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 Our minds can play tricks on us when we get bad news.  

And when we get some of the worst news we can possibly 

imagine, the mind games can become particularly vivid.  The 

writer Joan Didion described her long process of grief over the 

sudden death of her husband as her “year of magical thinking.”  

Some of you may remember that I talked about her book and her 

experiences three years ago when we last considered mortality as 

a worship theme.  This year as we cycle through the themes and 

again consider mortality, the book so many people recommended 

to me, and one very helpful person lent me, was Grace and Grit 

by the famous spiritual writer and psychologist Ken Wilbur.  The 

book chronicles the experiences of Wilbur and his wife Treya as 

she battles cancer.  Ken Wilbur had a similar experience of 

magical thinking when he first heard of his wife’s illness.  He 

writes: 

“The freeze-frames clicked by, slowly, painfully, vividly.  A 

few phone calls came in from the hospital, all bearing bad news.  
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On a scale from one to four, four being the worst, Treya had a 

particularly bad grade four tumor – vicious, hard to kill, and very 

fast-growing. 

 Although everything was happening in painfully slow motion, 

each frame contained too much experience and too much 

information, which produced the bizarre sensation that things 

were happening both very rapidly and very slowly, somehow at 

the same time.  I kept having the image of myself playing 

baseball: I am standing there with my glove on, with several 

people throwing baseballs at me, which I am supposed to catch.  

But so many balls are being thrown at me that they bounce off my 

face and body and land on the ground, while I stand there with a 

stupid-looking expression. ‘Gee, guys, want to slow down and 

give me a chance?  No?...’  The bad news phone calls continued.” 

 This week I was meeting with a group of friends, one of 

whom is an Episcopal Priest, who shared with us a bold claim.  

He said, “I feel very strongly that my ministry is about disabusing 

people of the notion that they are able to avoid suffering.”  Which I 

pointed out to him was basically what the Buddha said in the first 

Noble Truth.  Suffering comes to everyone.  Old age, sickness 

and death visits the just and the unjust alike.  He wasn’t arguing 

for masochism – that we actively seek out suffering.  It comes to 

all of us soon enough. 
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 Ken Wilbur’s book Grace and Grit is an extended meditation 

on finding meaning in loss and suffering.  Which is not to say that 

all loss and suffering inevitably leads to meaning.  Again, that 

would be a kind of spiritual masochism – seeking out pain 

because it is thought to be holy for some reason.  Some religious 

traditions teach that of course, but I don’t recommend it.  Ken and 

Treya Wilbur don’t need to go running around trying to find 

suffering because somehow that will make them holy people.  

Suffering and pain and grief find their way to them all too soon.  

Instead their approach is, since pain is here already, what can I 

learn from it?  What can I do now that suffering is in my life?  

Often there is nothing physically that can be done, but as our 

pastoral care volunteers could probably tell us, there is plenty of 

relational and emotional healing that can still take place.  

Sometimes all you need is someone to cry with you. 

 One person who knew a good deal about the finite nature of 

our lives was the Zen Master Suzuki Roshi.  Suzuki was the 

author of the book Zen Mind, Beginners Mind and the founder of 

the San Francisco Zen Center.  His lectures on a Chinese poem 

called the Sandokai are the inspiration for this morning’s sermon.  

It is traditional for teachers to preach on the Sandokai toward the 

end of their lives.  Suzuki gave his lectures about a year and a 
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half before his death.  In the preface one of his students reflects 

on this time period. 

“During the summer of 1970, the students were attending 

services and sitting Zen several times a day.  They were 

preparing meals and working on the many tasks of build and 

maintenance.  During the day, Suzuki Roshi, small and seemingly 

frail, was busy putting large stones in place on the side of the 

creek to prevent erosion.  At night he lectured.  Those of us who 

were fortunate enough to work with him were always amazed at 

his energy and ability even when he was old and not well.  He 

worked all day in the hundred degree-plus heat.  His tremendous 

spirit was communicated through his work.  We might spend all 

day putting a large stone in place, and if it wasn’t right he would 

take it out and start all over the next day. 

 I was Suzuki’s attendant at the time and I would sometimes 

place a water-soaked washcloth on top of his shaved head to cool 

him off.  His wife Mitsu-san came down from the city and was very 

worried about him.  She knew he was ill and thought he was 

working too hard.  Sometimes when she would pass by he would 

pretend that he was resting and then go back to moving stones.  

She once chastised him, using the familiar word for an abbot: 

‘Hojo-san!  You are cutting your life short!’  He replied, ‘If I don’t 

cut my life short, my students will not grow.’” 
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 Like I say: I don’t recommend that.  My attorneys oblige me 

to point out that the behavior of a Zen Master may not be 

appropriate behavior for you!  Zen Masters tend to act a little 

crazy sometimes.  That is because they try to make a larger point, 

not only with their words and teaching but by how they live.  They 

are like the prophets in the Old Testament in that regard.  What 

Suzuki was trying to “preach” with his actions was that our lives 

are finite and every moment counts.  Every moment he spends 

with his students needs to be savored; both by Suzuki and by 

them.  That is what makes them grow. 

 Buddhism makes a great deal of living in the present 

moment.  At the surface that seems so obvious.  Of course we 

live in the present moment; where else could we be?  We may 

remember the past, but we don’t actually live there; we LIVED 

there already.  We may dream of the future, but again the future is 

an oncoming wave of being that is always coming but never 

arrives.  Only in this present moment do we truly exist in all our 

actuality.  And yet so often we lose this fact.  Our minds and our 

attention drift off to the past, the future, or some other shiny thing 

that grabs our attention.  Or there is something we don’t like in the 

present moment, and so we distance ourselves from it. 

