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A few weeks ago I had never heard the term Magha Pujah, so it wouldn’t surprise me if it was new to most if not all of you as well. Yet, today I stand before you having chosen this odd sounding thing, Magha Puja, for the topic of my sermon, what was I thinking??? 
I was thinking that I wanted to explore with you some of the world’s major religions, especially those religions not rooted in the western culture or the biblical texts. I was also thinking there are a lot of holy days and holidays celebrated in places near and far that are totally unfamiliar to most of us. Thanks to the magic of the internet, I used a major search engine and typed in holidays 2007 and what comes up is an amazing list of resources which list religious and national holidays all over the world. I printed out one such list and then crossed checked what holidays fell on Sundays, and that is how I first heard of Magha Puja. A pretty mundane and inauspicious introduction to an incredibly important holy day in the Buddhist tradition! 
Magha Puja which actually means huge celebration or really big worship in some Asian languages in Pali, which is the language of Theravada Buddists, means “worship on the full moon day of the third lunar month”. Magha Puja turns out to be one of the most important national holidays in Thailand. This is a good example of cultural ignorance, here is an incredibly important religious and national holiday, Thailand is a predominantly Buddhist Country after all, and yet as a religious professional in a religious tradition that prides itself on openness and understand of other religious traditions I was clueless about this holiday. It is important to note this is not just a Thai holiday many of the countries which neighbor Thailand also consider Magha Puja an important festival and celebrate it widely, countries like Laos, Cambodia and Vietnam. It turns out these countries were actually occupied by Thailand at one point and that is why some remnants of a Thai culture including this holiday remain throughout these countries as well as in Thailand where they it is so deeply rooted.
Here is a very brief introduction to the history of Magha Puja which I have compiled from information I found on many Buddhist websites: “Magha Puja day is considered one of the most important Buddhist celebrations. It refers to the worship that takes place on the full moon of the third lunar month (about the last week of February or early March) to commemorate the day on which Lord Buddha recited the "Ovadha Patimokkha" (the Fundamental Teaching) to his disciples.” laying down the principles of His Teachings to be followed by all Buddhists, these teachings are often summarized into three acts: to do good, to abstain from bad action and to purify the mind.” 

On Magha Puja day, Thai people in particular recognize the opportunity to perform “merit-makings” which we I thought meant something along the lines of doing good deeds and while that is part of it, it is not all of it.  The Buddhist concept, specifically the Theraveda Buddhist concept of merit making is three fold, the three components of merit making are dāna, sīla, bhāvanā or giving, virtue and mental development: wikipedia explains that monks and lay people make merit in different ways “Buddhist monks earn merit through mindfulness, meditation, chanting and other rituals. Lay people gain merits by being generous to the poor, being generous to the friends and family, being truthful, and being good to others.”

 One way in which lay people do merit-making on Magha Puja is that in the morning they prepare and offer food to monks. Elderly people take the opportunity to practice Dhama, a type of meditative praying, in which their concentration is on purifying the mind. Some people will even stay overnight at the temple for this purpose.
In the evening of Magha Puja, every temple is made ready for a candle procession called a Wien-Tien-procession. Just after 8.00 p.m., the Buddhist monks and novices from all over the region will come to a major temple called “Bod”. The highest level monk will lead the prayers. Those who assemble bring flowers, joss sticks which are a type of incense and candles. Unitarian Universalist minister Sam Trumbore explains on his blog the meaning of these practices “The incense represents the Buddha (the beautiful perfume from the incense is like the Great Virtues of Lord Buddha). The candles represent the light of the Dhamma (Lord Buddha’s teaching), and the flowers are to pay respect to the Sangha (The community of Monks). The bell and drum will sound alternately during the rounds, and so will the chanting from several monks sitting inside the Bot. The first round is for the Buddha, the second for the Dhamma, and the third round is for the Sangha.

