
Reading: by American Buddhist writer and teacher Pema Chodron. 

“Developing loving-kindness and an unconditional compassion with ourselves 

starts with realizing that whatever occurs is not the beginning or the end, just 

more in the in the chain of human experience that has always existed.  We can 

experience sympathy for ourselves because we know that our situation is not 

unique, or our failure, it is just another link in the chain of existence.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Sermon 5 29 11 Compassion Offensive 

I was twenty-one years old and sitting in the doctor’s office, an office 

that contained a few wooden marionette puppets and a framed picture 

of a boat.  I was breathing very quickly and my heart was beating so 

hard I thought it must be visible outside of my chest, but I was also 

wondering “What are the puppets for?  If he tries to talk to me using 

those puppets I am out of here.  And who frames a picture of a boat? 

Doesn’t this guy have any friends? Should I trust a doctor who appears 

to not have any people in his life that he loves more than a boat?” I was 

thinking of bolting.  Outside the window of his 3rd floor office I could 

see a busy street and then trees, and cool grass, and a brown river 

winding by.  I could bolt from this office and go to that river, put my 

feet in, see if that slowed down my persistent heartbeat.  See if the cool 

water calmed my soul.    

“Well, it seems to me,” said the doctor, his mouth pausing endlessly, 

hanging below the fuzzy gray caterpillar of his unibrow, “it seems to me 



that you have an anxiety disorder, and maybe some depression as 

well.” 

My reaction was quick.  I promptly burst into tears.  I was always doing 

that, crying, endlessly, I cried so much, and with so little reason, that I 

couldn’t complete my college coursework, I couldn’t get through a 

workday.  I cried so much my parents began crying too, they were so 

worried about me.   

“I didn’t do anything wrong, I didn’t do anything, I don’t know why this 

is happening to me.  I want to go home.” I stood up, and the doctor 

placed a wrinkled hand on my forearm.  “Okay,” he said. “Okay. You 

can go home soon enough.  Can you take a deep breath for me?  Take a 

deep breath for me.  See, how does that feel? Better?” I had to admit 

that when I remembered to breathe it felt better.  “Okay, have a seat, 

Miss Landis, have a seat and we will get you fixed right up.  Nothing to 

be frightened of.”  



I resignedly plopped back into the chair, giving the nearest puppet a 

savage look.  The doctor said “Here is what is happening.  You are right, 

you didn’t do anything wrong.  Nothing at all.” I burst into tears all over 

again.   

“But then why is this happening?  I‘m miserable, I worry all day, I’m sick 

to my stomach, I’m a nervous wreck.  And I cry and cry and cry.  I want 

to go back to college, I want to go to bonfires and parties with my 

friends, I hate this!”   

The doctor paused, raising his unibrow, waiting to see if I was finished. 

“Oh course you hate this.  I would be worried if you didn’t hate this.  

But I’m not worried, not one bit.  Not in the least.  Because you have a 

very treatable condition, a condition lots and lots of people have, 

people that you know, people who function just fine in daily life.  Your 

brain isn’t working quite right.  Connectors aren’t connecting, neurons 

aren’t going where we want them to go.  But we’ll set you up with 



some medication, some psychotherapy, and you’ll get back on track. 

Think of this as the first day of you getting better” 

He was right- sort of.  It took a while to find a medication that worked, 

took a while for it to get to full strength in my brain.  Even now, 12 

years later, medication still needs to be tweaked from time to time.  As 

the doctor said, although depression is awful and takes maintenance, it 

is nothing to be frightened of. What gives me pause now was my 

defensiveness- I didn’t do anything wrong! What had I done to earn this 

brain dysfunction? Where had I messed up?  

Do you ask this question too? When something scary, or bad, or sad 

happens in your life?  Do you wonder what you did wrong, to deserve 

being laid off of work, to deserve an aching body,  a difficult child, a 

dying parent?  

Last semester in seminary I took a course in Buddhism. I love so much 

of Buddhism, but the Four Noble Truths, which are pretty foundational 



to the tradition, stymied me.  The first truth is that life is suffering.  Just 

after his enlightenment the Buddha said something along the lines of: 

“Oh brothers, this is the Noble Truth of Suffering. Birth is suffering; old 
age is suffering; illness is suffering, death is suffering, meeting people 
one hates is suffering; parting from people one love’s is suffering; failing 
to get what one loves is suffering. In other words, all of the body and 
mind, which have attachments to things and to people, and of the 
environment are suffering1.”5 minutes 

Well, that First Noble Truth strikes me as kind of depressing, how about 

you?  All of life is suffering.  Wow, thanks for the buzz kill, Buddha.  But 

suffering isn’t quite the right word for what the Buddha was talking 

about- more like longing.  Life is longing, because we get attached to 

people and they change, or leave, or die.  Life is longing because we get 

attached to situations, and they change.  In college I was attached to 

the big old house I shared with five friends, just off campus, with its 

1970’s orange and brown kitchen and its sun-dappled wooden floors.  I 

was attached to the friends that I lounged around the porch with, that I 

planned post-graduation adventures with.  And the dark gray 
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depression that had fallen over me was wrecking it.  Depression was 

wrecking the long afternoons I was attached too, and relationships I 

was attached to.  6 

The reality of that depression was enough- but to add to my misery I 

was obsessed with why things had to change.  Why did I have to be 

depressed, what had I done wrong?  Did I somehow deserve this bleak, 

flat mood?   

As the Buddha said, life is suffering.  Not all of it, for most people 

probably not even most of it.  But inevitably in life there is suffering.  

And it isn’t our fault.  I didn’t do anything to deserve my depression.  

What a relief.  Life involves suffering.  I didn’t do anything wrong.  This 

is a part of life.   

