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A smile is not a smirk.  A real smile is a sincere expression of friendly 

interest, of friendly compassion, of amusement. 
 

When life is hard to manage, when we feel challenged, when the world 
seems to be going wrong in every direction, when the future is uncertain, there is 
good cause for concern, and for worry.  It is not always easy to smile. 

 
When we awake each day to news of more violence, terrorism, and 

senseless killing by angry people who don’t feel accepted by society, friends or 
family, it is not always easy to smile. When we are driven by fear, so that we fall 
into the tempting trap of carrying a gun for our own safety, we don’t smile a lot.  
When we are on edge, easily rattled, quickly confused, and worried about 
personal safety, and the safety of our friends and families…we become more 
alert to the possibilities of danger, and live more warily.  We look back over our 
shoulders at the sound of unfamiliar or unexpected footsteps.  We avoid eye 
contact with strangers, particularly people who look or feel different, or “not like 
us.”  We smile less.  We not only become wary of those people who don’t like us, 
or don’t wish us well, but we become more wary and suspicious of a big wide 
universe of people we are afraid might do us harm.  With or without reason.  We 
take simple precautions, lock our cars, lock our homes when we leave, and step 
out into the world a little more confident of our personal safety and the safety of 
our homes and families, and pets.  Until the violence escalates, enters the outer 
borders of our lives.  Fills the news, inescapably.  We probably don’t smile as 
often.  We begin to understand what it must be like to live in Syria, or Iraq, or 
Israel, or Palestine,  or Dallas, or Afghanistan, or Pakistan, or Turkey, or 
Myanmar, or China, or Russia or Ukraine.  The truth is that no place is safe and 
there is no place to hide from the anger and frustration and violence that a 
determined individual who is armed with a deadly weapon might use to injure or 
kill any one of us.  And when we think about that, we are probably more inclined 
to frown than to smile. 

 
Much of the world has returned to barbarism.  Thomas Friedman has a 

new book coming out in which he details the urgent struggles of people to flee 
from violence and to search for places to live where there is some semblance of 
law and order.  Where a person and a family can make a good life.  And there 
are not all that many places.   

 



So the question becomes, how to survive and live a healthy, productive, 
satisfying life when so much of the world, and so much of life, is out of our 
control?  When we feel out of control, helpless, vulnerable, smiles do not come 
easily. 

 
Thus the importance of an inner life.  We can, we should, and we must do 

our best to influence and create a more peaceful, more fair, more just world—for 
everyone.  But without a satisfying inner life, it is difficult to make a difference in 
the larger world.  If we are moved and motivated and inspired only by the 
external world, we become slaves to circumstances created by others.  Without 
an inner life, in which we are at peace with ourselves, we are pawns in the 
struggles for power and domination.  Without an inner life in which we come to 
terms with what is significant and what is insignificant in the bigger scheme of 
things, we are simply bounced around and buffeted by external forces.  Without a 
positive and resilient inner life, we are not grounded.  Without a healthy inner life, 
we can’t put events and people and people’s actions into perspective.   

 
Now, we all have inner lives, but the kind of inner life I’m talking about 

here is an inner life that enables us to remain calm in the face of emergencies, 
when confronted by enemies or people who would do us harm, and that makes it 
possible for us to transcend the moment, to transcend the here and now, to 
separate ourselves from ordinary thoughts and ordinary things, and to see a 
broken world as a broken toy, or a broken piece of equipment, as simply, broken.  
Never mind who broke it. Never mind how it got broken.  Most broken stuff is 
fixable.  Can be repaired, even though it may take on a different form, and evoke 
different feelings, and take on new meaning.  When we have developed an inner 
life – and I do mean developed – it does not come to us on a silver platter – a 
genuine inner life, we are reminded of our insignificance as humans, as a 
species, as organisms residing here on the planet earth—muddling along here 
with many other kinds of organisms. 

 
A well-developed inner life helps us to remain sane in the face of insanity, 

to remain strong in the face of attacks, and to remain humble yet courageous in 
the presence of bullies and power-maddened people.  A well-developed inner life 
helps us to keep the machinations, the battles and wars, the needless shootings 
and excessive greed in their proper perspective.   

