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Like the daughter in Robert Hayden’s poem, we also gather today on a winter Sunday.  I 

doubt that many of us needed banked coals flamed into fire to heat our home this morning. 

Still, I wonder if there were not other cycles of love and devotion that helped to welcome us 

into this day?  Heat bills paid quietly one evening each month. Stopping by the store for 

coffee beans to be ready to make the morning cup of coffee. Rising each weekday for a 

difficult commute to work in order to support the family. 

 

Our lives are full on many different cycles of action that comprise the fabrics of our lives.  

Some cycles seem so mundane that we may give them little thought—even failing to thank 

those who quietly act with love on our behalf.  With little thought, we brush our teeth each 

day, load and empty the dishwasher, fill up the car with gas, and do the laundry. Again and 

again we return to the tasks and rituals of life on a daily, weekly, or seasonal basis.  

 

We more often notice and even celebrate the big cycles—the start of the New Year on 

January 1 or the start of a school year in September. Each year birthdays and anniversaries 

return us again to moments of significance, then launch us again into another year.  

 

Unlike the quiet cycles of life that slip by unnoticed, the big cycles may draw us into a time 

of review and reflection.  We may consider time gone by and question where we want to be 

when the cycle returns.  In this vein, perhaps you are considering setting a resolution for 

the New Year? For many, it’s a time to look ahead and start anew.  I have certainly made my 

share of resolutions over the years—have you? 

 

But resolutions can be complicated, can’t they?  While for many, they have become effective 

tools for change.  For many others, the good intentions fade within days or weeks.  We long 

for transformation, but then encounter the difficulty of maintaining the course.  

 

When considering the ongoing struggles with the cycles of life, I find some comfort in the 

story of the Buddha and Mara, the god of illusion and evil. Admittedly, I do not identify as a 

Buddhist, nor is my knowledge and experience of Buddhist practice extensive. And so, I 

humbly invite corrections to any errors after the service. 

 

In Buddhist teacher Jack Kornfield’s account of the Buddha and Mara, he describes how the 

Buddha remained calm under the Bodhi Tree as Mara tempted him with greed and 
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pleasure. By responding with “a heart of compassion he overcame the anger and aggression 

unleashed by Mara, and Mara left, defeated.” (123, After the Ecstasy, the Laundry) This may 

be the story we all know somewhat—the Buddha sitting under the Bodhi tree, resisting 

temptations, rising only after finding Enlightenment. And, of course, the Christian story of 

Jesus being tempted by the devil bears an uncanny resemblance to this story. Perhaps that 

is because there is truth that the spiritual path towards enlightenment or awakening must 

always pass through struggle.  

 

But what happens after the experience of enlightenment and awakening? What happens 

when we rise and walk away from the Bodhi tree, the desert, the retreat center, or other 

place of awakening? What happens when we return to the cycles of our daily lives with its 

demands for food shopping, dishes, and the laundry?  Are we still the same? Will we be 

different? Is the defeat of Mara and the temptations of evil, power, and greed forever dead? 

 

As some of you know, I grew up as a conservative Christian in Michigan.  Beginning at the 

age of 11, my mom drove my brothers and I to a week-long Methodist camp meeting. My 

grandma had been attending and volunteering since my mom was a teenager. And, when 

my brothers and I entered our twenties and had children, my mom took the grandkids. 

Because of these family connections, I do hold some fond memories of these summers— 

sitting in an open-aired tabernacle on hard wooden benches, singing from musty 

songbooks that had been pulled out of their storage boxes from the prior summer.  

 

As a Methodist gathering, the goal of the camp meeting, since its inception in 1865, was to 

bring souls to faith and forgiveness in Jesus.  With services twice a day for more than a 

week, we were pummeled with calls for spiritual reflection, repentance, and renewal. 

Inevitably, each year I would find myself moving out of the pew to join with others to kneel 

at the altar—a long bench—at the front of the sanctuary. From my teenage heart, I poured 

out all kinds of resolutions to be a better Christian and person. Frankly—I was already a 

good student and loved church. So, if I’m being honest, a lot of my prayers were the 

confusions of a healthy teen girl who had been told that sex must wait for marriage and to 

be pure in thought and deed until then. (I am so grateful we teach OWL to our UU kids!) 

 

Rising from the altar, I felt released from my past failings and resolved to be “good” from 

now on.  Returning to my home and school, my resolutions often didn’t make it past 

Homecoming in October.  The cycle of this annual experience of repentance, resolution, and 

failure left me feeling rather demoralized. Again and again, I thought this is the time I will 

live a truly holy life.  
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What about you? Maybe it was not at a Methodist camp meeting, but have you also felt a 

cyclical struggle of reflection, resolution, and failure?  Or, maybe it was not a cycle of 

resolution and failure, but just a singular powerful event that you thought would change 

everything . . . and then it didn’t.  

