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Mandala Making Lesson

by Jennifer Landis

    During the unit on Buddhism, my students were struck 
by a time-lapsed video of Tibetan monks making a sand manda-
la.  They could not believe how well the monks worked together 
and what an incredible mandala they produced.  However, just 
as I expected, the students were shocked and dismayed when the 
monks promptly swept away their labor of love and poured the 
sand into a nearby body of water.   The students could simply 

It just so happens that our community service director (who 
is in charge of the food drive) is also our geometry teacher.  I 
shared my idea with him, explaining that I had a vision but 
no real plan on how to make it work.  In addition, his son was 
an artist, experienced in making stained glass mandalas.  We 
figured: how much different could food mandalas be? After 
clearing the idea with the administration and building opera-

“Mandala for Hunger”

Favorite Lessons

not let go of this.  They did 
not understand why the monks 
would do such a thing.  I used 
this opportunity to discuss the 
concept of “non-attachment” 
with my students.  For a very 
goal-oriented, focused student 
body with college and careers 
on the brain, the idea of being 
focused on the present and 
caring about the process instead 
of the product proved to be not 
simply challenging but perhaps 
a seemingly irresponsible and 
impossible way to go through 
life.  Helping students appreci-
ate this concept was going to be 
challenging.  The mandala was 
going to be the vehicle through 
which my students would come 
to appreciate what non-attach-
ment had to offer.  

For a few years I was trying to think of a way to do a public 
mandala in our school that had meaning and purpose.  My first 
thought was to make a “Mandala for Hunger” and have the 
students use grains and beans to make a large mandala with the 
poor and hungry in mind during the process. However, using 
food for a mandala that would eventually be thrown away just 
wasn’t right.  I did not want to waste food while thinking of the 
hungry.  It just so happened that this year the Buddhism unit 
came during the time of our Thanksgiving food drive.  I thought 
that perhaps we could do something on a really big scale, using 
the food donated for the food drive to create a giant mandala.  
This way, the prayers for the hungry would “go” with the food 
as the mandala was destroyed and food distributed to those in 
need.  My only problem was that I didn’t know how to do it!

tions, we decided to make the 
mandala work.  

With a student body of ap-
proximately 475, we had a lot 
of food to contend with. We 
had about a 14-foot diameter 
space for the mandala.  We got 
several long sheets of butcher 
paper which we taped together 
and put on the floor.  We used 
a giant compass to draw a large 
circle for the perimeter of the 
mandala before the first of my 
three classes arrived.  Working 
with the template the artist 
made, half of the students used 
their geometry skills to draw 
the design of the mandala.  The 
other half of the class began 
sorting the foods we had col-
lected by height, color, etc.  

There were stacks of stuffing, cans of gravy, boxes of Jell-o all 
being organized and prepared for placement on the mandala.  
Forty-seven minutes later that class left and the next one arrived.  
The first class had successfully drawn the mandala.  It was now 
up to the remaining classes to determine how the food should be 
placed upon the mandala to create a design.      

Throughout the rest of the day, the students worked tirelessly 
placing hundreds of packaged foods in an orderly manner on the 
mandala.  Members of the community passed by and stopped to 
watch the students in action.  The classes that met earlier in the 
day returned to see the progress of the creation they had started.  
By the end of the school day the students had completed the 
most amazing mandala I had ever seen. 



page  7March 2011 Religion Teacher Updatecsee

Jennifer Landis is a religion teacher at Stuart Country Day School 
of the Sacred Heart in Princeton, NJ. The Mandala photo (page 
6) was taken by Zach Green of Princeton Stained Glass, who was 
instrumental to Project Mandala.

The mandala remained in place for three days and many mem-
bers of the wider community had the opportunity to see it.  
Then the day came for the food to go to the food bank.  With 
many hands working together, in about 30 minutes the mandala 
was dismantled and the food was organized and shipped off 
to those in need.  The food from the mandala and the prayers 
said during its creation were sent forward to those who needed 
them.  What remained was the paper mandala that had acted as 
the template for the food mandala.   Following an idea from our 
Campus Minister, the paper mandala stayed on the floor of our 
lobby and all members of the community were invited to sign it 
with prayers and well wishes for our seniors and their impending 
departure for college.  When the time comes, the members of 
our senior class will each tear a piece of the paper mandala and 
take a part of it off to college.  In a year, they are asked to hold 
their mandala piece in contemplative prayer and, when they are 
ready, they will tear their piece into tiny pieces and scatter them 
into the wind.  

What started as a lofty idea came into reality with the help of 
several members of our community and a giant leap of faith.  
The junior world religions classes came to appreciate the process 
of making the mandala and the joy in letting it go.  During an 
all-school prayer service, one of the juniors reflected on the expe-
rience saying:

The purpose of making our. . . Mandala in class was to help us to 
understand the Buddhist philosophy of compassion and of the need 
to “walk while walking.” That is, the mandala was meant to help 
each of us calm our wandering minds and focus on the present, 
living in the moment without dwelling on the past or the future, 
as so many of us tend to do. Instead of reflecting or planning, we 
were urged to think of what we could do at that particular time 
to be compassionate and mindful towards those around us . . . to 
communicate the importance of the process and not the product . . .” 
On November 18th, we will ask each of the seniors to take a piece of 
the mandala and keep it with them until the following year, when 
we hope that they, too, will take a reflective moment when scatter-
ing their mandala pieces to remember the past, be aware of the time 
that has gone by, and intentionally let go.”

Another student added:  “Remember that the purpose of the man-
dala is to help us be present for each moment that life brings us.”

Favorite Lessons

It was in reflecting on the process with the students after the 
mandala project was over that I realized that they “got it.”  They 
came to see purpose in the process.  Undoubtedly, they felt pride 
at the completion of the mandala but they easily destroyed it 
as they realized that all along the end result was to give it away, 
to let it go.  Much like the monks on the video who willingly 
destroyed their mandala as a prayerful expression, the students 
did the same, letting their creation go forward as those in need 
received the food that was donated with prayerful intentions.  
 
This project has proven to be one of the highlights of my 
teaching career!

Our next issue of Religion Teacher Update 
will deal with Religion and the 

Environment. Do you have ideas 
or lessons you’d like to contribute?

What other topics would you like to see 
addressed in future issues of RTU?

Please contact info@csee.org with 
comments, suggestions, and 

contributions.

A Call for Papers / Ideas


