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Reading


To be a good human being is to have a kind of openness to the world, an ability to 
trust uncertain things beyond your own control, that can lead you to be shattered in 
very extreme circumstances for which you were not to blame. That says something 
very important about the condition of the ethical life: that it is based on a trust in the 
uncertain and on a willingness to be exposed; it's based on being more like a plant 
than like a jewel, something rather fragile, but whose very particular beauty is 
inseparable from that fragility. 


~Martha Nussbaum, philosopher 


Reading


Once we recognize that other sentient beings—people, animals, and even 
insects—are just like us, that their basic motivation is to experience peace and 
to avoid suffering, then when someone acts in some way or says something that 
is against our wishes, we’re able to have some basis for understanding: “Oh, 
well, this person (or whatever) is coming from this position because, just like me, 
they want to be happy and they want to avoid suffering. That’s their basic 
purpose. They’re not out to get me; they’re only doing what they think they need 
to do.” 


Compassion is the spontaneous wisdom of the heart. It’s always with us. It 
always has been and always will be. When it arises in us, we’ve simply learned 
to see how strong and safe we really are. 


~Yongey Mingyur Rinpoche  



INTRODUCTION


If you were here last Sunday, you know that I spent last weekend in the hospital with 
sciatica. It’s a spinal thing. A nerve gets pinched. And it hurts like heck. I’m not one of 
those who views suffering as good for the soul, but the experience certainly reminded 
me about humility and how important it is to have others come to your aid. 


My attack manifested itself by paralyzing the left side of my body. Then there’s the pain
—it’s like having a charlie horse that lasts for something like 48 hours. 


When the attack became unbearable, I called 911. My wife Theresa had already left for 
work. So, the paramedics came and had to break open the door because I couldn’t 
move. That started my little journey.  


I was scheduled to speak at the UU congregation in Duluth last Sunday. Our Minister of 
Social Justice, Kelli Clement, volunteered to do that, and she drove up there and read 
the talk that I had prepared. 


The staff here jumped into action. And, though I’m on oxycodone for another week and 
can’t drive, I’ve been able to conduct most of my day to day chores with the help of my 
wife and the wonderful staff and volunteers that we have here at FUS. 


Besides which the FUS Board of Trustees sent me an Amazon gift card, so I could 
order a few things to read!


Saying that it takes a village is not the half of it. The conventionally religious often ask 
me if Humanists have a concept of grace, as in “god shed his grace on thee.” I always 
reply—and I can reply even more emphatically after my experience this past week—
that grace for me is the fact that most of the time human beings will go out of their way 
to help. WAY out of their way to help. 


There are these things that we call virtues: empathy, compassion, courage, generosity, 
fairness, loyalty . . . and on.  




Virtues, but those words are mere abstractions until they are made concrete in our 
actions daily and hourly. 


Think what human beings are capable of: all those virtues I mentioned, but so much 
more: love, creativity, music, altruism, generosity, forgiveness, spontaneity, ethics, 
aesthetics. Philosophy. And on. 


Furthermore, these are pan-human virtues that cross all of the artificial boundaries we 
create and take too seriously, from the gender-binary, to race, social class, and 
nationalism. These virtues also cross religious barriers—both the religious and 
irreligious share these virtues. It appears from the evidence that both our virtues and 
many of our taboos are the result of human nature rather than religious imposition. To 
which I have to say, “How cool is that?”


I. 


 

When I was in my twenties I began searching for something deeper than the religion I 
had grown up with. I was looking for a religion or philosophy that talked more explicitly 
about virtues than the Christianity I grew up with was capable of doing. 


If you went to Sunday school as a kid, you remember the story. It occurs in the Gospel 
of Luke, Chapter 10. A young lawyer comes to talk with Jesus and asks how he can 
achieve eternal life. The answer Jesus gives is, “love God and love your neighbor.” 


The young lawyer asks, “who is my neighbor?” Jesus responds with one of the great 
stories of human civilization—the story of the Good Samaritan. The answer Jesus gives 
is much like the answer Mr. Rogers gives: everyone, everywhere is your neighbor. 


I took this story to heart as a young person. And the disjunction between that liberal, 
humanist story that Jesus tells and the very exclusionary and judgmental faith that I 
grew up in is the reason I went looking for a new religion.


