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READING #1  

 

A story of compassion and suffering, from the Shin Buddhist tradition, retold by 

Taitetsu Unno 

 

A young mother lost her only child, her beloved child to illness, and was beside 

herself with grief. Unable to bear her loss, she could not even perform the rituals of 

burial.  In her frantic sorrow, she went to the Buddha, requesting a medicine that 

would bring her child back to life.  Upon hearing the plea of the mother, the 

Buddha in his wisdom and compassion did not preach about “life as suffering.”  

Rather, he immediately instructed her to gather a handful of mustard seeds as a 

necessary step in obtaining the desired medicine.  But there was one condition:  

The seeds must come from a family that had never known death. 

 

The mother, hoping for a miracle, rushed off into the village, and begged each 

household for a handful of mustard seeds.  Every family was willing to give her the 

seeds, but the moment she asked about death in the household, she was denied the 

mustard seeds.  Without exception, everyone had known the death of a loved one –

father, mother, child, brother, sister, grandparents, grandchildren, beloved friends.  

Thus, unable to gather any mustard seeds, she returned empty-handed to the 

Buddha. 

 

But her search was not in vain.  For, as she made her rounds of all the households, 

making the same request and receiving the same answer, she experienced a 

profound transformation of consciousness.  Deeply, for the first time, she felt the 

universality of death and suffering.  For the first time, her compassion reached out 

in all directions, to all who had, and to all who would, experience the pain of loss.  

Thus, she was able to give her child the proper burial rites.  Later, she attained 

renown as Kisagotami, the Compassionate One.     
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READING #2  

 

from the poet Jane Kenyon  

 

I got out of bed 

on two strong legs. 

It might have been 

otherwise.  I ate 

cereal, sweet 

milk, ripe, flawless 

peach.  It might 

have been otherwise. 

I took the dog uphill 

to the birch wood. 

All morning I did 

the work I love. 

 

At noon I lay down 

with my mate.  It might 

have been otherwise. 

We ate dinner together 

at a table with silver 

candlesticks.  It might 

have been otherwise. 

I slept in a bed 

in a room with paintings 

on the walls, and 

planned another day 

just like this day. 

But one day, I know, 

it will be otherwise. 

 

 

Jane Kenyon died of cancer in 1995, two years after writing this poem.   
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Transcending Mystery and Wonder  

 

I know a lot of fancy words. 

I tear them from my heart and my tongue.  

Then I pray. 

(from the poet Mary Oliver)  

 

What does that mean, to pray?  

 

Sometimes I feel like a motherless child 

Sometimes I feel like a motherless child 

Sometimes I feel like I’m almost gone 

A long way from home… 

(from an unknown poet, a lamentation passed through generations) 

   

My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?  

Why art thou so far from helping me,  

So empty in the anguish of my words? 

(from an unknown singer, called “David” in the Hebrew bible, in the book of 

Psalms)  

 

I call to you in the daytime but you don’t answer 

And all night long I plead restlessly, uselessly. 

 

I know your holiness, find it in the memorized phrases  

Uttered by those who have struggled with you 

Through all the generations 

These, my forebears, trusted you 

And through their trusting, you touched them 

held and delivered them 

They cried out to you and you met them face to face 

Their confidence was strong and they were not confounded. 

 

But I am not as they 

Utterly alone, I am cast out of the circle 

… unheard unseen, unacknowledged and denied… 

I am poured out like water 

and all my bones are out of joint; 

my heart is like wax,  
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it is melted within my breast, 

my strength is gone 

I lie in the dust, as in death.  

 

You I entered upon leaving the womb 

You I drank at my mother’s breast 

 

[ The spirit of Life, the presence of Love, the bright, undeniable reality of hope, the 

possibility of gratitude and gladness, the presence of God – all this is absent, and 

yet he remembers: ] 

 

I was cast upon you at birth 

And even before birth, I swam in you,  

my heart’s safe darkness. 

 

Be not far from me now 

When suffering is very near and there is no help 

I am beset all around with threatening powers 

 

[ the power of loneliness, sorrow and grief, the power of shame or self-doubt, all 

these threatening powers … ]   

 

My God, my God,  

Be not far from me now…  

 

And from Jeannie Gagne, Unitarian Universalist : 

 

I am worn, I am tired, in my quiet sorrow. 

