
1 

 

Mantras for the Present Age 

Delivered to the First Unitarian Church of Wilmington Delaware 

October 6, 2013 

By Rev. Dr. Joshua Snyder 

 

 With the recent government shut down, it has got me thinking a 

lot about my uncle Ted.  My uncle is a dyed in the wool Republican.  

Classic small government hates Obama type.  Actually his big issue is 

guns, but that is a topic for another day.  It is Ted’s skepticism of the 

government, and its usefulness in our everyday life, that I want to focus 

on this morning.  Perhaps it is because for the first time in my adult life 

I too am entertaining thoughts of anarchy right about.  There must be a 

reason why we keep Congress around, but for the life of me I just can 

seem to remember it! 

 In my growing cynicism about the work of the government, or the 

glaring lack thereof, I found myself almost a kindred spirit to my uncle’s 

anti-government position.  That is just the first layer of irony.  The other 

layer of irony is that my uncle kind of sort of works for the government.  

Well the state government – he is prison guard.  Before that he was a 

farmer, and came from a long line of farmers.  It is not particularly 
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notable that he got out of the family farming business; most people do 

if they can at all help it.  But the third layer of irony is that family farms 

in Michigan used to get, you guessed it, subsidies from the federal 

government!  So uncle Ted was raised, in part, on an industry that gets 

financial assistance from the US Department of Agriculture, but left it in 

order to work for the State of Michigan as a prison guard.  Sounds like 

someone who hates government intervention in our lives doesn’t it?! 

 Now I don’t mean to pick on my uncle Ted too much.  OK I mean 

to pick on him a little bit.  But to be fair, there are plenty of ways in 

which we all live incongruitous lives.  I won’t go so far to say that 

everyone in the world is a hypocrite, but we all have aspects of 

ourselves that don’t jive 100% with what we believe, or claim to 

believe.  Although I am the only preacher here, I suspect I am not the 

only one who struggles to practice what he preaches!  It is a struggle for 

all of us; at least for those of us who stand for anything of importance. 

 It is that rub, where living and believing meet or fail to meet, that 

is our topic for the month of October.  This month’s theme is faith.  Let 

me give you an easy definition: Belief plus practice equals faith.  You 

can have lots of beliefs but never put them into practice.  I believe the 

Earth revolves around the Sun.  How do you practice that?  I suppose 

we are all forced to, quite literally, by gravity.  But that is just a belief 
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that is there.  I could not believe it, as many people did for many 

thousands of years, and it probably wouldn’t affect me much. 

 Similarly there are a lot of things I do on a regular basis with 

intentionality that don’t have a grand theological rationale behind 

them.  You can brush your teeth every day, but so far as I can tell that 

just means you believe in good oral hygiene.  Perhaps it betrays a 

disbelief in the tooth fairy; maybe.  I am willing to bet few of us have 

worked up a theology of tooth brushing.  Is there a belief supporting 

that practice?  Yes, but it is so mundane as to be irrelevant. 

 These beliefs and practices are relatively mundane.  They make 

few demands upon our lives.  They are probably not, what Paul Tillich 

dubbed, our “Ultimate Concern.”  Faith on the other hand is different.  

It does make demands on who and what we are.  It does concern itself 

with our Ultimate Concern.  Faith is belief plus practice.  Faith is what 

we have when we bring belief and practice together.  Like I say, all of us 

do this imperfectly to one degree or another.  All of us have beliefs we 

fail to practice and some practices which could use some deeper 

reflection.  How do we align belief and practice?  How do we develop or 

go deeper with our faith?  Those are some of the key questions that 

Rev. Michelle and I, and even Don Southworth when he is here next 

week, will be exploring in this month of October. 



4 

 

 There are lots of answers to those questions, and there should be 

no shortage of material for my colleagues and me this month.  One of 

the most important ways in which religion has attempted to align belief 

with practice so as to develop or increase faith has been spiritual 

practice such as prayer.  One of the main reasons why we don’t often 

practice our beliefs, is that we may not be fully conscious that what we 

are doing is out of sync with what we believe.  If we are to correct that, 

and align belief and practice, then the first step is some basic self-

awareness.  Really, that is all that prayer is trying to do.  It is not the 

attempt to ingratiate a divine being with our groveling and supplication.  

