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At last October’s goods and services auction, one of you bought the right to set me a sermon 
topic of your choosing. This is that sermon. The buyer didn’t realize it at the time, but his family 
was in the midst of perhaps the most difficult and turbulent year of their lives. Their tribulations 
included issues with their children, significant and potentially life-threatening diseases and 
surgeries, work problems and stresses, along with the usual problems of raising children and 
dealing with parents in declining health. So he asked me, what does Unitarian Universalism offer 
us in such times of distress? 

I am glad he asked, and I’d like to begin my response with a poem from Gregory Orr: “Lots of 
sorrow and a little joy; lots of joy and only a bit of sorrow. Who can know the formula 
beforehand? We don’t get to watch while it’s mixed. No one tells us what’s in it. We lift it to our 
lips – azure elixir, that burns our thoughts to crystal.”   

This opening ourselves up to experience the true depths of both our joys and our sorrows, 
holding onto our joy in the midst of deep sorrow, is a sacred tradition of all the world’s religions.  
We don’t have a corner on it, but as religious seekers we understand the importance of not just 
surviving the bad times, but using this bitter elixir to bring forth our transformation into our full 
humanness.

Wise West Africans said: “It is not only physical bravery that counts. One must have the courage 
to face life as it is, to go through sorrows, and always sacrifice oneself for the sake of others.” 
The Sikh sage Adi Granth said: “It is idle to ask for pleasure when suffering comes. Pleasure and 
suffering are like robes which [humans] must wear as they come. Where arguing is of no avail, it 
is best to be contented.”

Now I am not suggesting that we should embrace our trials and tribulations, but rather that we be 
open to what new being may come forth as a result of them. As the author of Ecclesiastes wrote, 
“In the day of prosperity be joyful, and in the day of adversity consider; the divine mystery made 
the one as well as the other, so that humans many never know what will come to be.”   

Loretta and I met while still college students.  And despite some minor catastrophes, like tearing 
my writing hand open on a riot gate, or having my senior thesis flunked so that I couldn’t 
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graduate with my class, we led a generally charmed life.  Our careers took off, we lived in 
Europe, bought our first house in our twenties, and brought two beautiful children into the world.  
We raised them in Concord, Massachusetts, because of quality of the schools and life 
environment, because I am a Transcendentalist, and because Concord’s Main Street reminds 
Loretta of Main Street in Disneyland. Growing up in this charmed environment, our children 
came to expect that the world really was a pleasant and thoroughly joyful place.  My brother 
David died of AIDS in 1989, when Sarah was 7 and Robert was 5.  They were old enough to 
know their uncle, and to begin to understand the deep grief of his siblings as we mourned his 
steady decline and death, and gathered to scatter his ashes at sea off Sakonnet Point. My father 
died in 1991 in his early seventies when Sarah was 9 and Robert was 7. His death was easier to 
take because he was old and grey and had been ill a long time.  

Lao Tsu in his ancient Tao Te Ching, the way of life, writes: “Life does not unfold according to 
our wishes.  It is not predictable.  It does not follow a smooth and comfortable path.  It offers 
beauty and love mixed with transience and loss, creating a marvelous melancholy – a blend of 
pleasure and pain that brings intensity and mystery to existence. In the midst of such complexity, 
the ability to give care to one another is an essential part of a meaningful and compassionate 
life.”

For our family, it was the ability to give care to one another that allowed a new way of being to 
emerge from pain and struggles of Sarah’s life-threatening cancer.  Loretta and I re-arranged our 
work schedules and our obligations so that we could always be there for Sarah when she most 
needed us.  Her younger brother sat at her bedside for many of her chemotherapy sessions that 
first summer.  Her cancer doctors and caregivers got used to the fact that all medical 
consultations were a family affair, with both parents present, having done our homework, 
researching her various symptoms and diseases ahead of time.  We now know more as a family 
about mitochondria, chronic fatigue, and possible aftereffects of cancer survivors than many 
trained medical professionals.  And throughout we bonded more tightly as a family supporting 
each other. 

Many people come into our congregation in need of support and comfort, deeply wounded, 
maybe troubled, sometimes even crippled, by life experiences that their previous faith 
communities of whatever sort were unable to adequately help them with.  Some of us have been 
stuck in a wounded state for years, or even decades, and need a safe environment to pursue our 
transformation.  We seek to be a transformative community that provides a safe place for healing 
from suffering, while encouraging each other to learn again how to embrace life with joy.  
Sometimes we cherish our wounds too much, asking only to be left alone in our misery.  I’ve 
heard, “Please don’t use that language, those symbols, or sing that hymn, I am in far too much 
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pain to manage that.”  While we are kind here, we are also about our transformation.  So when 
push comes to shove, if folks seem stuck and can’t move beyond their pasts into the joys of 
community, we are not beyond pushing and shoving in order to encourage transformation.  We 
all have deep scars and wounds, but we come together in community to find joy in living.    

This is part of what we seek to do through our Care Ministry: to provide a ride when you need it, 
a kind note, or perhaps a warm meal or cookies.  We make quilts to give to those who need 
warmth or just need to know someone cares.  We might walk someone’s dog, pick up a 
prescription, move a heavy box, provide a helping hand, stroke a back that is in pain, or simply 
give a smile.  We organize affinity groups to discuss common tragedies of our lives: small 
children who will not sleep through the night, teens and tweens who will not do as they’re told, 
struggles around money or unemployment, or dealing with aging and dying parents.  Our Care 
Ministry is the embodiment of our love for one another.  We learn to celebrate our joys and our 
sorrows in this community.   So if you stood when our Care Ministry was described, thank you!  
If you did not stand, I want to ask you why?  This is how we care for one another in community 
in the midst of life’s joys and sorrows. 

