Sermon:  February 21, 2010

What the Dalai Lama Taught Me

Rev. Lyn Oglesby, Ph.D.

I first met His Holiness the Dalai Lama in 1962, before some of you were even a gleam in your father’s eye.  I had recently arrived in India with my husband, who was assigned to the American Embassy in New Delhi, and our infant son.  One of my husband’s assignments was to serve as the Tibetan Refugee Office for the Embassy, to represent their interests and concerns to Congress, which was appropriating funds for distribution to agencies to aid the resettlement of the Tibetan refugees in India.  During the years that he worked at assisting the Tibetan refugees, we had frequent contact with the Dalai Lama’s representatives, and members of his family, especially his elder brother, Gyalo Thondup, whose photo you have seen this morning.  Mr. Thondup is now 81, lives in Kalimpong, India, and my friend Nims Sharma and I called on him there.  He was sitting out in the sun, reading the paper.  Nim’s father served on the International Commission of Jurists which investigated and reported to the United Nations on the Chinese invasion of Tibet in 1959.  We had quite a reunion.  After over thirty years.

As for the Dalai Lama, he is not very tall.  He has a demeanor that is serious, gentle, soft-spoken, and delightfully revealing about his experiences growing up.  He has a keen sense of humor that does not belittle others, and he tells jokes about his own mistakes as a little boy.  If I had to describe him in four words, I’d say he is dedicated, cheerful, determined and loving.  Sometimes he wears sandals, and sometimes he wears klunky shoes with with socks!  I have a video of him seated cross-legged on a chair, with a pair of bright red tennis shoes on the floor.  Which look kind of weird with his maroon and saffon robes.  He is no fashion plate, but is focused on what he needs to say and needs to do.  

I didn’t take much interest in Buddhism in those days but found the meetings and conversations with the Dalai Lama’s followers and family fascinating and inspiring.  They didn’t whine.  They didn’t refer to past glory or past grandeur.  Their concerns were figuring out how to hold the Tibetans together while they were in exile, how to support themselves, and most of all, how to preserve their cherished religion and culture.  The Dalai Lama’s sisters founded schools and orphanages for Tibetan children.  Last March I visited the main school, which continues to receive children whose parents smuggle them into India from Tibet.  The children live in group cottages, with wash cloths and tooth brushes arranged neatly.

Life has been difficult for the Tibetans.  When they arrived in 1959, the government of India provided places for them to stay, but they had to become self-supporting.  Thus the development of the Tibetan carpet industry.    The first rugs were designed by the Dalai Lama’s sister-in-law, Mr. Thondup’s wife.  And those designs are still being manufactured, though the waiting list is several months.  My order placed in January won’t be shipped until August, after it is woven!

As my own life progressed, I became more and more interested in Buddhism, with several starts and stops.  Buddhism is a highly complex and ancient philosophy, related in some ways to the ancient Greeks, who traveled to India with Alexander the Great. They use a form of Socratic dialogue to train monks, and founded a university in Nalanda, India, in the fifth century, BC, where the Buddha is said to have visited on several occasions.  The writings from those times  form the basis for the logic of Buddhist philosophy.  And I find them difficult to understand.  I am not alone.  The Dalai Lama, in his annual teachings to monks and other followers in India, focuses on interpreting these ancient texts.  

Buddhism is a philosophy, rather than a religion that believes in any supernatural god or being that created the universe or that would intervene to help us resolve a problem or a difficult challenges.  The Buddha was a human being, and never claimed to be anything else.

The Dalai Lama emphasizes his own humanity.  Although he and many Buddhists do believe in reincarnation.   But there, in a big tent as large as a football field, he sounded pretty much like a Unitarian Universalist!  He reminded all 12,000 of us that he is not a god, that he is imperfect, and that we should feel free to question not only Buddhist teachings but his teachings as well.  Time after time, his message was, “Don’t take my word for it.  Read and study and analyze for yourselves.”  Daily he reminded the monks that they should use their minds, and think about what they were chanting in their daily devotions.  He urged the monks to improve their minds, to learn and in their learning process, to question, to interpret for themselves.  He emphasized to the monks that they should study every day, and never relax in their practice of learning, using their minds and questioning the texts.

The Dalai Lama is an humble man.  He takes a long-range view.  He told us that even if the Chinese do not relent, and do not allow him and Tibetans to return, that history in the long term will be the judge, that history will speak well of the Tibetans non-violent answers to the violent actions of the Chinese.

To me, this is the mark of a great leader.  Dealing with day-to-day problems, but always looking at life from a higher perspective, sticking to the basics, and upholding higher principles and purposes.  Transcending the minutiae of day-to-day decisions and day-to-day life, reaching for a higher level from which to view things.  Sometimes we call that focusing on the war rather than the current battle.  Or making sure we see the forest, not just the trees.  I likek to call it, “keeping your eye on the prize.”  It is easy to get caught up in daily problems and issues.  What the Dalai Lama emphasized was staying centered and mindful, and keeping our daily problems in perspective.

Every day he emphasized the importance of mindfulness, questioning, analyzing, rather than taking anything for granted, even religious and philosophical texts and teachings.