 Suzuki shares with us this story from a famous koan:  “A 

monk asked a master, ‘It is so hot. How is it possible to escape 
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from the heat?’  And the master said, ‘Why don’t you go to a place 

where there is neither cold nor hot?’  The disciple said, ‘Is there a 

place where it is neither cold nor hot?’  The master said, ‘When it 

is cold you should be a cold Buddha.  When it is hot you should 

be hot Buddha.’”  The good news of Zen is that everyone can 

become a Buddha at any time.  If it is cold then you are a cold 

Buddha.  If you are happy, then the present moment is filled with 

happiness.  If you are aware of it and live into that moment, then 

you are a happy Buddha.  Same with suffering, with grief, with 

pain.  Good or bad, all we can ever really do is to be fully present 

and aware of this moment that we are in right now.  Because right 

now is always fleeting. 

 This was the essence of what my son Thomas realized while 

we were about to ride that last ride at the Carnival.  This is it.  This 

is the fleeting last moment of this particular form of joy.  After this 

you have to wait another year until the carnival returns.  I used to 

feel the same way about Christmas – even at its best it is only 

one day.  You have to wait a long time until it comes around 

again.  Each moment of life is precious exactly because there are 

only a finite number of moments allotted to us. 

 The Sandokai is recited in Zen monasteries just before going 

to bed.  It is sometimes burnt into wooden boards that are struck 

to indicate the time.  That is because the Sandokai is all about 
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making the most of the time we have.  The poem concludes with 

these words: “I respectfully urge you who study the mystery of 

birth and death, don’t pass your days and nights in vain.”  That is 

the literal English translation.  In one place where I studied they 

used a more poetic form of English.  We used to recite it as, 

“Awake, Awake each moment!  Do not waste this life!” 

 That is an exhortation to live.  “Awake, awake each moment.  

Do not waste this life.”  If you are strapping in for the last ride of 

the carnival – then awake awake each moment.  If it’s the last 

time you will see that loved one who is near death, than be fully 

present with them.  Say I love you.  Heal the rift that may be 

between you.  Don’t waste this life.   

I think of the Sandokai as sort of the spiritual equivalent of a 

really tough football coach.  You know the type that urges his 

players to take another lap around the field when they don’t show 

enough effort at practice.  A real Vince Lombardi kind of non-

nonsense guy.  Only instead of a football game, the Sandokai is 

talking to us about the most important game there is: our life!  

Wake up!  It says to us.  Don’t waste this.  Have some urgency 

about things before they are gone. 

Now let me be clear here.  I am not saying that all you really 

need to do is a few more minutes or hours of Zen meditation and 
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all of the problems you have will be fixed.  That would be magical 

thinking; quite literally.  If that were true then Ken Wilbur and his 

wife would never experience any suffering at all.  Wilbur is a gifted 

teacher and writer on the intersection of psychology and 

spirituality.  But death and loss come even to him, as it does to us 

all, as it did to Suzuki, to the Buddha.  And some day death will 

come to your parents, my parents, your children and mine.  And 

then we too shall one day pass away.  Just as the carnival comes 

to an end at some point, so do our lives. 

That is the tragic existential fact of our lives: that to live at all 

means at some point we will die.  Which doesn’t mean we should 

be sad or afraid.  No, that would be like moping around at the 

carnival because you know you have to go home in two hours.  

Go enjoy it!  Go have some fun.  Ride your favorite rides, don’t be 

distracted by unimportant things.  That is what the Sandokai is 

saying.  Go do that which is the most important thing to you.  

Don’t sleep on this.  Get moving.  Figure out what is the priority 

for how you are going to live and what you want to accomplish.  

Everything else is a distraction.  Wake up from the distractions.  

Awake, awake each moment.  Do not waste this life.  Don’t pass 

your days and nights in vain. 

Granted the Sandokai is urging us to do spiritual practice, 

but as Unitarian Universalists I think it is safe to assume that we 
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can broaden that out.  Right now, in this present moment, what for 

you is a distraction and what is the priority?  There isn’t much any 

of us can do about death and suffering once they come to our 

doorstep. But we can do something between now and then.  We 

can put all of our energy and focus on those areas of our life that 

are the most important things to us.  That might be your kids, your 

marriage, your job, your health, your financial stability, or yes 

even your spiritual life.  When our worship service is over or when 

you get home today, what is one thing that you could do to take 

even the smallest step toward your priorities in life?  How can you 

step away from the things that are a distraction? 

I thought about this for myself, letting the urgency of that 

exhortation to awake, awake each moment to wash over me.  To 

not spend my days and nights in vain.  I thought of my kids.  How 

easy it is in my life and work to get wrapped up in drama.  

Particularly the self-imposed drama inherent in the numerous 

electronic distractions there are these days.  Usually we call this 

“entertainment.”  Yet how many times have I been too 

preoccupied with my own drama, or heaven forbid the dramas of 

fictional characters in books, movies and television, and 

overlooked the wonder of my two little boys.  Right now they are 

eight and five.  But time with them is like the time you spend riding 

rides and eating cotton candy at the carnival.  Over before you 
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know it.  My spiritual challenge is not to think of them as babies, 

or to worry about what the world will be like when they are 18.  I 

do enough of both of those already.  No rather my challenge is to 

enjoy them right here and now, for who they are – not what they 

were or are about to become.  Just right now be Buddha, be 

connected to the present, and if the present moment is hot be hot 

Buddha and if it is cold be cold.  But never, ever, spend my days 

and nights in vain.  May it be so for and for us all.  Amen Blessed 

Be. 


