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 A Toilet Brush as a Meditation Tool  
by Rev. Amy Bowden Freedman 

  

W 
e are all familiar with Buddhist monks, 

dressed in simple robes, heads shaved, 

often with the contented half-smile of 

enlightenment on their faces.  However, you may be 

less familiar with the ñToilet-cleaning monksò of Ja-

pan. There is a certain sect of Buddhism whose pri-

mary practice is to clean toilets. My husband, Peter 

lent me the issue of Tricycle: The Buddhist Review 

that featured the commune near Kyoto, Japan ñwhere   

toilet-cleaning [is] considered a path to self-

knowledge.ò (Louise-Rafkin, "A Yen for Cleaning", 

Tricycle, Spring 1998, p. 51-55.)  

 As you can imagine with the toilet being a 

modern convenience, this is a relatively new aspect of 

the more ancient Buddhist religion. The founder 

Tenko Nishida lived from 1872-1968. In the late 

1880ôs, Tenko became disenchanted with capitalism. 

He refused to compete with others in order to secure 

his own livelihood. Tenko engaged in three days of 

meditation and found enlightenment. His spiritual 

awakening cast off the assumption that we work in 

order to live. Instead, Tenko held that life is freely 

given to all beings by what he called ñThe 

Lightò (what others might call God or the Spirit of 

Life). Life itself does not need to be worked for; in-

stead, work is a way of offering thanks for life itself. 

 Like the Buddha, Tenko renounced his fam-

ily, status and all worldly possessions. As well as 

practicing meditation, Tenko served other people by 

chopping wood, cleaning households and scrubbing 

privies. He lived on the bare necessities and soon at-

tracted followers to his way of life. The donation of a 

piece of land allowed Tenko to establish a community 

called Ittoen or ñOne Light.ò At its height in the 

1950ôs and ó60ôs, the community had hundreds of 

followers. Today, there are about 150 members and 

their spiritual teachings and practice extends far be-

yond their immediate circle. 

 Ittoen offers training sessions for business 

people and factory workers. This is not the typical 

American business conference. Instead of attending 

seminars with Power point presentations, the four 

days of training involves early morning meditation 

and then going from door-to-door begging to clean 

toilets. The article showed a photograph of workers 

from Mr. Donut lined up along a sidewalk with 

brushes and buckets in hand. Four thousand Mr. 

Donut workers attend this training annually not to 

learn how to clean but ñto promote humility and fa-

cilitate group dynamics.ò 

 As the author of the article points out, imag-

ine if American workers went through the same train-

ing. It is difficult to imagine employees of Dunkinô 

Donuts or McDonaldôs, ñjogging door-to-door, heads 

bowed, begging to clean toilets.ò Itôs also a stretch to 

imagine someone knocking on my door offering to 

clean my toilet as a spiritual practice.  

 On the Wisdom Tour to Kyoto that I took 

(Continued on page 3) 
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Notes from the Editor 
  

G 
reetings. Iôm the incoming Editor of UU 

Sangha. Our thanks to Gerald Bennett who 

did most of the work for this issue.  

 Amy Bowden Freedman, minister of Chan-

ning Memorial Church, UU, gives us ñA Toilet 

Brush as a Meditation Tool,ò an invitation to practice 

mindfulness. 

 Doug Kraft continues a series of articles 

drawn from his sabbatical experiences in India and 

Thailand and gives us ñMindfulness II: Transforma-

tion.ò Doug is the senior minister of the UU Society 

of Sacramento (doug@uuss.org). He welcomes you to 

use material in his article as long as you give credit 

and don't use if for profit. For other uses, contact the 

author. 

 Andy Agacki is a leader in the Buddhist UU 

Group at First Unitarian Church in Milwaukee. He 

took Lay Precepts with the Kwan Um School of Zen 

in 1998, and with Bright Dawn in 2006. Heôs cur-

rently enrolled in Bright Dawn Lay Practitioner pro-

gram. Andy has given dozens of dharma talks, 

classes, and sermons at local UU churches and in this 

issue he gives us his sermon on ñAn American  

Buddhism.ò 

 Iôm here too with ñBearing Witness on the 

Streets of Annapolis,ò the progeny of the presentation 

by Roshi Bernie Glassman and Sensei Eve Myonen 

Marko, Zen Peacemakers, at our 2007 Convocation.  

