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Praise for 
The Zen Time Traveler

			“A sweeping saga... at once a journey, a spiritual exploration, and a meditation on the ways time, perception, and devotion intersect. With immersive prose that paints vivid scenes of Song Dynasty monasteries, Billias delivers a seamless exploration of presence, awareness, and human longing.”

			—Publishers Weekly (★ Editor’s Pick)

			“In The Zen Time Traveler, Stephen Billias offers up a wild joyride through the temples of ancient China. This read is a romp that honors the great Zen masters while exploring the age-old universal ache of clinging, in this case to two different worlds. Forget about quiet sitting; this is a whirlwind tour of the thirteenth-century masters, filled with classical koans, spiritual comedy, and fun.”

			—Chōbun Nenzen, abiding teacher, Jikoji Zen Center

			“In The Zen Time Traveler, Stephen Billias offers a rare and imaginative doorway into the living heart of Zen. Through visionary journeys into the Song Dynasty, he brings the great koans to life as direct, embodied experiences, creating a compelling bridge between timeless Zen wisdom and the day-to-day challenges of modern life.”

			—Roshi Fleet Maull, PhD, author of Radical Responsibility

			“An engrossing story that explores multiple dimensions of time, space, and personal identity. The Zen Time Traveler provides a unique opportunity to contemplate Zen koans... allowing readers to understand [the protagonist’s] ignorance in a way that can illuminate their own.”

			—Barbara McHugh, teacher of Buddhism and meditation, and author of the award-winning novel Bride of the Buddha

			“It’s an oft-repeated cliché that the journey is more important than the destination. But in Stephen Billias’s The Zen Time Traveler, the journey is the destination. For those familiar with Zen koans, it will be an uncommon and moving quest to find meaning in their purposeful ambiguity. For the rest of us, it’s an encouragement to continue seeking. Because even if we never get where we thought we were going, we’ll learn a lot about ourselves on the way.”

			—John Harrison, writer-director of Tales from the Darkside and Frank Herbert’s Dune (miniseries); author of Passing Through Veils and Residue

			“Stephen Billias has combined the hard-won wisdom of a student of Zen with the imagination of the free-wheeling storyteller. In a wise and witty tale that visits many of the touchstones of the Zen tradition, Billias hustles his narrator through space and time, imparting numerous delicious insights along the way. Western Zen has found a lively contemporary voice in The Zen Time Traveler.”

			—Pierce Butler, author of A Child of the Sun and student of Zen

			“The Zen Time Traveler is a delightfully charming and quirky journey through the terrain of Chinese Zen koans. The book itself is handsomely designed and further enlightened with engaging illustrations and red ensōs. Of course, koans do not readily explain themselves, so a fuller awakening will require the reader to dive into their inner depths with the koan in hand.”

			—Edward Espe Brown, Zen priest, teacher, and author of The Tassajara Bread Book
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			See each thing in this 
entire world as a 
moment of time…

			This is the 
understanding that 
self is time.

			Know that in this way 
there are myriads of 
forms and hundreds 
of grasses throughout 
the entire earth, and 
yet each grass and 
each form itself is the 
entire earth.

			The study of this 
is the beginning of 
practice…

			Since there is nothing 
but just this moment, 
the time being is all 
the time there is.

			Grass being, form 
being, are both time.

			Each moment is all 
being; each moment 
is the entire world.

			—Dogen, “Uji” (“Being-Time”) 1
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Chapter 1

			The Barbarian 
Has No Beard

			∿

			I was in a Zen meditation one evening at the zendo when it all started. I was sitting cross-legged with a sangha of a dozen or so other Zen students, idly daydreaming and watching the incessant flood of thoughts that passed through my head. I wondered what I would have for dinner after, ruing the errors I had made during the day, and in my life. There were so many bad moments, an as-yet unwritten 800-page memoir entitled My Mistakes, full of the things I’ve said and done to my wife Joanna.

			I’m Stephen Maine, a middle-aged project manager for a small software company. Medium height, brown hair, brown eyes, half-Greek. Everyman-ish. I’m still a Zen beginner. I started to occasionally meet with a particular group a few years ago.

			We sit in zazen, trying to be still and empty our minds of thought. Or so I thought.

