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Pelmo in Arizona
One Saturday, the chaplain at Arizona State told me there was a prisoner at Alhambra Reception Center, not far from Phoenix, who said he was Buddhist and was refusing to eat. Would I go to see him?

“Sure,” I said. “I’ll go.”

The chaplain took me to the solitary cells. You go down this corridor and there are all these cells, forty of them, each with one man in them. They’re maybe 8 x 4 foot. I mean, a lion’s cage is bigger. And there’s all this screaming. And I’m here all dressed in white with my long hair and my shawl.

We were stopping in front of each cage. We were blessing each prisoner. The chaplain is amazing how he does the blessing. He is talking about the bible. You could feel the Holy Spirit, you could feel the love there.

He was introducing me to all the prisoners. And they’re all screaming and I can’t understand what they’re saying. I am thinking, “Lama Zopa, Lama Zopa. What would Lama Zopa do here?”

The doors are iron and there’s this little hole. They bring a chair for me to sit outside this door and this hole, and then they put a guard next to me on one side, the chaplain on the other, and another guard behind me. I put my face close to the hole, and the guard says, “Don’t do that! He might strangle you!”

I was there to help, but I had to be skillful: the state of Arizona, who have been very kind for us, had asked me to go in and talk to this man and make him eat. But I also needed to be skillful because the guy was saying that he was Buddhist. I had the chaplain and two corrections officer next to me monitoring everything I was telling the guy. 

The guy, he had no fat on his body. He was saying that he needed to eat vegetarian food and there was no way he was going to eat any food that came from the prison kitchen. A huge political problem, you know? Imagine: a Buddhist fasting and dying; really bad publicity. 

I start talking to him. “It’s great that you’re Buddhist and it’s great that you want to become a vegetarian.” I told him about Buddha, how he first tried starving himself in order to gain liberation, but then he decided to eat, because it’s about finding the middle way; it’s about making sure that your mind works well. 

I told him that whoever is making the food, they’re making it with love. So you need to accept the love that the people are putting into feeding your body, this body that is going to be of benefit to others. 

And I told him that even if monks who are vegetarian visit someone, if they are offered meat or something they don’t like, they are supposed to eat it. Being Buddhist is about being flexible, about accepting your circumstances. 

He was very sad. He was stuck into “I’m Buddhist and I cannot eat meat and I’m not going to eat.” Anyway, I told him that we’re going to send LPP books. 

I stayed there for like an hour, a really good hour. And he didn’t strangle me. He understood about the middle way. He was crying at the end of my teaching. 

I told him, “If there is anything you need, you can call us and we will be there to help you.” I explained the benefit of the precious human life and it’s so important to take care of your body. And he got it. 

It seems he started eating again. 
I told the chaplain, “If he doesn’t eat, call me and I will come back.”

