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Overview 

Thank you for your involvement in this initiative, designed to provide members of Minnesota’s 
faith communities an opportunity to help formulate policies and legislative proposals to make 
public safety procedures more equitable and conducive to the wellbeing of individuals and 
communities throughout our state.  
 
Stages of the Project 

The following steps form the basis of this project: 
 

Step 1: Commissioner of Public Safety John Harrington meets with participating clergy and 
presents a hypothetical moral dilemma that deals with a serious challenge likely to be 
faced by public safety officers. The dilemma is composed in such a way as to encourage 
reflection and discussion in the clergy members’ congregations about very real and 
troubling quandaries that can arise in the course of maintaining public safety. 
 
Step 2: Clergy present Commissioner Harrington’s dilemma to their congregations. This 
can be done as part of a sermon, an education session, or in other ways suitable to the 
congregation. Presentation of the dilemma is followed by an initial discussion in which 
congregants reflect on the dilemma in light of their own experience and best judgment.  
 
Step 3: The dilemma presented in Step 2 is reexamined and discussed in light of sources 
drawn from the congregation’s religious tradition. This second discussion should take place 
after an intentional, intervening break from the initial discussion (Step 2 above), so that 
participants are given time to further reflect on the complexity of the dilemma before 
grappling with authoritative texts.  

 
The traditional sources included in Section II of this Guide are provided for use during the 
second discussion (Step 3 above). These curricula have been composed for multiple faith 
traditions and are intended to enrich and extend discussion of the dilemma in light of the 



tenets and norms of the congregation’s religious community. Which sources to use – 
whether chosen from those provided in the Guide or found elsewhere – is at the discretion 
of discussion leaders.  
 
In planning for the dilemma discussions, the following points should be kept in mind: 
 

A. Discussions should include opportunities for participants to reconsider their initial 
approach to the dilemma. One way discussion leaders can encourage participants 
to do this is by helping them to view the dilemma from the viewpoint of each of 
the persons mentioned in the story, along with other implicit or otherwise 
pertinent perspectives. Asking participants to take up this challenge for one 
another, rather than relying on the leader to identify and describe perspectives, 
can prompt more active participation in the discussion, promote careful listening, 
and evoke relevant personal experiences to be pondered and shared with the 
group. In the process, the odds that participants will feel comfortable moving from 
a foregone conclusion to more careful reflection is likely to increase. 

 
B. Dilemmas present circumstances in which simply affirming a particular value or 

ideal may come up short if, having affirmed that value, further discussion suggests 
that it collides with another principle one would also choose to affirm, e.g., 
individual rights vs. social responsibility, abiding by the law vs. reaching out to 
someone who is suffering, responsibilities to those with whom one has a special 
relationship vs. duties toward all people, etc. Discussion leaders can help 
participants to see these potential conflicts, and to grapple with them. What-if 
variations of the dilemma can be helpful in this regard, e.g., what if you were 
related to person A in this story? What if you were related to person B? 

 
C. Three points should be kept in mind regarding the inclusion of sources from a 

congregation’s sacred tradition in a discussion: 
 

a. Each of our congregations is heir to a long and rich tradition devoted to 
articulating the mission of the religious body of which the congregation is a 
part. Our project is situated in congregations in the hope that our reflections, 
discussions, and conclusions might help to extend this ongoing process, within 
us, and among us. 

b. Study of traditional sources can expand the range of perspectives represented 
in the group. In this respect, the intercultural dimension of this project begins, 
to some degree, within each tradition, in as much as traditional texts, when 
originating in circumstances different from those shared by the discussants, 
not only informs but expands the circle of voices heard in the discussion. 

c. Whichever sources a discussion leader may choose to introduce, their intended 
role isn’t to end discussion, but to deepen it. 

 
Step 4: After reexamination of the dilemma in light of the congregation’s sacred tradition, 
congregants assist in composing a report to Commissioner Harrington on issues raised by 
and reflections on the dilemma. It is recommended that each congregation appoint a 
Learning Coordinator to ensure this step is completed; a short job description for this role 



can be found at https://interfaithaction.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/12/IFA-Learning-
Coordinator-Job-Desc-final.pdf. A written summary is submitted to project evaluators 
Charmagne and Michael Patton.  
 