They listen to the monks recite many prayers including a prayer known as the Metta Sutta or Hymn of Universal Life. The Metta Sutta is in 10 parts here is an English version: 
The Karaniya Metta Sutta 
Hymn of Universal Love

1Who seeks to promote his welfare,
Having glimpsed the state of perfect peace,
Should be able, honest and upright,
Gentle in speech, meek and not proud. 

2 Contented, he ought to be easy to support,
Not over-busy, and simple in living.
Tranquil his senses, let him be prudent,
And not brazen, nor fawning on families. 
3 Also, he must refrain from any action
That gives the wise reason to reprove him.
(Then let him cultivate the thought:)
May all be well and secure,
May all beings be happy! 
4 Whatever living creatures there be,
Without exception, weak or strong,
Long, huge or middle-sized,
Or short, minute or bulky, 
5 Whether visible or invisible,
And those living far or near,
The born and those seeking birth,
May all beings be happy! 
6 Let none deceive or decry
His fellow anywhere;
Let none wish others harm
In resentment or in hate. 
7 Just as with her own life
A mother shields from hurt
Her own son, her only child,
Let all-embracing thoughts
For all beings be yours. 
8 Cultivate an all-embracing mind of love
For all throughout the universe,
In all its height, depth and breadth — 
Love that is untroubled
And beyond hatred or enmity. 
9 As you stand, walk, sit or lie,
So long as you are awake,
Pursue this awareness with your might:
It is deemed the Divine State here. 
10 Holding no more to wrong beliefs,
With virtue and vision of the ultimate,
And having overcome all sensual desire,
Never in a womb is one born again.

They wait until the prayer is completed then the Monks lead the gathered people by candlelight as they circle the Bod three times. This is an important Buddhist activity, its purpose is to remind the people Buddha’s kindness which is understood as having taught believers to avoid committing sins, to do only good and to always purify the mind.

Now that you know what happens on Magha Puja let me tell you why it happens. And what it is that they are celebrating. Magha Puja marks a single day on which four significant events all occurred. The four events were which coincided for no known reasons are: 

1) a day on which 1250 Arahantas, we would probably call them disciples, although the literal translations are along the lines of “the holy one, the worthy one, or the accomplished one”. Each of these disciples came from a different place some at great distance to spontaneously congregate at Veruvana Temple, Rajgarh city. 
2) All of the Arahantas were individually ordained by the lord Buddha himself. 
3) Each Arahantas came on his own initiative and without notification. 

4) It was a perfect full-moon day. 
 
 Having given you all that history and background let me tell you that the primary focus of Magha Puja is community, Sangha, and the message of loving kindness, the Metta Sutra: what better message for us on a day when we welcome new members to our community and remind all of us about the covenant of right relations which the congregation created as part of our safe congregations policy. The covenant of right relations reminds us to treat each other with loving kindness. Loving kindness does not mean you have to like everybody but it does mean that you treat everybody with respect. One of the things in today’s world that tends to violate the mandate we have given one another to be in right relation is sarcasm, and snide often flippant responses. It is easy for me and I believe others to think we are being witty but if someone else has a different sense of humor or simply doesn’t get our jokes they can be offended.  E-mail is a notorious place for this kind of behavior which is less than an embodiment of loving kindness.

We must all monitor our selves. Just this week I wrote an e-mail to our congregational president Joan Lane very late at night after a long and exhausting day and I made several assumptions, and potentially off putting remarks. I quickly realized the error of my ways but the e-mail was already sent and I had to write a new e-mail apologizing for the first one. It is important to be aware not only of our behavior but of the ways in which our words and actions impact others. It is safe to say that if someone bursts into tears because of something you said you hurt them but there are many more people who walk away wounded without ever showing a sign of the barb that has penetrated their spirit if not their flesh. 
Living our UU principle of honoring the interdependent web teaches us that the damage we do to any other entity will in time have repercussions on us. I would like to believe that when we can catch ourselves or be caught and corrected lovingly and kindly we become better human beings. 

