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What a joy and privilege it is to be able to congratulate you, the DRBU
class of 2016, on your commencement day. I know we try to practice
detachment, but I think it’s safe to make an exception today and celebrate
all of your hard work. Congratulations!

Today, on your commencement day, I want to say the world needs
you, students of virtue, more than ever. Your formal education may have
ended, but the lifelong work of applying these insights is just about to
start. Today’s society has no shortage of information for the head, but
what we lack sorely is application of our hands and cultivation of our
hearts. What the world needs today is a resurgence of virtue. In the glitz
and glam of our endless desires, we have forgotten the hands-head-heart

embodiment of these values.
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To put it another way — the world needs your help to
make virtue go viral.

Undoubtedly, technology has produced many admirable
innovations.  Self-driving cars, machines churning out
nominated novels, and robots managing entire hotels
are just a few results of marvelous artificial intelligence
successes in high demand. But do you know they also
come at a high price? The problem is not inherently
technology. It is that we have reduced the vast scope of
human ingenuity to what only sells in the marketplace.
By selling what is profitable, we have, at the same time
undersold our multidimensional gift of human connection
and reduced it to a bunch of self-maximizing transactions.
No, we have not forgotten about our true values, rather
that we are fumbling in the wrong places to find them.

In our mad rush for artificial intelligence, we are
forgetting about plain, human intelligence, let alone
wisdom. We've forgotten that we are creatures capable
of generosity, compassion, forgiveness and a vast array of
other virtues.

There is a famous Sufi story of Mulla Nasruddin, who
lost his keys one night. As he’s searching for them on the
side of the road, a few neighbors join in to help. After a
fruitless search, one of them asks, “Mullah, where exactly
did you drop the keys?” “Oh, inside my house.” The
shocked neighbor responds, “Then why in the world are
we searching for them under this lamp post?” Not missing
a beat, Mulla replies, “Oh, because there’s more light here.”

That is precisely our problem today. Our society wants
us to inherit the value system of the marketplace. Fall in
line, and we'll be rewarded with money, fame and prestige.
While these are a measure of success, it is not in there
that we will find our keys. The place to the keys of deep-
rooted and sustainable happiness are and will always be
within ourselves. In other words, outer engineering is not
responsible for creating sustainable happiness, it can only

be done through inner transformation.

Learn the art of doing nothing.

Doing nothing gets a bad rap in our world today. We
equate it with laziness and inactivity. But being busy does
not mean being productive either. The question we need
to ask is, “what is our mind doing in each moment?” If it’s
endlessly running on the hamster wheel of unconscious
habits and thought patterns, such as filling the void in

conversation with empty chatter, or how we fill a blank
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space in our schedule by refreshing our Facebook feeds (150 times
per day, researchers say!), then even though we are working and
producing, but the result is useless and the experience is unfruitful.

Martin Luther King Jr. himself once warned us, “Be careful

We know the truth of this

from experience—I remember a friend once asking me, “Nipun,

not to mistake activity for progress.”

information overload is killing me. Can you suggest a meditation
app?” My immediate thought was, “Yes, it’s called the off button.”
It’s hard to resist doing something.

If doing something is like the lines in a drawing, doing
nothing is white space on the page. If doing something is like
singing a remarkable song, doing nothing is the silence in between
the notes. If doing something is people holding hands in a circle,
then doing nothing is the empty space that is held in the center.
Remember, the value of your human life will always be more than
the sum of your resume.

Today, as you begin your new journey, I want to leave you with
three S’s of do-nothing design that have served as guides in my life.

SMALL is the first S. Focusing on the small invites us to let
go of outcomes and fully inhabit the present. When we orient
ourselves towards small acts and small effects, we learn to ride the
ripple effect.

A few years ago, I remember my aunt telling me a story of an
accident she was in, on highway 101. The car spun around 180
degrees, slammed against the center divider, her windshield was
broken, and her one-year-old daughter in a car seat was screaming.
As she tried to gather herself, a gentleman in another car stopped
and came by her window: “Ma’am are you okay?” “I've just called
911, but it would be great if you could help find my glasses, so I
can see more clearly.” Her glasses had flown and he did help her
find them.

In between, he got a phone call, “Honey, I cant talk right
now,” he said and continued helping. Then he got another phone
call, “Honey, I'll call you back.” By this time, the cops were on the
way, and things had settled a bit. He got a third phone call, and he
said, “Honey, I'll be there soon.”

My aunt said, “Looks like you really need to be somewhere.
Why don’t you go ahead? We'll be okay now.” And that man replies,
“Well, it’s my daughter’s sixth birthday, and they’re waiting for me
to cut the cake. But you know, ma’am, if that was my daughter in
the back, I'd hope that someone would stop to take care of her till
she’s okay.” He stayed till the cops came.

It was a beautiful act, but if you were to ask my aunt, its most
powerful effect wasn’t on her or her daughter. It was someone who
wasn’t even on the scene—my uncle. My uncle can never, ever pass

a stranded vehicle without thinking of how a stranger stopped to
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help his family, once. And all those he helps will help others, and the
chain will continue.

Today’s dominant paradigm wires us to think big, control life, get
noticed. But don’t weigh yourself down with thinking big. Small is
beautiful, because small connects. What you give up in the impact and
scale of the action, you will gain in awareness and understanding of
interconnections. That awareness, combined with skillfulness, will allow
you to tap into the power of the ripple effect.