Step 5: Steps 2-4 are repeated for each dilemma presented by the Commissioner. Reports 
are prepared following each cycle. 
 
Step 6: Project evaluators Charmagne and Michael Patton integrate pertinent observations 
and recommendations in the reports from the congregations into a single, publicly 
available report for the Minnesota Department of Public Safety. 

 
Goals of the Project 
 

From principles to concrete applications 

• To move beyond abstract principles to actionable input that might prove of value to the 
DPS; 
 

An inclusive conversation 

• To involve hundreds, perhaps thousands of people in these exchanges statewide, with 
the potential for intercommunal conversations and ongoing dialogue with the DPS; 
 

Reasoning together 

• To provide a platform for diverse faith communities to engage in thoughtful reflection 
on how best to approach current issues in public safety in light of their own 
experience, their best judgment, and their particular faith tradition; 
 

Listening to our faith traditions as we listen to one another 

• To bring the faith communities’ distinctive values and text-based input to the civic table 
shared by all Minnesotans; 

 
Faith communities and the common good 

• To further integrate the faith communities into the civic infrastructure of our state; 
 

Faith communities helping to build community                               

• To build a habit of mind in the faith communities of bringing the full strength of their 
hearts and minds to bear on the most pressing issues in our civic life. 

  



Introduction 

The literature and embodied practice of Buddhism spans 2500 years and many distinct 
cultures. This document does not claim to summarize the views of Buddhists or Buddhism on 
the subject of policing. A central theme of one Buddhist tradition which forms my practice, 
Yogacara, is that all beings see the world through the lens of their conditioning. As editor of 
this document and a white male US citizen raised middle-class, I believe that I see the world, 
and thus the issue of policing, in a particular conditioned way. May our engagement with this 
material create conditions for a safer and more just world. 
 
Generally speaking, Buddhist texts provide little emphasis on what we would call policing, 
incarceration, or punishment. Many of the canonical texts we provide here relate to how one 
should relate to harmful acts such as lying, theft, and murder.  It seems likely that more texts 
on this matter exist, but are not the ones that have been translated into English. Although it is 
probable that Buddhists have been both supporting and resisting state systems of public 
safety and policing in many countries for 2500 hundred years, understanding this history is 
beyond the scope of this project, due to these limitations in translated texts.  
 
In general, the teachings of Early Buddhism have focused on individual action (karma) as that 
which creates the wheel of life and death (samsara), and how to get off the wheel and to 
liberation (nirvana). For example, rather than teaching about how policing should work, they 
teach how an individual should refrain from and respond to violence, lying, and theft. This 
approach is intended to improve the lives of individuals and the collective which are 
inseparable, and creates the ground for liberation from any form of clinging to anything 
whatsoever, including one’s possessions, body, and life.  
 
In Mahayana and Vajrayana teachings these ideas are extended to demonstrate that there 
isn’t actually anything to cling to, since all phenomena are empty of separateness. This 
paradoxically is the basis for the Mahayana emphasis on collective liberation, on the 
aspiration to stay within the realm of suffering as long as it takes for everyone to be free, to 
realize the freedom that’s already here. Here we find stories of practitioners blithely accepting 
punishment for harms they did not commit, and bemoaning the fact that they cannot give 
everything to those who rob them. 
 
This curriculum provides a series of canonical texts followed by several recent historical 
perspectives on Buddhism and policing. In this last section, the articles by police captain and 
Buddhist teacher Cheri Maples are particularly germane. Of the canonical Buddhist texts, they 
are often practical, but the practices they invite are enormously challenging to a conventional 
self-protective worldview. There is no reason to think they would apply differently to police, 
people involved in criminal activities, or other citizens. 
 
  



Primary sources 

We have included an array of texts here in rough chronological order. 
 
Dhammapada verses: 

129. All tremble at violence; all fear death. Putting oneself in the place of another, one should 
not kill nor cause another to kill. 

130. All tremble at violence; life is dear to all. Putting oneself in the place of another, one 
should not kill nor cause another to kill. 

131. One who, while himself seeking happiness, oppresses with violence other beings who 
also desire happiness, will not attain happiness hereafter. 

