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My first introduction to Buddhism 

came when I was in seminary. I 

asked one of my professors if he 

could tell me something about it. 

What do Buddhists believe? I asked.  

Well, said my professor, I can tell 
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you Buddhism’s philosophy in three 

simple sentences.  Number one: Life 

is suffering.  Number two: You 

meditate to forget that life is 

suffering.  Number three: Then you 

die.  For some reason I did not find 

those three major tenets of the 

Buddhist faith system to be 

inspiring enough to make me want 

to know more.  

Fast forward to when I was a 

ministerial student intern at First 

Parish in Little, Massachusetts.  The 
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Adult Religious Education 

Coordinator organized a day-long 

retreat with a monk from Thich 

Nhat Hahn’s monastery in upstate 

New York.  About thirty people had 

signed-up for it, so I thought it was 

time for me to set aside my original 

biases against Buddhism and check-

it-out more thoroughly.  The monk 

had requested that we supply a 

strawberry for each person.  It 

seemed like an odd request, but 

when the RE Coordinator asked me 
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to pick some up at the grocery store, 

I dutifully obliged and even bought 

a few extra.  

The morning of the workshop, we 

unexpectedly had more walk-ins and 

the room was packed.  The monk 

spoke for about an hour about 

Buddhism and the practice of 

mindfulness and then he asked me 

to pass out one strawberry to each 

person.  Because of the additional 

walk-ins, I was one strawberry 

short…for me.  I rifled through my 
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desk and found a small box of 

raisins.  Since I hadn’t had time for 

breakfast beforehand, I figured if I 

squished a bunch of them together, 

they would equal the size of one 

decent strawberry.  The monk saw 

what I was doing and came over to 

me shaking his head.  He plucked 

one raisin out of the bunch, dropped 

it into my empty hand and held the 

box open for me to pour the others 

back into it.  At that moment I 
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decided Buddhism might not be the 

right path for me, after all.  

 The monk then proceeded to have 

the class breathe in the aroma of 

their strawberries and thoughtfully 

nibble them very, very slowly over 

the course of the next hour…

savoring every morsel, honoring the 

nourishment they offered in each 

tiny bite, thanking the strawberry for 

sacrificing itself for the betterment 

and enjoyment of the receiver.  I, of 

course, was told to do the same 
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thing with my raisin.  During that 

agonizing hour, smelling the aroma 

of everyone else’s strawberries, all I 

could think about was the small box 

of raisins sitting next to the silent 

monk who was perched on a desk 

meditating.  I thought of all possible 

ways that I might be able to steal 

them back and slip out of the room, 

but alas I was in the middle with no 

way out.  I’m sure there was a 

Buddhist lesson being offered to me 
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in that moment, but my growling 

stomach would have nothing of it.  

 Eventually he called us out of our 

focused meditation and people 

began to talk about their amazing 

experience savoring their 

strawberry.  I momentarily hated 

them all.  Then, we were asked to 

form a circle around the room with 

our chairs facing the wall.  It was a 

very tight circle and I was excited to 

see that I would be facing the 

window, only the angle of the sun 
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was such that it blinded me.  

Nonetheless, it was my mental 

escape into the world, or so I 

thought.  

 The monk told us to close our eyes 

with just a sliver of sight left.  Then 

he instructed us to focus on our 

breath.  If any thought came into our 

mind, we were to return our focus to 

our breath.  Again, we were going to 

sit for another hour.  I’m not certain 

of this fact, but I thought the whole 

room could hear my interior scream 
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of agony.  I figured if I fell asleep no 

one could see me.  As long as I 

didn’t fall over, I would be safe 

from embarrassment.  

  

 I tried to settle-in.  Honestly, I did 

try.  But then, as if to punish me for 

all my evil thoughts, a fly started 

buzzing around my head.  Then, it 

started bouncing off of the window 

with that incredibly annoying sound 

that they make when they buzz 
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against glass.  Then, it would fly 

into my ear and even got stuck in 

my hair at one point.  Now, I hated 

the fly.  I hated the monk.  I hated 

the happy meditators.  And I really 

hated the Buddha.  If we have to 

suffer anyway, I thought, wouldn’t it 

be better to do it in a nice house, in 

a comfortable chair, with a fly 

swatter, and eating an entire bowl of 

strawberries all by yourself?    When 

the hour was up, the monk sent us 

off on a slow walking meditation 
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toward the Social Hall for a silent 

lunch of rice and vegetable broth.  

As the single file line went left into 

the hall, I slowly walked to the 

right…right out the door, into my 

car, and off to the nearest 

McDonalds.  Buddhism was losing 

me, big time. 

When the Buddha was asked, “What 

are you, a God, an angel and saint”, 

he answered no to each question. 

They persisted, and he replied 

enigmatically, “I am awake” as 
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Jesus was to the duel reality of 

living in the face of death. Both 

intuitively understood that suffering 

could be turned to joy through 

sacred living, following the Dharma 

as Buddha put it (to salvation and 

Nirvana). Their lives modeled a 

better way of living. 

The Buddha was known as “the one 

who brings much good, the one who 

knows, the enlightened one in 

Sanskrit. The theologian Houston 

Smith wrote, “while the rest of the 
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world exists in the womb of sleep 

dreaming a dream known as the 

waking state of human life, one of 

their number roused themselves”. 

That is, the Buddha shook off the 

daze, the doze of the waking sleep, 

the dream-like whims of ordinary 

awareness. How many of us zombie 

like go through our daily routines, 

numbed by the mundane tasks of 

our lives and cease to feel or think 

about who we are and the meaning 

of our lives. Are we sleep walking 
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through our lives, unaware of our 

surroundings, even as something as 

vital as our breathing. Are we so 

disconnected that we are no longer 

aware of what it means to be fully 

human, fully alive, fully awake”? 