There is much for all of us to learn in the teachings of other faiths. It is unlikely that any of us will take to celebrating Magha Puja regularly but that does not mean that it can have no meaning for us. Making time to do merit-making whether in the western sense of doing good for others be they family or friends or through acts of charity to the unknown it is good stuff, good for our psyches and good for our souls to get out of the hustle and bustle and notice others especially the needs of others. For example I was driving home Friday evening down a steep hill in Ansonia and I saw a woman with 6 or 8 grocery bags standing on the sidewalk. The grocery bags were at her feet and she looked exhausted. My first thought was she looks really winded, I hope she doesn’t have too much farther to go. As I reached the bottom of the hill I realized that if I were in her position I would be hoping that someone anyone would stop and offer me a ride. So I turned around in a gas station and drove back up the hill, she was still standing there breathing heavily. I rolled down the window and asked if she would like a ride. Without hesitation she accepted, she told me she had been standing there praying someone would stop. It was quite a distance to her home and as we drove she told me she makes walk regularly but that she was just getting over pneumonia and she hadn’t realized how much more difficult this would be to do than usual. 

I did not pick that woman up for praise or prayers, I picked her up because I could imagine myself in her shoes and would have wanted someone to stop for me. Or maybe it was the conversation I had just had with a woman in which we agreed that the only thing that separates most people from the homeless and troubled of the world are a few mistakes. 
In an essay titles The Philosophy and Practice of Universal Love Acharya Buddharakkhita tells us:“The Pali word metta is a multi-significant term meaning loving-kindness, friendliness, goodwill, benevolence, fellowship, amity, concord, inoffensiveness and non-violence. The Pali commentators define metta as the strong wish for the welfare and happiness of others (parahita-parasukha-kamana). Essentially metta is an altruistic attitude of love and friendliness as distinguished from mere amiability based on self-interest. Through metta one refuses to be offensive and renounces bitterness, resentment and animosity of every kind, developing instead a mind of friendliness, accommodativeness and benevolence which seeks the well-being and happiness of others. True metta is devoid of self-interest. It evokes within a warm-hearted feeling of fellowship, sympathy and love, which grows boundless with practice and overcomes all social, religious, racial, political and economic barriers. Metta is indeed a universal, unselfish and all-embracing love.

While this holiday and this principle are distinctly Buddhist they have much to teach Unitarian Universalists about living our life with loving kindness, and respect for others. The Buddhists believe we feel better about ourselves when we are doing things in a manner that embodies loving kindness. I must say I agree. I feel better about myself when I can do something kind for someone else not because I think I am righteous or noble but simply because I am human and I hope that when I treat others well they will treat me well in return. The Metta Suttra  The Buddha's Words on Kindness (Metta Sutta)
This is what should be done
By one who is skilled in goodness,
And who knows the path of peace:
Let them be able and upright,
Straightforward and gentle in speech.
Humble and not conceited,
Contented and easily satisfied.
Unburdened with duties and frugal in their ways.
Peaceful and calm, and wise and skillful,
Not proud and demanding in nature.
Let them not do the slightest thing
That the wise would later reprove.
Wishing: In gladness and in saftey,
May all beings be at ease.
Whatever living beings there may be;
Whether they are weak or strong, omitting none,
The great or the mighty, medium, short or small,
The seen and the unseen,
Those living near and far away,
Those born and to-be-born,
May all beings be at ease!

Let none deceive another,
Or despise any being in any state.
Let none through anger or ill-will
Wish harm upon another.
Even as a mother protects with her life
Her child, her only child,
So with a boundless heart
Should one cherish all living beings:
Radiating kindness over the entire world
Spreading upwards to the skies,
And downwards to the depths;
Outwards and unbounded,
Freed from hatred and ill-will.
Whether standing or walking, seated or lying down
Free from drowsiness,
One should sustain this recollection.
This is said to be the sublime abiding.
By not holding to fixed views,
The pure-hearted one, having clarity of vision,
Being freed from all sense desires,
Is not born again into this world.

I am glad I looked up Magha Puja, I am grateful for the opportunity to explore other faiths; especially because it made me think about the importance of listening, observing and doing. I hope my words will remind you of the importance of listening, observing and doing. Amen and Blessed be.
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