132. One who, while himself seeking happiness, does not oppress with violence other beings 
who also desire happiness, will find happiness hereafter. 

201 Victory begets, enmity the defeated dwell in pain, happily the peaceful live, discarding 
both victory and defeat. 
 
197 Happy indeed we live, friendly amidst the hostile, amidst hostile men we dwell free from 
hatred. 
 
An excerpt from the Kutadana Sutta Digha Nikaya 5. The complete sutta is here: 
https://tipitaka.fandom.com/wiki/Kutadanta_Sutta. This also appears in In the Buddha’s 
Words, Bhodi, pp  134-136.  

 This is the most explicit and simplest message in canonical Buddhist literature that we found 
about how public safety and criminality should be addressed on a systemic level. 

‘Thereupon The Brahman who was chaplain said to the king: "the king's country, Sire, is 
harassed and harried. there are dacoits abroad who pillage the villages and townships, and 
who make the roads unsafe. Were the king, so long as that is so, to levy a fresh tax, verily his 
majesty would be acting wrongly. But perchance his majesty might think: 'I'll soon put a stop 
to these scoundrels' game by degradation and banishment, and fines and bonds and death!' 
But their license cannot be satisfactorily put a stop to so. the remnant left unpunished would 
still go on harassing the realm. Now there is one method to adopt to put a thorough end to 
this disorder. Whosoever there be in the king's realm who devote themselves to keeping cattle 
and the farm, to them let his majesty the king give food and seed-corn. Whosoever there be in 
the king's realm who devote themselves to trade, to them let his majesty the king give capital. 
Whosoever there be in the king's realm who devote themselves to government service, to 
them let his majesty the king give wages and food. then those men, following each his own 
business, will no longer harass the realm, the king's revenue will go up; the country will be 



quiet and at peace; and the populace, pleased one with another and happy, dancing their 
children in their arms, will dwell with open doors."  

Yodhavjiva Sutta, the Warrior Sutta 
This sutta makes explicit that those from a warrior caste experience the same results from 
doing violence as anyone else; their violence results in suffering, as is universally true. The 
sutta may be a bit long and challenging to interpret if one is not familiar with an 
understanding caste and karma in Early Buddhist cultures, if you’d like to read the sutta it is 
here: https://www.accesstoinsight.org/tipitaka/sn/sn42/sn42.003.than.html 
 
Angulimala Sutta 
This popular sutta is quite lengthy so we have provided a link rather than the full text here. It 
recounts a story of the Buddha hearing of a mass murderer, going to meet him, offering him 
and having him accept ordination, keeping him by his side, and resulting encounters with the 
community. https://www.accesstoinsight.org/tipitaka/mn/mn.086.than.html 
 
Kakacupama Sutta: The Simile of the Saw 
The whole text of the sutta is at this link, but the excerpt here will suffice for this study. 
https://www.accesstoinsight.org/tipitaka/mn/mn.021x.than.html 
"Monks, even if bandits were to carve you up savagely, limb by limb, with a two-handled saw, 
he among you who let his heart get angered even at that would not be doing my bidding. Even 
then you should train yourselves: 'Our minds will be unaffected and we will say no evil words. 
We will remain sympathetic, with a mind of good will, and with no inner hate. We will keep 
pervading these people with an awareness imbued with good will and, beginning with them, 
we will keep pervading the all-encompassing world with an awareness imbued with good will 
— abundant, expansive, immeasurable, free from hostility, free from ill will.' That's how you 
should train yourselves.” 
 
Although this may seem impractical or far fetched it is useful to recall that in the last hundred 
years many people involved in non-violent movements such as the civil rights movement have 
in fact been beaten, tortured, and killed while refraining from violence and maintaing an ethic 
of universal love. These movements were means to encounter and end harms created by both 
criminal and legal acts; they were acts promoting public safety. 
 
