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The Dalai Lama

April 25, 2010

©Rev. Sally B. White

Readings:  Our readings this morning are two excerpts from the Nobel Lecture delivered by Tenzin Gyatso, the Fourteenth Dalai Lama, upon receiving the Nobel Prize for Peace in 1989.

“Because we all share this small planet earth, we have to learn to live in harmony and peace with each other and with nature.  That is not just a dream, but a necessity.  We are dependent on each other in so many ways, that we can no longer live in isolated communities and ignore what is happening outside those communities, and we must share the good fortune that we enjoy.  I speak to you as just another human being; as a simple monk.  If you find what I say useful, then I hope you will try to practise it.”

“…a short prayer which [he says] gives me great inspiration and determination:
For as long as space endures,
And for as long as living beings remain,
Until then may I, too, abide
To dispel the misery of the world.”

[both quotes from the 1989 Nobel Lecture. http://nobelprize.org/nobel_prizes/peace/laureates/1989/lama-lecture.html]

Sermon:

I have been what you might call “formally introduced” to Buddhism a number of times.

The first several times were in classroom settings.  In my first semester in seminary, I took a class in which we were instructed to develop a daily practice of meditation and journaling.  Each week in class we practiced a different meditation technique, and our reading assignments drew heavily on Buddhist language, imagery, and practice.  In a different class I got my first taste of the writings of the Vietnamese Buddhist teacher Thich Nhat Hanh, and, again, we were asked to meditate and journal.  As part of my work as Director of Religious Education at a nearby Unitarian Universalist church, I compiled an eight-week curriculum in Buddhism that integrated lessons for three classes of students from Kindergarten through eighth grade.  The following year, I took an introductory class in Buddhism, taught by a Buddhist monk from Sri Lanka, and as we read Buddhist scripture (the Dhammapada) as well as Buddhist history and philosophy, he showed us that Buddhism, dealing as it does with the interface and the interaction between the human mind and the reality of existence, is in many ways, more a psychology than a religion.  I was becoming pretty fluent in the vocabulary, the imagery, the theory of Buddhism.  I could talk a pretty good game.

And then came a spring in which it seemed as though everything in my life was coming apart.  We lost our lease on our apartment and we had to move, our medical insurance changed and we had to change doctors, one of my sons got in trouble with the law and then ran away from home.  Trying to hold on to stability and control in the midst of chaos, I felt as though my heart would break and my head would explode.  One day a fellow-student suggested a book I might try.  Written by Pema Chödrön, an American Buddhist nun who practices and teaches Tibetan Buddhism, the book was called When Things Fall Apart.  I bought the book and began to read, and before I even finished reading the introduction I was brought up short by a quotation from Pema Chödrön’s teacher.  “Chaos,” he said, “should be regarded as extremely good news.” [When Things Fall Apart, p. xi].
It is the practice of a lifetime to understand and embrace chaos as extremely good news.  But in the midst of the chaos that was my life at that time, reading a few pages of that book every morning, and then sitting in an attitude of meditation and letting the reading soak in just for a little while, began to create a very small island of calm for me.  For a time, those early morning minutes came to represent one thing that I could manage to do, one first step that could lead me into the day.  In the end, it was not the content of the book but rather the act of reading it that truly introduced me to Buddhism.  I know enough now to know that I understand so very little.  But when chaos manifests itself in my life – or confusion, or fear – I turn, and I return, to stillness, to paying attention, to a gentle yet unflinching probing of what seems to be real and what is the product of my fear, and I am steadied.

And while I am holding still, groping after steadiness, life does what life always, always does: it changes.  Nothing stays the same: not chaos, not calm; not fear and not bravery; not sickness and not health; not life, and not even death.  In my understanding, these are the fundamental teachings of Buddhism: that change is the way of the world (impermanence, they call it); that human beings are inclined to try to resist change and hold on to what is familiar (attachment, they call it); that when we try to hold on to stability in the face of change we create for ourselves discomfort (suffering, they call it); and that it is possible to learn to change our experience of the world from suffering to peace, equanimity, even joy (the Dalai Lama calls this happiness).

