Green Tara retreat 2009-2010
Equinox and Change
Ven. Thubten Chodron

December 22, 2009 

Sravasti Abbey

Audio file: 08 Tara_equinox and change 12-22-09.mp3

Transcribed by Judith M, Jodi G, Jocelyn & Stan P, Ven. Tarpa
Happy first day of winter! Today is the equinox. I think there are a few Dharma lessons we can learn from it. First of all, everything is changing. So while the days have been getting shorter, starting tomorrow they’re going to start to get longer again. 
If we look at our life, everything is changing like that too, isn’t it? Whatever mood we’re feeling, it’s going to change. If you’re in a bad mood—it’s not going to last forever. If you’re in a good mood, well, if you practice Dharma it’s going to last longer, until you completely eliminate all the afflictions then you don’t have to worry about it going away. But if you’re an ordinary being with afflictions, then your good mood is also going to go away. If we have this perspective on things, that we don’t expect them to always be the same, then it really revolutionizes our way of looking at the world. 
You can see how stuck we get when we expect things are always going to be the same. For example, right now we’re not getting along with somebody, “Oh, well, that means we’re never going to get along with them. It’s doomed! It’s horrible! I’m depressed because there’s no hope at all for ever changing that relationship.” We just get stuck in that view, don’t we? Or we think, “Oh, this person’s fantastic! It’s the most wonderful relationship in the world! I’m going to be eternally happy forever and ever.” You expect that to happen and kerplunk! 
If we expect that things are going to change, that nothing’s going to remain the same, then when change happens we don’t get so moody about it. We aren’t so reactive to these kinds of things. Instead, we just accept them and know that whatever change comes, that also is going to change. I think this just makes our mind a lot more flexible, a lot more peaceful. You feel well today? Well, you won’t feel so well tomorrow. You don’t feel well today? You’ll feel better tomorrow. Instead of getting stuck in how I feel as being everlasting, permanent reality, or expecting the people around us to live forever, or expecting ourselves to live forever. As soon as we just get over this thing of grasping onto permanence, life becomes much easier.

So on the equinox we mark this as if impermanence happened today, as if the days are starting to get longer today. Actually, if you look at it, the days were already in the process of starting to get longer last month when they were getting shorter because each day last month we were getting closer to the equinox when they would start getting longer. They were already starting to get longer even when they were getting shorter. Do you get what I mean? Think about it.

That’s one thing to think about regarding the equinox. The second thing is that today is the official beginning of winter. Now isn’t that a good example of things being labeled arbitrarily. The shortest day of the year is the day we call the first day of winter. Now you could have made it yesterday with the shortest day starting winter, or you could have made it tomorrow with the longest day starting winter. But we just decided it was going to be today. Completely arbitrary, isn’t it? If you think about it, we should have started winter about a month ago because the coldest time is from the end of November to the end of February. That’s the coldest and that should be called winter.

Do you see how things are merely labeled in some kind of arbitrary way? But, since all of us agree on the meaning, it functions like that. We understand each other and we can talk about when winter is, and so on and so forth. I think there’s a lot to learn just from a simple example of the equinox.

Relate our arbitrary description of today as the first day of winter to the word “mine” and how what you call “mine” is very arbitrary. We call this body, “mine.” Actually this body comes from our parents and it comes from all the farmers who grew food that we’ve eaten. There’s nothing about this body that’s mine. So why do I make such a big deal about it? I just arbitrarily gave it this label and then got really attached to the label.

We can look at anything: my glasses, my clothes, my feelings! That’s a big one, isn’t it? My feelings. All of us Sarah Bernhardts of the world know, “My feelings.” What is “my” about the feelings? There are happy feelings, there are sad feelings, and there are different emotions. There’s love, there’s hate. They’re just different things. What is the “mine” about them? We just gave a label and then viewed that label with some kind of incredible meaning. These are mine; therefore I must be them, therefore—we have our whole series of therefores. 
But this is winter. Don’t you understand this is winter? We’re all now supposed to be freezing cold. It was colder a few weeks ago when it was autumn.

What I’m getting at is: we realize that labels are used for functionality, but don’t imbue them with meanings that they don’t have. Don’t project inherent existence onto them. So happy first day of winter! And be warm.