The Edicts of Ashoka  
Along with the Pali texts cited above, these are some of the earliest known Buddhist texts, 
inscribed on stones in the 3rd Century BCE. They are understood to be the work of the Indian 
Emperor Ashoka who converted to Buddhism. Generally, these edicts are exhortations to the 
populace to create a culture based on Buddhist principles, and instructions for how to govern 
on Buddhist principles.  There is little known about the legal and policing methods of the time. 
There are no extant explanations for how state violence as prescribed in the edict below 
(execution of criminals) is justified in a Buddhist context where non-violence is extolled as 
fundamental. However, it is widely understood that this edict increased mercy and justice 
relative to what was conventionally practiced at the time. 



 
“Just as one entrusts his child to an experienced nurse, and is confident that the experienced 
nurse is able to care for the child satisfactorily, so my rajukas [officers] have been appointed 
for the welfare and happiness of the country people. In order that they may fulfill their 
functions fearlessly, confidently, and cheerfully, I have given them independent authority in 
judgment and punishment. But it is desirable that there should be uniformity in judicial 
procedure and punishment. 
 
This is my instruction from now on. Men who are imprisoned or sentenced to death are to be 
given three days respite. Thus their relations may plead for their lives, or, if there is no one to 
plead for them, they may make donations or undertake a fast for a better rebirth in the next 
life. For it is my wish that they should gain the next world.” (Major Pillar Edict No. 4)” 
 
Excerpts from the Avatamsaka Sutra From Entry Into the Realm of Reality, Cleary  
The Avatamsaka is both complex in structure and philosophy, but these excerpts give glimpses 
into its various attempts to shatter conventional thinking. 
pp 121 describes a land where the Buddhist pilgrim Sudhana is alarmed to see extreme 
punishments being used: 
“The King said, “I have attained enlightening being’s magical liberation.” The people in my 
realm are given to all sorts of evil-doing: murder, theft, rape, falsehood, slander, vilification, 
divise talk, covetousness, malice, false views, villainy, violence, cruelty. I am unable to turn 
them away from evildoing by any other means, so in order to subdue them, mature them, 
guide them, and secure their welfare, out of compassion, I have illusory executioners kill and 
maim illusory criminals, making a display of intense suffering and pain. Seeing this the people 
in my realm become afraid to do evil. Seeing the people alarmed by this device, I have the 
people give up evildoing and conduct themselves virtuously: then I establish them in the end 
of all suffering, the ultimate security, the bliss of omniscience. I do not harm anyone, by 
thought, word, or deed. I would rather go to the deepest depth of hell than to so much as 
think of hurting even a dumb animal or insect, much less a human being, who has potential 
for virtuous conduct.” 
 
Pp 250 Contains this excerpt from a story describing a goddess who at one time was prince 
and offered her life to free all the people imprisoned in their father’s kingdom, and then 
provided them the requisites of healthy happy lives upon their release: 
“Seeing the prisoners, the prince was inspired with great compassion and an unprecedented 
determination to help others. He comforted the prisoners intending to deliver them from their 
bonds. Giving them assurance, he went to the king and said, “Know, oh king, that I have given 
assurance to the people in prison. Set them free.” 
  
Hakuin’s “Is That So” 
Here is a popular folktale about the great Zen teacher Hakuin, which pertains to wrongdoing 
and punishment.  From https://kannondo.org/is-that-so/ 



“Hakuin was greatly respected and had many disciples. At one time in his life, he lived in a 
village hermitage, close to a food shop run by a couple and their beautiful, young daughter. 
One day the parents discovered that their daughter was pregnant. Angry and distraught, they 
demanded to know the name of the father. At first, the girl would not confess but after much 
harassment, she named Hakuin. The furious parents confronted Hakuin, berating him in front 
of all of his students. He simply replied, “Is that so?” 
 
When the baby was born, the family gave it to Hakuin.  By this time, he had lost his reputation 
and his disciples. But Hakuin was not disturbed. He took delight in caring for the infant child; 
he was able to obtain milk and other essentials from the villagers. A year later, the young 
mother of the child was troubled by great remorse. She confessed the truth to her parents – 
the real father was not Hakuin but rather a young man who worked at the local fish market. 
The mortified parents went to Hakuin, apologizing, asking his forgiveness for the wrong they 
did him. They asked Hakuin to return the baby. Although he loved the child as his own, Hakuin 
was willing to give him up without complaint. All he said was: “Is that so?” 
 
