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Story for All Ages: Shoveling Snow with Buddha by Billy Collins  
  
In the usual iconography of the temple or the local Wok 
you would never see him doing such a thing, 
tossing the dry snow over a mountain 
of his bare, round shoulder, 
his hair tied in a knot, 
a model of concentration. 
 
Sitting is more his speed, if that is the word 
for what he does, or does not do. 
 
Even the season is wrong for him. 
In all his manifestations, is it not warm or slightly humid? 
Is this not implied by his serene expression, 
that smile so wide it wraps itself around the waist of the universe? 
 
But here we are, working our way down the driveway, 
one shovelful at a time. 
We toss the light powder into the clear air. 
We feel the cold mist on our faces. 
And with every heave we disappear 
and become lost to each other 
in these sudden clouds of our own making, 
these fountain-bursts of snow. 
 
This is so much better than a sermon in church, 
I say out loud, but Buddha keeps on shoveling. 
This is the true religion, the religion of snow, 
and sunlight and winter geese barking in the sky, 
I say, but he is too busy to hear me. 
 
He has thrown himself into shoveling snow 
as if it were the purpose of existence, 
as if the sign of a perfect life were a clear driveway 
you could back the car down easily 
and drive off into the vanities of the world 
with a broken heater fan and a song on the radio. 
All morning long we work side by side, 
me with my commentary 
and he inside his generous pocket of silence, 



until the hour is nearly noon 
and the snow is piled high all around us; 
then, I hear him speak. 
 
After this, he asks, 
can we go inside and play cards? 
 
Certainly, I reply, and I will heat some milk 
and bring cups of hot chocolate to the table 
while you shuffle the deck. 
and our boots stand dripping by the door. 
Aaah, says the Buddha, lifting his eyes 
and leaning for a moment on his shovel 
before he drives the thin blade again 
deep into the glittering white snow.  
 
The first reading is called “Joy is Such a Human Madness: The Duff 
Between Us” by poet and professor Ross Gay (pronouns: he/him)  
 

...In healthy forests, which we might imagine to exist mostly above ground, and 
be wrong in our imagining, given as the bulk of the tree, the roots, are reaching through 
the earth below, there exists a constant communication between those roots and 
mycelium, where often the ill or weak or stressed are supported by the strong and 
surplused. 
 By which I mean a tree over there needs nitrogen, and a nearby tree has extra, so 
the hyphae...the fungal ambulances, ferry it over. Constantly. This tree to that. That to 
this. And that in a tablespoon of rich fungal duff (...meaning a healthy forest soil…) are 
miles and miles of hyphae...who get a little sugar for their work. The pronoun who 
turned the mushrooms into people, yes it did. Evolved the people into mushrooms. 
 Because in trying to articulate what, perhaps, joy is, it has occurred to me that 
among other things--the trees and the mushrooms have shown me this--joy is the 
mostly invisible, the underground union between us, you and me, which is, among other 
things, the great fact of our life and the lives of everyone … we love going away. If we 
sink a spoon into that fact, into the duff between us, we will find it teeming. It will look 
like all the books ever written. It will look like all the nerves in a body. We might call it 
sorrow, but we might call it a union, one that, once we notice it, once we bring it into the 
light, might become flower and food. Might be joy.  



The second reading comes from “Take Me With You,” a 
collection of works by spoken-word poet Andrea Gibson 
(pronouns: they/them). 
 
What if the weather keeps changing and we don’t? 

--- 
Coming into our own humanity often takes enormous effort, commitment, and bravery. 
I believe we should be taught that at an early age. I believe part of the violence of our 
culture stirs from the myth that kindness is natural. I don’t think kindness is natural. I 
think kindness would only be natural in a world where no one is hurt, and everyone is 
hurt. So kindness is work. Kindness is our knees in the garden weeding our bites, our 
apathies, our cold shoulders, our silences, our cruelties, whatever taught us the word 
“ugly.” 

--- 
I said to the sun, “Tell me about the Big Bang.” The sun said, “It hurts to become.” 

--- 
Today in the grocery store a woman stopped in her tracks and refused to walk beside me 
down the stairway, saying (and I swear this is true), “I don’t want to walk next to you 
because you’re gay.” I think it was the simple fact of it that stunned me more than some 
intended insult screamed out of a car window might have stunned me. My heart has 
been rattled all day because of it, and then I saw this tree, this beautiful, beautiful tree, 
and I want to find a shovel, and find that woman’s house, and plant this tree in her front 
yard while she’s sleeping, and I want her to wake to the bloom of it, smiling, and I want 
no one but God to tell her who it’s from. 

--- 
The hardest people in the world to forgive are the people we once were. The people we 
are trying desperately to not stir into the recipe of who we are now. 
 