 

What are we to make of our fickle nature? Are we all doomed to weak wills and failures? Is 

real change even possible?  

 

Or, could it be that it is our hope of a “one and done” moment of transformation that is 

failing us? 

 

If we stopped the story of the Buddha’s enlightenment at his defeat of Mara under the 

Bodhi tree, then we might think the goal of a spiritual life is a singular, transformative 

moment. However, as Kornfield writes, “Mara does not go away. There is no state of 

enlightened retirement.” (124)    

 

Mara comes again and again with temptations. Recognizing Mara’s attempts, the Buddha 

does not succumb. Kornfield adds that in some accounts, the Buddha and Mara actually 

become friendly: 

 

In one version the Blessed One is seated in a cave when Mara reappears. The 

disciples outside become frightened and try to get rid of Mara, calling him an enemy 

of the teacher. “Did the Buddha say he had enemies?” counters Mara. Seeing the 

untruth of their words, they reluctantly summon the Buddha, who responds 

immediately with interest. 

“Oh, my old friend has come,” says the Buddha, as he warmly greets Mara, 

inviting him in for tea. (124) 

 

Then, over a cup of tea, the old friends exchange stories of how difficult it is to be evil all the 

time—or to be a Buddha. 

 

It is hard to be good all the time or to be evil all the time. As humans, we live out our days in 

the mix of the good and the bad, wisdom and temptation.  The story of the Buddha and 

Mara comforts me in the depiction of the Awakened One still living in relationship to 

destructive temptations.  After the awakening, there is no spiritual retirement. Rather than 

expect smooth sailing after moments of great insight and transformation, this story teaches 

us to expect that the challenges will continue to come.  

 



 

 

© Stephanie May 2019 

 

4

Growing in our spiritual insight and understanding does not make the problems go away, 

rather it teaches us different ways to respond.  We learn to recognize the temptations for 

what they are (hi, Mara!).  Kornfield even suggests that we intentionally look at the 

problems in our lives. Like needing to notice the dirty laundry before doing something 

about it, making an honest appraisal of our problems helps us to discern a wise response. 

However, such appraisals must be joined with compassion. Through compassionate 

assessment, we can look honestly at the complexity of a situation—including the causes 

and intentions.  Kornfield writes, “There is a modesty and kindness in discriminating 

wisdom:  It does not expect perfection but is willing to see two sides, to learn from every 

situation, to acknowledge difficulties and understand their causes.” (141)   

 

Rather than expect perfection to flow from singular moments of transformation, perhaps 

we need to be honest about the ongoing presence of dirty laundry in our lives. It just is. 

Recognizing the ongoing presence of problems and temptations does not signal spiritual 

failure—it is simply the way it is. Seeing this with compassion, we might be able to respond 

in a more skillful way that acknowledges the complexity of a situation.  

 

For example, perhaps the resolution to lose weight, stop smoking, or drink less, is more 

about deep causes of personal pain or trauma than simply about choosing a behavioral 

change. Recognizing that the complex problem may be a mix of physical addiction, 

behavioral habits, and deep emotion, a compassionate response might be to pursue 

counseling alongside the diet or meditation in conjunction with a nicotine patch. 

 

The spiritual path is not about singular moments of transformation, nor a linear path of 

progress. Rather, like all of life, our spiritual journeys are full of cycles.  The challenges and 

the problems remain because that is the nature of life. Even the most grounded spiritual 

person can be upended by life events. As one woman laughingly said of her Hindu teacher 

husband, “My husband came home from his last visit in India in an amazing state. He was 

enlightened for six months, until he spent time with his mother.” (217) 

 

Whether it is your mother, your children, or your piles of dirty laundry, your own calm and 

resolve will be tested. Perhaps rather than expect perfection, we can learn to live in the 

cycles of life and laundry with wisdom and compassion.  Rather than suggest endless 

failure at repentance or resolution, such an approach points instead to a truth about life 

that frees us from our expectations of a perfect world. Or, as Kornfield writes, 

 

“Everything breathes and turns in its cycles. The moon, the stock market, our hearts, 

the wheeling galaxies all expand and contract with the rhythm of life. All spiritual 

life exists in an alternation of gain and loss, pleasure and pain. For each of us, even 
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the Buddha, it is only by letting go into this truth that we awaken to that which is 

timeless, the reality of freedom.”  

 

We may not ever be perfect. Change may be back and forth. But grounded in awareness and 

compassion, perhaps we might find that we are nonetheless free, as we live in cycles of 

laundry, Winter Sundays, and love. 

 

So may it be. 

Amen 

 


