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About 2500 years ago, a rich kid, born minor nobility in a rural region of what we now call India, 

Siddhartha Gautama, achieved enlightenment.  He had grown up self-indulgently in a small 

palace, but by the age of 29 sought another way to live.  By his mid-30s, having followed the 

Hindu path of self-mortification, he realized the true nature of reality; he said a Middle Way 

between the extremes of indulgence and mortification, and history knows him as the Buddha or 

“he who woke up.”  The shortest commonly accepted version of his teachings is known as the 

Four Noble Truths: 1) Our lives are often unsatisfactory due to constant anxiety and suffering; 2) 

This is because we constantly crave and become attached to behaviors and things that do not 

contribute to our well-being; 3) It is possible to just stop it; 4) There is a path that encourages 

well-being and hence deepens our joy of living.  In recent decades Buddhist thought and 

practices have become quite popular in America and with many UUs.  It is a very rational 

approach to divine enlightenment. 

 

One pursues it by wisdom, ethical conduct and concentration, which is most often expressed as 

the eightfold path: 

 

1) Right understanding: viewing reality as it is, not just as it appears to be. 

2) Right intention: seeking joy for all sentient beings while avoiding causing suffering. 

3) Right speech: speaking truthfully without causing pain. 

4) Right action: doing without damaging. 

5) Right Livelihood: making one’s living without harming others. 

6) Right effort: which we might call constantly seeking improvement in all things. 

7) Right mindfulness: being aware of what we are doing without cravings or attachment. 

8) Right concentration of the mind which we call meditation. 

 

These eight aspects of being are a path that can lead to our enlightenment. 

 

When I was in my twenties, married with two small children, and working too stressfully as a 

biotech executive, I used to fantasize about slipping away to a Zen Buddhist monastery and 

practicing meditation all day.  It seemed so peaceful, spirit-filled; never mind that I often have 

trouble sitting still for any extended period of time, or that I have a Tigger nature, bouncing 

along; the eightfold path called to me.  My wife Loretta, worrying about what it would be like to 

raise our two young children alone, but also understanding my nature better than I did, got a 

babysitter for our kids and booked us on a weekend silent meditation retreat at a Zen Monastery 
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in upstate New York.  The vegetarian meals left me feeling hungry; many hours of sitting 

meditation left me bored and with aching joints; 72 hours of silence was beyond my capacity to 

endure.  On the final day we sat with the head monk, who radiated this peaceful enlightenment, 

and so I asked him what it might take for me to achieve his state of enlightened well-being.  He 

paused, I think trying to be both truthful and kind, and then he smiled at me.  He said that most 

of his young monks needed to practice this path for 18 to 20 years before they achieved the state 

of awareness that I was seeking.  But having observed my nature over this weekend he was 

certain it would take me much longer.  My wife happily took me home to my work and my kids. 

 

I am a bibliophile and so still avidly read Buddhist teachings.  Think of our everyday existence, 

suffering or samsara, as a hamster wheel, where the faster we run the faster the wheel turns, but 

we never get anywhere, except tired.  The idea that our ignorance has trapped us in samsara 

sounds right to me, but it is a false dichotomy.  The opposite of samsara is nirvana, or joy; what 

Jesus described as heaven.  Now most Christians think of heaven as being in the hereafter, and 

most Buddhists think of nirvana as some future unattainable state of being, but I think both Jesus 

and Siddhartha were wisdom teachers, and wisdom teachers have always taught that heaven and 

hell, nirvana and samsara, are two sides of the same experience.  Chogyam Trunga Rinpoche 

said: “Hold the sadness and pain of samsara in your heart and at the same time the power and 

vision of the Great Eastern Sun, [the quality of being truly awake].  Then a warrior can make a 

proper cup of tea.”  The wisdom teachers say joy and sorrow are inextricably intertwined. 

 

I think Jesus and Buddha both achieved oneness with what I call the divine mystery, both 

transcended mundane reality and experienced blissful joy, and both taught paths which could 

lead their followers to the same place, call it nirvana or heaven; they didn’t leave suffering 

behind.  Imagine John Lennon singing: “Imagine there’s no heaven. It’s easy if you try, no hell 

below us, above us only sky.  Imagine all the people, living for today!”  At this stage of human 

evolution, which we have only begun to embark upon in the last few thousand years, some of us 

are capable of waking up, at least some of the time, and clearing our windows of perception, 

such that we can become aware of our interconnection with all sentient beings, and experience 

the joy that Yongey Mingur Rinpoche calls survival of the kindest.  This is what many Buddhists 

call liberation from samsara.  It is what Thich Nhat Hanh, one of my favorite Buddhist authors, 

calls transforming our worldly suffering into peace, joy, and liberation through right 

concentration. 

