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Reading - from Ending the Pursuit of Happiness: A Zen Guide by Barry Magid, in Buddhadharma Magazine, March, 2008
The core of our practice and of our life is how we face, understand, and meet the fact of suffering.  Suffering is not an optional or controllable or removable part of life; it is intrinsic to what life is all about.  But that definitely is not the message any of us have come to hear.  The Buddha didn’t just stop with the first truth [that life is suffering]; he continued and even promised that through understanding the root causes of suffering, suffering could be ended.  The promise of the end of suffering is the hook that we grab on to, and for a long time after we’ve begun to practice, we try to maintain our personal fantasy of what exactly that end of suffering is going to look like.  But it doesn’t end up looking like what we expect --- or what we want.

Sermon 


I bet you almost never hear any theological jokes.  Well, it’s not a belly laugh, but, here’s one that makes seminarians chuckle a little:  Job has been a faithful servant of the Lord.  But, because God makes a wager with Satan that Job will take whatever God dishes out and still remain faithful, a series of disasters befall him.  

And, Job suffers mightily.  He loses his wealth, his livestock are dying, even his sons and daughters die, he has boils on the bottoms of his feet. His so-called friends, called ironically “the Comforters,” have turned into terrible nags who are anything but comforting.  They suggest to him that even though he appears to all to be a righteous man, he must have done something sinful, something immense to offend the Almighty so much that these terrible things are happening to him.  

Through all of this, even through his wife’s insistence that he just go ahead, curse God and die, Job stays faithful to his God, and does not question what has been happening to his previously predictable, comfortable life.  Finally, though, from his place atop the dung pile, covered in boils and ashes, Job cries out, “Why me, God?  Why me?”  And, out of the whirlwind the answer comes back to him, “Why not?”

The book of Job is one of those books of the Hebrew Bible called wisdom literature.  Like Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, Songs of Solomon, Wisdom of Solomon and Psalms --- the books ask essential human questions:  what is the meaning of life and reality, what is the nature of good and evil, what are love and beauty, why is there suffering.  Job asks:  what is the meaning of my particular suffering: Why me, God? In later translations of the Book of Job, in what seems to have been an ending to make the story more palatable, the story resolves with everything being restored to Job, and, his faithfulness having been proved, his life is even better.  But, in an earlier, un-cleaned-up version, the version that scholars believe is the real one, the book ends with Job’s question and God’s answer, Why not? And Job understanding that that is simply the way life is.
I took a course in seminary on Biblical Wisdom Literature.  The exquisite Jesuit, Father Robert Fulco, was our teacher.  Each week he had us write a one-page paper answering a question that arose out of our reading of the scripture.  His question about the Book of Job was this:  Is the conclusion to Job’s story philosophical or existential?  The conclusion being that, essentially, Job understands that God is God, and he is not.
My answer was that for those of us reading the scripture and commentary, the question and answer – Why me, God.  Why not? – form a philosophical moment that can lead to our discussion of suffering and why it touches some people and why it passes over others; a discussion about why you stop believing in the goodness of God, or the goodness of life, or stop believing in God at all, and just curse the whole proposition and kill yourself, or let yourself die, or at least let your belief die.  

But, for Job, I wrote, the denouement --- his question and the answer from the whirlwind, and his acceptance of the answer --- hold an existential moment.  That is, for Job himself, his continued existence profoundly depends upon both his being able to ask the question of his God, being able to still want to entertain the idea that God answers human questions, and also being able to attend to the answer with understanding, and then go on living.  
*


For this sermon that Martha Holman purchased in the Serendipity Auction last fall, she asked this question:  I have such a blessed life.  Why is that so when so many others, including some in my own family, do not seem to have the blessings I have?  Martha is asking Job’s question, but with a slight twist:  I have a fine family whom I love, a good job, a great church community; I myself have a mind that can discern these things and appreciate them, and a body that moves well through the world; my life is so good.  Why me?  


So, Martha posed her question about others’ suffering, and about the sharp contrast between others’ lives and her life.  But, I think she is suffering, too.  I think that Martha’s question about why she is blessed and others are not also has in it her own anguish about the struggles and pain of her family and friends, and of others in the world she does not know:  so, she is suffering, too.  She has compassion for others. 

And, if you will remember with me, the Latin root of the word, ‘compassion’ tells us how that happens: the word comes to us from ecclesiastical Latin compassion(n-), from compati, to “suffer with.” From what I know of Martha, her question is not simply a philosophical question, but is, for her, also, an existential question.  It is a question that affects her soul, and how she lives her life.  Given suffering, and the causes of suffering, how, then, shall I live amid my blessings?


I remind myself here to remind all of us that suffering doesn’t need to be made of blood and gore and physical pain, or a sudden traumatic tearing of the fabric of life. We can see the evidence of suffering in the lies people tell to maintain their illusions, and in the indifference of the powerful to the plight of the poor.  We can see the suffering in the dissipations of celebrities whose lives are exposed to us; and under the surface of almost everything on television:  just below the persistent vacuousness dished up for us consumers every day by television, are manifest deep wounds of separation, loss and acedia, or spiritual torpor, that advertisers imply we can overcome simply by continuing to buy what they are selling.