Phyllis Culham, my wife, joins me here with 

ñAnother View from the Streets.ò Our home sangha is 

the Mindfulness Practice Group of Annapolis at the 

UU Church of Annapolis. We also sit with the Silver 

Spring Zendo/One Heart Sangha, in the White Plum 

line, and at the Mindfulness Practice Center of  

Fairfax. 

  Your Editor would like to see the emergence 

of a UU Buddhist liturgical year. Our MPG at UUCA 

marks Earth Day and Martin Luther King, Jr., Day 

with the teachings of Thich Nhat Hanh. On All Soulsô 

Day we meditate on the dissolution of the body and 

read aloud Ikkyuôs poem ñSkeletons.ò Many UU Bud-

dhist groups are lay led and peer led but still offer au-

thentic Buddhist programs without pretending to au-

thority they do not have. We would like to hear what 

you do as UU Buddhists. And we would like to have 

your artwork and poetry.   
Gassho, Robert Ertman, Editor 
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during seminary, we did not visit Ittoen; however, I 

did witness a reverence and care for the physical 

world as a reflection of the spiritual. I will never for-

get visiting one Buddhist Temple where a group of 

lay people was sweeping the grounds. Each person 

had a matching bandana around their neck signifying 

they were lay people of the same community. No one 

spoke but almost every square foot there was a person 

working diligently. Heads bent, sweeping with a 

bamboo broom, calmly ridding the grounds of what 

seemed like clean gravel of any litter, cigarette butts, 

and fallen leaves. Raking the leaves is not drudgery 

but an opportunity to be in touch with the cycles of 

nature and with the ground of enlightenment. 

 The first tenet of Zen Buddhism states: ñThe 

realities of life are most truly seen in everyday things 

and actions.ò Can spiritual awakening truly be found 

in mundane tasks like cleaning toilets, raking the 

yard, and washing the dishes? As Unitarian Univer-

salists, we believe that life is a continual journey of 

growth and discovery. We build our own theology or 

beliefs about life through engagement with the world 

around us. Our spiritual path may inspire us to read 

scripture, to pray, to meditate, to create rituals, to 

study or to take a pilgrimage. Each one of those spiri-

tual paths may bring great insight. However, as Zen 

Buddhist principle #11 states, ñOne can only live in 

the present moment.ò On our spiritual journeys we 

may encounter moments of transcendence, but we 

must also pick up our socks and take out the trash. 

We do not need to sit in a Buddha Hall or travel to 

Japan to find these spiritual practices. They are a fun-

damental part of living.  

 Buddha means ñthe awakened one.ò When 

Gautama arose from his meditation under the bodhi 

tree, he woke up from the dream of being a separate 

ego in a material universe. Instead of clinging to ma-

terial attachments, illusions of grandeur and separate-

ness, he taught the release of suffering through mind-

fulness in the present moment. When we can see our-

selves as connected to all of life then tasks that are 

usually viewed as unpleasant are transformed into an 

opportunity to be fully awake to the miracle of life 

itself.  

 The most simple spiritual lessons are often 

the most difficult to remember. Oftentimes when I am 

doing the dishes or mopping the floor, I am not fully 

present. My mind is frequently rushing ahead to what 

I have to do next or thinking back to a previous activ-

ity. When I am distracted from the task at hand, my 

work is often sloppy. As the saying goes, ñHaste 

makes waste.ò 

 Earlier this week, I made waffles for break-

fast. After quickly mixing and pouring the batter, I 

checked my voicemail messages. Unbeknownst to 

me, the batter oozed out of the side of the waffle iron, 

onto the counter and slowly down the cabinet onto 

the kitchen floor. I was in the midst of another task 

when I finally noticed. My first reaction was an exas-

perated sigh as if the waffle iron was to blame! And 

then knowing the topic of this article, I chuckled to 

myself, because I obviously failed at the Zen of Waf-

fles. In my distracted state, I must have poured too 

much batter into the waffle iron, which was why it 

was now oozing like slow moving lava from a vol-

cano. I took a deep breath and cleaned up my mess. I 

slowed down bringing my full attention to making the 

next waffle. When I performed the same task with 

greater attention, the waffle was perfect! Instead of 

being something I needed to get through, I enjoyed 

the process of cooking and then truly appreciated the 

good results. 