 

Jesus and Siddhartha also agreed that one cannot walk a spiritual path alone.  Early Christians 

relied upon Christ, the community, and the collected teachings.  Buddhists similarly say they 

take refuge in their three jewels: the Buddha, the Dharma or teachings, and the Sangha or 

congregation of practitioners.  I worry that too often UUs and other religious liberals assume we 

can walk our spiritual path alone.  We have no similarly important founding teacher, but we have 

our purposes and principles, our sources, and congregations of the faithful.  We covenant to give 
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ourselves one unto another, to walk together as a congregation, faithfully watching over one 

another, and delighting for love to abide in our midst.  This is how Unitarian Universalists do 

together that which we could never do alone: our three jewels are our sources, our covenants, and 

our community; but only if we are vulnerable together. 

 

I was not the first to notice that Jesus and Buddha, unlike their early followers, were presenting 

very similar paths to divine experiences.  Marcus Borg, a leading 20
th

 Century Jesus scholar, 

gathered a whole book on the parallel sayings of Jesus and Buddha.  And one of Thich Nhat 

Hanh’s most popular late 20
th

 century books is Living Buddha, Living Christ.  These ancient 

wisdom teachings, from what religious writer Karen Armstrong calls the axial age, began a 

transformation of humanity from which all modern religions are derived.  We live in a jeweled 

house, if we can know the treasures which surround us, the quality of our life changes and things 

we never dreamed possible begin to happen.  It becomes possible for joy to abide in our midst.  It 

is entirely possible and perhaps predictable, that we will be as dull witted as the King of Burma 

in our story, losing our treasure and our kingdom through a lack of mindfulness, but it doesn’t 

need to be so.  We need not fear our liberation, what UU minister Thom Belote calls dreading 

our joy: “which basically means in the midst of experiencing something that we should find 

joyful and fulfilling we instead activate a message in our mind about all the things that can go 

wrong… we distance ourselves from connection.  We give fear power over our vulnerability.”  

To become more fully human, to experience the joy of living, we must be able to quiet our fears, 

experience our joy, and practice mindfulness. 

 

I spent a part of my sabbatical studying in the mountains of China.  I was well ahead of my 

reading schedule on Chinese Taoism and had a day free, so I made my way down to one of the 

tourist historical sites in Sha Tin New Town, the 10,000 Buddha monastery.  Zen Buddhism is a 

Chinese Taoist expression of Indian Buddhism.  This had been a Zen Buddhist monastery before 

the Chinese government closed it and sent all of the Buddhist monks away but it had reopened 

recently as a tourist destination.  As you ascend from the neighborhood behind the Sha Tin train 

station you ascend a mountain that is just beyond the Tao Fung Shan mountain where I was 

staying for the month of February 2012.  Ten thousand is a traditional Chinese phrase for saying 

too many to count, what we might call overwhelming numbers.  As I began my ascent up the 

mountain I saw continuous rows of golden Buddha statues on both sides of my path.  Most of 

indeterminate age, but a few were ancient, and some were quite young looking, including some 

who looked like children.  Most looked male, or androgynous, but some looked female, 

including one who was nursing a baby at her breast. 

 

In their faces I saw the many faces of the divine.  Most had Asian features, though some looked 

as if they might be from India, Africa, or Europe.  Most were quite bald but some had abundant 

hair including facial hair (beards or mustaches).  Most were posed alone but some were clearly 

buddies.  Most looked well fed, though some were emaciated and others looked positively 
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rotund.  Several showed the third eye in their forehead of an enlightened Buddha.  Such 

diversity!  As I made my way up the mountain, some of the symbols became more Chinese and 

less Buddhist.  The eight Taoist immortals figured prominently.  The 60 figures of the Chinese 

zodiac were in their places.  Some Buddhas were shown riding horses, dragons, deer, fish, and 

every kind of different creature.  Whole rows of statues were of Buddha’s mother, the mother of 

God, recognizable by her Buddha crown, as she greeted my journey.  At one of the uppermost 

pagodas was what looked like an Aramaic long-haired bearded Jesus Buddha.  Chinese Zen 

Buddhism is a synergistic faith that welcomes all.  I was changed by these aspects of the divine 

mystery I encountered.  I carried this with me in my heart as I made my way back down the 

mountain to explore Taoist Christianity. 

 

Buddhism is not very popular in India today, but it is the fourth most popular religion in the 

world behind Christianity, Hinduism, and Islam.  I will speak more about Islam in two weeks 

when we recognize the Islamic New Year.  The Chinese or Japanese forms of Zen Buddhism or 

the more spiritual forms of Tibetan Buddhism tend to be most popular with UUs.  As Hazrat 

Inayat Khan writes: “It is the attainment of harmony that is called heaven, and the lack of it that 

is termed hell….  The harmony of life, [the joy of living], can be learned in the same way as the 

harmony of music… every experience is an initiation… and just as one must fine tune a violin to 

play it, so the heart must be tuned in order to express wisdom.”  Our own First Parish in 

Brookline meditation group and Sangha follow Buddhist meditation practices.  If you are 

interested, you might want to try sitting with them some time.  [Jean, when might there be 

opportunities to do so?]  I, with my Tigger nature, tend towards the Taoist or Zen aspiration of 

instant enlightenment into ultimate reality!  But that of course is just me, and it feels like 

cheating to those who sit regularly for years.  I love you all dearly.  Blessed Be and Amen. 


