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Reading 1: from the Dalai Lama’s Nobel Peace Prize acceptance address, 1989

...I speak as a Buddhist monk. As a result of more contact with people from other
traditions, as time passes I have firmed my conviction that all religions can work together despite
fundamental differences in philosophy. Every religion aims at serving humanity. Therefore, it is
possible for the various religions to work together to serve humanity and contribute to world
peace. So, during these last few years, at every opportunity I try to develop closer relations with
other religions.

Buddhism does not accept a theory of god, or a Creator. According to Buddhism, one’s
own actions are the creator, ultimately. Some people say that, from a certain angle, Buddhism is
not a religion but rather a science of mind. Religion has much involvement with faith.
Sometimes it seems that there is quite a distance between a way of thinking based on faith and
one entirely based on experiment, remaining skeptical. Unless you find something through
investigation, you do not want to accept it as fact. From one viewpoint, Buddhism is a religion,
from another viewpoint Buddhism is a science of mind and not a religion. Buddhism can be a
bridge between these two sides. Therefore, with this conviction I try to have closer ties with
scientists, mainly in the fields of cosmology, psychology, neurobiology, physics. In these fields
there are insights to share, and to a certain extent we can work together.

Reading 2: from Peace Is Every Step by Thich Nhat Hanh

If you are a poet, you will see clearly that there is a cloud floating in this sheet of paper.
Without a cloud, there will be no rain; without rain, the trees cannot grow; and without trees, we
cannot make paper. The cloud is essential for the paper to exist. Ifthe cloud is not here, the
sheet of paper cannot be here either. So we can say that the cloud and the paper inter-are.
“Interbeing” is a word that is not in the dictionary yet, but if we combine the prefix “inter” with
the verb “to be,” we have a new verb, inter-be.

If we look into this sheet of paper even more deeply, we can see the sunshine in it.
Without sunshine, the forest cannot grow. In fact, nothing can grow without sunshine. And so,
we know that the sunshine is also in this sheet of paper. The paper and the sunshine inter-are.
And if we continue to look, we can see the logger who cut the tree and brought it to the mill to be
transformed into paper. And we see wheat. We know that the logger cannot exist without his
daily bread, and therefore the wheat that became his bread is also in this sheet of paper. The
logger’s father and mother are in it too. When we look in this way, we see that without all of
these things, this sheet of paper cannot exist.

Looking even more deeply, we can see ourselves in this sheet of paper too. This is not
difficult to see, because when we look at a sheet of paper, it is part of our perception. Your mind
is in here and mine is also. So we can say that everything is in here with this sheet of paper. We
cannot point out one thing that is not here — time, space, the earth, the rain, the minerals in the
soil, the sunshine, the cloud, the river, the heat. Everything co-exists with the sheet of paper.
That is why I think the word inter-be should be in the dictionary. “To be” is to inter-be. We
cannot be by ourselves alone. We have to inter-be with every other thing. This sheet of paper is,
because everything else is. . . As thin as this sheet of paper is, it contains everything in the
universe in it.



Sermon

In his classic book on World Religions, Huston Smith points out that the Buddha, along
with Jesus, is one of the few people who have provoked the question, not “Who are you?”, but
rather “What are you?” Smith writes:

When the people carried their puzzlement to the Buddha himself, the
answer he gave provided an identity for his entire message.

“Are you a god?” they asked. “No.” “An angel?” ‘“No.” “A saint?”
“No.” “Then what are you?”

Buddha answered, “I am awake.”

His answer became his title, for this is what Buddha means... the
“Enlightened One,” or the “Awakened One.” While the rest of the world
was wrapped in the womb of sleep, dreaming a dream known as the waking
state of human life, one of their number roused himself. Buddhism begins
with a man who shook off the daze, the doze, the dream-like vagaries of
ordinary awareness. It begins with a man who woke up.

All this occurred in the sixth century BCE, in ancient India within the borders of present-
day Nepal. The basic story — or legend — of the life of Siddhartha Gautama, has him growing up
in a life of privilege and luxury. The son of a king, his father shielded him from the unpleasant
realities of life outside the palace. But at the age of 29, Siddartha left the palace and discovered
the suffering of his people.

The impact was great, and he escaped the palace and embarked on a long spiritual quest,
which began with a life of extreme asceticism — including fasting and self-inflicted pain — but led
eventually to a concentration on meditation. In the process he is said to have discovered the
Middle Way — a path of moderation between the extremes of self-indulgence and self-
mortification.

Legend has it that, at the age of 35, he sat down under the Bodhi tree and meditated for
49 days, finally attaining “enlightenment” or “awakening.” He spent the rest of his life teaching
his insights — or in Buddhist terminology: the Dharma.

As with all major religions, the original teachings and practices of Buddhism have
evolved and developed into a variety of forms and divisions. I’'m not going to spend a lot of time
differentiating the various strands, but I will just mention the three major traditions.

