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For the monks and nuns, in every tradition, who have sustained so many of us, visibly and invisibly, through so many lifetimes—with thanks and deepest admiration.





To die—without the Dying

And live—without the Life

This is the hardest Miracle

Propounded to Belief.
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—EMILY DICKINSON






INTO THE SILENCE
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1.

TWO MEN IN WHITE ROBES stand at the end of the road, high above the empty highway. “That fire last October,” says one, young and slim, his eyes burning under his shaven head, “it came within three miles of us. At one point our road got blocked and there was no way out. It was radiant.”

His older monastic brother says nothing.

“For three days and nights,” Cyprian goes on, “the sky was black. Like sooty fog all the time. I went down to the last bench and the whole ocean was bloodred. Plumes of smoke were rising from the hills; I heard trees exploding. It was incandescent.”

I don’t know what to say. Fire has already left its mark on me.

“You pay for your blessings,” I venture at last.

“We do,” says the other, burly, with gentle eyes. “A lot of people don’t understand that. They see only the beauty.”

The beauty, of course, is hard to miss. In the distance, headlands that stretch toward the cities to the south, surf scribbling white around their edges. To our right, a wide expanse of ocean with not a thing to interrupt the blue. A deep valley to our left, and dry golden hills from which mountain lions sometimes emerge, or their prey. Nine hundred acres of live oak, madrona, redwood and desert yucca, a quarter of a mile above the sea.

“I wonder if beauty always has to carry a trace of mortality,” I try, and my two friends are wise enough not to say a word, looking out over the charred hills to the promise all around.

IN MY SMALL SUNWASHED ROOM, ten minutes later, I can’t imagine death. The sun pinpricks the water through the long windows behind the desk; in my compact walled garden, a rabbit’s ears twitch pink, almost transparent. A single white chair sits in front of a low wooden fence, and then there’s nothing but brush all the way to the sea.

I set down my carry-on and walk to the desk. For what feels like hours, I can’t stop writing, though I had nothing to communicate when I drove up. I stand at last, to see four long pages covered with my scrawl. A bell is tolling behind me, suggesting that barely twenty minutes have passed.

“YOU SOUND LIKE you’re in love.”

“Exalted, at the very least.”

Steve looks at me shrewdly, after I’ve come down from the mountain; he’s known me long enough to be wary of my enthusiasms.

“A love like that can’t last. You know that.”

“I do. But it can leave you a different person, not always for the worse.” He looks away; my friend grew up under the iron hand of priests. He knows that even the loftiest ideas—even the most beautiful spaces—are in the hands of fallible humans.

“What’s so special about this place?”

“The fact there’s no need of texts or theories. Of anything, really. It’s just silence and emptiness and light. No screens at all.”

“No screens,” he says, registering that I mean something more than television sets. When Steve joined a seminary, his consciousness came so unhinged that he was found walking in his sleep, night after night, and had to be sent home.

“You’re not getting religious?”

I look at him. “If you’re freed of all distinctions, there’s no need of words like ‘God.’”

IN TRUTH, I’m as surprised as my friend is. Twelve years of enforced chapel at school, every morning and every evening, have left me with an aversion to all crosses and hymnals. In any case, I’ve never wanted to be part of any group of believers. The globe is too wide, too various, to assume one knows it all.

So why am I exultant to find myself in the silence of this Catholic monastery? Maybe because there’s no “I” to get in the way of the exultancy. Only the brightness of the blue above and below. That red-tailed hawk circling, the bees busy in the lavender. It’s as if a lens cap has come off and once the self is gone, the world can come flooding in, in all its wild immediacy.

“THE SILENCE OF THIS PLACE is as real and solid as sound. More real, in fact.” The words in front of me feel as close as if I’ve written them. Alone in a shack near the South Pole for five months, the author stepped into a sense of communion with everything around him. Everywhere he looked was a vastness that made his plans and achievements seem very small indeed.

Admiral Byrd was receiving messages by radio from his friend President Roosevelt as he sat in the polar cold and dark; he was the only person ever to have been feted with three ticker-tape parades through New York City. But in his little cell he came to see that success might be another word for peace and peace, at heart, for freedom from ceaseless striving. Though close at times to death, he “felt more alive,” he confesses, in his solitude, “than at any other time in my life.”

His friends in seclusion were moon haloes, the “bright pebbles” of stars, “ice crystals falling against the face of the sun.” His greatest enemy, he came to see, was a “discordant mind.” He watched a brilliant aurora, he paged through a tale of monastic romance, he sat for long hours in enveloping silence and began to appreciate what T. S. Eliot would call the “life we have lost in living.” No human, he saw, “can hope to be completely free who lives within reach of familiar habits and urgencies.”

IT WAS VISITING MY PARENTS’ friend Kilian, earlier in the week, close to home, that brought the admiral back to me; I’d glimpsed the copy of Byrd’s memoir Alone beside his chair. For a quarter of a century, none of us has ever seen Kil ruffled or without his air of quiet self-possession; usually his small figure is to be found seated at a terminal, chuckling over fractals. Brown corduroy jacket, gold-rim specs, shock of frizzy brown hair.

