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CONNECTIONS  

By Paul Harrell 
 

Did you know 
there is a Bud-
dhist Affinity 
Group at CVUU? I 
have been privi-
leged to facilitate 
this group, with 
much support 
from other volun-
teers, since sometime in 2016. I arrived in 
Norfolk, Virginia in 2015, living down-
town at the time. I was excited to con-
nect with this Unitarian Universalist com-
munity (then known as the Unitarian 
Church of Norfolk). I learned there was a 
Buddhist group involved with UCN that 
was meeting on Mondays but was disap-
pointed to hear that it was no longer 
active. I approached the Reverend at 
that time to see if I could re-activate the 
group and was happy to receive approv-
al. Since then, I have been fortunate to 
be joined by many active and enthusias-
tic members, such as Stephanee Howell, 
Andrew Utman, Rick Docksai, and Mike 
Ludwick, just to name a few.  
 

What do you think of when you hear the 
word “Buddhism”? I’d love to hear your 
thoughts. Please e-mail me at bud-
dhists@c-vuu.org. Perhaps, like me, 
some of your early introductions to East-
ern religions came through music. I grew 
up in the 1990’s, so Nirvana was a band 
that had a major impact on me. The 

word “nirvana” refers to a Hindu con-
cept of (self-)realization that is also pre-
sent in Buddhism. Buddha himself lived 
about 2,600 years ago in India. His spir-
itual teachings were perhaps unique in 
their emphasis on personal transfor-
mation. These teachings are sometimes 
referred to as a “science” of the mind. 
The idea of a science of the mind always 
fascinated me. At some point in my un-
dergraduate Psychology studies, I 
learned of a psychologist named Timo-
thy Leary. My interests in music, religion, 
and psychology seemed to align as I 
learned about his connections with pop-
ular musicians such as the Beatles, Blind 
Melon, and Tool. Although there were 
things to admire about Dr. Leary, I also 
grew to understand his issues and flaws. 
I learned about a contemporary of his, 
Richard Alpert, another psychologist. Dr. 
Alpert was a good friend of Dr. Leary, 
but they took quite different approaches 
as they grew older. Dr. Alpert studied in 
India, changed his name to Baba Ram 
Dass, and strongly advocated for the 
practice of meditation in books such as 
Be Here Now.  
 

For many people, I imagine the most 
famous Buddhist is the Dalai Lama. Dalai 
Lama is a title given to the spiritual lead-
er of a particular school of Tibetan Bud-
dhism. The current Dalai Lama received 
the Nobel Peace Prize in 1989 and was 
named by Time magazine as a spiritual 
heir to Mahatma Gandhi’s practice of 

nonviolence. He has met with many psy-
chologists. I saw him (from an overflow 
room) speak once at a Society for Neuro-
science conference. You may or may not 
also have heard of Thich Nhat Hanh, the 
Vietnamese monk. During the Vietnam 
war, Nhat Hanh met Martin Luther King, 
Jr. and urged him to publicly denounce 
the Vietnam War, leading King to nomi-
nate Nhat Hanh for the Nobel Peace 
Prize. Nhat Hanh worked to develop the 
concept of mindfulness in the West, in-
spiring the development of mindfulness 
centers throughout the United States, 
including some with Unitarian Universal-
ists. 
 

According to Wikipedia, Buddhism is the 
world’s fourth-largest religion, with over 
520 million followers. My limited experi-
ence with Buddhism is obviously 
miniscule compared to the vast amounts 
of practices around the world. During my 
sessions on 2nd Mondays, we typically 
spend time practicing meditation, fol-
lowed by a reading or a dharma talk, and 
ending with sharing. All are welcome, 
regardless of prior or current affiliation. I 
also welcome ideas and suggestions. 
Hope to see or hear from you. 

 
Paul Harrell is a CVUU member. He has prac-
ticed and studied Buddhism, mostly informally, 
with Fred Epsteinner in Tampa, Florida since 
2014, and with Allen Sandler in Norfolk, Virgin-
ia since 2016. Both have prior connections with 
Thich Nhat Hanh.  

CVUU’s Buddhist group welcomes all newcomers 
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