As I searched, I was drawn to Buddhism for a couple of reasons. One reason was that 
the Beats, better known as Beatnicks, whose poetry I admired, were for the most part 
Buddhists. Secondly, upon reading into Buddhism, I discovered that the focus of 



Buddhism is compassion for not only human beings or even only animals, but, as the 
Buddhists say, “all sentient beings.” 


The reading this morning from Yongey Mingyur Rinpoche is a perfect example of what 
drew me to  Buddhism: 


Once we recognize that other sentient beings—people, animals, and even 
insects—are just like us, that their basic motivation is to experience peace and 
to avoid suffering, then when someone acts in some way or says something that 
is against our wishes, we’re able to have some basis for understanding: “Oh, 
well, this person (or whatever) is coming from this position because, just like me, 
they want to be happy and they want to avoid suffering. That’s their basic 
purpose. They’re not out to get me; they’re only doing what they think they need 
to do. 


However we get ourselves there—religion, philosophy, meditation—however we get 
ourselves there, that’s the place I’m convinced that we all need to be. And it’s not just 
that there’s this big “ought to” or this big “should.” I’m convinced that THAT place of 
compassion is also the place we YEARN to be: knowing “that other sentient beings—
people, animals, and even insects—are just like us, that their basic motivation is to 
experience peace and to avoid suffering.” I think that place of big compassion is where 
we naturally are WHEN we get out of our own way and listen to that self we have 
beyond all the ego. That place is our happy place, if you will. Our inner-Mr. Roger’s 
Neighborhood.


That place, compassion, goes beyond “loving thy neighbor as thyself” and leads 
toward a deeper understanding, and another of the great Buddhist insights: actually, 
your neighbor IS yourself. And that bird is yourself. And that spider is yourself. And that 
tree is yourself. That’s what many of the great religions teach. That’s what 
Transcendentalism taught back in the days of Emerson and Thoreau. And it’s what 
Humanism teaches today. It came to Charles Darwin in a flash and he wrote in his 
notebook: “We all may be netted together.” 


This compassion springs from the fact that all things are temporary—from our own 
lives to the earth itself—that all the things we see here, today, will be gone, part of the 
flow of the universe. Buddhism teaches two truths: that all things go away; and that we 
must have compassion for all those things that are here, now. 




In your order of service this morning you have what are purported to be the Buddha’s 
last words: “Everything changes. Nothing lasts. Keep going.”

We live a shared life in a shared world. And our shared lives and our shared world are 
all about change and loss. What we have is each other, because that impulse toward 
sharing is what love means. It’s the only hope for humanity’s survival. 


II.


Back in 1995, a relationship councilor named Gary Chapman published a book called 
The Five Love Languages: How to Express Heartfelt Commitment to Your Mate. 


Chapman came up with five ways people express love. He lists 

gifts, 

quality time, 

words of affirmation, 

acts of service (devotion), 

and physical touch (intimacy).


Chapman’s ideas have been used and adapted into several relationship-counseling 
programs. The love languages concept is useful because it explicitly cautions against 
“loving thy neighbor as thyself.”


For example, those who see love as a desire to share quality time will feel unloved by a 
partner who expresses love through gift giving. Both partners are being equally sincere, 
but the partner who wants quality time and gets gifts will sooner or later say, “All you 
ever do is get me stuff; I want your time.”


It’s not enough to love thy neighbor as thyself. You must love your neighbor as your 
neighbor needs to be loved. This requires getting outside your own head and really 
perceiving another person as an individual with needs and desires that may not match 
your own.  


This is the way we get from empathy—which is merely realizing that another person 
HAS needs—to compassion, in which we actively seek to discover what those needs 
are and to fulfill them if we can. 




III.


One of the readings this morning is from Martha Nussbaum, a philosopher who has 
done groundbreaking work on what she calls “capabilities.” Nussbaum works with 
people in various cultures trying to make their lives better, but, rather than using the 
usual Western model of sweeping in and trying to turn, say, poor women in India into 
middle class American women, Nussbaum says that we must study what the 
capabilities of the people in a particular setting are, given the social and political 
realities that shape their lives. 