Theravada Buddhism predominates in Cambodia, Laos, Thailand, Sri Lanka, Burma, and
parts of India, with a total of about 124 million adherents world-wide. East Asian forms of
Mahayana Buddhism are dominant in most of China, Japan, Korea, Taiwan, and Vietnam, with
about 185 million followers. Finally, Tibetan Buddhism is found, of course, in Tibet, but also in
the surrounding areas of Nepal, India, Bhutan, and Mongolia. There are about 20 million
Tibetan Buddhists. With about 350 million total adherents, Buddhism is generally considered to
be the fourth largest religion, after Christianity, Islam, and Hinduism.

As I said, I won’t take the time to differentiate the teachings of the various Buddhist
traditions, but I do want to acknowledge that, like every religion, there are many variations in
Buddhist teachings and practice across traditions and across the world. So if you encounter
someone who identifies as Buddhist, don’t assume that you know everything about them.

I would like, this morning, to talk about some of the most basic Buddhist teachings,
which, for the most part, are shared across specific traditions. The fundamental teachings often



come in the form of lists, a few of which I’ll share with you; namely, the Three Jewels, the Four
Noble Truths, and the Noble Eightfold Path.
Let me begin with the Three Jewels of Buddhism:

1) The Buddha, or “Awakened One”: This is a title, not just for Siddhartha Gautama, but
for all those who attain Awakening similar to his, and who help others to attain it as well.

2) The Dharma: The teachings as expounded by the Buddha.

3) The Sangha, which means, literally, “group” or “congregation”. It is often used in
exactly that sense, especially here in the United States. But in Buddhist tradition it often
refers more specifically to either a community of Buddhist monastics, or a community of
people who have attained at least the first stages of awakening.

The Four Noble Truths represent the essence of the Buddha’s insights, and were said to
have been part of the first sermon he gave after his enlightenment. They can be expressed
simply as follows:

1) There is suffering.

2) There is a cause of suffering; namely desire, craving, or attachment.

3) There is the cessation of suffering; namely, nirvana, or enlightenment.

4) There is a way leading to the cessation of suffering; namely the Noble Eightfold Path.

While stated very simply and succinctly, these truths are, of course, subject to much
unpacking, interpretation, and commentary. That is also true of the Noble Eightfold Path, which
is further subdivided into three section. The first concerns spiritual wisdom and insight into the
true nature of things:

1) Right View or Understanding. This means understanding reality as it is, not just as it
appears to be.

2) Right Thoughts or Intent. While the first step involved understanding what really is, this
one has to do with being clear about what we really want.

The second section of the Eightfold Path concerns morality, or wholesome physical
actions, including:

3) Right Speech. One is expected to speak in a non-hurtful, non-exaggerated, truthful way.
4) Right Action. This means wholesome action, avoiding that which would do harm.

5) Right Livelihood. This means that one’s way of making a living should not harm, in any
way, oneself or others, either directly or indirectly.

Finally, the third section of the path deals with the meditative life of developing mastery
over one’s own mind. This includes:

6) Right Effort. This means exercising the will in the effort to improve.
7) Right Mindfulness or Awareness. This involves the mental ability to see things for what
they are with clear consciousness.



8) Right Concentration or Contemplation, which means to be aware of the present reality
within oneself, without any craving or aversion.

While the Four Noble Truths and the Noble Eightfold Path summarize the essence of
Buddhism, there are some additional lists as well that capture some basic Buddhist concepts. For
instance there are the three characteristics of existence: transiency, sorrow or suffering, and
selflessness. Selflessness here reflects the notion that our sense of self is an illusion.

Then there are the five hindrances to enlightenment: sensuous lust, aversion and ill will,
sloth and torpor, restlessness and worry, and skeptical doubt. And finally, there are seven factors
of enlightenment: mindfulness, investigation, energy, rapture, tranquility, concentration, and
equanimity.

If T had to sum up in my own words what Buddhism is all about, I would say it is an
experience-based approach to seeing the world and our minds as they really are, acknowledging
the sorrow in the world, trying our best to achieve non-attachment (which, incidentally, is not the
same as non-engagement), and bringing our compassion to bear on those whose suffering we
observe. One piece of advice that I’ve heard in a non-Buddhist context fits well here: Do your
very best, and then let go of outcomes. That is, don’t become attached to that which is beyond
your control, but take responsibility for that which is within your control.

I’d like to mention briefly some of the traditional Buddhist holidays or holy days. First,
the Buddhist New Year depends on the particular country of origin. It turns out that the Chinese
version occurred just three days ago, on February 7, a date that varies from year to year since it’s
based on the lunar calendar. Another important Buddhist observance, in the Tibetan tradition
begins tomorrow. That’s the Great Prayer Festival, which has been celebrated for nearly 600
years. Pilgrims come from all corners of Tibet to gather at the monastery of Jokhang for this
annual celebration.