Hopelessness will not let me be…   

In the silence of my heart, I’m praying…  

Deep inside, I pray I’m strong. Blessed be.  

 

Someone shared with me the other day a piece of wisdom that he’s picked up like a 

little stone after more than half a century of living on this planet.  He was talking 

some about his spiritual journey, a meandering path that has carried him to many 

interesting places and has somehow led him, happily, to this safe house of 

hospitality. He comes from, and still stands within, a liberal Christian tradition.  He 

said, “You know, I have come to realize that for me it is more about faith than 

belief.  Beliefs, the specific, itemized contents of belief, matter less to me than 

where I place my trust, and what I myself am faithful to.”  By “faith” he didn’t 
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mean “blind faith,” but fidelity, and an abiding sense that the ground of being is 

solid enough for one to walk through life upon it.  It’s the sense of belonging, but 

also a sense of right relation, steadfast all around and all along.  I like that 

distinction between belief and faith, that way of making a religion. If you ask 

someone about his beliefs, you may hear about his God, his understanding of the 

afterlife, his reckoning of right and wrong – all of which may be powerful and 

inspiring or perplexing.  If you ask someone about her faith, you may hear the 

same kinds of things, but you might also hear about how she sees the universe, and 

herself and you within it, her understanding not only of how the world was made, 

but how we’re to live in it, gracefully, gratefully, gladly, even in the face of fear or 

suffering or sorrow. You might hear about her practice.  More than the personal 

catalogs of what we all do and don’t specifically believe, I’m intrigued by the 

ground of faith, what we put our trust in, what holds us up when we fall down,   

         

Because sometimes the ground gives way.   

The bridge, constructed of concrete and steel, built to last a lifetime – it buckles, 

and the cars go down, one evening in late summer. The bottom falls out of the 

world. The tornado lifts the house from its foundation and nothing is left but a hole 

in the ground, and that happens in an instant.  The hurricane roars threats down the 

coast for a week, then floods a whole delta, right on schedule, and buildings and 

bodies and all of our assumptions are carried out to sea. They’re gone, and the sun 

comes out, sparkling on the windows of a devastated city and a chastened, 

disbelieving country.  Or, closer to home and maybe closer to the bone: someone 

beloved is carried away, by the ravages of illness, or by the steady pull of age and 

time (which you could say is more appropriate, but not to those who are grieving, 

not in the moment of their grief;  the thing about death is that it is almost always so 

shockingly inappropriate); or someone is lost utterly by accident, by some crazy 

accidental thing, and the ground of faith, the ground of hope, the ground of 

everything, gives way. 

 

That’s how it’s felt for some of us this week, as we’ve tried to reconcile, tried to 

incorporate (literally, bring into the body), the unexpected death of Susan 

Lindquist, who just a blink of an eye ago, just the sound of one note ago, was 

singing with our choir, together with her sister, Mary.  How does it happen, that a 

person can just slip away, a beautiful, vital person, leaving the rest of us in tears 

and shock?  I think of others here, many others in this room, whose parents are 

dying or failing: you’ve been preparing all your life for this, but you’re never 

prepared, really, to loose your hand and let them go (they slip away); and others, 

whose lives have been blindsided by illness or by mental illness, or by injury, and 

by other deep, echoing losses: the child or the partner or good friend who turns her 
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back and walks out of your life;  a sudden lay-off or firing;  the collapse of the 

known world or at least the shaking of foundations.          

 

I know a lot of fancy words, wrote the poet, just after the death of her lifelong 

partner. A lot of fancy words.  I tear them from my heart and my tongue. Then I 

pray. 

    

What can that mean?  

Some say that for them it means “offer it up, lift it up to the Lord;” others say, 

“hush” and go deep within, “hush” to the whirlwind of chaotic mind -- and in some 

ways, I think, these are the same motion.  To pray is to go deep down beneath the 

surface of words and explanations, beneath the world of what makes sense up here, 

down past the layers of belief in this or that, to the very ground, the very source, 

the very center of the ember of trust that life might yet be good, that life might yet 

be beautiful.  That kind of prayer is not for miracles or resurrections, not for 

impossible wishes to come true, not for any single, quantifiable thing.  It may not 

be addressed to anyone; it may have no words; it may simply be an aching for help, 

an opening of the rusted heart (I think of that image from Carol Caouette’s chant 

last week – she taught us that the sweeping of the head from left to right “clears the 

rust from the heart”). It’s the opening of a rusty chamber, the closed mind, the 

clenched throat.  This is praying for peace - of mind, spirit, heart, soul -- troubled 

mind, broken heart, fractured spirit, scattered soul, prayer for restoration, for 

recovery, for enough solid ground to set your foot upon.  The result may not be a 

grand transformation, full of light and trumpets, but the smallest, quietest, 

sufficient thing.  “Hope,” says one poet, who is an Episcopal priest,  

 

is a crushed stalk  

Between clenched fingers. 