  



While We Turn 
 
 Listen to the way that author Barbara Kingsolver describes joy: “In my own worst 
seasons I’ve come back from the colorless world of despair by forcing myself to look 
hard, for a long time, at a single glorious thing: a flame of red geranium outside my 
bedroom window. And then another: my daughter in a yellow dress. And another: the 
perfect outline of a full, dark sphere behind the crescent moon.” This sense of joy that 
Kingsolver describes has its roots in the act of pausing and noticing. Sometimes that 
noticing is microscopic, and sometimes it is cosmic. And winter is a great time to pause 
and notice: animals have gone into hibernation, our daylight hours have shortened, and 
the winter air hangs frozen and silent.  

This time of year has been honored for centuries as a time of waiting, of arrival, a 
time of darkness, and a time where we risk being weighed down by sadness like a stone. 
If one already feels alone, that aloneness might become exacerbated by the holidays, by 
the weather, or by the darkness. In response, many people of faith light candles. We 
honor the turning of the earth and the turning of the seasons. We gather in warm places 
to eat foods high in fat and sugar to store up energy and warmth for the long winter 
months. Some of us take extra Vitamin D and fish oil pills, and some of us have special 
lamps in our living quarters to help fight off Seasonal Affective Disorder.  

In this time more than any other, we can become aware of how much we need 
each other to survive. When you’re in the middle of baking your favorite holiday cookies 
and you run out of sugar, these are the months where it might be easier to just knock on 
your neighbor’s door than to bundle up, wait for your vehicle to warm up, and drive all 
the way to the store--even if it is only three blocks away. This is also the time of year 
where cars don’t always start and you might need to ask someone to help you with a 
jump start. We often feel the need for community the most strongly at this time of year. 
And paradoxically, it is at this precise time of year that it is the hardest to fight off the 
urge to isolate, to stay at home where it’s warm--in essence, to hibernate. 
 For this reason--on the night before the winter solstice--I co-hosted an event with 
some friends, and we called it an Evening of Delights. Delicious food was prepared and 
delightful drinks were poured. Attendees were asked to bring something that delighted 
them in order to share that delight with the others who gathered--even those they did 
not yet know. After our meal, we had a sort of share-and-tell for people to celebrate and 
express their delights. Some people brought music--both professional singers 
performing original songs and amateurs like myself plunking away at part of the 
Nutcracker Suite on an untuned piano. Some people had prepared the food as an act of 
delight-sharing, and one person was wearing an article of clothing that gave him delight 
because it was given to him as a gift from a loved one. Some people articulated stories of 
successes--like the 12-year-old who had recently learned and memorized the algorithms 
for how to solve a Rubik’s cube and who has subsequently taught me as well. Quick 



sidenote: it is quite a sight to watch a room full of adults become amazed (and even 
flabbergasted) by the brilliance and talent of a 12-year-old.  
 But the thing that I noticed right away was that the very act of one person 
expressing their delight was becoming a delight for the whole room. One delight was 
feeding another delight, and what we ended up witnessing was a whole room filled with 
blessings that were amplifying and reduplicating.  

One person admitted that historically she had viewed herself as someone who 
was not a plant person. She had killed too many house plants, and she had given up. 
But the delight that she was willing to offer us was that she had set aside that story about 
herself and had tried again. She had encountered a beautiful succulent plant called 
Mother of Millions, which is a plant that can propagate vegetatively from plantlets that 
develop on the margins of its leaves and fall away into the soil and regrow as a multitude 
of more plants...hence the name, Mother of Millions. She had brought with her multiple 
Mother of Millions plants to give away to anyone that was interested in having a new 
house plant--even those who had accepted the story that they weren’t “plant people.” 
Which perfectly describes me. So naturally I took one. “The hardest people in the world 
to forgive are the people we once were,” says spoken-word poet Andrea Gibson. “The 
people we are trying desperately to not stir into the recipe of who we are now.” 

I don’t know about you, but I needed that reminder on the night before the winter 
solstice. You don’t have to accept old narratives about yourself. We are dynamic--always 
growing and changing. Which is why Gibson asks, “What if the weather keeps changing 
and we don’t?” While we turn toward the new year and one more circle around the sun--
while the seasons change from autumn to winter and while our daylight hours are 
getting longer, what a beautiful reminder that we are able to turn over a new leaf. We 
are able to ask the mycelium to send more nitrogen through their little white filaments, 
to give us more nourishment in times of drought. To ask our fellow humans traveling 
with us on this journey around the sun for a little more support, a little more tenderness 
and encouragement, even the kind of joy that comes rooted in sorrow. Sometimes the 
blessing of our community comes from us noticing what others notice, delighting in 
another’s delight. 