The depth of our joys and sorrows is something a parish minister learns early and often.  Just in 
the last year among our 265 members we have experienced many psychological and physical 
catastrophes, large and small, much illness, disease, aging and dying parents, accidents, and 
physical handicaps.  We have had new births, new relationships, new employment, and 
unexpected good fortune.  Fortune often seems to shine upon this small part of the world but it is 
sometimes hard to notice when we are experiencing our own deep trials and tribulations.

This week’s money autobiography class, in which twelve of us participated, included many 
stories of financial setbacks, poor or risky decisions, personal failures, unbalanced lives, and just 
plain bad luck in life.  Imagine how many such stories there are in this room right now!  Yet 
these often accompany people with good jobs, relatively happy families, more financial 
resources than this world has ever known before, and many, many opportunities for becoming 
the people we are capable of being.  Will we greet the world, as it is, with awakened and 
vulnerable hearts?  I wish for something to shatter our hearts that we may become compassionate 
people. 

There is a famous story of a father trying to protect his child from experiencing life as it truly is. 
King Suddhodana brought up his son Siddhartha in luxurious and safe surroundings, trying to 
prevent him from seeing the ravages of old age, the decrepitude of serious diseases, and the 
certainty of death. Upon discovering that this world in which he had been brought up was truly 
unreal, Siddhartha set out upon a noble seven-year journey of suffering as a religious mendicant, 
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trying every pathway to enlightenment that involved mental anguish and physical suffering.  We 
are told one day meditating under a bodhi tree he awoke to the truth of life and has ever since 
been known as the Buddha, the awakened one.  He taught that life always ends in death.  Our 
suffering is caused by wrong choices, or our attachment to things which we should let go of.  
And we can end such suffering by experiencing our life without attachment to what was or what 
we wished it to be. And each faith community exists to support and nurture its members in 
discovering these four noble truths and enabling us to transcend and transform our suffering into 
the means of our enlightenment. He said we all have a Buddha nature.

During his subsequent travels, Buddha met a distraught young woman grief-stricken over the 
death of her only son. She approached Buddha with her dead child in her arms, begging him to 
bring the child back to life. Buddha looked at her with incredible compassion and said, “To heal 
this suffering I need you to bring me a mustard seed from a home where death has never 
occurred.” The woman spent many days traveling house to house, throughout the entire 
community, and could find no house at which such suffering had never been endured. Gradually 
she came to understand the Buddha’s teaching that suffering and death is inevitable, we cannot 
prevent it, but we can transform it by how we respond to such suffering and death. We are told 
this woman went on to become one of Buddha’s most open-hearted disciples, not because he had 
brought her son back to life, he could not, but because he had awakened her vulnerable heart. 

I was the father of two young children myself when I first heard this story in a Buddhist 
monastery.  I was deeply distressed.  I swore if this was the cost of enlightenment, I would rather 
stay ignorant; the cost was just too high. Sensei looked at me with deep compassion, and said 
that I seemed to misunderstand.  He said I seemed to be under the mistaken impression that life 
gave us a choice about which trials and tribulations might come upon us, and that we could 
choose to accept or reject them based upon our own personal preferences for enlightenment. He 
said in reality we pay the cost that life extracts, no matter what we may choose; our only choice, 
having fully paid this cost already, is whether it becomes an instrument of our enlightenment or 
just more suffering. That is the choice life presents to us which distinguishes the walking 
wounded from those who find joy. 

The Tibetan Buddhist monk Yongey Mingyur, in his book Joyful Wisdom, writes: “We’re all 
buddhas. We just don’t recognize it. We are confined in many ways to a limited view of 
ourselves and the world around us through cultural conditioning, family upbringing, personal 
experience, and the basic biological predisposition toward making distinctions and measuring 
present experience and future hopes and fears against a neuronal warehouse of memories. Once 
you commit yourself to developing an awareness of your Buddha nature, you’ll inevitably start 
to see changes in your day-to-day experience.  Things that used to trouble you gradually lose 
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their power over you.  You’ll become intuitively wiser, more relaxed, and more openhearted.  
You’ll begin to recognize obstacles as opportunities for growth. …  The true mark of recognizing 
your Buddha nature is to realize how ordinary it really is – the ability to see that every living 
creature shares it, though not everyone recognizes it in him or herself.  So instead of closing your 
heart to people who yell at you or act in some other harmful way, you find yourself becoming 
more open.” It’s said a dog has Buddha nature; do you?

This reminds me of a story I told my children when they were little to explain why some people 
seemed so large-hearted and others seemed to have hearts of stone. I told them that our openness 
to the universe was determined by how we responded to every act or incident that happened in 
our lives.  Some folks were battered and bruised by life, and with each blow they clenched their 
remaining heart ever more closely, with fear and anxiety, and so gradually compressed their 
hearts into impenetrable rock at the core of their being. Other folks, allowed these same blows, 
which happen in one form or another to all of us, to shatter and open their compassionate hearts, 
such that through their blood and their tears they learned to embrace life with awakened and 
vulnerable hearts.

 Life situations vary, and some folks have endured far more pain and suffering than others. 
Ultimately the most important determinant of whether we develop an open and awakened heart is 
how we choose to respond to such suffering, and how we integrate it into our very sense of 
being. Christian mystics call this developing our sacred heart.

So we sit here together in community, many of us having suffered immeasurably, and yet seeking 
a way to go forward with our lives. I invite each of us to practice engaging with our suffering, as 
best we are able, with awakened and vulnerable hearts. I invite each of us to open ourselves to 
the joys of the universe. I don’t say this is easy, but I know it is ultimately the path to joy, and life 
gives us very few paths to joy.  I love you all dearly.  Amen and Blessed Be.           
        

5


