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  Guha was a barbarian hunter. I’m pretty sure it’s not how you say his name, but having loved Al Pacino in the movie “Scent of a Woman,” I want to say “GOO-haaaaahhhhh,” He hunted in the forest with great skill. He was one with the tangled underbrush, cousin to the monkey and the tiger. The priests in the city thought it was their duty to bring religion to him, so they set up a large statue of Shiva near his home and performed their rituals there. Guha, however, would have none of it. Every day, when he was finished with his hunting, he would go over to the statue and kick it. Every. Single. Day. The priests would sometimes fail to show up in bad weather, but Guha kicked the statue whether they were there or not.
    One day a pack of wolves surrounded the statue so that he could not safely approach for his customary kick. He tried to reach it by climbing a tree, but he could not get close enough. Waiting for the wolves to leave, he stayed in the tree all night. He shivered in the cold, shaking dew and leaves from the branch onto the statue below. Hungry, he tried to eat the fruit of the tree, but it was bitter, and he spit it out. Finally in the morning the wolves left, and he got down and kicked the statue. But he still felt
frustrated and miserable, and he took it out on the priests, who had arrived for their morning ritual, chasing them back to the city. When he returned to the area that night, the statue was gone, and he thought no more about it.

   Some time later, he caught a fever and fell very ill. Lord Yama, king of the Underworld, sent his hound, which took Guha in its jaws and began carrying him to the land of the dead. A messenger of Shiva stopped the hound on its way. Yama, lord of the dead, objected to this intrusion in his domain, and they went before Shiva to settle the matter.
"He is dead," Yama said, "so he is mine."
"This is my most faithful servant," Shiva replied. "When other priests
failed occasionally in their observances, he came to me every day. He
once kept watch over me all night, adorning me with leaves, sprinkling pure water upon me, and giving me food while he had none. And he chased away those who only pretended devotion. He is mine. You shall not take him."
Shiva returned Guha to life, and he lived long years after.

 
This feels to me like a good story for UUs, always kicking at some treasured icon, subverting the dominant paradigm, questioning authority, defining ourselves against what we were raised with. Some of us are happy to have something to kick. 


We understand Guha’s response to the pious Brahmins. He gave that senseless block of stone a good whack. The statue pulls him. His outrage at the stupidity of the statue and the priests pulls him, and he gives it a kick. That was the greeting a statue deserved, a statue set up to make someone else more religious. 


When his soul was taken to the underworld, he was rescued by the very god whose statue he kicked every day. Maybe faithful hatred connects you to a thing or a person as truly as loving them does. 


Could it be that kicking against a thing so consistently, so devotedly, means that you are fascinated and drawn to that thing? 


In the movie called Wise Blood, made from a Flannery O’Connor story, a young man named Hazel Motes goes to the soulless big city to “do some things he ain’t never done.” His grandfather was a hellfire and brimstone preacher, “a waspish old man who had ridden over three counties with Jesus hidden in his head like a stinger.” 


Once in town, Hazel heads over the home of Leora Watts, “The Friendliest Bed In Town” He tells the cab driver, who looks at the round hat Hazel wears and assumes he’s a preacher, “Listen, get this straight. I don’t believe in anything.” The cab driver says “Not in nothing at all?” amazed. “I don’t have to say it but once to nobody” Hazel growls. “That’s the trouble with you preachers,” the cabbie says, “You’ve all got too good to believe in anything.” 


Leora Watts assumes he’s a preacher too. 

 The next day he meets a street preacher named Asa Hawks. He follows Hawk and his daughter. Hawks tells Hazel he smells sin on his breath. He hears the urge for Jesus in his voice. “Nothing matters but that Jesus don’t exist.” Hazel says. “I don’t need Jesus. I got Leora Watts.” Hazel is faithful to Jesus in his passionate engagement with not believing in him. His Jesus would like that. “Be hot or be cold,” the Bible says. “If you are lukewarm I will spew you out of my mouth.” 


Guha is hotly engaged with Shiva. He kicks him faithfully every might, and when he misses a night it makes him so mad he chases the priests back to the town where they came from, and he is made a King there. MAYBE being fascinated and drawn to a thing counts as devotion. It is a faithful response to want something to be right, to want something to make sense. I think it shows respect to a truth if you cannot just let its details wash over you in a muddle and accept it because it’s pretty, or because it’s comforting. Truth should be good, not just “nice.” If there is something wrong with it, if there is something amiss with what we are taught or told, if there is something “off” about the authenticity with which a teaching is presented, I think it shows good instinct to want to fight with it until it comes right. Guha had enough religion in the forest, we might say. 

At the beginning of the story Guha says this to Lakshmana


“Do not try to outguess fortune, for it is hard enough to know what one is doing at the moment right now. You think you are doing one thing and it counts for another. “


 I would say that The Divine accepts any true devotion and passionate love as devotion to itself. In the book The Last Battle, by CS Lewis, the battle rages between the forces of Tash, the demon god and Aslan, the true god. The stars are falling from the sky. The creation is rolling up like a scroll. The end is coming. As creatures die they pass through a doorway where Aslan stands. Some cower away from him and will not enter. Some run toward him in trust and love. A prince, the leader of the enemy forces bows before him and says: Now that I see you I understand that you are the one I have loved and sought. “ Aslan tells him even though he thought he was loving Tash, that true love and worship counted as worship for The One. 

 Here’s what I think I think the Universe rewards passion and perseverance. Not with money-- this is not a sermon about abundance of cash-- with a greater portion of the Spirit of Life. Some people die in the midst of their lives. As Mark Twain said, “some people die at twenty-five and aren’t buried until they’re seventy-five.” Passion and perseverance -- that is the way to keep from dying in the middle of your life. Guha made effort and sacrifice to engage with that lifeless block of stone the shallow priests brought to the forest at the king’s request. He did it daily and put his whole self into it. He was not cynical and detached from the whole thing. He was not half-asleep with sophistication. He is not too cool to care. He was alive and awake and mad and faithful. May it be so with each of us 

