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Reading:  The Wild Strawberry1    

A story from the Zen Buddhist tradition. 

The Buddha told this parable: 

A man traveling through the mountains suddenly found himself being chased by a huge hungry 

tiger.  He ran and ran until he came to the edge of a cliff.  There, with nowhere else to go, he 

caught hold of a thick vine and swung himself over the edge. 

Above him, the tiger growled.  Below him, he heard a sound, and looked down to see another 

tiger waiting for him at the bottom of the vine. 

That was when two mice scrambled out from the cliffside and began to gnaw at the vine.  The 

traveler could see they were quickly eating through it.  Then in front of him on the face of the 

cliff a delicious smell caught his attention.  A luscious wild strawberry!  Holding onto the vine 

with one hand, he reached and picked the berry with the other. 

It was delicious! 

 

Reflection 

I love that story.  It seems to say different things to different people and at different times.  And 

right now, it speaks to me - because we are that traveler.   Before this pandemic, we were 

running.   Driven by consumerism and our culture to work ever more, so we can consume ever 

more; by wealth inequality and oppression forcing more and more of us to work longer and 

harder just to get by.   The tiger of environmental catastrophe was at our heels, joined perhaps 

by our own individual tigers:  dangers in our lives, fears, addictions.   I was running.   We were 

running – racing toward a future that we imagined pretty much like the past, caught up in a 

world view that said if we just kept going, faster and faster, all would be well, or at least it 

would be scary in familiar ways.    

And then everything changed.   We went off that cliff and suddenly we weren’t running any 

more – in fact we’re holding very still in a difficult, dangerous place.  Individual experiences of 

this moment vary a lot, but collectively we’re getting an up close view of some of our tigers – as 

we notice who can stay home, and who cannot; who is mildly inconvenienced and who is 

terrified, grieving, despairing, or hungry.   We know these inequities – some have known them 

first hand for a very long time - but we haven’t looked at them together, as a society, in quite 

this way before.   

 
1 1 Elisa Davy Pearmain (Doorways to the Soul, 2007). 
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We’re also noticing some mice – issues that weren’t on our collective radar before – but are 

now.   The preciousness of toilet paper, certainly, but also the very real danger of infectious 

disease, the true cost of leadership that isn’t interested in governing a democracy, and the way 

our well-being is unalterably linked to that of the most vulnerable. 

Everything changed.   And here we are, hanging from a fraying vine. 

And, there’s that strawberry. 

Now, the expression “every cloud has a silver lining” does not resonate with me.   I don’t 

believe everything happens for a reason, or for the best.   With apologies to the great 14th 

century Christian mystic Julian of Norwich, I’m not at all sure that all shall be well.   Perhaps 

for you, one or more of those understandings is helpful – it just doesn’t work that way for me.   

But I do believe that even in hard times, the bad stuff is not the whole story.   

For me, in this moment, that strawberry is a call to attend to all of what is. Not denying or 

minimizing any of it.   The tigers are real.   And so are the blessings – spring, a warm smile, a 

rest, the products of our stress baking, you.  The wonderful continues to happen.   And, there is 

hope in our capacity to relish the beautiful, the amazing, right in the middle of the difficult.   Not 

hope in the sense of fixing things, but in the words of zen teacher Diane Rizetto, the “deep 

hope” of a life of presence to what is, a life of authenticity.2 

Part of that deep hope, and one of the wonderful things in this moment, is the unexpected 

possibilities emerging as life is upended.   As humanity pauses and notices, along with the fear 

and worry and grief, there’s a sweet, fresh, opportunity to not resume our running, to not go 

back to the society or the people that we were before.    

In my conversations, I’m hearing an expanded awareness that everyone’s well-being is 

connected, and a wider understanding of healthcare as a right.   I hear more often, now, that we 

might be happier with a little less doing and acquiring, and a little more concern for those on the 

margins and the underpaid people on whom our lives depend.   People notice that the air is 

cleaner, wildlife is returning, even the very earth is quieter and it feels good.   Perhaps you are 

perceiving things in your life differently, too.  This pause and this heightened awareness gives 

us a chance to redirect ourselves toward a different future – one that that is not so frantic and 

harmful, but is instead nourishing and life-giving for all of us.   

Perhaps a future in which success is measured, not by gross domestic product and same-day 

shipping, but by health care for all, fair wages for the truly essential work, a commitment to 

living together, and slowing down and letting ourselves and the planet breathe.  This might just 

be, in the words of environmental activist Joanna Macy, our “Great Turning”3 - away from a 

destructive and unsustainable way of life toward a civilization that is rooted in the inherent 

worth of all, our glorious interdependence, and an all-embracing love.   As Unitarian 

Universalists, a new opportunity to live into such a vision is a wonderful thing. 

 
2 Diane Rizetto, Deep Hope (Shambala, 2019). 
3 Joanna Macy and Chris Johnstone, Active Hope (New World Library, 2012). 
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So, how does this story end?   Do we fall further down the cliff?   Do we claw our way back up, 

only to resume running ever faster?   Already, we hear the call, and feel the urge, to forget what 

we’ve seen and learned, and return to “normal,” meaning the way things were before.   Resisting 

that call won’t be easy, and there are no guarantees.   But in this moment, the holy appears as 

beauty and connection, and as possibility, newly emerged when everything changed, that we 

might find a new way of traveling together.   It may be the end of the world as we knew it – and 

there may be ways in which that’s just fine. 

How does the story end?   We don’t know – we’re still clinging to the vine, seeking moments of 

joy amid the mess.   But we won’t be here forever, the future will be different, and out of this 

upheaval and tragedy, if we remember, we can live that future with greater care for one another 

and the earth. 

May we be present to all that is, and all that is possible.   May we remember the whole of this 

moment, and may we grasp those sweet strawberries of holy possibility and deep hope in a more 

just and faithful world to come.    

May it be so. 

Amen. 