One of my favorite writers, Buddhist scholar Pema Chodrom, wrote a 

book called “When Things Fall Apart.” She says “We think that the point 

is to pass the test or to overcome the problem, but the truth is that 

things don’t really get solved.  They come together and fall apart. Then 



they come together again and fall apart again.  The healing comes from 

letting there be room for all of this to happen: room for grief, for relief, 

for misery, for joy2.” 

Room for the falling apart.  Room for the coming together.   

For a few years I lived in Columbus, Ohio, in a leafy, friendly 

neighborhood with a great recreation center.  The center held adult 

pottery classes that I really enjoyed.  I just loved the feeling of the wet 

clay spinning on the wheel, the rhythmic tapping of my foot on the 

pedal that made the wheel spin, the easy conversation with my 

neighbors and classmates.  What I found insane about pottery, 

however, was how often the pieces I spent so long putting together, fell 

apart.  Into the kiln they would go, a lovely vase with a snaking curved 

handle- and out of the kiln it would come, in broken, jagged fragments.  

Why?  Why was my lovely vase, so carefully turned on the wheel, now 

in shards?  Air bubbles in the clay, the teacher said.  You need to knead 
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the clay more.  Or maybe less.  Maybe it is too dry.  Maybe you are 

over-kneading it.  

I looked at her like she was nuts- more or less? Less or more?  What do 

I do with the clay, how do I keep my precious pots from falling apart?  

“Honey,” she said, the laugh lines deepening around her warm brown 

eyes, “Honey, sometimes things just fall apart.  That’s life.  You just 

have to salvage what you can and start again.” 

Life is suffering.  Even our most precious pots break apart.  Even the 

sanctuary of the mind can be invaded by mental illness.  Even when we 

don’t do anything wrong.  Things come together, than they fall apart.  

And as Pema says “The healing comes from letting there be room for all 

of this to happen: room for grief, for relief, for misery, for joy3.”10 

My preaching professors say that every sermon should be explainable a 

sentence or two, and so this is it- if you haven’t been paying attention, 

tune in now: Life is suffering.  This is the First Noble Truth of Buddhism. 
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Peace comes when we can accept suffering, realizing it is a part of the 

cycle of happiness and sadness.  

Of course in every seeming absolute there has to be a footnote, there 

has to be a ‘however.’  Life involves suffering- however- that does not 

mean we can passively accept what comes our way.  I have the illness 

of depression, and I probably always will.  Sometimes things fall apart, 

and you salvage what you can.  For me that means taking a daily 

antidepressant, it means checking in with a psychiatrist a few times a 

year. Acceptance does not equal passivity.  Accepting that I have 

depression doesn’t mean that I don’t treat it.  11 

If there are people or elements in your life that cause you to suffer, by 

all means, change what you can.  But don’t waste a lot of time 

wondering “why me?” The truth is, life involves suffering, the truth is 

sometimes the most carefully made pot breaks in the kiln.   

There is a positive side of all of this.  All this coming together and falling 

apart, all of this suffering, happens to everyone.  I know, sometimes it 



feels like you are the only one enduring hardship, like you are the only 

one who worked so hard, just to have everything come out in shards.  I 

feel that way too.  But it isn’t true- everyone’s life cycles thorough a 

building up and a tearing down.  We all want to be happy.  We all want 

that happiness to last, for things not to change, for bodies and minds 

not to break down.  But for all of us they will.  Suffering is universal.  It 

connects us.  

The Dalai Lama teaches year after year, in city after city all over the 

world, that all people want happiness and do not want suffering.  This 

might seem obvious, but it helps people to truly understand each 

other- the root goal of every person you meet is that they want 

happiness and do not want suffering. 4   

Isn’t this a calming realization?  The driver who cut you off in traffic 

isn’t out to get you.  He wants exactly what you want- to be happy and 

not to suffer.  Your difficult sister-in-law may gossip maliciously, but it is 
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out of her misguided drive to have exactly what you want- to be happy 

and free of suffering. Understanding that all people are driven by the 

same two desires de-mystifies everyone you meet.  They want to be 

happy.  They don’t want to suffer.  However, life is full of suffering.   

Every other person out there, in the world, is bobbing through life 

wondering, just as we are, why thing have to fall apart again and again.  

Every single person is holding on to those moments when everything is 

alright. Is the vase going to break in the kiln?  Sometimes, honey, life 

just falls apart and you have to salvage what you can and start over 

again.   

The Dali Lama explains his mission, the point of all this public speaking, 

as a compassionate offensive- he is trying to help every person 

understand that they are not alone in their suffering.  That suffering is a 

universal part of life that we all experience. When the Dalai Lama gives 

a talk he says he already feels like he knows each individual in the 

audience as if they were his own sibling- even though he has never 



seen them before, even though he may be culturally very different from 

them.   

Since the Dalai Lama can distinguish his owns deepest hunger- to be 

happy, to avoid suffering- he can appreciate that those are the deepest 

desires of all people.   He can comprehend most strangers better than 

they can understand themselves, because he knows that the most basic 

of human craving is the one he shares.5 

My spiritual companions, let’s go on a compassionate offensive.  Will 

you join me?  Let’s try to remember this summer- because this is my 

last chance to preach to you until next fall- let’s try accept the coming 

together and the falling apart of life.  Let’s accept the suffering, not 

fighting it, not asking “why me?” because suffering is a part of life.  You 

didn’t do anything wrong.  And when we get cut off in traffic, and when 

people are unkind, let’s remember- they are suffering.  We are all 

suffering.  Let us take our compassionate offensive into the world, 
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looking at the broken shards of our coming together and starting again.  

And  helping others as they do the same.   

 

 

 