 So, I invite you in the week ahead to practice 

mindfulness. When you are eating, take the time for a 

sustained, mindful, attentive tasting. Notice the tex-

tures and flavors of your food. Pay attention to the 

source of your nourishment and our intimate connec-

tion to the earth. Open your awareness to those who 

are hungry and let it awaken your gratitude and com-

passion. 

 When you are walking outdoors, take the time 

for a sustained, mindful, attentive step. We are often 

in such a rush to move from place to place that our 

minds race ahead of our bodies. Enjoy walking not 

only as a means to arrive but just for walking. Take 

your steps in full awareness and invite a sense of bal-

ance and harmony as you tread lightly on the earth.  

 When you are cleaning the toilet, take the 

time for sustained, mindful, attentive work. Our 

minds are often focused on other things or judging 

our present task as ñdirty.ò What if instead of think-

ing of the routine parts of our day as ñchores,ò boring 

jobs that we have to do before we can go on to some-

thing more rewarding, we recognize the sacredness of 

(Continued from page 1) 

(Continued on page 4) 
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the ordinary? Cleaning the toilet is not dirty but an 

opportunity to cleanse our environment and our-

selves. Housework then becomes not a chore but a 

spiritual practice as worthy as sitting in the medita-

tion hall.  

 Much of our unhappiness or tension comes 

from not being fully present. The most tedious activi-

ties are transformed when we become aware of each 

action. One can only live in the present moment so do 

not miss it!  

 May the insights of Buddhism help each one 

of us truly see the realities of life in everyday things 

and actions. To do so takes practice and attention. 

Perhaps when we have more fully awakened to this 

truth, we can surprise the neighbors by going door-to-

door begging to clean their toilets. Maybe we better 

just begin at home. For in the words of Thich Nhat 

Hanh, ñAny ground we sweep in full awareness is the 

ground of enlightenment.ò 

  

 Bearing Witness On the Streets 
Of  Annapolis  

by Bob Ertman 
  

I 
n the last issue of the UU Sangha, I wrote about 

the presentation on engaged Buddhism given by 

Peacemakers Roshi Bernie Glassman and Sensei 

Eve Myonen Marko at the UUBF Convocation. We 

left determined to bear witness to life on the streets of 

our home town, Annapolis, the capitol of Maryland. 

 We were fortunate in finding Stephen Clark, a 

Peacemaker and experienced Street Retreat leader 

who works with Active Compassion in Baltimore. He 

was our guide and fellow stumbler into not-knowing 

and experiencing the oneness of life.  

 Early on the morning of September 22, 2007, 

a Saturday and the last day of summer, five of us 

from the Mindfulness Practice Group of Annapolis 

met Stephen at the City Dock, myself, my wife, 

Phyllis, our daughter, Hallie, Karen and Jeff. In a 

sense we had begun the retreat earlier; each of us had 

raised $108 for the retreat by panhandling our friends 

and acquaintances; we would share this among Ac-

tive Compassion and organizations serving the home-

less in Annapolis. We had no money and no posses-

sions besides what we were wearing and an I.D. We 

were going to be on the streets for 24 hours. 

 We meditated for a while and talked about 

what we were going to do; mostly wandering around 

aimlessly. We didnôt realize it then but that is a prac-

tice with some history.  

 As we wandered not-quite aimlessly toward a 

church with a soup kitchen, coffee seemed a pressing 

matter. I found an OK looking cup and went into a 

local shop and asked for a gift of a cup of coffee. 

They were gracious and even asked me what kind I 

would like. I was grateful and shared it with my 

daughter; she was grateful too.  