In ServiceSpace, we define this as a shift from leadership to
laddership. A good ladder supports others in reaching greater heights of
their potential. Bodhisattvas are perfect ladders. They race to the bottom
of the pyramid instead of the top, they focus on the edges instead of
the center. They work behind-the-scenes, not in the spotlight. If a
ladder does its job right, no one will know to thank them, because it’s
almost impossible, sometimes even for the ladders themselves, to point
to any single “special” thing that they've done. Their gift lies in being
completely natural. Their many, small, natural acts work in concert with
a greater emergence, and ripple out into incredible results. Results that
are always aligned on the side of virtue.

SERVICE is the second S. With a heart of service, we can activate
dormant connections and regenerate the field.

It is obvious that every act creates a relationship. But the quality
of that relationship is predicated on the kind of intention behind it. If
we act in the spirit of transaction or, worse, exploitation, that limits the
scope of that connection. The relationship eventually crashes or fizzles
out. But when a small act is selfless, it unleashes a regenerative effect that
can build all the way into eternity.

Last year, I was asked to join President Obama’s advisory council for
addressing poverty and inequality. Quite an honor, and I was happy to
serve. At our first White House meeting, we did an introductory circle
around the question: What gives you hope? Before I could think up
something smart to say, it was already my turn to speak. And this is what
spontaneously came to my mind, “Well, what gives me hope is love.
What gives me hope is reading the New York Times story of how one
person paid for coffee for the person behind her in line, and 226 people
followed suit. Two hundred and twenty-six people were voluntarily
moved to pay it forward. What gives me hope is that life unfailingly
responds to the advances of love.”

When we act in service, we advance the cause of love. Life has no
choice but to respond. Then, our egos no longer need to save the world.
Our relationships, reinforced by our small acts of service, will naturally
do this.

Ananda once asked the Buddha, “On this very long path, it seems
like noble friends are half of the path.” The Buddha replied: “No,
Ananda, it is not half the path. It is the full path.” Not 60 percent,

not three quarters, not 90 percent. One hundred percent. In the tiniest
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act of service, we build an affinity, and a field of these noble aflinities,
according to Buddha, is all we really need.

In today’s networked world, you are all well aware of the quantity
of connections, but be mindful of the quality of connections as well.
Researchers inform us that in a room full of just 50 people, more than
100 million trillion unique connections are possible. A hundred million
trillion, with just 50 people. Typically, that potential is never realized,
because self-interest and agendas impose artificial constraints on the
field. Imagine holding a space of compassion for all the living beings in
your sphere of influence. Now imagine the potential of all living beings
doing the same for each other.

SURRENDRER is the third S. With small acts, we plant seeds;
with a heart of service, we cultivate the field. But before the harvest is
ready, there is one significant step: surrender.

In 2005, at what felt like the peak of our service work, my wife
and I sold everything we had and embarked on a walking pilgrimage in
India. Our intention was to cultivate renunciation. We arrived at the
Gandhi Ashram, and walked South—ended up being for a thousand
kilometers. We would eat whatever food was offered, sleep wherever
place was offered.

Now, this is India in the summer months, sometimes with heat
as high as 115" F We might've just walked 30 miles the previous day,
we might be hungry, we may not have slept in a comfortable place.
Maybe someone was mean to us. Gazillion things could be wrong, but
the thing that was the hardest was insecurity—I could be eating the
most nourishing meal, given with deepest love, but my mind would be
racing ahead to security for tomorrow.

In so many profound ways, that pilgrimage was about surrender.
People often think of surrender as a trust in “what goes around comes
around.” But feedback loops of karma are far more nuanced. Simply
because you do an act of kindness doesnt mean you will be seeing an
act of kindness the next day. The invitation is more about surrendering
to the flow of life.

Do we have the equanimity to receive all that life gives us—the
good, the bad, the ugly? Do we have the trust that any personal pain
or pleasure is simply an offset for the larger equilibrium? Do we have a
heart that is big enough to contain reward for someone else’s toil and
the consequences of someone else’s mistake? These aren’t questions that
have answers. They are questions to be held with vigor, even in the
most uncomfortable moments of life. And in the wake of that kind of
surrender, T. S. Eliot’s words come alive, “Wait, but wait without hope.
Because hope could be hope for the wrong thing.”

Our modern society is great at creating vertical solutions. A fitness
movement to tackle obesity, a mindfulness movement to tackle stress, a
green movement to tackle environmental degradation. But amidst these

vertical solutions, I hope you will also bring to life the integrated power
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of emergence: a power that is born of surrender. Of learning
to serve and then waiting with equanimity and trust. As we
practice enough small acts of service, each resulting affinity
helps weave a resilient fabric. Stronger than a trampoline,
no matter what the setback, it is natural to bounce right
back.

So, as you chart a path of virtue in the world, I hope
that the power of three S’s—small, service and surrender—
stays with you.

I want to close with a small story. When I was about
your age, about to make a big decision in my life, I remember
running into Rev. Heng Sure in the hallways of the Berkeley
Monastery. We had a very casual and brief conversation,
but he shared a line that has stayed with me since.

He said, “I have never regretted choosing a path that is
hardest on my ego.”

I've returned to that line many times, and today, I
invite you, students of virtue, to not just take the road less
traveled, but take it one step further. Take the road that is
the least traveled, the road that is almost never taken, the
road that is hardest on the ego.

All of you, the class of 2016, are bound to do great
things in the world. Along the way, may your small acts
of good unleash an unending ripple effect. May your heart
of service be cradled in a cocoon of noble friendships.
May your surrender make you an instrument of a greater
emergence. And above all, may each of you build a field of

virtue that will transform your life and light up our world.
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