
Spiritual Growth in a Committee?

It was a classic mid-December evening when I arrived at my first Vipassana week long 
meditation retreat. The snow was gently falling as I unpacked my bag in the little cabin 
at Breitenbush Hot Springs, in Oregon. My roommate was unknown to me and had 
already gotten there and left. I walked along a lovely wooded path to the main building 
to join the group of meditation students, meet the teacher, and get instructions. Robert 
Beatty greeted us all with a big smile, and then proceeded to tell us that we were now 
starting our weeklong silent meditation retreat.

Some of you know me. Others will after today. As an extrovert, I have chronic foot in 
mouth disease. It has gotten me in trouble all my life. I got an “F” in Home Economics 
because I called the teacher “Chicken Legs”. I told one of my bosses I was going to 
leave about 6 months before I did. My step-mother told me to think before I spoke and I 
didn’t understand what she meant - I always thought before I spoke - the thought went 
through my mind and I spoke it. I manage my foot IN mouth disease with care, but it’s 
chronic.

I had signed up for the meditation retreat not knowing what it would entail and I was 
furious. Having to stay silent for a whole week was unthinkable for this flaming extrovert. 

If I’m not mistaken, the majority of UUs are introverts. So I know most of you are now 
smirking and thinking to yourselves what a silly person I was (am?). And you are right, 
from your introverted perspective. If there are any extroverts in the room they might 
understand why I might have been fuming.

Many UU churches have made use of the Myers Briggs Type Indicator in which you 
discover which one of 16 four letter codes represents your personality type. I’m sure 
most of you have one that at least once. If done well, understanding the differences in 
type will lead people in a group to approach each other with more compassion and to 
understand what someone else says in new ways. In addition to extroversion and 
introversion there are other factors that make up your personality type, but for now let’s 
stick with that polarity.

Speaking of polarities, the Committee on Ministry plus a Board member gave an 
overview of what they had learned about Healthy Congregations as our Board started 
their annual retreat last Saturday. The congregation is going to hear more about 
polarities in the context of trainings and opportunities to learn about Healthy 
Congregations in the near future. Keep in mind, Polarities is a key concept.
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Robert Beatty taught us about the five hindrances in meditation and our daily lives:  
They are

• Sensory desire: the particular type of wanting that seeks for happiness through the 
five senses of sight, sound, smell, taste and physical feeling.

• Ill-will: all kinds of thought related to wanting to reject, feelings of hostility, resentment, 
hatred and bitterness.

• Sloth-torpor: heaviness of body and dullness of mind which drag one down into 
disabling inertia and thick depression.

• Restlessness-worry: the inability to calm the mind.
• Doubt: lack of conviction or trust.

For the first three days of that meditation retreat I was living with ill-will. Boy was I mad, 
anger was with me like a body guard who just wants to protect. In the spirit of 
meditation, one practices sitting still while whatever churns around inside runs its 
course. Anger is a hot emotion, it runs fast and furious and attracts attention if not 
companions, whereas depression is a cold one, it is slow and lonely.

On the third day, walking down the wooded path I encountered another meditator, and, 
as per instructions, we did not acknowledge each other, nor look at each other, we 
simply walked past each other with no contact of any kind. At that moment relief flooded 
through me. I did not have to be there for someone and I got it why this was a silent 
retreat. From then on I focused on my own meditation.

So, back to the five hindrances. The first polarity is one of attachment - either towards or 
away from: Desire & Disliking. How many of you have been in a group and are glad you 
are in that group because one or more people are there that you like? How about being 
in a group in which one or more people are there that you don’t like? I bet everyone 
here has had both and whichever it went - liking or disliking - it colored your experience 
of that group/committee/board. What if you didn’t have liking or disliking? What would 
happen then?

The first four lines of The Third Patriarch of Zen
Hsin Hsin Ming by Seng-T’san will shine a little light on that question

The Great Way is not difficult 
for those who have no preferences. 

by Sarah Richards Sept. 18, 2016 page  �2



Spiritual Growth in a Committee?

When love and hate are both absent 
everything becomes clear and undisguised. 

In a committee can you practice holding both liking and disliking in a gentle place in 
your heart? Can you observe your own swinging between those two as people are 
speaking?

The Buddhists have developed an elegant practice for working through difficulties of 
liking and disliking. The practice of sending metta (or loving kindness) hones in us an 
enhanced ability to respond to those around us with kindness, patience and 
compassion, thereby helping to decrease the world’s supply of negative reactivity. You 
can practice this in your home until  you get good enough that you can do it in a 
meeting… for all the people in the meeting…. This is huge, if each of us could do this at 
least part of the time, think about how different the experience of being at a meeting 
would be for each of us.

Here we go, a quick lesson on Metta as I understand it. Those of you who already 
practice this, forgive me if I do it differently.

Metta, let these words flow through your mind and notice your reactions to them as they 
do:

May I be filled with loving kindness
May I be peaceful and at ease
May I be well
May I be happy  (Happy doesn't mean what you think, it's more a statement of deep 
acceptance of what is and a loving reaction to that reality.)

But when you send metta the "I" part is only the warm up. The important part is coming. 

Then you think of someone you love, and substitute that person's name.

May [the person you love] be filled with loving kindness.
May that person be peaceful and at ease.
May that person be well.
May that person be happy.

So far so good, you can probably get through that without too much trouble.
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Next you think of someone you don't like.

May [the person you don’t like] be filled with loving kindness.
May that person be peaceful and at ease.
May that person be well.
May that person be happy.