 We wandered on and stopped to talk to the 

first real homeless person we met on the retreat. He 

spotted us as ringers right offï we were just too clean. 

We talked for quite a while about life on the streets 

and learned that itôs hard to find a place to wash and 

even harder to wash your clothes. We invited him to 

wander on to the soup kitchen but he opted to try to 

panhandle his way to a deli lunch. He was amused 

that we really didnôt have a dime to help him out. 

 It was quite a walk but we got to the church 

early. We didnôt know where the entrance for the 

meal was (it turned out to be the main entrance) so 

we walked around the block to the back where we 

met someone else waiting around for lunch. He really 

struggled to tell us something important, that there 

was another church close by that gave sack lunches. It 

wasnôt in sight and it took a real effort to explain how 

to get there. It was really clear that this wasnôt the 

way he usually interacted with white people.  

 We decided that three of us would check it 

out. We found the church, a couple blocks away, at 

the edge of the poorest part of town. We were ac-

cepted without question and each given two bag 

lunches. This would be supper for all of us and we 

were grateful. 

 We went back to the first church and were 

welcomed in, seated and served. A lot of regulars 

were there and they looked out for us, making sure 

that we knew that we were really welcome to ask for 

seconds. And that there was coffee, self-serve. We 

talked to a lot of people; they were concerned about 

(Continued on page 5) 

Master Jizo asked Hogen, ñWhere are you going?ò Hogen 

replied, ñI am wandering about aimlessly.ò Jizo asked, ñSo, 

what do you think of this wandering about?ò Hogen said, ñI 

donôt know.ò Jizo replied, ñNot knowing is most intimate.ò  

 Case Twenty, The Book of Serenity 
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us but didnôt pry. We learned that they looked out for 

their friends and neighbors too, bringing plates to the 

really elderly and infirm. Most of the people there 

werenôt homeless but were just getting by. 

 I had been uneasy about accepting the gener-

osity of these Black churches, people who, for the 

most part, werenôt well off. But they were practicing, 

and we were receiving, the very best of the Christian 

traditionðjust feeding the hungry, without question, 

without judgment. We were grateful. 

 We wandered on back toward the center of 

Annapolis. On the way we met our friend from the 

morning. He hadnôt reached his lunch goal yet so we 

gave him one of our sandwiches and a blue-flavor 

drink. He was grateful. And we were grateful for the 

opportunity to give rather than to receive. 

 I wanted to write some haiku. I found some 

paper in a trash bag and Karen and Hallie went over 

to the Republican Party office and acquired a pencil. 

It was left over from our former Governorôs cam-

paign for re-election and I would not have put it in 

my hand under other circumstances. But I was grate-

ful, even to the former Governor. Alas, the GOP had 

no pencil sharpener.  

 We wandered over to the State House. Water 

fountains. Restrooms. Perhaps a pencil sharpener. 

The guards wouldnôt let Hallie in because she didnôt 

have an I.D. They werenôt happy about the rest of us 

either and really wanted to know if we had any 

knives. Inside, a lady seemed grateful to be able to 

hasten our departure by finding a pencil sharpener. I 

was all set to write haiku but inspiration would not 

arrive until the next day. 

 We wandered around some more, meditated 

for a while, and talked abut the day. We had all fig-

ured out that while it may be more blessed to give 

that to receive, itôs also easier. Then Stephen assigned 

us the task of panhandling. 

 Panhandling was really hard, much harder 

than receiving food. We split up for this and, for the 

first time, didnôt have the support of the group. We 

knew that there would be no breakfast unless we col-

lected some cash, but all of us would rather have just 

gone hungry. We werenôt very good at it either.  We 

spent an hour or so at it and took in a little over seven 

dollars. We were grateful for every coin and bill, and 

we were grateful when the hour was up. We came 

together, pooled the money, talked, meditated, and 

then wandered around aimlessly. We bought a family 

size package of those orange cheese crackers with 

peanut butter for our breakfast. I found a dime and we 

were grateful.  