The real power of prayer is becoming aware of how our actions and our 

beliefs are out of sync with each other.  Prayer is just the first step in 

bringing belief and practice together, but it is a crucial first step, and 

one that deserves more attention.   

 Since someone brought up Buddhism earlier (OK that was me) 

let’s talk about prayer in that tradition a bit.  Buddhists are famous for 

meditation, but prayer is in there as well. One of the most common 

ways Buddhists pray is by repeating a mantra, a sacred word or phrase, 

over and over.  The purpose of this practice is to help the practitioner 

bring into alignment their belief and their practice. 
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 The Pure Land Buddhist writer Taitetsu Unno, whose story I told 

earlier, relates this anecdote from the early days of Buddhism: 

“The Buddha brought about the transformation of a lowly monk 

Culapanthaka to become one of the most respected figures in early 

Buddhism.  His older brother, Mahapanthaka, was celebrated as an 

articulate and wise monk, a commanding figure in the community, 

while Culapanthaka was the very opposite: dim-witted and bumbling in 

speech. Unable to memorize even a single line of the teaching, he was 

the object of ridicule by his fellow monks.  He regarded himself as a 

total failure; his inferiority complex knew no end. 

 One day when the Buddha saw Culapanthaka in tears, having 

been ordered by his brother to return to being a lay person, he called 

him aside and assured him of help on the path of enlightenment.  The 

Buddha showed empathy for his plight and gave him a simple refrain to 

repeat each time he swept the monastic compound as part of his daily 

task: ‘Take away the dirt, sweep away the dust.’  After rehearsing and 

repeating this phrase countless times, even though he sometimes 

forgot the precise wording, Culapanthaka attained a breakthrough.  The 

constant repetition affected the deepest layer of his psyche, as he 

realized that dirt and dust are defilements [within us] to be taken away 
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and swept away by wisdom.  It was the Buddha’s felt pain that touched 

Culapanthaka’s pain and elicited this transformation.” 

 Prayer doesn’t have to be grandiose or complicated.  In the case 

of Culapanthaka, it doesn’t even have to be directed to another being 

other than the Holy that resides in your heart.  In fact, prayer is 

probably better the simpler it is.  You are more likely to hold onto a 

simple prayer into your daily life; like “take away the dirt, sweep away 

the dust.”  Few of us have the time or the memory to stop and go 

through an elaborate prayer ritual multiple times a day.  If you don’t 

believe me, try it sometime.  You will gain a whole new appreciation for 

our Muslim brothers and sisters whose religion requires them to pray 

five times a day, at specific times using very specific prayers and full 

body prostrations, facing the same direction.  Islam is a high demand 

religion in this regard. 

 The repetition part is also important.  The more often one does a 

prayer like “take away the dirt, sweep away the dust” the more is starts 

to work its way into your subconscious, like that song you hear on the 

radio and can’t seem to get out of your head.  It takes repetition over 

and over and over and over so that hook in the melody or the inflection 

of a mantra sticks in your head.  Pretty soon you find yourself saying 

“take away the dirt, sweep away the dust” not only when you are 
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literally doing housework, but at other times of the day too.  You are at 

your desk at the office, working on some big project you have coming 

up, when all of a sudden “take away the dirt, sweep away the dust” just 

pops into your head of its own accord.  You didn’t mean to think of that 

particular prayer, but there it is.  But now that it’s here, this little 

phrase takes on a slightly different meaning.  Is there “dust” or “dirt” 

associated with the project at work?  What needs to be swept away?  Is 

it something in the project itself, or perhaps it is a difficult partner or 

boss?  You can’t sweep away a person, of course, no matter how much 

your boss might annoy you.  But maybe there is something you bring to 

that relationship, a chip on your shoulder, maybe even just an 

assumption that you won’t get along with them, that is a trigger 

somehow.  What would it look like to sweep away that piece of dust?  