The thief left it behind  
by Ryokan, an influential 19th Century Zen poet. 
English version by Stephen Mitchell 
Original Language Japanese 
 
The thief left it behind: 

the moon 

at my window. 
 
Historical perspectives  

Here are a few contemporary articles by Buddhists in the United States that relate to the 
history and practice of policing. 
 
Never Forget Is Now, Duncan Williams 
I recommend reading the excerpt below, the full article is here: 
https://www.lionsroar.com/never-forget-is-now/ 
“In my book American Sutra: A Story of Faith and Freedom in the Second World War, I explore 
how Buddhist temples in Hawaii and the West Coast were put under government surveillance 
prior to the Pearl Harbor attack, and how Buddhist priests were placed on registries so that 
the FBI could pick them up in case of war with Japan. Japanese Americans were not only 
excluded from the possibility of being loyal Americans, but deemed a threat to national 
security. Even before the smoke had cleared and martial law was declared on December 7, 
1941, the first person rounded up was a Buddhist priest who served Honolulu’s largest temple. 
 
The view that Buddhism was a national security threat was not born of a sudden bout of war 
hysteria. It was part of a long history, which continues to this day, of conflating religion and 
race to determine who should be included and excluded as Americans. For example, the very 
first immigration law targeting a specific group—the 1873 Chinese Exclusion Act—was based 



on the rhetoric of un-assimilability, marking that predominantly Buddhist community as “the 
heathen Chinee.” 
 
This enduring idea of America as essentially a white and Christian nation has had two effects: 
the exclusion from American belonging of those deemed doubly “other,” and the second-class 
inclusion of those who shared either race or religion with the presumed center of American 
identity. 
 
For the more than 110,000 persons of Japanese ancestry living on the West Coast at the 
beginning of WWII, the vast majority of whom were Buddhists, the unfortunate effect of this 
presumption was the forcible removal from their homes to hastily-built camps surrounded by 
barbed wire and armed guards. Lt. Gen. John DeWitt called the community a “menace” that 
needed to be incarcerated because of their “race, culture, customs, and religion” 

 

Japanese American protestors placed traditional origami cranes on the fence surrounding the South 
Texas Family Residential Center, where some 2,000 women and children were being held. Courtesy 
Norma Martinez / Texas Public Radio. 

When Japanese Americans arrived at the confinement sites, the U.S. Army deemed their 
Buddhist scriptures or even Japanese books of poetry as contraband, based on a policy that 
prohibited possession of any Japanese-language publications. The exceptions to this rule were 



Japanese-language Bibles and dictionaries, revealing the implicit presumption of an Anglo-
Protestant normativity that required Christian conversion and speaking English to 
demonstrate American loyalty. 

Even after they had spent a year behind barbed wire, the government continued to adjudicate 
“loyalty” on the basis of religion. The form colloquially known as the “loyalty questionnaire” 
used a point system to determine whether an individual was a threat to national security or 
not. Those who answered Question 16, about one’s religious affiliation, as “Christian” received 
“plus 2” points. If one answered “Shinto,” the government deemed you an automatic “disloyal,” 
and those who answered “Buddhist” were given “minus 1” point in the government’s 
calculation of whether or not one belonged in America.” 

Cheri Maples (1952-2017) was a police captain and Dharma instructor ordained by Thich 
Nhat Hanh. Below is one article and excerpts from a second article she wrote.  
This article is a bit long to embed in the text, but I recommend reading the whole thing: 
https://www.lionsroar.com/a-buddhist-cops-approach-to-justice/ 
 
The following article is quite long and I recommend just reading this excepted passages below: 
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/55beacc8e4b0c17151842dbc/t/5984d3ae914e6b93fcd8
222f/1501877169985/MB74-Cheri-Maples-Mindfulness-Police-final-PDF.pdf 
 
“One of my favorite stories is an experience of going on a domestic violence call. We had a 
mandatory arrest policy in those days, so if anybody was threatening somebody in a physical 
way, you were supposed to arrest them. I went on this call, and I didn’t have any backup, and 
a woman came running out and said, “My husband has my child and I’m really scared. We just 
broke up, and he won’t let her out to come be with me. I’m picking her up. We have an 
agreement about who is supposed to have the child when, and now it’s my turn.”  
 