 Back at City Dock, evening was coming. We 

shared the bag lunches for dinner and thought about 

how to spend the evening. And Hallie and I thought 

about coffee.  We knew that there would be a large 

twelve-step meeting at a downtown church. I was un-

easy about intruding, but addiction is behind much 

homelessness and it seemed a natural place to go. 

And so we wandered over. Free coffee. Free cookies. 

Restrooms. We were welcomed without question. 

 Most of the people there were trying to stay 

clean or get clean. For some, the meeting was a sub-

stitute for the singles bar scene. But we werenôt the 

only ones who came for the free coffee. We saw peo-

ple we had met at lunch and talked with some street 

people and others who had been. We learned that the 

place we had planned to spend the night would be in 

use by business people, so to speak, but got advice on 

safe places.  

 And so, as Sensei Eve put it, we set off to ex-

perience the generosity of cardboard cartons, to cover 

us and to protect us from the dampness of the ground.   

 It takes a lot of cardboard to sleep six people. 

We gathered as much as we could and tried to be in-

visible as we carried it behind a downtown church. 

 It was a beautiful night, still warm the last 

hours of summer. We were tired but our sleep was 

uneasy.  It got cold and damp. I woke up when Hallie 

abandoned her damp cardboard to slugs and lay down 

next to her mom. Jeff was the beneficiary and pulled 

the cardboard over himself. I was joined by slugs too 

but just tried not to roll over. We were awakened well 

before dawn when cars began to arrive for a 6 a.m. 

church service.   We needed to depart before we were 

seen.  
  

  marking the autumnal equinox  

  looking for a place to pee 
  

 We made our way to City Dock, grateful for 

public restrooms and orange cheese crackers. We 

stopped to see if our last two dollars and change 

could get us six coffees.  Not six but three, so we 

shared and were grateful We meditated, talked things 

over, thanked Stephen, and drifted away. 
  

(Continued on page 6)  
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 I thought of Basho and his haiku about the 

hardships of travel: 
  

  fleas, lice,  

  the horse pissing 

  near my pillow 
  

And inspiration came. 
  

  no pissing horse 

  but slugs on my 

  cardboard 
  

And more. 
  

  no horse pissing 

  near my pillowð 

  no pillow 
  

 But perhaps Basho and I complained too 

much. I thought of Issa and his acceptance of life, 

hardships and everything else: 
  

  gratitude for gifts, 

  even snow on my bedspread 

  a gift from the Pure Land 
  

And so, finally, I wrote 
  

  sharing  

  my cardboardð 

  slugs  
  

  What do you not-know about life on the 

streets in your town? 

 

Another View From the Streets  
by Phyllis Culham 

  

E 
ven with a blown knee my time homeless in 

Annapolis had been pretty mild. We couldnôt 

see in the dark the lovely garden weôd spend 

the night in, but the full moon was showing through 

some fast traveling clouds, and I didnôt mind initial 

sleeplessness while I could watch that. Unfortunately, 

I awoke about 3 AM because I had to pee.  

 We had selected our sleeping spot largely be-

cause it was behind a parking lot adjacent to some 

school construction, and there were portapotties. So I 

got up and headed for them. Then I realized that, after 

I rounded one corner, Iôd have to cross a brightly lit 

parking lot, mega-lightsðmeant to ensure that no one 

could drive away with stuff from the construction 

site, and this was on a highly frequented downtown 

street with law offices and expensive houses. It was 

presumably well patrolled. I really had to pee by that 

time, but I stopped and carefully planned the route 

which hit the tiny bits of shadow and spent the least 

time under the construction lights. I felt like George 

Costanza playing live Frogger in New York. This was 

the first thing which had really scared me. I realized 

that I was afraid of cops for the first time in my life. I 

thought that they would assume that I was breaking 

into the school for computers or stealing from the 

construction site. I was carefully watching for head-

lights showing ahead of cars coming down the street, 

thinking that people out that time of night were dis-

proportionately likely to be cops. I realized that, for 

my entire previous life, it had been great to see cops 

driving down the street. They were there to protect 

me and, later, me and my property. The experience 

really hit me. How did it feel to believe that the cops 

were not there to help you and were there for the pur-

pose of protecting property from you? I had lost 

white, female privilege, something some of us (all the 

white females) had become very conscious of earlier 

in the day, as we could go some places others could-

nôt. I felt as though I was on the ñwrong sideò of law 

and order and even of civilization itself. I thought 

about bailing out and peeing there, but then the smell 

might wake others and keep them restless. I realized 

that some people were subjected to even worse indig-

nities. I really tried to hustle under the brightest 

lights, more afraid of the cops than of falling on the 

knee. 