This is hard. There are lurches in my gut, or "yeah, buts" in my thoughts as I repeat that 
over and over. I work towards genuinely wishing the words I am saying to be true. 

Finally, there is everyone

May all beings be filled with loving kindness. (Yes, all, Donald, Hillary, Bernie, all of 
them)
May all beings be peaceful and at ease. (Nasty ones, prominent ones, sick or accident 
victims, all of them)
May all beings be well (The tortured souls who struggle with mental illness, my current 
annoying person, all of them)
May all beings be happy. (Each and every one of you, whether they agree with your or 
not, whether they like you or not.)

So, when you are practicing sending metta you do it over and over and over again until 
you can do it without the internal objections.

Learning to participate well in groups requires a balance of listening and speaking. If 
you talk all the time, then you don’t get the benefit of the wisdom of others, and you 
make them angry. If you don’t talk at all, you go away feeling like no one listened to you 
and you feel alienated and angry. Plus, the people in the group have no idea what you 
think or who you are, if you don’t say anything.

The second polarity of the five hindrances is one of energy - either slow or fast: Sloth 
and Torpor & Anxiety (or foggy brain vs monkey mind). What is your preferred speed of 
moving through things? How much coffee do you drink to rise out of foggy brain? How 
do you calm Monkey mind? It is tempting to align these with intro and extroversion, but 
each of those ways of interacting with the world are vulnerable to the effect of the 
energy polarity.
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Back in the committee you like or dislike, you then get to hear people speak in differing 
cadences, they might talk around a point and never arrive at the end, or they may get to 
the end without showing how they got there. You might be dozing off, your head 
bouncing up as you realize you’ve fallen asleep. It might be caloric, it might be sleep 
deprivation, it might be chronic for you. Or you might be looking at your watch or phone 
clock every 2 1/2 minutes wishing these people would get on with things, because you 
have to get going, quickly. I have done all of these! Hurry up, slow down!

During the meditation retreat we practiced walking meditation. We paid attention to the 
slightest details of what happens when we walk. Noticing our feet, our legs, the feeling 
of the muscles, the swinging of our arms, what is going on in our mind as we walk. Later 
in that retreat during one of the walking meditations, I was following Robert with my foot 
entering the space his foot had just left. I didn’t have to think about where I was going, 
just had to be with walking behind him. Once again, I felt flooded with relief. I didn’t have 
to think about where I was going, I just had to follow the now trusted leader and be with 
my own activity in so doing.

I have to say, this is a really bad season to talk about trusted leaders. But, it is a good 
time to talk about our congregation creating a vision that we can follow so we can pay 
attention to the details of what we are doing as we follow the plans. 

We are a denomination of leaders, or folks who are sure they could do a better job 
leading. That is the nature of UUs who are attracted to making one’s own way through 
the spiritual forests and deserts. But, see if you can see following as a gift - At the in-
gathering salmon feed last week we reaped the benefits of following the lead of Dave 
and Mavis as they organized aspects of that event. Chairs and tables ready to hold food 
and people feasting, places to put silverware and cups, what to do in clean up.

by Sarah Richards Sept. 18, 2016 page  �5



Spiritual Growth in a Committee?

Being a follower can be a relief, having a good leader is a gift. Helping a leader develop 
is a labor of love. Giving support in a meaningful and positive way to a leader is a 
challenge. The congregation will have an opportunity to continue on our quest for an 
update to our meaningful vision for our community. The Board is establishing an 
ongoing committee that will be charged with monitoring our progress towards our goals 
as well as working with all in the congregation to update that vision and set of goals 
each year. You will hear more about that in the next couple of weeks.

Leadership is the crucible where the flames are hotter, where you are exposed to your 
own inadequacies, and those of others. Leadership is not and should not be: will that 
person recognize me as being wonderful. It is: can I wish deep loving kindness for that 
person in front of me. Can I recognize the gifts and struggles of that wonderful person 
standing in front of me at the same time that I am bearing a heavy load of our collective 
vision?

The last item of the five hindrances is doubt. It stands alone because, in the context of 
meditation is can completely derail your practice. Is this a good thing to be doing? Am I 
doing it right? Do you need to read or research more to trust that you are on the right 
path? Sometimes you just need a little help.

Now you can open the little scroll you have. They are cliff-note version of verses from 
the Tao of Leadership, by John Heider, and have bits of wisdom that can help you. Each 
one of them is a different verse. I’m relying on synchronicity to give you the one you 
need. Take a moment to read it to yourself. You can share yours with others during the 
coffee time after the service if you want.

…

When it comes to approaching work in committees and on boards with loving kindness, 
I fail, over and over again, and in the spirit of meditation I pick myself up and start the 
practice again. In an upcoming sermon by Dennis some of you will sing this drone 
“Though I’ve broken my vows a thousand times” to the song “Come come whoever you 
are…” You have between now and then to practice noticing those broken vows and 
picking yourself up, in a committee, at work, or at home, and sending metta to the 
people in the committee whether you like them or not.
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Some links to investigate more about some of the ideas in this sermon:

https://www.uua.org/central-east/programs/healthy-congregations
http://secularbuddhism.org/2013/01/15/practice-working-with-the-hindrances/
http://www.age-of-the-sage.org/buddhism/third_patriarch_zen.html
http://secularbuddhism.org/2012/11/21/what-is-metta/
https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/57857.The_Tao_of_Leadership
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