Hope is a bird’s wing  

broken by a stone. 

 

The writer is Pauli Murray, who was a lawyer, a teacher, a poet and a politician in  

addition to being one of the first women “irregularly” ordained by the Episcopal 

church. She was a feminist, a founding member of the National Organization of 

Women, a granddaughter of slaves and great-granddaughter of slave owners.  She 

was among the first college students to sit in at a segregated lunch counter in 

Washington, D.C. – in 1943.  She knew about sorrow and hope.  “Hope,” she said,  

 

is a word in a tuneless ditty- 

A word whispered with the wind, 



8                                             

 

A dream of forty acres and a mule, 

A cabin of one’s own and a moment to rest, 

A name and a place for one’s children 

And children’s children at last… 

Hope is a song in a weary throat. 

 

A tiny, almost imperceptible, necessary thing.   Pauli Murray was an extraordinary 

woman, but there are ordinary extraordinary people who pray just as beautifully.  

Some years ago someone wrote to me: 

 

Your mention of prayer in today’s service brought to mind a prayer I wrote for 

myself a few years back when I was lost in pain and wanted a way to bring myself 

back to the heart of the matter.  It is carefully crafted to bring to mind some very 

specific meanings for me (I talk about “surrender” as opposed to the white-

knuckled desperation of “submit,” and use the word “eternal” which in my prayer 

has nothing to do with time but rather the affirmation of the transcendence 

possible in the here and now.  I added the word “gratefully” about a year later, 

when I looked back one day and realized how much the prayer had helped me.  It 

is an old friend who has carried me through many encounters with evil: 

 

Divine spirit of the universe, 

I humbly and gratefully surrender  

To thy eternal wisdom. 

Help me transcend my confusion 

And be in harmony with thy wholeness.  

 

Sometimes people ask if this is the church where you can believe anything you 

want.  That’s an urban legend rampant around these parts, around our movement – 

that a person can just sail in here on a Sunday and believe whatever they want. You 

can go ahead and try, but I don’t think there is a church like that.  I don’t think 

there is a life like that.  In this Unitarian Universalist place, a church which 

imposes no uniform creed, no required doctrinal compendium of belief, it’s not a 

matter of believing whatever you want, but of believing whatever you must, based 

on what your own life has taught you, what the sacred text of your own living has 

taught you.  In your responses over years and years to blessings that can’t even be 

spoken, and losses that can’t even be counted, you begin to know, in what you 

place your trust, your fragile or fervent faith. I believe we come to believe what our 

lives have shown us is real.   Did this tragedy leave you bitter, or more 

compassionate?  Did this unexpected gift, unearned gift make you smug, or 

humbly grateful and thus more generous and thus more free?  Have you become 
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more cynical or more hopeful over the years, more jaded or more curious, more 

frightened or more brave?  There are times when circumstances call us, force us, to 

plumb the depths of this interior wisdom.  It’s not at all a matter of believing 

whatever you want, but of rooting your faith in ground you have found to be 

worthy.       

 

Karen spoke earlier about the Principles and Purposes of the Unitarian 

Universalist Association. They are not carved on stone tablets.  The first section of 

the document lists the principles themselves, most of which can be found within 

the holy writings or traditions of most of the world’s religions:  affirmation of the 

worth and dignity of every person; respect for the interdependent web of all 

existence…    

 

The second section begins, The living tradition we share draws from many 

sources, and then proceeds to name these sources:  sacred teachings, the prophetic 

lived lives of courageous women and men, Christian wisdom, Jewish tradition 

(these great rivers out of which our little stream has flowed for several centuries), 

humanist teachings, the guidance of reason and results of science, the ancient 

influence of earth-centered traditions, and so on.  First among all these deep, rich 

sources is this one: direct experience of that transcending mystery and wonder, 

affirmed in all cultures, which moves us to a renewal of the spirit and an openness 

to the forces that create and uphold life…  Direct experience is listed first among 

all these sources of religious authority  - what you yourself have seen, felt, known, 

suffered, survived, struggled with, loved, lost, cherished, prayed for, prayed to.   

