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Before I begin my sermon I want to thank Elaine Fisher and Joelle Hendrick not only working with me to create this morning’s service, but also for their extraordinary commitment and leadership in organizing our new mindfulness meditation group, the Bubbling Heart Sangha. That group is open to everyone, requires no previous meditation experience, and meets on Sunday evenings here at the church from 7-8PM. I also want to put in a plug for the upcoming Day of Mindfulness on Saturday, October 23 here at the UU Church of Akron. A trained mindfulness meditation teacher will be present to lead us through a variety of mindfulness experiences and techniques. And I even understand that lunch will be provided so how could you possibly go wrong? If you have questions about the weekly Sangha meetings every Sunday evening or the Day of Mindfulness on October 23, please speak to Elaine or Joelle after the service in Fellowship Hall.   


In a few moments, Elaine and Joelle will lead us in a brief mindfulness experience. But before they do so, I’d like to share a few thoughts with you about the meaning and the miracle of mindfulness.


As I understand it, mindfulness means living in and being deeply aware of the present moment. Mindfulness is a doorway to the here and now – to a way of seeing and listening and living that enables us to let go of the worry, the anxiety, and the judgments of the past and the future. Jon Kabat-Zinn, one of the leading teachers on mindfulness and meditation, defines mindfulness as “paying attention in a particular way, on purpose, in the present, and non-judgmentally.” 


And when we pay attention to the present moment, the results can indeed be miraculous. Just listen again to how Thich Nhat Hanh describes mindfulness and the miracle that lives in the present moment. “The miracle is not to walk on water but to walk on the green earth in the present moment – to appreciate the beauty and the peace that are available to us now. Peace is all around us – in the world and in nature – and within us – in our bodies and in our spirits. Once we learn to touch this peace we will be healed and transformed.”


I must confess that every time I read descriptions of mindfulness like Thich Nhat Hanh’s, I’m both carried away by the beauty of the language and imagery but, at the same time, left feeling like I don’t really know what in the world he’s talking about. I can’t say that I’ve ever managed to let go of my anxieties and judgments, or that I’ve ever been fully alive in the present moment. I’m not sure I know how it feels to touch peace and to be healed and transformed by the beauty all around me. It sounds wonderful but for most of my life, mindfulness and touching peace have been rare occurrences rather than a regular practice.


I wish I could tell you this morning that I’ve recently had a breakthrough – that I’ve cultivated mindfulness in my daily life and that I’ve managed to touch peace. But not long ago, when I was in seminary, I had a chance to witness the mindfulness and peace of another, and I’d like to take a moment to share that experience with you.


During a class on world religion, the professor showed episodes of an old BBC documentary called The Long Search, which explores the world’s many religions. At the conclusion of one of the episodes on Buddhism, a solitary monk practices walking meditation, barefoot, in a forest. As the camera follows his movements, he takes one step – slowly, deliberately, with each foot and each toe being firmly and compassionately planted in the ground beneath him. Then he takes another step, and then another. I can’t possibly do justice to what that monk was doing but I can say that as I watched him walk and meditate on a television screen, I could feel my own burdens easing, my own breath slowing and becoming more deliberate. For one of the few times in my life, I was experiencing what it is to be mindful, what it is to live in the present moment.  


And there was something else about the way the monk walked and moved. Each step was so full of compassion – for himself, for those watching him, and for the earth beneath him. His whole body and spirit seemed to connect to the earth and to the universe. In many ways, every step he took seemed like a step into eternity – a step into the divine mystery of existence.


And that’s ultimately what I think it means to be mindful and to be fully present. It is to be so present, so connected to oneself, to others, to the earth, and to life that one experiences a deep sense of unity and oneness – a unity and oneness that somehow transcend self, time, and space – a unity and oneness that enables us to breathe and to touch peace.


And that’s what’s so wondrous and miraculous about mindfulness. Unity and oneness and peace are available to all of us, right now, in this lifetime, in this place, in this very moment. But we will never experience them if we don’t slow down, if we don’t practice, if we don’t breathe, if we don’t take the time to walk and to live in the present moment.


And that’s why I’m so delighted that Elaine and Joelle are sharing their time and their gifts to lead our mindfulness meditation group, which we call the Bubbling Heart Sangha. I’m sure that term sangha is unfamiliar to many of you and Joelle will explain it in a moment. But suffice it to say that a sangha is a community – a community of people who come together to practice, to support one another, and to experience the beauty and the blessing of the present moment – together.


And that’s what I invite you to do now as we move into our time of mindfulness. Join with us as we walk and sit together, sharing in the miracle of mindfulness and the blessing of the present, wonderful moment.