I used to be a bike commuter who lived and worked in Minneapolis, and a few 
summers ago, I decided to take the long and scenic way home from work along the 
Cedar Lake Trails—a swath of land that used to house old railroad lines but now is 
comprised of prairie grasses, wildlife, and bike and running trails. I’m not sure why I 
decided on the scenic route, but I hope that it was the gentle nudging of the poets that 
reminded me to look for blessing and to practice noticing: Barbara Kingsolver’s “single 
glorious thing” or what Henry Miller once called a “magnificent world in a blade of 
grass.” Maybe it was even my understanding—derived from Wendell Berry—about “the 
peace of wild things who do not tax their lives with forethought of grief.” But either way, 
I am so grateful for whatever it was that brought me to those trails, because on the way 
home I encountered a runner who had stopped in the middle of the running path 



because he was twenty feet away from a young deer. I probably wouldn’t have noticed 
the deer had it not been for the other person noticing first. And isn’t that how it is 
sometimes? Sometimes we don’t notice the beauty itself, but we notice the noticing, and 
that’s a fine place to start. So...for about fifteen minutes, this stranger and I just stopped 
and stood and noticed. The deer noticed us too. She was watching us. She noticed the 
slow movements of the runner reaching for his phone to take a picture. She occasionally 
would put her head up in the air, as if she were smelling the air. That moment was a 
blessing of utter delight, and I still think about it to this day. 

In just a moment, I’m going to ask you to turn to a neighbor and briefly describe 
something that has brought you delight in the last few weeks. It might be small or big, or 
it might be mundane or profound. But it is so important to be able to express these 
delights, and you might be surprised about how much joy it brings to someone else for 
them to hear about your delight. I know that this practice of talking to a neighbor can be 
challenging and uncomfortable, but I also know how important it is for us to build a 
diverse and strong multi-generational community. So today I’m giving out extra points 
if you chat with someone who is more than 30 years younger or older than you. Just like 
the mycelium and their fungal ambulances that transport nitrogen between the roots of 
different trees, we need to reach out to each other for support and encouragement. 
So...each person will have one or two minutes to share about something that has 
brought them delight. I will ring the bell once to indicate the halfway mark, and I will 
ring the bell twice to end our sharing time. 

Sharing our delights can be such a radical thing, and I’m glad you joined me for 
this practice. I’ll be glad to hear about some of the things that bring you delight. One of 
my delights this month was encountering the poet Ross Gay and learning about his one-
year commitment to make daily journal entries about delight. I’m not usually one for 
making resolutions for the New Year, but that’s because the things that I’ve mainly 
resolved to do have been too difficult or have been too much of a joyless task. But 
spending a small amount of time once per day to dwell on one of the day’s delights 
sounds doable. I’m sure it will get challenging, but I also know that the practice will help 
me locate and train my muscles of delight. The more I think about and notice the 
blessings and delights of the various moments of my day, the more I will notice the 
delights of my week or the delights of my year. The stories that we tell ourselves and the 
ones that we repeat about our day are the ones that become etched in our memory. They 
become the duff from which new stories can be written. 

The picture that Billy Collins paints with his words about his imagined moment 
shoveling snow with Buddha reminds me of how many possibilities there are for our 
delight. First of all, the mental image of the Buddha surviving a snowy winter is a new 
one for my imagination, and my first thought is that he might need some kind of warmer 
coat--maybe something from Patagonia or North Face. Because if he is going to keep 
“that smile so wide it wraps itself around the waist of the universe,” he’s going to need 
some warmer gear. But then, once he is appropriately outfitted, I love the image of him 



that Collins paints. “His hair tied in a knot, a model of concentration.” Tossing the light 
powder of snow into the clear air while “inside his generous pocket of silence.” In the 
poem, Billy is his shoveling companion, chatting away about “the true religion--the 
religion of snow, and sunlight and winter geese barking in the sky,” but the Buddha is 
too busy to hear him.  

I’m not sure about you, but I’ve had moments--even recent ones--where I’ve 
needed to tell myself new stories about my feelings about the winter and about the 
intensity of the cold and the snow. Sure, there are real and present dangers about 
iciness, and the winter actually requires us to slow down. But there is something deep in 
me that loves the winters, and I had to stop perpetuating the narrative that I hated them 
or hated the cold. There had been a few winters where sadness and the aloneness of 
hibernation had set too deeply into my bones. There had also been a few winters where I 
mistakenly thought it would lift me out of my winter blues if I drank a lot of alcohol 
(which is a chemical depressant by the way). And then one winter when I was dealing 
with the after-effects of a particularly difficult break-up, one of the friends who I had 
leaned on periodically for the past 15 years of my life suggested that I join him for some 
cross-country skiing. If I’m being honest, it sounded kind of awful. Why would I want to 
go outside into the cold weather, when I was trying to spend my time staying warm and 
out of the cold weather?  

