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There is an old Zen Koan to the effect that if you 

meet the Buddha by the side of the road, you should 

kill him. 

One could jump to the conclusion that, in Buddhist 

circles at least, this must be sacrilege, but it’s not. 

Like the sound of one hand clapping or a tree falling 

in the midst of the forest, the meaning of this saying 

may be somewhat obscure, but it has sacred 

implications. 

You should kill the Buddha standing by the side of 

the road, you see, because he is not the Buddha but 

rather some form of demon. 

You should kill the Buddha standing by the side of 

the road because his enlightenment robs you of your 

own 

I don’t know what road you’re on. 

I don’t know what enlightenment you seek. 

God knows that sometimes I’m unsure of the road 

and enlightenment quest that’s mine. 

But whether it’s a faith statement peculiar to your 

self, or a peace with life or death, or an at-homeness 

with Great Nature or with the meaning of Love or the 

Good, I am convinced that from birth to death we are 



on some kind of pilgrimage, some kind of journey, some 

kind of travel toward whatever enlightenment will be 

ours. 

I needn’t turn to the language of the Far East for 

support of this perspective. 

Ernst Haenschen titled his discussion on the New 

Testament book of Hebrews, Das Wandernde 

Gottesvolk – The Wandering People of God. 

Countless novels have told the story of our setting 

in life as of a travelogue. 

So Natty Bumpo travels the frontier forests and 

towns of Colonial America in the series of books that 

have been called The Leatherstocking Saga. 

So Scrooge travels through Christmas past, 

present and future. 

So Hemmingway’s big game hunter and his wife 

travel to Kilimanjaro and the hunter’s death. 

So Holden Caulfield travels the low streets of New 

York after leaving his prep school behind. 

So Harry Potter travels through seven years of 

schooling at Hogwarts, though only five have been 

covered so far. 

So countless others have made their journey in 

literature . . . and we make our own. 

And over and over again the greatest danger we 

face – whether vicariously, in novels, or in the reality 

of our own lives – is the danger of the Buddha by the 



side of the road – the danger of turning aside rather 

than continuing on the main road path wherever it may 

lead. 

Do we seek some philosophical understanding of 

life? 

It is no easy labor, no easy path to do so, and it is 

often a thankless task. 

Following out the threads of truth as perceived can 

be so uncertain a journey. 

And it is an easy thing to turn aside for the 

ephemeral. 

I’ve probably mentioned at some time or other that 

among my early heroes was the German Historian, 

Ferdinand Christian Baur. 

His unswerving devotion to finding historical truth 

forced him to ask questions of the New Testament 

narratives that contributed to the origins of modern 

New Testament studies but raised a storm of protest 

in his day. 

Still he persevered. 

He did not turn aside . . . or did he? 

There’s the rub, isn’t it. 

How do we authenticate the enlightenment of 

others . . . or of ourselves? 

One of my friends was guided in her studies for 

years one great mentor. 



But then that mentor turned aside to work in 

another area where my friend couldn’t follow. 

She felt that her mentor had turned from the 

truth, and she mourned the loss. 

At one time I agreed with her in her mourning. 

But which was the false enlightenment? 

Again, do we seek the good deed that gives life 

value? 

I don’t think any of us can go from “great good 

moment” to “great good moment” all our days. 

Sometimes I think that great good moments can 

lead us astray from the random kindnesses and 

senseless beauty that can bring real inspiration. 

 Sometimes I think we turn aside to pain and 

suffering only to find that our real path lay precisely 

through those experiences. 

I have a friend of fifty years. 

We traveled different paths. 

His took him through years of drug abuse with its 

false enlightenment. 

And then he cleaned up his act – got himself out of 

drugs and such, and found that his experiences made 

him able to help others in significant ways. 

He’s been doing so ever since. 

Were drugs for him a false enlightenment or were 

they the portal to the path? 



One of the little readings for the morning talked 

about the presence of the Buddha and the absence of 

the Buddha as both being necessary, but to different 

people. 

Our journeys only become understandable at their 

end. 

I find myself thinking of Jesus’ words, “It is 

accomplished.” 

I find myself thinking of Mr. Chipps in the film, 

Good-bye Mr. Chipps, who said at his death, after 

teaching in a boys school for so many years, that he 

though his wife and child died early, he had had 

children, many children, through all the years of 

teaching no matter how grand or painful those years 

had been. 

I find myself thinking of Ghost Dog, in the film of 

that name, who can accept his violent death with peace 

even as he accepted the violence of his life. 

I find myself thinking of a dear little lady who lived 

her life behind the counter of her little hole-in-the-

wall store where she extended credit to the entire 

community and raised her family on the meager 

earnings of that life. 

Our journeys only become understandable at their 

end. 

“If you meet the Buddha standing by the side of 

the road, kill him.” 



Yes. 

Enlightenment should be ours. 

But who beckons where and what the final truth 

may be is the drama of our lives. 