The Dalai Lama has been called “the most recognizable symbol of Buddhism.” [Victor Chan, The Wisdom of Forgiveness, p.6].  There has been no lack of chaos and suffering in his life.  Nonetheless, here is what he writes in the conclusion of his 1999 book Ethics for the New Millenium:

This then, is my true religion, my simple faith.  In this sense, there is no need for temple of church, for mosque or synagogue, no need for complicated philosophy, doctrine, or dogma.  Our own heart, our own mind, is the temple.  The doctrine is compassion.  Love for others and respect for their rights and dignity, no matter who or what they are: ultimately these are all we need.  So long as we practice these in our daily lives, then no matter if we are learned or unlearned, whether we believe in Buddha or God, or follow some other religion or none at all, as long as we have compassion for others and conduct ourselves with restraint out of a sense of responsibility, there is no doubt we will be happy.[ Ethics for the New Millenium, p. 234]

Tenzin Gyatso, the Fourteenth Dalai Lama is the spiritual and political leader of the people of Tibet, a society so entirely infused with Buddhism that for more than 600 years, “every key [government] post was held jointly by a monk and a nobleman, both to share and to check power.” [John F. Avedon. In Exile from the Land of Snows. p. 18].  He is believed to be the fourteenth in an unbroken line of reincarnations stretching back to the year 1391.  Each Dalai Lama in turn is believed to embody Chenrezig, the bodhisattva of Compassion, Buddhist patron saint of Tibet.  A bodhisattva is a person (or, in the language of the Dalai Lama’s website, a “being”) who has attained enlightenment, that is, liberation from the cycle of birth and death, striving and suffering that is life for all beings, but who has chosen – as the Buddha did – to postpone entering into the state of nirvana in order to serve humanity and help lead others to enlightenment.  By birth, by education, and by diligent practice the Dalai Lama is the heir to a tradition of Buddhist study and practice that traces directly back more than 2500 years to the Buddha in India.  Tibetan Buddhism, however, is infused with the legacy of the indigenous Bon religion, with a pantheon of good and evil spirits, some of whom are repeatedly reincarnated.  When asked whether he truly believes in the incarnation the Dalai Lama answers, in part, “when I consider my experience during this present life, and given my Buddhist beliefs, I have no difficulty accepting that I am spiritually connected both to the thirteen previous Dalai Lamas, to Chenrezig and to the Buddha himself.” [http://www.dalailama.com/biography/from-birth-to-exile].  

Born in 1935 in far northeastern Tibet, he was the fifth child of a farming family living in an area where fields were cultivated using yak-drawn plows; where, as far as I can discover, there was not even electric power; where the way of life was essentially unchanged from perhaps the thirteenth century.  At the age of two, he was determined to be the spiritual heir to the thirteenth Dalai Lama, who had died in 1933.  He was taken, with his family, to the capital in Lhasa, where his head was shaven, he took novice vows as a Buddhist monk, and he embarked on an eighteen-year course of study to prepare him for the work of leadership that lay before him – the same curriculum undertaken by all monks studying for the doctorate in Buddhist studies.

But Tibet was located between two major Asian powers: India and China.  While India viewed Tibet as a buffer state, in 1950 the newly organized People’s Republic of China occupied Tibet, declaring that the country was an integral part of China, and that the Chinese occupation was an act of liberation for the Tibetan people.  Mature beyond his years, the sixteen-year-old Dalai Lama was installed as temporal leader of the Tibetan people, succeeding the regent who had ruled in his stead during his childhood.  For nine years, the young ruler attempted to negotiate with the Chinese; he visited China for several months in 1954 and 1955, at the invitation of Mao Zedong.  He reached out to the United States and to Britain for support, but both were reluctant to antagonize China.  In 1959, fearing for his life, accompanied by his family and a group of Tibetan government officials, he walked for two weeks, over 18,000-foot mountain passes, into exile in India.