Meditating at City Dock, Annapolis 

Photo courtesy of Wendy Winters 
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 Mindfulness II: Transformation  
by Rev Douglas Kraft 

 

Y 
ou can search long and hard for animals on 

the African savanna and find few. Natural-

ist photographers use a more effective strat-

egy. Rather than search for animals, they search for 

a watering hole, settle in and wait for the animals to 

come to them. All animals come for water sooner or 

later. 
 Gil Fronsdale, a meditation teacher in Palo 

Alto, suggests that mindfulness works the same way. 

To untangle your problems or deepen your spiritual-

ity, you donôt have to search the wilds or your psyche 

or spirit. Just cultivate mindfulness. Then all that you 

need will come to you: it will appear and make itself 

known. 

 To be sure, mindfulness will not satisfy all 

your spiritual curiosity. For example, it wonôt tell you 

what is going to happen when you die. Will you rein-

carnate, go to a heavenly realm, disappear into obliv-

ion or something else? Mindfulness wonôt tell you 

because these are speculative questions. No one really 

knows the answer though some people are very im-

pressed with their opinions. When we die, weôll 

know. Until then all we can do is guess. 

 However, if we want to know how to live a 

happy, fulfilling life we donôt need answers to specu-

lative questions. We need answers to the practical 

ones like, ñHow do I slow down?ò or ñHow can I 

improve this relationship?ò or ñWhat will help me 

feel more well-being?ò or ñWhatôs my next step?ò 

 Mindfulness can help all these. It is a decep-

tively simple tool. 

 After meditating in Thailand for nearly two 

months, I want to distinguish between superficial 

mindfulness and transformational mindfulness: the 

one just skims the surface while the other brings 

forth wisdom. Specifically, Iôd like to (1) describe  

transformational mindfulness, (2) give a few exam-

ples and (3) relate these to the purpose of religion 

and spirituality. 

Transformation 
 The word ñmindfulnessò came into popular 

culture from Buddhism. It is a translation of the Pali 

word, ñsati.ò In the West we distinguish between 

mind and heart. Buddhism does not. ñSatiò can also 

be translated as ñheartfulness.ò To be mindful is to 

take something to heart. Think of mindfulness as 

how a mother watches her small child. One teacher 

translated it as ñcalm abiding.ò You look at some-

thing with a steady, spacious heart. 

 Or think of mindfulness as photographing 

animals in the wild. First you must be patient. You 

wait quietly to see what comes along. If a wildebeest 

shows up, you donôt say, ñOh, thereôs a wildebeest,ò 

snap a picture and go back to reading a book or lis-

tening to your mp3 player. You donôt assume that 

just because you recognize something that you know 

it deeply. And you donôt critique the beast: ñIt 

shouldnôt hold itôs head that way.ò ñWhy doesnôt it 

move the other foot first?ò ñIt shouldnôt be so tense.ò 

You curiously watch for nuance and subtlety. 

 And you keep observing until the animal is 

one. This is very important. Conceptually we know 

that everything changes. But for the cultivation of 

practical wisdom, itôs important to observe the disap-

pearance. If you donôt, your mindfulness is superfi-

cial. By staying with an experience until it fades, im-

permanence becomes a living, breathing, immediate 

reality. 

 Letôs look a couple of examples to see how 

this works. 

Back Pain 
 I have not fully recovered from my bike acci-

dent of two years ago. Iôm still in physical therapy 

for a frozen shoulder and for muscles and tendons in 

my back that donôt work properly. 