Life’s suffering distressed the 

Buddha greatly and he resolved 

while meditating under that Bodhi 

tree to find the path to ending 

human suffering. Great legends 

arose on his birth, predicting he 

would become a great king and 
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conqueror, but he confounded his 

father’s wishes and forsook the 

world and it’s many pleasures and 

riches to strive to become a 

redeemer of souls. The story of the 

‘Four Passing Sights”, tells of the 

young prince’s ride out of the castle 

and saw an old decrepit man, broken 

toothed, gray haired man leading on 

a staff and shaking with age was not 

cleared away by the advanced 

guard. On that day Siddhartha 

learned the fact of old age. Although 
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the king extended the guard, on a 

second ride the young prince saw a 

body racked with disease, lying by 

the roadside, and on a third journey 

encountered a corpse. Finally, on a 

fourth occasion he saw a monk with 

shaven head, ochre robe, and a 

begging bowl and on that day knew 

poverty and the life of withdrawal 

from the world.” The Kings dreams 

were thus left in shambles. 

While this story is wrapped in myth 

it embodies an important truth. The 
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Buddha’s teachings show 

unmistakably that it was the bodies 

intimate connection to disease, 

decrepitude, and death that made for 

human despair of finding fulfillment 

on a physical plane. The Buddha 

pondered if life is subject to 

suffering, age and death; then where 

is the realm of life where there is 

neither aging or death. 

We understand on some level that 

emotional and physical suffering is 

a normal part of life and like the 
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Buddha we find it hard at times not 

to sink into despair. The Buddha 

however teaches us that the way out 

of feeling helpless is to return home 

to the spiritual universe within…and 

to give up attachments to things and 

outcomes. 

I invite you to think about your own 

lives, jobs, your participation in this 

congregation and imagine what it 

would feel like to detach from the 

results of our labor. Not the effort 

but the result! Could we detach from 
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our ego which is intimately the 

notion of success or failure? Would 

we work more freely, be less 

stressed, open to different ways of 

engagement with the problems that 

confront us, or the co-worker who 

annoys the hell out of you. Jesus 

would have admonished us to love 

our enemy as ourselves, and the 

Buddha would tell us detach from 

the person who so distracts us. 

 These Buddha teachings are easier 

to embrace then accomplish. 



 21

Gautama knew that full well, but 

persisted in striving to achieve 

Nirvana, the ultimate stage of 

reality, complete enlightenment, free 

of all suffering caused by any 

attachments to ideas and concepts. 

To that end he sat under that tree 

until the “Interconnected Four 

Noble Truths” revealed themselves.  

UU Buddhist minister James Ford 

writes, “The Buddha opened his 

mouth and proclaimed, “I and all 

sentient beings of the great earth 
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have in the same moment attained 

the way through boundless 

compassion that was embodied in 

the Four Noble Truths. 

The Buddha’s great awakening had 

arrived. In that moment he 

understood with ultimate clarity, the 

first of the Four Noble Truths…

human life is filled with 

dissatisfaction, suffering, pain, 

existential dislocation and anguish 

which can hot be escaped or 

ignored.” The hope he offered all 
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suffering can end by following this 

path to enlightenment.  The Middle 

Path. 

 The Second truth is that suffering is 

ego driven, a thirsting after 

permanence in a life that 

impermanent. We become attached 

to our conscious existence and the 

“things” we possess, the people we 

love forgetting that all things pass 

away and die. When that happens 

the ego is bruised, hurt, crushed and 

consumed by anxiety. 
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 The Third Noble Truth…. It is in 

the realization that our ego is 

fragile; and will also pass away. 

When that happens we will finally 

be free of suffering. When we can 

fully accept our emptiness, 

impermanence, we can then live 

with joy. We can celebrate the gift of 

human existence that is precious 

because of its transitory nature. 

These principles acknowledge that 

all things are connected and that 

each an individual thing is the 



 25

source of the entire universe. The 

existence of our world is completely 

dependent on ever other sentient 

being and thing. The Buddha 

learned that all things within the 

emptiness are connected, all joined 

and equal the words of our First 

Principle, the inherent worth and 

dignity of all beings and things.  

Each thing matters to our own 

existence. Accepting that and we 

begin to know our place in the 

universal scheme of things. 
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Accepting that we are equally 

important as all other things for the 

existence of the universe can be the 

road to joy and happiness, the 

uniting of our first and seventh 

principle. 

The Fourth Noble Truth outlines a 

middle way between self-indulgence 

and extreme asceticism. In Ford’s 

words this truth presents the vehicle 

to enlightenment and its realization 

of suffering, its causes, and it 

cession. It is encapsulated as the 
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Eight Fold Noble Path, comprised of 

right view, thought speech, action, 

livelihood, effort, mindfulness and 

right meditation. This is stuff for 

another sermon. 

To live thoughtfully and 

intentionally with compassion is the 

heart of Unitarian Universalism.  In 

so many ways the principles of both 

Buddhism and UUism are 

interconnected.  While its teachings, 

which can be quite complex and 

somewhat varied from our own, are 
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not extensively explored by most 

UUs, the practice of meditation and 

living intentionally speaks to us all.  

You could say that Buddhism takes 

mindfulness to a whole different 

level.   To live with fearlessness, joy 

and active compassion is something 

to which we can all choose to attain. 

Today, I am friends with Buddhism.  

It’s a bit disciplined for me, but I’ve 

found happiness by embracing 

detachment, not getting stressed 

over controlling outcomes and 
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embrace many other Buddhist 

teachings that calm me and allow 

me to live in right mind, right life, 

and right relationship.  We are all in 

the process of becoming the 

Buddha. 

 May it be so!