The reading this morning was only half of an excerpt in the magazine, Buddhadharma from Barry Magid’s book.  This is the second part:

My old teacher Joko Beck used to say that it took many, many years for students to finally discover what practice really meant, and when they did, most of them quit.  That’s because the end of suffering that we realize we can achieve through practice turns out to be an end of separation from suffering.  Suffering ceases to exist when it is no longer something we experience as impinging on our life, as an unnecessary, avoidable intrusion that we finally learn to exclude from our lives once and for all.  Instead, what we realize deeply is that suffering is inseparable from life.  I like to describe what happens by saying that suffering doesn’t disappear from our life, but into our life.  When we live our life as a whole, there is no longer an aspect that gets singled out as “suffering.”


So, in response to Martha’s question, I would say that whatever her practice has been, her concern for others shows at least one way that suffering can begin to disappear into our life --- it can disappear into our compassion for others, into our feeling with others who go through difficult things in their lives; and into those actions that alleviate the suffering of others.

*


About a month ago one of our members, Stina Hirsch, coming into her house from getting the mail, fell; and in that fall she hit her head and the patella of her right knee cracked.  This accident was the start of a long story of getting her to the hospital; then, because of the new policies of Medicare, released from the hospital to a sojourn at a rehab center that gave her very little rehab and even less humanity; a small party for her 89th birthday; return to a hospital with an infection; and release to the nursing home where she is receiving kind and consistent care.  Her son, Bruce, has managed the difficulties of the situation with growing understanding; and members and staff of this church have been there along the way helping both of them go on to whatever came next.  

Last week, whenever Stina woke up, she saw flowers that friends had brought.  Various people helped her eat a little ice cream, one nurse even brought in some black coffee to put on the green sponge swab for Stina to have.


Stina has experienced what she was afraid of, what I have heard so many others say they are afraid of, too – pain and incapacity along with the loss of independence and dignity.  On Wednesday evening, she entered hospice care, and with the aid of medication she is now pain free and sleeping most of the time.  But --- and here is the part I most want to tell you about, and most want you to hear --- after several days of moving among sleep and degrees of groggy wakefulness, Stina woke up Tuesday and she was absolutely, luminously present.


In the presence of both us ministers, and her son, and friends who stopped by those two days, and social workers who came by especially to visit during this time, Stina became her old self again --- before she fell, before the physical toll taken by the last months, the last few years.  When she woke up her first words were, “Thank you.  It is so beautiful.  Wonderful.”  Even in death, there is such richness.

*


When sad and hard things happen to people we know, we often feel clumsy when we try to offer comfort. We want to do and say the absolutely right things that will be comforting and, as if the moment is about our being able to comfort, we may feel badly when their pain does not go away because of what we do.  

But, we cannot expunge pain from someone’s life.  We cannot eliminate it from our own lives, and, a profound piece of learning is that when we are able to stay present to our own pain, so that we do not see it as antithetical to life, but of it, it teaches us what we need.  And, that is that being part of our life it does not destroy us.  When we are able to stay present with someone else’s pain and not flee, there can be moments with friends and even strangers when we are privileged to accompany them for part of the way.


Terrible, sad, violent, profoundly wounding things happen to beings all the time.  It is a wonder that, on any plain old day, any one of us is up and walking around.  But, even in the dying, there is richness.  There are moments when you aren’t even reaching for it and the brightness of your being comes through and blesses someone.  Or, you might be present when someone else says or does the perfect thing, and it reaches home for the recipient, and you witness it and you are touched as well.  There is such richness possible between us.


If we are fortunate, there may come times when something working in us below our surface disturbances, lets us see the wonders in a moment that, seconds before, was full of worry, claustrophobia, and shadows.  At the end of a long workday a sliver of pink appears at the edge of an overcast sky.  A baby laughs.  All of a sudden you see the yellow lily.  A friend who is dying looks at you and says, Thank you.  It’s so beautiful.  

Or, someone at dinner gives you a bite of her cupcake, saying, The cake is a little dry, but the frosting is important.  You can realize that it is about the moments – not long moments, not retrievable or repeatable, but moments when you actually remember that the sun is always behind the clouds, and sometimes the clouds move out of the way.  In those moments you are blessed.  In those moments you may bless someone else.  In those moments we share what is important.  


I will end with this poem by Mary Oliver:  She wrote:

Here is a story 

to break your heart.

Are you willing?

This winter 

the loons came to our harbor 

and died, one by one, 

of nothing we could see.

A friend told me  

of one on the shore  

that lifted its head and opened  

the elegant beak and cried out  

in the long, sweet savoring of its life  

which, if you have heard it,  

you know is a sacred thing,  

and for which, if you have not heard it,  

you had better hurry to where  

they still sing.

And, believe me, tell no one 

just where that is.

The next morning 

this loon, speckled  

and iridescent and with a plan  

to fly home  

to some hidden lake,  

was dead on the shore.  

I tell you this 

to break your heart,  

by which I mean only  

that it break open and never close again  

to the rest of the world.

[“Lead”, in New and Selected Poems, Beacon Press, 2005]
Closing words – This life is huge on all sides - when we can stay present to more and more of life, our hearts, too, can grow, open, and know such richness, and give it back into the life we share with all beings.
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