I asked her to go wait in the car down the block, and I knocked on the door. I’m about five feet 
and three inches tall, and this six-foot-four-inch man who looked very angry opened the door. 
I could just see the suffering. It was so obvious to me. In a very calm voice, I said, “May I come 
in? I’m just here to listen and to help.” I came in and saw his daughter, and I said, “You know 
what, I see your little girl over here, and I know you love her, and I know how much you care 
about her, and I see that she’s scared, and I know you don’t want that to happen. So how 
about if we let her go out and be with her mother, and you and I talk.” And he did.  
 
Rather than escalating this situation to the point where an arrest had to be made, it was just a 
matter of being compassionate and mindful. I violated every policy in the book, and with my 
gun belt and my bulletproof vest I sat down next to this guy on the couch, which you’re never 
supposed to do. And he started crying in my arms. That was an incredible experience for me in 
terms of what a little kindness and compassion can do, and that there are alternative ways to 
respond to people. Of course when you’re angry, irritated, and cynical yourself, it’s really hard 
to see those possibilities. I ran into this man three days later. I was walking down the street 
that I lived on and he came up behind me—you know, it’s not good to come up behind a 
police officer. [Laughter] He picked me up off the ground and he said, “You! You! You saved my 
life that night.” It was a wonderful experience.  
 
  



Action Steps 
Teach Mindfulness 
It’s important that we begin to provide criminal justice professionals with the training that will 
help them identify how their world works, especially in the emotional realm. It’s important 
that we not just do stress reduction. The thing about mindfulness, and we know this from the 
mindfulness trainings, is that it brings a whole ethical framework along with it. What I can do, 
as a fellow police officer, is translate that language into language they understand. I don’t talk 
to them about Buddhism. I know the language, I know the culture, and all of you know this 
same thing wherever you are; we have to figure out how to translate it. So focusing on the 
emotional health of criminal justice professionals is very important. 
 
Rely on coordinated community responses 
We need to put a lot more effort into reducing environmental opportunities for crime. We 
could gather more data to notice what the patterns are, be proactive rather than reactive so 
that we don’t keep responding to the same thing over and over. Rather than having officers 
tied to radio calls—“go here, go there”—they would be more connected to neighborhoods and 
technology and crime prevention resources. Police officers have to understand that in order to 
be effective, they can’t rely on their authority. They have to rely on so much more, a much 
larger coordinated community effort. 
 
Beware of Militarization 
We should all be very, very concerned about the militarization of our police departments. The 
police mission is very different—to serve and protect our neighbors, our friends, our 
community residents. We don’t do that by militarizing our departments and turning people 
into enemies. I think that’s where communities really matter, because it’s pressure on police 
departments to change that makes all the difference. The last thing I would say is that police 
officers need your support. They need your understanding. I’ve seen what happens when they 
get it. They need to hear from you, they need to understand you. We need to put police 
officers and residents of communities into situations where they have the opportunity for 
dialogue. I think that makes all the difference in the world. “ 
 
Rev. Angel Kyodo Williams, Whose Liberation?  
From https://www.lionsroar.com/where-will-you-stand/  

“The attention of our nation has rightfully turned to the policing of black and brown bodies. 
From above, it looks like just black and brown folks are being policed and while you may feel 
bad, you are free. 

But here is the truth: policing is expressing itself through the state. The police force is the 
institution carrying out a specific mandate—a mandate that expresses a survival need of the 
social construct that we inhabit. 

That mandate is to control black bodies. 

The need is to have the constant specter of the other. 

When the other exists, it strengthens your need to belong. 

Your belonging is necessary for compliance. 

Your compliance maintains the system. 

You are policed, too. 



You are policed by your need for belonging. 

Your need for belonging requires control of the other. 

Or at least the illusion of it. 

You are policed through the control of my body. 

You are policed, too. 

Once you are aware of how you are being policed, you can begin the process of self-
liberating—this time from a place that recognizes the mutuality of our liberation rather than 
suffering under the delusion that you are doing something for me. There’s an intimacy in that 
realization. And because dharma is ultimately about accepting what is, it can undermine the 
need for control that keeps you invested in the policing of my body—thus freeing yours.” 