 
So, then how do we go about developing this inner life which is critical to 

our religious and philosophical and emotional experience.  Do we drive up to the 
window at MacDonald’s and order the inner life weekly special?  We all have an 
inner life of some sort.  I’m talking about an inner life that gives us hope, that 
provides us with resilience, that gives us courage, and energy in the face of 
adversity.  We have the ability to assess our inner lives.  We have the power to 
re-create our inner lives.  We say to ourselves, this old model is worn out.  Can 
keep on going but way too slow, and way too weak, and way too timid.  We need 
a stronger inner life that puts people and events in perspective, allows us to 



straighten our spines, look directly at the world, and be in the world but not of the 
world.  As we step out of the world fueled by pettiness and transcend the 
mistakes and broken tools of the past, we call upon our inner life with a knowing 
perspective, a faithful perspective, a perspective that has as its center, a simple 
smile. 

 
So why the smile?  We are talking about big issues, major events, 

violence, impropriety, selfishness, dishonesty.  Is there anything so disarming as 
a smile?   When we use our facial muscles to smile, there is a physiological and 
psychological reaction that is uplifting.   

 
Have you ever watched the Dalai Lama at a lecture, or on television?  

Watch what he does when someone throws a rough, tough question at him.  
What does he do?  He smiles, perhaps chuckles.  The Dalai Lama’s life is 
directed not only by his knowledge and his intellectual capabilities.    His life, and 
his inner life, lead him to a smile, which overcomes fear, softens anger, looks for 
the best in others, and extends gentle forgiveness to those who have taken his 
country and tried to destroy his religious faith.  His Holiness understands the 
power of a smile and that it is a manifestation of a healthy inner life.  It is doubtful 
that he will ever regain his homeland of Tibet.  But anyone and everyone who 
studies his smile, is immediately aware that his smile is not about comedy, 
although he does have a good sense of humor.  His smile comes from his inner 
strength, his inner life.  That inner self is not tempted by materialism. That smile 
endears him to most people, and disarms his enemies.  That smile has power, 
because it comes from genuine inner happiness, even having lost his country.  
That smile has power because it unites his people, and models gentle restraint, 
and pays respect even to those who belittle him.   That smile is not an affected, 
fake expression.  That smile is an outward manifestation of inner peace, of self-
knowledge, of true scholarship, a worldview that transcends and towers above 
those who would harm him. 

 
The Dalai Lama’s smile is not the polite, uncomfortable or superficial smile 

of a person who is vying for favors.  That smile emanates from an inner self that 
values love, that values compassion, that values honesty, and that welcomes his 
enemies to his table.  For now, his cause seems lost.  But in the future, his smile 
will be remembered as a symbol of love and compassion, faith in human beings 
to do the right thing, a beacon leading toward justice, and his definitive love for all 
living things.   

 
When we are lost, when we are downtrodden, when the world is too much 

with us, it is not time for rolling over and giving up.  It is time to strengthen our 
values, to acknowledge unpleasant circumstances, to reach deep inside to our 
inner selves, and bring out a kindly smile.  That genuine, kindly smile of his 
Holiness the Dalia Lama will not be forgotten.  It is the smile of generosity, of 
caring, of sadness and pity for those who dishonor his faith and his leadership.  



As we let our lights shine, may our smiles reflect our inner lives, and lead others 
to more loving and peaceful ways of living. 

 
Let us nurture our inner selves as we participate in an unstable world that 

is so angry.  Let us nurture the spirit of goodness within us, that our inner lives 
may some day, in some way, smile upon the world, and bring peace and justice.  
Let us share the inner peace that shines forth light kindled and nurtured by an 
inner faith in ourselves, in goodness in the power of love.  Let us share our inner 
selves, with smiles that reach out and transform loneliness and hurt and sadness 
and rage in other human hearts.  May we all become Boddhisatvas, inspired by 
love and compassion, lighting the world with smiles and the flame of our faith.  

 
In the name of all that is sacred and holy, Amen. 
 

 