Establishing a cultural capital in exile in Dharamsala, in northern India, the Dalai Lama reached out to India and to the United Nations for support for his beleaguered people.  Nearly one-sixth of Tibet’s six-million people died as a direct result of the Chinese occupation; farms were seized and collectivized, ancient monasteries were dismantled; priceless libraries, medical schools, works of art and cultural treasures were destroyed or dispersed.  As Chinese settlers were moved into Tibet, eventually 100,000 Tibetans joined their leaders in exile in India.  Under the Dalai Lama’s leadership, the exile community in India has focused its energies in two directions.  On the one hand, it is crucial to rehabilitate the displaced Tibetan people, with dual emphasis on preserving the Tibetan culture, language, arts, science, medicine, and religious traditions while introducing the “exile generation” to the modern world, and so prepare them for eventual restoration to sovereignty in their own country. [In Exile from the Land of Snows. pp. 93-94].  On the other hand, the government in exile continues its conversation with the world about Tibetan sovereignty.  In the 60 years since he walked out of Tibet, this man who was born in what was virtually a thirteenth century village has been catapulted into the twenty-first century.  Now seventy-four years old, he has traveled all over the world and authored more than 72 books.  His website is fascinating and informative; he has a Facebook page and a Twitter account.  He is known for his smiling face, his playful manner, his laugh, and his profound compassion and openness to virtually everyone he meets.  He harbors no bitterness, not even towards the Chinese, responding once to an interviewer’s question by explaining that “his quarrel is with the Chinese Communist party.  Not with ordinary Chinese.  He still considers Chinese his brothers and sisters.  His Holiness doesn’t hate the Chinese.  As a matter of fact, he forgives them with no reservations.” [Victor Chan, The Wisdom of Forgiveness, p.24].
In 1989, Tenzin Gyatso, the Fourteenth Dalai Lama, was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize.  In the press release announcing the award, the Norwegian Nobel Committee referred to this attitude of acceptance and respect :

The Committee wants to emphasize the fact that the Dalai Lama in his struggle for the liberation of Tibet consistently has opposed the use of violence. He has instead advocated peaceful solutions based upon tolerance and mutual respect in order to preserve the historical and cultural heritage of his people.

The Dalai Lama has developed his philosophy of peace from a great reverence for all things living and upon the concept of universal responsibility embracing all mankind as well as nature. In the opinion of the Committee the Dalai Lama has come forward with constructive and forward-looking proposals for the solution of international conflicts, human rights issues, and global environmental problems.

In 2009, in Vancouver British Columbia, the Dalai Lama and Archbishop Desmond Tutu were awarded the Fetzer Prize for Love and Forgiveness by the Fetzer Institute, founded by an uncle[?] of our own Susan Fetzer’s late husband John.  The prize recognizes those who have brought the power of love, forgiveness, and compassion to bear on some of our world’s most pressing issues.  These are only two of hundreds of acclamations the Dalai Lama has been accorded.

His response, in his Nobel lecture in 1989, takes us back to the readings with which we began: “Because we all share this small planet earth, we have to learn to live in harmony and peace with each other and with nature.”  This is a statement formed and informed by Buddhism, which instructs us to know and to respect and – most of all – to accept reality.  Only when we begin with what is real – and not with what we wish for, or what we hate – only then can we disengage ourselves from that struggle against reality that saps our energy and pulls us away from health and into suffering.  When we begin with the reality that we are all connected – all people, creatures, all sentient beings – then we can use our energy in constructive ways, building interactions and relationships that cultivate compassion, kindness, love, forgiveness, and the inner peace that they generate.  When we begin with the reality that we are all connected, then we can discipline ourselves to restrain our destructive energies – envy, doubt, anxiety, anger – and thereby shift the atmosphere both within and around us.  The cumulative effect of taking one small constructive action at a time, of refraining from one small destructive action at a time, is a shift in the energy of the world.

The Dalai Lama’s response to the reality of our interconnection, our interdependence, our human power to shape the world, is also a response of prayer:

For as long as space endures,
And for as long as living beings remain,
Until then may I, too, abide
To dispel the misery of the world.”

Take this prayer into your heart, and into your life.  Take a moment now, in silence, to touch gently and as unflinchingly as you can, into what is real inside of you.

The bell will lead us into silence, and music will lead us out.

Bell

Silence

Music

May it be so.