I had accepted the narrative that the winter was ONLY something to be avoided--
a tunnel through which I was expected to hold my breath for whatever superstitious 
reasons that we were told to do that as children. But then I paused and remembered that 
I really enjoyed cross-country skiing as a kid, so I gave it a try. At first, I was quite bad at 
it, flailing and flouncing about with a remarkable artlessness. But then, after some time, 
I was still falling regularly. But I was actually out in the cold instead of letting the cold 
dictate the details of my life or my mood or my activities. I was finding a surprising 
amount of delight in the regular conversations with my close friend (and other new 
skiing partners). Some mornings, we would be skiing at sunrise in the midst of a 
beautiful winter forest, and we would encounter a family of deer. Sometimes it had been 
a particularly tough or sad week, and the thing that I was most looking forward to was 
my Saturday ski with my friend. In fact, I began skiing with such regularity that I 
decided to register for the Birkiebeiner (which is essentially a cross-country skiing 
marathon that took me five hours and thirty minutes to compete). And as strange as it 
probably sounds to most ears, I gathered a lot of delight from that accomplishment. I 
mean...I only did it once, but I actually did it. 

So...my challenge to you this year is to approach the things in your life that feel 
like shoveling snow with the mindset of the Buddha. Finding even the smallest amount 
of delight in the midst of the quiet work. Shoveling one heap after the next. And 
also...take time afterward to play cards and drink hot chocolate. Find delight in the 
smallest places, but also don’t forget to look for it on a much grander scale too. Look to 



the stars. Wonder and ponder. Follow in the footsteps of Andrea Gibson as they said to 
the sun, “‘Tell me about the Big Bang.’ The sun said, ‘It hurts to become.’” 

In this same vein, I want to leave you with one more delight. At our Evening of 
Delights, one person shared about his fascination with outer space and the vastness of 
the cosmos. He took us on a statistical journey regarding distance and space that 
travelled light years away into a quiet reverie where we were able to meditate on and 
wrestle with some existentially challenging questions. He tried to help us wrap our 
minds around how small we are in comparison to the vastness of our cosmos. He 
explained a bit about the US Voyager, which was a space probe that left Earth in 1977. 
Traveling quickly (or slowly, depending on what we compare it to), it was heading past 
the subsequent planets of our solar system. On February 14, 1990, at the request of 
astronomer Carl Sagan, NASA agreed to turn the camera around toward Earth right as 
the Voyager was leaving our solar system and take one last picture of earth from a point 
in space that was 6 billion kilometers away. From that perspective, Earth looked like a 
pale blue dot suspended in a lightbeam. This February will be the 30th anniversary of 
the day when that photograph was captured. In a book about the photograph called 
“Pale Blue Dot,” Carl Sagan reflected beautifully on this moment and on what we can 
learn from it. I’m going to read his reflection for you now. Some of you may have heard 
it before, and for others here this might be the first time that you have heard these 
words: 

 
Look again at that dot. That's here. That's home. That's us. On it everyone you 
love, everyone you know, everyone you ever heard of, every human being who 
ever was, lived out their lives. The aggregate of our joy and suffering, thousands 
of confident religions, ideologies, and economic doctrines, every hunter and 
forager, every hero and coward, every creator and destroyer of civilization, every 
king and peasant, every young couple in love, every mother and father, hopeful 
child, inventor and explorer, every teacher of morals, every corrupt politician, 
every "superstar," every "supreme leader," every saint and sinner in the history of 
our species lived there--on a mote of dust suspended in a sunbeam. 

The Earth is a very small stage in a vast cosmic arena. Think of the rivers of blood 
spilled by all those generals and emperors so that, in glory and triumph, they 
could become the momentary masters of a fraction of a dot. Think of the endless 
cruelties visited by the inhabitants of one corner of this pixel on the scarcely 
distinguishable inhabitants of some other corner, how frequent their 
misunderstandings, how eager they are to kill one another, how fervent their 
hatreds. 

Our posturings, our imagined self-importance, the delusion that we have some 
privileged position in the Universe, are challenged by this point of pale light. Our 
planet is a lonely speck in the great enveloping cosmic dark. In our obscurity, in 
all this vastness, there is no hint that help will come from elsewhere to save us 
from ourselves. 



The Earth is the only world known so far to harbor life. There is nowhere else, at 
least in the near future, to which our species could migrate. Visit, yes. Settle, not 
yet. Like it or not, for the moment the Earth is where we make our stand. 

It has been said that astronomy is a humbling and character-building experience. 
There is perhaps no better demonstration of the folly of human conceits than this 
distant image of our tiny world. To me, it underscores our responsibility to deal 
more kindly with one another, and to preserve and cherish the pale blue dot, the 
only home we've ever known.   

- Carl Sagan 