Thus, for example, many disadvantaged women in India need a way to escape from 
the virtual prison that arranged marriages can be. Yet, the idea of romantic love is not 
popular in India, so, women who escape a bad marriage are not likely to be remarried. 
Leaving a marriage means leaving the basic social structure of Indian society. So, 
Nussbaum asks: given the social pressures and assumptions of that place, what are 
the capabilities of these women? What can be done to help them have better lives? We 
can’t love those neighbors as ourselves—we must love them as they need to be loved . 
. .


Nussbaum shows us that loving your neighbor as yourself is not a one-size-fits-all deal. 
We’ve got to get outside our own assumptions and biases and blindspots. 


There’s an old Buddhist story that goes like this:


Once a mother found her baby extremely ill. She was afraid it would die. She had heard 
that the Buddha was teaching nearby, so she grabbed up her baby and rushed to the 
Buddha to ask that her baby be healed. 


“Why do you want your baby healed?” the Buddha asked.


The mother was aghast: “because my baby is suffering and I’m afraid! This is a 
tragedy!”


The Buddha said, “I will heal your child. All I ask is that you return to your village, and 
knock at every door until you find a household where there has been no tragedy. When 
you find that house, ask for a handful of rice and bring it back to me.”




So the mother rushed into the village and began knocking on doors. “Have you 
experienced a tragedy?” she asked. “Have you experienced a tragedy?” She ran from 
door to door hoping to collect that handful of rice but found that every house had 
experienced a tragedy of some sort—disease, infirmity, loss, hunger, poverty . . . 


The mother returned to the Buddha and said, “I see. I understand.” And she went 
home with your child.


Now, compare that story to the Christian narrative of Jesus healing the sick, and I think 
we get at a basic difference between Buddhism and Christianity. 


And we get at what drew me to the compassion that Buddhism teaches: It would be 
grand were we to get our own personal miracles every time we asked for one. But 
that’s a fairy tale. If those sorts of miracles occurred, who among us would be sick or 
old of depressed? Who among us would have lost our parents or siblings or loved 
ones?


Compassion is the understanding that there’s nothing unique about me, me, me. We all 
lead a shared life in a shared world. No one has ever asked us to like it. Yet, to find any 
happiness at all, we’ve got to adjust to what reality looks like—it looks like everything 
keeps changing. 


CONCLUSION


When I was tossing and turning in agony the other day at the hospital, I would certainly 
have taken a personal miracle. But here’s a phrase I’ve seldom heard a Humanist utter
—“Why me?” 


Because Humanism puts you in that place where the mother in the old Buddhist story 
is, realizing that suffering is the human condition. When we think otherwise, we merely 
haven’t noticed the pain and tragedy our neighbors have been facing because we’ve 
been too caught up in our own magical thinking; our own stuff. 


Humanism is here to tell us that we are already whole and complete and OK, here, 
now, in this life. Like everything else in the universe, we are the products of laws and 
forces. That’s the good news. The bad news is that those laws demand that everything 
in the universe is changing all the time. 




While I sat with my dying father, I both wanted his suffering to be ended AND hoped he 
wouldn’t die NOW. Those two emotions are primal but are also irreconcilable. 


I don’t have any easy-out to suggest. We have those two systems, thinking fast and 
thinking slow, that psychologist Danial Kahnaman talks about. That is, our immediate 
emotional response and our slow, reasoned response. Only my reasoned response 
kept me focused as my father died. I didn’t expect a miracle and I didn’t ask “why 
me?”


What would have been the point? Crying “why me, why me, why me—give ME a 
miricle” is simply egotism and arrogance. As the philosopher Aristotle quipped, “Luck 
is when the arrow hits the guy next to you.”


Humanism does not argue with reality.  Naturally, all of us would love to change reality. 
We know better than to argue, however. We stop arguing so that we can start helping 
each other . . . . Yongey Mingyur Rinpoche’s words ring true: 

Compassion is the spontaneous wisdom of the heart. It’s always with us. It 
always has been and always will be. When it arises in us, we’ve simply learned 
to see how strong and safe we really are. 


Then we know from the evidence that the Buddha had it right: “Everything changes. 
Nothing lasts. Keep going.” 


