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This is a great day to celebrate generosity.  Towards ourselves as well as toward others, especially those sitting here with us now in this interfaith service.  Generosity to and from those we have known for many years, in particular for you who are returning Stanford alumni and for you who are long-term members of this Memorial Church congregation.  Generosity to and from those we are meeting for the first time, as well, and to and from those whom we can only remember in our hearts and minds because they have died and are no longer with us.  Generosity to and from Stanford University itself, the neighborhoods we live in around the world, the global community itself, and ultimately generosity in relation to that which we call God or the Dharma or the Tao, the life spirit of love or justice.  


Our opening hymn reminded us that we are always starting anew with different people and places, different music and different light.  But if we are open, and welcome strangers as friends, and know that God or the eternal spirit is with us all the time and everywhere, then we might feel at home no matter when and no matter where we are.  The hymn we just sang asks us to build bridges over the deep chasms between us and trails over the ridges of bias and fear which so often leave us isolated and alone.


The Dalai Lama was at Stanford just a year ago this month, speaking (among other places) right here in this church.  He asked the question of what can make us happy as human beings, given how much suffering we naturally seem to experience in human life.  He cited results of recent neurological research as well as his own Buddhist wisdom tradition and others.  Ultimately, it comes down to compassion and altruism, he taught.  Not because we ought to be compassionate and altruistic from a moral or ethical perspective, but because that's what genuinely makes us happy, even if you're looking at it only from the perspective of enhancing your own personal well-being.  He wasn't interested in questions of whether there's pure, disinterested altruism or not, because altruism is utterly intertwined with self-interest -- with increasing one's own happiness.  Counter-intuitive, perhaps, but true.  Paradoxical, perhaps, but still true.


In sermonizing today on "generosity," I mean to take in our notions of compassion and altruism, rather than to make narrow definitional distinctions.  The Dalai Lama has explained that the Tibetan word for the most precious of all human qualities is generally translated simply as compassion, but it connotes generosity as well.  There are other English words that are included within its meaning, like kindness, warm-heartedness, gentleness, sympathy, affection and love.
   The reading you heard from the Vietnamese Buddhist monk Thich Nhat Hanh spoke of "peace" -- within ourselves, among people, and in relation to all living beings -- as itself being intimately related to compassion (or generosity).  


"Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called children of God," says Jesus at the beginning of his Sermon on the Mount.  "Blessed are the merciful, for they will receive mercy."  Likewise, the 13th century Muslim poet, Saadi, as you heard in the opening words, entreats us to serve other people, because suffering for one of us means suffering for all of us.


I want to thank each and every one of you sitting here today who has been generous, specifically, to Stanford over the years -- financially, contributing your time and talents to this university, and helping to maintain and build the Stanford family.  And a university community is a family.  I'll never forget words that were reported to me from a sermon to reunion classes by the late Peter Gomes, university chaplain and Minister in the Memorial Church at Harvard.  "You will always be remembered here," he intoned.  There was a booklet with the names of deceased alumni in the hands of graduates as they sat in the pews in Cambridge, Massachusetts, just as you have here today.  And you also have in your order of service the names of faculty members who have died over the past year.  We do memorial services here regularly for all members of the Stanford family -- not just alumni and faculty, but Stanford staff and community members who have provided service to the university, as well as members of this University Public Worship congregation.  Peter Gomes' point, as he addressed reunion alumni, was that wherever you may go in life, whatever may happen with your own family, whoever may come and go as work colleagues, friends and associates, you will always be remembered, including at the time of your death, by the family of your alma mater -- literally translated, as a mother who is nourishing, bountiful, generous.  Alma mater. 


I think of reunions as a time when we are particularly generous to each other as well:  To those with whom we may not have been particularly close in our class.  Indeed, even to those whom we didn't like back then when we were students.  There's a spirit of generosity -- of openness, kindness, and warm-heartedness -- that can take us over and infuse us as we come back to this place of nurturance, this place of memory, this place of friendship and common aspiration and vision.  Here we can be restored to our highest hopes and dreams, re-inspired to be our better selves, reunited to those we cared so much about as well as to those whom we somehow missed even when our paths were crossing on the quad or the athletic fields or the dining halls or the classrooms.  That re-connection can take place in person, but also in our hearts and minds -- with those we haven't been able to meet again here on campus, those who didn't make it back to campus, and those who are now deceased and whose names we see in the booklet before us.


Hopefully, that spirit of generosity, rekindled here, can then lead us back into our working and living environments far from the arches and red roofs of Stanford University.  For there's a lot of bitterness and divisiveness to cope with in this twenty-first century world we have made.  Politically this country is far from the bi-partisan and post-partisan promises both presidential candidates made in the last election and Americans, as they were polled, said they longed for.  Internationally, we have a world still torn by war, terrorism, religious misunderstanding, and vast economic disparities.  Generosity of spirit and of will is desperately needed.  


When I do memorial services for individual members of the Stanford family here in Memorial Church, near the end I often try to remind those us who still have some time left on this earth that there really is an unfinished adventure of life that lies before us and for which we are still responsible. There are people who suffer and have needs whom we can serve.  There’s much work required to build the kind of global community all would want to live in.  There's research to be done, learning to be transmitted, actions to be taken, communities to be built, and ultimately a world to be saved.  There are relationships to be nurtured, warmth and affection to be shared.  We respect and dignify the memory of those now deceased when we respect and dignify life and move towards its richest fulfillment ourselves.  We truly honor those who come before us by cultivating the virtue of generosity in ourselves.


As our readings and the words of our hymns teach, blessed are the merciful, for they will receive mercy.  Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called children of God.  To worship God is nothing other than to serve the people.  If fate brings suffering to one member, the others cannot rest.  Evoking the presence of the Great Compassion, let us fill our hearts with our own compassion -- toward ourselves and toward all living beings.  Call us to build bridges, deep chasms to clear, mark trails over ridges of bias and fear.   With eager hope we now depart the places that we know to travel regions in your heart where you would have us go.   Amen.

NOTES
� His Holiness the Dalai Lama XIV (Bstan-'dzin-rgya-mtsho), Ethics for the New Millennium (New York:  Riverhead Books, 1999), p. 73.
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