No wonder that Culapanthaka became one of the most revered monks 

of early Buddhism with such a powerful spiritual practice bestowed on 

him by the Buddha. 

 Pure Land Buddhists love mantras, particularly “Namo Amida 

Butsu” which means “Hail to the Buddha Amida.”  Amida is a Buddha 

who lives in a parallel dimension to ours, kind of like the Buddha of 

Earth 2 for you comic book fans out there.  Amida is a lot like the 

Buddha that lived in our world except Amida lives in the Pure Land of 
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Bliss where there isn’t so much suffering and hardship to deal with.  

Kind of a land of milk and honey and the streets are paved with gold 

kind of place, not an uncommon vision of paradise in many world 

religions.  To get there all you need to do is chant his name “Hail to 

Amida Buddha,” “Namo Amida Butsu.”  Chanting that mantra is the 

core practice for Pure Land Buddhists.  Some Pure Land Masters would 

chant Namo Amida Butsu every waking second of the day. 

 As history marched on, though, the Pure Land folks started to 

reflect a bit on this prayer they kept saying over and over again.  It felt 

to them like it wasn’t just a petition for help.  It started to evolve into 

the Name that Calls as Taitetsu Unno described it in this morning’s 

story.  Their prayer was more than a desire to be brought into the land 

of milk and honey.  Just the act of chanting it did something to the 

practitioner.  It changed them, they vibrated on a different frequency, 

and it felt to them as if the whole universe was joining them in the 

chant Namo Amida Butsu.  Their practice felt less like a prayer and 

more like a cosmic consciousness working its way through them, so that 

they did not exist as individuals – there was only the chanting. 

 I share this, not to try and convince all of you to be Pure Land 

Buddhists, nor can I claim to fully agree that Namo Amida Butsu is the 

cosmic mantra that we should all chant.  That is not a belief I happen 
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hold.  Rather I lift up this example of the Name that Calls as an 

experience of belief and practice coming together.  It is a mystical 

experience; perhaps you have had something like that before or not, 

but a mystical experience that deepens the faith of those doing the 

chant.  It is a powerful example of how prayer can make us aware of 

what we believe and touch us at a deep level to live accordingly. 

 It is our job as human beings to do both: explore our beliefs and 

put them into practice.  That is how we grow in faith.  Note that I never 

said that you had to believe in God or the Buddha in order to have 

faith.  The content of that belief is not what is important particularly.  

What is important is that the belief be supported by some sort of 

regular and intentional practice on your part.  Conversely the practices 

need to have some theological grounding in what you believe.  The 

whole point is to bring the two together, and that can start with a very 

simple practice of prayer. 

 I don’t know how my uncle reconciles his anti-government beliefs 

with his government-dependent occupation and upbringing.  One is 

tempted to speculate that it is a form of resentment, but who knows 

for sure.  If I could think of a mantra for him to repeat every morning as 

he went about his job working for the state; perhaps that would help.  

One thing is for sure, if it were possible for me to be an agnostic when 
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it came to the work of the federal government, I would surely do it!  If 

ever there were a group of people who need to bring their beliefs and 

their practices into alignment with each other, it would be our elected 

leaders. 

 Regardless of how that whole mess plays out, I am still stuck with 

me.  I still have Josh’s problems, Josh’s blessings, Josh’s relationships, to 

deal with for better or worse.  Question before me is how aware am I of 

those issues, challenges and blessings that stand before me?  Am I in 

denial or up to the task of living each day with compassion and 

wisdom?  Some days I am better at it than others.  But to live a 

spiritually mature life means asking ourselves those questions over and 

over each day.  Faith, whatever our faith might be or whatever it may 

compel us to do, demands that we grow out of our small selfish ways 

and come into the expansive light of a life lived to the fullest. 

 Let us dare to beckon that calling.  Let us not turn away, just 

because it is hard to live as you believe.  Let us dare to strive for a life of 

faith and for all of the richness it has to offer.  May the light and 

compassion of Amida bless you on your journey.  Amen Blessed Be. 