While there are many other festivals and celebrations throughout the year, I’ll mention
just one more, which is the major festival of the year across traditions. That’s Wesak, or
Buddha’s birthday, which celebrates the birth, enlightenment, and death of the Buddha on one
day, the first full moon day in May.

I’'m also not going to say a lot this morning about sacred texts of Buddhism.

There are, in fact, a vast number of Buddhist scriptures and religious texts. These are commonly
divided into the categories of canonical and non-canonical texts. The canonical texts - or Sutras
— are believed to be, either literally or metaphorically, the actual words of the Buddha. The non-
canonical include various commentaries on the Sutras, other treatises on the Dharma, and
collections of quotes, histories, and so on.

I’d like to finish up this morning, as has been my practice with other religions I’ve talked
about, by considering some of the particular gifts that Buddhism offers the world, and religious
seekers like ourselves in particular. The first that I would mention is meditation. Of course
other traditions also use various forms of meditation, but the Buddhists, over the centuries, have
raised it to an art form, especially since meditation forms the core of Buddhist religious practice.
There are many different meditation techniques: the mindfulness of breathing, various kinds of
visualization, just sitting and emptying the mind, walking meditation, and many more. With
sufficient practice, all of one’s life may become a form of meditation, in which every act is
carried out with full mindfulness.

Another gift that Buddhism offers, especially to us religious liberals, is an approach to
religion based in reality and experience, rather than in theistic dogma. While some Buddhists



embrace the notion of a god, and may even consider the Buddha as their god, that is not central
to Buddhist thought. As I quoted the Dalai Lama earlier, “Buddhism does not accept a theory of
god.” As in our own liberal religious approach, Buddhism focuses on what you do, how you do
it, and what you learn from it, not on what you believe “on faith.”

Another great gift of Buddhism, one that we’ve found from every religious tradition
we’ve explored so far, is that of story. It is through story that a religious tradition conveys many
of its subtleties, in a way that engages the hearer’s mind by linking up with aspects of their own
personal experience. Here’s an old Buddhist tale called “The Monk and the Scorpion”:

Once a monk sat on the banks of the Ganges River with one of his
students. As they watched the water flow by, a large scorpion making its
way along the steep banks fell into the water and began to struggle and
drown. Without hesitation, the monk reached in and pulled the scorpion
from the water. As he placed it on the bank it stung his hand.

Several minutes later this same scorpion fell again into the river and
commenced to drown. Again the monk reached in and again was stung as
he set the scorpion on the bank.

A third time the scorpion fell and a third time it was retrieved by the
monk with the same results.

The student could no longer restrain himself. “Master,” he asked, “why
is it that you keep saving that beastly scorpion from drowning? Can’t you
see that it is just going to sting you?”

“Yes, | know it is going to sting me,” laughed the monk. “It is the
dharma of a scorpion to sting. But it is my dharma to save.”

I haven’t mentioned Zen this morning. Zen is a school of Chinese and Japanese
Mahayana Buddhism notable for its emphasis on mindful acceptance of the present moment,
spontaneous action, and letting go of self-conscious and judgmental thinking. It emphasizes
experiential wisdom—particularly as realized in the form of meditation known as zazen—in the
attainment of awakening. As such, it de-emphasizes, even more than other branches of
Buddhism, both theoretical knowledge and the study of religious texts in favor of direct
individual experience of one's own true nature. But even in the absence of religious texts, the
Zen tradition has a vast treasury of stories, designed to break their hearers out of their habitual —
and erroneous — patterns of thought. I’d like to close this morning with two short Zen tales.
First is “Learning to Be Silent”:

The pupils of the Tendai School used to study meditation before Zen
entered Japan. Four of them who were intimate friends promised one
another to observe seven days of silence.

On the first day all were silent. Their meditation had begun
auspiciously, but when night came and the oil lamps were growing dim one
of the pupils could not help exclaiming to a servant: “Fix those lamps.” The
second pupil was surprised to hear the first one talk. “We are not supposed
to say a word,” he remarked.

“You two are stupid. Why did you talk?” asked the third.

“I am the only one who has not talked,” concluded the fourth pupil.
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And our final story for the morning is “The Empty Cup”:

One day the Zen master Nan-in had a visit form a foreign scholar of
Eastern religions who came to inquire about Zen. Instead of listening to the
master, however, the visitor kept talking on and on about his own ideas and
all that he knew.

After a while of this talking, Nan-in served tea. He poured the tea into
his visitor’s cup until it was full, and then he kept on pouring. The tea
poured over the side of the cup, filled the saucer, and then spilled over onto
the man’s pants and the floor.

Finally the visitor could not restrain himself. “Don’t you see that it is
full?” he said. “You can’t get any more in!”

“Just so,” replied Nan-in, stopping at last. “And like this cup, you are
filled with your own ideas. How can you expect me to give you Zen unless
you offer me an empty cup?”

May we each go through life at least empty enough to make room for the gifts of tea and
wisdom that we encounter wherever they are to be found.

May it be so.