And so I was amazed at these lessons.  He made no claims of omniscience, but emphasized his own humanity and the need for humility by all of us.  He advocated the use of reason, logic, and continuous learning.  He emphasized our interconnections, and the importance of building a world community that respects all religions, all races, all cultures.  In short, he transcended worldly concerns, and emphasized developing our minds and our human potential to develop compassion, and to mindfully follow Buddhist paths that help us to overcome suffering within and among ourselves.

One of the things I admire about the Dalai Lama is his interest in science and neurological discoveries that how we use our mind actually changes our brains.  That is, recent research has shown that the patterns in the physical brain change as a result of following a regular practice in meditation.  I learned about this last November at a meeting of the Mind and Life Institute in Washington, DC, where the Dalai Lama was a participant.  Just like we are able to measure changes in blood pressure among practitioners of certain types of yoga, daily meditation practices can change the way the brain operates.  This new research is terribly important, because the newly discovered plasticity of the brain offers all of us opportunities not only to learn, but to take more control of our lives.  To become more open to new ideas, to become more open to new practices and habits, to enrich our lives in a purposeful, meaningful way.  His message was hopeful.  His message was encouraging.

In BodhGaya under our big tent, about a hundred yards from the place where the Buddha came to his first realizations, there were some amusing moments, sitting there all scrunched up with 12,000 other people – monks from Mongolia, India, Korea, Japan, Thailand and Tibet.  A thousand Westerners.  Richared Gere (whom I confess I did not meet much less dance with).  Every morning and every afternoon, young Tibetan monks served us tea and bread.  We all had our own metal glasses, that we held to be filled with tea.  Leaning over us, they poured tea to every person who held out a glass, and others tossed out large pieces of bread, which many of the monks and families enjoyed.  Foolishly, I saved mine to bring back to show youall, but by the time I got back to New Delhi, it has molded.  As the monks emptied their bread baskets and huge tea kettles, they laughingly ran back for more, apparently racing one another.  A Tibetan family with two tiny children sat in front of me, and we all quickly made friends.  We were all butt up against each other and so when anybody needed to move a leg, we all adjusted.  Everyone was friendly, and having a wonderful time, no matter how uncomfortable we were.  And trust me, sitting for three hours every morning and every afternoon is uncomfortable.  I don’t know whether it was devotion, but it was a true test of commitment and dedication.  By golly, I had traveled halfway around the world and I wasn’t going to miss a minute!

Every morning and afternoon we had to line up and go through a security check, showing our admission badges and getting frisked before we went in to find our places.

We stayed at a Japanese temple guesthouse that served simple vegetarian food.  Unfortunately, the outside temperature was around 40 degrees, and there was no heat in the building.  I slept under three blankets, in my clothes (including my ski jacket).  I was fortunate, but 14 of the 17 in our group caught serious colds, and some had to miss some sessions.

Outside the big tent and the tall fence and security, vendors had set up displays of Tibetan trinkets, and things to eat and drink.  You could buy fresh sugar cane to chew on. Oranges, peanuts, stir-fried vegetables, cakes, and salty snacks like we might serve with drinks.  Some entrepreneur set up a wooden, hand-turned ferris wheel that the young monks loved.  There were barbers, people selling birds, and a man painting names on individual grains of rice.  In spite of the chill, the days were sunny.

There is a temple built to honor the tree where the Buddha is said to have found enlightenment.  The original tree is no longer there, but a replacement is, laden with prayer flags.  

The temple grounds are spacious and everything was decorated with flowers and prayer flags in honor of the Dalai Lama’s visit.  

At the teachings themselves, no photography was permitted.  But I cheated and did take one picture during the Dalai Lama’s audience he had with Westerners.  You can’t make out much detail, but hopefully it provides a sense of what the place was like.

I am not a practicing Buddhist, but I increasingly admire the common sense of the Four Noble Truths:

1.
Life involves suffering.

2.
The origin of suffering is attachment to transient things.  We suffer because we become too attached to things, and want too much.

3.
The cessation of suffering is attainable when we let go of our attachments and our cravings.

4.
We can end our suffering through a continuous process of self-improvement, outlined in the Eight-fold Path.

In other words, we can identify the cravings we have that make us unhappy, and through mindfully focusing on them, give them up and work on improving the quality of our lives and our characters.  This is hard work, and is very similar to our own faith.  We are responsible for our actions.  We like nice things, but are not inclined to materialist ways. We are accountable to ourselves and our fellow humans.  We are generous to those less fortunate, and we work to improve the welfare of others.

We don’t have to travel to India or any place to make these commitments, to develop our characters, to become more intentional and mindful about ourselves and what we do.  I was fortunate to go to India, and I confess I had a glorious time.  I wished that each of you could have been there with me.  I brought something back to all our members, and those who have completed the membership classes, even though you may not have signed the membership book yet.  Craig Porterfield, your Worship Committee Chair, is going to help me.  I’d like to invite our members and those who have completed the membership classes and intend to become members, to come forward in two lines, men on one side and women on the other.  Craig will present malas, or Tibetan prayer beads to the men, and I will present them to the women.  These prayer beads are used by Tibetans similar to rosaries, to help them count the number of prayers they have said, or the number of times they have circled a sacred Buddhist place.

Namaste.

