go to Allah.  
She was called upon to wash and shroud the body of a Muslim sister.  It was extremely difficult for her, but she overcame her feelings when she thought about the fact that her Muslim sister could not do this for herself, that she needed help.  Beatrice more fully realized her own mortality and thought about others in her family who had died before her.  She followed the directions for washing, and described touching her Muslim sister's skin and hair.  She has done 4-5 washing and shroudings now.
Beatrice also spoke of her claustrophobia.  Last year she and her husband were sponsored by the Mosque of CNY to make the "Hajj" to Mecca.  This is one of the 5 pillars of Islam.  Muslims make the pilgrimage to Mecca at least once in their life (if they are physically and financially able).  About a million Muslims participate in this pilgrimage yearly.  Beatrice also had to fly over water (another problem for her because she does not swim) and to be in very close proximity with a large number of people for about a week.  She called on Allah to help her overcome her fears.  She focused on the privilege of being chosen for the Hajj and was able to overcome her fears.  
The Q & A after presentations was so lively we didn't break into small groups because everyone wanted to continue the discussion.  Questions were asked about parallels with Cherokee and Buddhist beliefs, how does a Zen Buddhist meditate, is there meditation in the Islamic, Christian and Jewish faiths?  There was discussion of the notions that prayer and meditation have become too cerebral and disembodied in the Christian and Jewish faiths, but seem embodied in Islam and Buddhism.  How Muslims and Buddhists deal with death was of great interest.
In February and March WTB will continue the life cycle series.  On February 9th we will be discussing marriage/unions, and on March 9th we will talk about dying and death.  At the February meeting we will learn about Muslim law concerning marriage and divorce, and arranged marriages, as well as marriage in Catholic, Hindu, Jewish, Buddhist faith traditions, and same sex unions.  We think this will be a fascinating discussion.  We are going to remain in the large group for the whole meeting as we did in January because so many women wanted to hear all of the discussion instead of breaking into small groups.
If you are interested in contributing to the discussion on marriage/union in February, or the March discussion on dying and death, please contact Jan Garman at 446-4688, or jgarman1@twcny.rr.com.  We welcome everyone's participation and feel strongly that the more viewpoints represented in WTB meetings, the more we understand and appreciate the diversity of women attending WTB meetings.
Betsy Wiggins