 So, on my seven-week retreat in Thailand, I 

had back pain. As my back got sore, my first inclina-

tion was to ignore it. Who wants to look at something 

that hurts? If I didnôt pay attention to it, maybe I 

could get through the next sitting or walking period 

before it became too painful. So I put more energy 

into watching the breath, daydreaming or anything 

but the pain. 

 Sound familiar? How many of us first re-

spond to a problem by pretending it isnôt there? 

ñMaybe itôll go away by itself if I just donôt give it 

any attention.ò As I ignored the pain, the muscles in 

my back tightened up. This is a biological reflex to 

pain: it stabilizes and numbs an injured area. 

 So, in the short run, looking elsewhere ï ig-

noring my back ï felt better. You may have noticed 
(Continued on page 8) 
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this in your life. If you ignore a problem, in the short 

run it does feel better than dwelling on it. 

 But the long run is different. Those tight back 

muscles fatigued and started to ache themselves. So 

now I had the original soreness and the area around it 

sore as well. The pain spread! If I continued to ignore 

it, it just got worse and worse until it was unbearable 

and impossible to ignore. 

 So, in the short run, inattention felt better. In 

the long run it felt worse. 

 On retreat, the only tool I was supposed to 

use was mindfulness. Soft, receptive attention caused 

the tightness to relax, the numbness to dissipate and 

the hurt to intensify. It felt like a knife sticking in me. 

It took a lot of faith to stay with it. 

 However, I was not adding tension or fatigue 

to the pain. As I tolerated it and let the muscles relax 

anyway, the throbbing gradually dissipated. Some-

times it took five, ten or thirty minutes. But if I stayed 

with it, eventually it began to subside. 

 So mindfulness caused more hurt in the short 

run but less in the long run. What had been intoler-

able became easier and sometimes even disappeared. 

Acceptance in and of itself is quite healing. Weôve all 

probably experienced that in other areas of our lives. 

There are limits to the healing power of mindfulness, 

to be sure. It should be used compassionately and in-

telligently. There are times when I still had to shift 

my posture. But when I was mindful, I was able to be 

more discerning about this as well. 

Principle: Short and Long Run 
 The basic principle is: lack of mindfulness 

feels better in the short run and worse in the long run. 

Mindfulness feels worse in the short run and better in 

the long run. 

 If this principle applies only to back pain, it 

wouldnôt be worth spending time on it. But it is a 

metaphor. 

 For example, if we listen closely to many 

peopleôs speech, we can hear a sub-text, ñDo you like 

me? Do you like me?ò Maybe you notice it quietly in 

yourself. We are social creatures and like to be liked. 

 In order to be liked more, we can modify our 

behavior and present ourselves as smart or clever or 

caring or attentive or tough or whatever we think gets 

appreciation. If it works, it feels good in the short run. 

We get positive regard and emotional strokes. 

But, like fighting back pain, in the long run itôs tiring. 

Itôs self-defeating. In the long run we donôt know if 

people like us for who we are or for who weôre pre-

tending to be. People might like an image we project 

but we donôt know if the real us is likable. This leaves 

us secretly lonelier. It the intensifies drive to get peo-

ple to like us. 

 On the other hand, if rather than act in what 

we think are pleasing ways, we just become more 

mindful, then what? 

 Beneath wanting to be liked is loneliness or 

isolation or sadness. We had numbed that feeling in 

an effort to get people to like us. As we relax, we be-

come aware of the underlying sadness. As with back 

pain, mindfulness at first feels worse. 

 Mindfulness of feelings takes some finesse. 

Itôs important to feel the feelings on their own terms. 

If we just think about being lonely or sad, we trans-

late the feelings into thoughts. Our minds might pro-

duce thousands of lonely, sad scenarios. ñIôm going 

to be alone for ever.ò ñIôm completely unacceptable.ò 

Etc. These are just speculations. Delusions. They 

donôt help. 

 So it is important to know feelings where they 

live. They live in the body. All feelings have a body 

component. There are sensations somewhere. If we 

arenôt used to attending to these, it may take a little 

time and patience to find them. But they are there. 

 Maybe we notice tightness in the chest, a 

slight burning around the eyes or a constriction of the 

breathing. 