I don’t think I’ll ever meet a brighter soul; he mastered both physics and philosophy at Harvard. But when I moved to Boston, he volunteered to drive with me all the way across the country so he could show me round his old hometown. The one time we stopped, for eight hours in a motel, I awoke at first light to find him at the check-in desk, scribbling across a postcard of bright-eyed raccoons to send back to his two young daughters.

Now, as I look in on him, Gregorian chants fill the space. He’s long been drawn toward the wisdoms associated with Asia, but cancer, it seems, has moved him to turn to solace closer to home.

What words can be of any use? I recall my friend has always delighted in Kafka’s nutty riddles.

“I just found this unexpected passage,” I say, pulling out the worn notebook I carry in my pocket. “‘You do not need to leave your room. Remain sitting at your table and listen. Do not even listen, simply wait, be quiet, still and solitary. The world will freely offer itself to you to be unmasked; it has no choice. It will roll in ecstasy at your feet.’”

Kil smiles; sitting still is his only option now.

“I should let you rest,” I say, trying not to think that forty-nine years are far too few. “But I’ll see you two weeks from now. With the latest news from Europe.”

Kil struggles to his feet. Movement is so difficult these days. He shuffles over to hold me, and I realize we have never touched before. I feel his bones through his shirt, so fragile I worry they’ll crumble in my arms.

“Take care of your mother,” he says quietly, as if knowing that two weeks is much too long to hope for.

IT WAS ANOTHER FRIEND, Dwight, who first sent me toward silence, thirty-three years ago as I write this. He’d seen me sleeping on the floor of someone’s house, my home all ash, and he knew I could do better. Three and a half hours up the coast, he said, and I’d have a room to myself. A bed, a wide desk, ocean views. Lunch to collect from a communal kitchen, two hot showers for anyone to enjoy. No obligations and a suggested donation of just thirty dollars a night.

What could I lose? I got into my dusty white Plymouth Horizon, four days after my thirty-fourth birthday, and followed the interstate freeway to a single-lane highway. Very soon there was nothing to my right but golden hills—a scatter of black cows in the meadows—and nothing to my left but the motionless blue plate of the Pacific. A white lighthouse lonely among the rocks.

Then an even narrower path, barely wider than my car, zigzagging up to the top of a ridge. At every switchback, a heart-stopping view of the ocean far below, the receding coastline. In the bookstore, near the end of the road, a young monk, waiting to guide me down to my room in an unprepossessing line of motel-like doors.

“This is Big Sur,” he said, pointing to the heater against one wall. “It can get cold.”

A single bed on one side, a rocking chair next to the blond-wood dresser. Through the windows, the ocean a sheet of fire. The sense of homecoming instantaneous.

SMELL OF ANISE as I walk along the silent road in the sharpened light of late afternoon. Sound, now and then, of surf, sidling in and receding among the rocks below. Flowers the color of blueberry ice cream along the way.

Such a simple revolution: Yesterday I thought myself at the center of the world. Now the world seems to sit at the center of me.

THE SIXTY-MILE STRETCH of coastline along Central California has always felt like liberation as I nose around blind turns on Highway 1, a sheer drop beside me falling to the sea. Groves of coastal redwoods that enfold one in a primal darkness; high cliffs that tumble down, when it rains, toward the water; an ocean unmarked by oil rigs or islands or anything at all. “Here was life purged of its ephemeral accretions,” wrote Robinson Jeffers, who left Europe and his classical education to build a stony tower above this coast and hymn the Homeric ruggedness for forty-three craggy years. Here was a “shifting of emphasis and significance from man to not-man.”

Henry Miller had just finished roaming around Greece, sensing gods on every hilltop, when he arrived here in the middle of World War II, settling into a small convict’s cabin down the road. He had in time to brave a mile-and-a-half climb down from his hilltop perch every time he needed to collect his mail; he had to gather firewood whenever he wanted a cup of coffee. He carried barely ten dollars in his pocket when he washed up on the deserted coastline; there was no telephone, no electricity, no sewage system in the entire area. Three of the years he spent here, wrote an early biographer, were the happiest of his life.

We can “make our own Bibles,” he noted as he looked across forty miles of emptiness, “invaded” by stillness. “There being nothing to improve on in the surroundings, the tendency is to set about improving oneself.” The casual reader might have thought the good-natured bum known for scrounging a living among the whores and gutters of Paris an unlikely monastic, but as he gazed across the ocean towards Japan and Tibet, the man with a gift for saying yes acknowledged that “it was here at Big Sur that I first learned to say ‘Amen.’”

In 1962 he wrote to the Trappist monk Thomas Merton—they shared a publisher—in response to Merton’s accounts of the early hermits of Christianity; Merton—whose books were banned on very different grounds—eagerly wrote back, seeing that Miller’s Wisdom of the Heart was really little different from his Wisdom of the Desert. The two bald men chuckled over their physical resemblance and Miller congratulated the man of God on having the “look of an ex-convict.”