   

I had planned to speak this morning about this part of the document, which puts so 

much emphasis on our own “direct experience of transcending mystery and 

wonder, affirmed in all cultures, which moves us to a renewal of the spirit and an 

openness to the forces that create and uphold life.”  But this past week has brought 

the kind of direct experiences that barge into well-laid plans and demand to change 

the subject – sorrows that some of you carry, deep enough to wash us away, these 

loomed large this week; and also, and at the same time, all the joys and wonders 

that normally knock us off our feet were tumbling around in abundance:  the kid 

who came in stomping his boots on Tuesday, bright red in the face when it was a 

million degrees below zero, and he said as he threw his mittens defiantly on the 

floor, “What I really like is a really cold day!  It’s bracing, you know?”  A child 

who understands “bracing” is gift of God on any day, and especially on a January 

morning that I had already called “miserable” four times.   
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The woman who called from the hospital on Thursday, shaken with grief as her 

father was dying, and who called again on Saturday, still shrouded in sadness, but 

to say in the end it was beautiful, his passing an illumination of his 86 years of 

living, and they were all blessed, each person in that family gathered at the 

bedside.  

 

The clear biopsy.  The resolved argument.  Dan Zeddies’ glowing e-mail message 

(with photo attached) about the birth of his new grandson.  The 18 year-old 

dripping with exhaustion and bursting with pride who asked tentatively, by email, 

“Would you like to read my college essay?”   The sound of the choir singing 

“Spirit of Life” through their tears.  This week I was reminded every day that what 

transcends mystery and wonder is real life here and now.   

 

In the story of Kisagotami from the Shin Buddhist tradition, a young mother whose 

child has died tries desperately to find a single household in her village that has 

known no sorrow, that has not known death.  It can’t be done, and her broken heart 

splits opens then, in compassion for the vast, universal, solidarity of suffering that 

is our common human story – ordinary, extraordinary love and ordinary, 

extraordinary loss, over and over.   Jane Kenyon didn’t have a clue that she’d be 

dead of cancer two years later, when she wrote a poem about a day of miracles and 

splendors – cereal with peaches, dinner with candles and a husband she loved.  “It 

might have been otherwise,” she wrote, with an uncommon, beautiful mindfulness, 

that prayer of thanksgiving. “Some day, I know it will be otherwise” she wrote – 

and of course, that’s always true, whether we know it or not.  What do you do with 

that knowing?  What have you done so far?  

        

These words in closing come from Joshua Weiner, a poet:  

 

Found Letter   

 

What makes for a happier life, Josh, comes to this: 

 

 [He’s writing to himself.] 

 

Gifts freely given, that you never earned; 

Open affection with your wife and kids; 

Clear pipes in winter, in summer screens that fit; 

Few days in court, with little consequence; 

A quiet mind, strong body, short hours 

In the office; close friends who speak the truth; 
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Good food, cooked simply; a memory that’s rich  

Enough to build the future with; a bed 

In which to love, read, dream, and re-imagine love; 

A warm, dry field for laying down in sleep, 

And sleep to trim the long night coming; 

Knowledge of who you are, the wish to be 

None other; freedom to forget the time; 

To know the soul exceeds where its confined 

Yet does not seek the terms of its release, 

Like a child’s kite catching at the wind 

That flies because the hand holds tight the line.  

 

The soul is like a child’s kite catching at the wind, the kite that flies because a hand 

holds tight the line.  

 

Mindful of the lines invisible and tangible that bind us each to each and each to to 

all, to holiness, we’ll be silent for a few moments together.  

 

silence 

 

These words come from St. John of the Cross:  

 

And I saw the river 

over which every soul must pass 

to reach the kingdom of heaven 

and the name of that river was suffering –  

and I saw the boat 

which carries souls across the river  

and the name of that boat  

was love.   

 

We are carried by great love. We are held within deep compassion.  

 

_______________________ 