 As we bring mindfulness to these sensations, 

the mental stories, fantasies and images slack off. The 

sensations of sadness, grief or loneliness grow. They 

are not comfortable. But usually, they are manage-

able. Itôs okay to be with them. They arenôt com-

pletely overwhelming. We can be with them. 

 And then, after a while, the sensations begin 

to shift. Our thoughts about loneliness can go un-

changed forever. But the actual experience is alive 

and evolves with attention. With time and loving at-

tention, it begins to dissipate. Like the animals by the 

pond, eventually they leave. 

 The secret is, in being mindful of loneliness 

or sadness, we are with ourselves in a heartful way. 

Leaving aloneness alone makes us feel more alone. 

Ignoring our sadness makes us sadder. We become 

alienated from ourselves. But with mindfulness, at 
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least we have our own good attention, our own com-

pany. Weôve got at least one personôs kindness. And 

the person whose love we need the most is our own. 

And since we are letting ourselves be ourselves, we 

start to relax. We donôt get so worn out. 

 Mindfulness can be uncomfortable in the 

short run, but in the long run it helps us relax and be 

ourselves. If we happen to connect with another per-

son, it is authentic. And if we donôt connect with 

someone, we still have a much greater sense of inner 

freedom. How we act is less driven by fear of what 

others may think and more by what emerges from us. 

Summary 
 Again, the principle is: turning away from 

what is uncomfortable feels good in the short run but 

makes life more painful, complex, stressful and un-

manageable in the long run. 

 Being heartfully aware of what is uncomfort-

able feels worse in the short run. But in the long run, 

it brings the possibility of deep healing and a greater 

sense of freedom. It lets us relax and get to know who 

we are a little better. Physical pain or getting people 

to like you may not be concerns that that gets to you? 

Where do you get thrown off balance: work related 

issues; family or friendship issues; stress; addictive 

habits? Weôve all got something. 

 I invite you to take whatever gets to you and 

bring more mindfulness to it. Iôm not talking about a 

superficial, glance-as-you-go, ñyeh, I got itò mindful-

ness. Iôm advocating transformational mindfulness. 

Profound mindfulness takes some time. It is patient, 

steady, calm, kind and curious. And it doesnôt try to 

change anything. If you stay mindful of difficulty 

long enough, it will change organically on its own. If 

it doesnôt, you arenôt seeing deeply enough. So open 

up more, be curious, receptive and heartful. 

 With patience, transformational mindfulness 

can help untangle seemingly impossible situations. 

Eccentric 
 Why is this such a big deal? If we experience 

God as an active force in our life, how do we know 

the divine guidance that is available to us? If we donôt 

think in terms of God, the basic question is still, how 

do we know the fullness of our being? Mindfulness 

goes to the core purpose of religion and spirituality of 

any persuasion. That purpose is not to make us into a 

better Christian or Jew or Muslim or Buddhist or hu-

manist or pagan or atheist or Unitarian Universalist. 

 About thirty years ago Sheldon Kopp wrote a 

book called If You Meet Buddha on the Road, Kill 

Him. This is an old Zen saying: if you see some im-

age of perfection to emulate, get rid of it. In other 

words, if we think the purpose of religion or spiritual-

ity is to tell us who we should be, then religion and 

spirituality have failed us miserably. And they may 

make us miserable as well. 

 The purpose of religion, spirituality, dis-

courses and my own sermons (if they are successful) 

is to inspire to us look more deeply for divinity 

within; to look with greater curiosity to discover who 

we really are, both within ourselves and within the 

social-political community of which we are a living 

part. 

 The Buddhist suttas contain a story about an 

arahant, a fully enlightened monk. A group of monks 

came to a river one day. This arahant lifted up his 

robes and pranced on his toes across the water. The 

other monks thought this was undignified for an ex-

alted being. So complained to the Buddha. The Bud-

dha said, ñOh donôt worry about it. In many previous  

lives he was a monkey. It is in his nature to be like 

that.ò A friend of mine once drove the Korean Zen 

master, Seung Sahn, from Logan airport north of  
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