Merton embraced Miller in the opposite direction. The man others saw as a boisterous good-for-nothing had a “real basic Christian spirit,” the monk wrote, “which I wish a few Christians shared!” Sometimes it sounded as if the man in robes felt he had something to learn from his secular friend’s adventures in the streets. “It is the kind of life in many ways that I was always intending to lead,” wrote Merton, of his new pal’s roustabout existence, “and did lead to some extent.”

“WHAT’S THE NAME of these people you’re staying with?”

My mother has been teaching comparative religion for decades; she’s intrigued, as well as a bit unsettled, by her son’s latest discovery.

“Camaldolese. They’re the most contemplative congregation of Benedictines.”

“Are they open to other traditions?” My mother was educated in Catholic schools; she can still feel the rap of nuns’ rulers on her knuckles.

“Very. On the first page of the brochure they put in every room they refer to the Rig Veda. They note that the father of monasticism is the Buddha.”

My mother registers surprise, but she cannot forget the Jesuits who came to India disguised as Hindu holy men. “They’re friendly?”

“Tremendously. They don’t ask anything of visitors other than a ‘spirit of quiet and recollection.’ Most of the people visiting are women. I don’t think many of them are Catholic.”

Finally, she gets out her real question. “You’re not going to get converted?”

“No fear of that,” I say, and she smiles back, knowing her only child well enough to see that he’s far too prone to run in the opposite direction.

IN THE DARK— stars whitewashing the heavens above—I step out of my cell and walk up a little rise twenty seconds away, beside the bookstore. I pull open the heavy wooden door. Inside, there’s little light save for a single candle in a bowl in one side chapel, another flickering in a thin blue glass on the far side. I sit in the silence of the bare, uncluttered space, everything stilled.

When I emerge, the road looks milky in the moonlight. The globe feels rounded as I’ve never seen it elsewhere. Stars stream down as if shaken from a tumbler. Somewhere, a dog is barking. Taillights disappear around the turns twelve miles to the south.

Strange, how rich it feels to be cleansed of all chatter. That argument I was conducting with myself on the drive up, that deadline next week, the worries about my sweetheart in Japan: gone, all gone. It’s not a feeling but a knowing; in the emptiness I can be filled by everything around me.

I OPEN THE BOOK I’ve just picked up in the communal kitchen. “One hears, one does not seek. One accepts, one does not ask who gives. Like lightning a thought flares up, with necessity, without hesitation regarding its form. I never had a choice.”

I like the fact that those lines were written by the nineteenth-century philosopher who proclaimed the death of God.




2.

THE SILENCE OF A MONASTERY is not like that of a deep forest or mountaintop; it’s active and thrumming, almost palpable. And part of its beauty—what deepens and extends it—is that it belongs to all of us. Every now and then I hear a car door slam, or movement in the communal kitchen, and I’m reminded, thrillingly, that this place isn’t outside the world, but hidden at its very heart.

In the solitude of my cell, I often feel closer to the people I care for than when they’re in the same room, reminded in the sharpest way of why I love them; in silence, all the unmet strangers across the property come to feel like friends, joined at the root. When we pass one another on the road, we say very little, but it’s all we don’t say that we share.

COMING OUT ONE AFTERNOON into the singing stillness, I pass a woman, tall and blond, looking like she might be from the twenty-fifth-floor office in Midtown where my bosses await my essays. She smiles. “You’re Pico?”

“I am.”

“I’m Paula. I wrote you a letter last year to see if you could come speak to my class.”

She’s a novelist, I gather—complete with agent, good New York publisher, grant from the National Endowment for the Arts—and she teaches down the road, two hours to the south. She fled Christianity as a girl, growing up in Lutheran Minnesota, but now—well, now she’s been brought back into silence and a sense of warm community.

“Do you write while you’re here?” she asks.

“All I seem to do is write! But only for myself. This is the one place in life where I’m happy not to write in any public way.”

She smiles in recognition. The point of being here is not to get anything done; only to see what might be worth doing.

THE OTHERS I PASS along the way, or see in the shared kitchen, are not at all the solemn, stiff ones I might have expected. One greets me with a Buddhist bow, another with a Hindu namaste. On the cars outside the retreat-house I read I BRAKE FOR MUSHROOMS, notice a fish that announces, DARWIN. We’re not joined by any doctrine, I realize, or mortal being or holy book; only by a silence that speaks for some universal intimation.

“What do you think of this?” an older man asks as we pass one another near a bench.

“Nothing,” I say, and he looks puzzled until he sees what I’m about.

“That’s the liberation, don’t you find?” I go on. “There’s nothing to think about other than oak tree and ocean. Nothing to smudge the wonder of …” and then I say no more.

We look out together at the tremble of light across the water.

“DO YOU GO TO the services while you’re there
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