			There I was on the cushion, mentally fidgeting about the endless meaningless trivialities of my life, when suddenly the following verse popped into my mind:

			still point. endless time

			intersects limitless space

			right where you are now

			And then, without me desiring to do so, and without anyone asking me if I wanted this ride, I blinked and found myself no longer in the zendo, but in another place! What was happening to me? I had no context. I was clueless. Frightened. Wildly disassociated. I was in a hallway. One wall was decorated with a bas-relief of a golden dragon. On the opposite wall were portraits of the seven Chan patriarchs.

			I glanced down at my body. It was not my middle-aged, slightly paunchy shape, but a thin, wiry frame, and my skin had a dusky yellow color. I was dressed in a loose-fitting monk’s robe. I was walking with another monk. As we strode down this hallway, this monk glanced up at a picture of the bearded Bodhidharma, and casually asked me, “Why doesn’t the barbarian have a beard?”2

			I opened my mouth to reply but no words came out. To say he didn’t have a beard was the height of absurdity. The monk didn’t expect an answer from me. He didn’t think I could reason it out. Because I was acting strangely, he gave me a little tip, a hint, and a prompt. He stroked his non-existent beard.

			Where was I? When was I? Clearly, I was having a psychotic episode. I had no frame of reference. When I went with the flow and didn’t think about it, I was somewhere else, some time else, as surely as I am timescaping with you right now. As soon as I started to differentiate, I was immediately hurled and hurtled back into my present Stephen Maine form, seated on a cushion in an American zendo in the twenty-first century. What had happened? Why me? I hadn’t asked for this. I didn’t know. But I couldn’t mull over those paradoxes any longer because in Northampton, Massachusetts in 2024, the meditation leader was ringing the bell for kinhin meditative walking, and we were all rising, me a little disoriented but happy to “be here now.”
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Chapter 2

			Meeting a Man 
Who Has Accomplished 
The Way

			∿

			During the second sit after kinhin I tried to will myself into the time-travel state again. It didn’t work like that. Just the opposite. It was only when I was completely without will, effort, or intention that I could fly. When I reached the zero-point place of the verse, I was transported again. This time I was on a narrow path hugging a cliff face high above a muddy red river. I was alone. But not for long.

			Around the bend in the path came a stumpy, thick man dressed like me in the robes of a monk. His stride had a slight swagger to it, like a samurai’s way of walking. As he approached, I stopped. The trail was barely wide enough for two to pass unimpeded. I put my back against the limestone wall as far as possible from the dizzying drop-off to the river below. I gestured for him to go by, but instead he stopped in front of me and asked me: “If you meet a person on the path who has accomplished the Way, do not greet the person with words or silence. Tell me, how will you greet that person?”3

			I was speechless. Out of my depth. Disoriented.

			The monk said: “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”4

			He continued walking and never turned around to look at me even though I followed him with my eyes down a long incline until he disappeared out of sight.

			I wanted to run after him but didn’t know what might happen. Suddenly I was jettisoned back into the Northampton zendo in 2024, looking around foolishly. No one had any idea that anything out of the ordinary had happened, where I’d gone, how I’d returned. Neither did I.
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Chapter 3

			Seijo’s Soul 
Is Separated

			∿

			I have a wife. Joanna. She’s a live wire. Cute. Petite. Charming. A vivacious, radiant redhead with abundant flowing curls and alluring freckles, the life of any party, yet inexplicably devoted to me. Her perfume smells of sandalwood. I often walk behind her just to catch a whiff of it. Old school for our generation, we met at a college mixer. I was a “preppie” and she was a “townie” in a private college in a small town in rural Pennsylvania. We hardly dated anybody else before marriage. Joanna knows everybody on the block where we live. I know almost no one. We depend on each other and are each other’s closest confidants. Joanna does real estate and is a natural at it.

			We haven’t had any kids, and Joanna’s age may make the final decision for us. We’re both comfortable with that. We enjoy life. I have a few close friends from college, spread out across the country. We get together occasionally, mostly to grouse about the disappointments in our lives. Joanna and I both lost our parents early, so family gatherings aren’t as frequent or meaningful as they are for other people, but we’re active and involved aunts and uncles to our siblings’ kids. With two good incomes, a house with a moderate mortgage and some savvy investments, we’re well set.

			I went home after the Zen sit and the insane events that I had experienced there. I barely greeted my darling wife, Joanna, before retreating to my room and burying myself in Buddhist books, looking for answers to where and when I might have gone during my astonishing zazen experience. It didn’t take long to discover that my first two encounters, if that’s what they were, were koans with Chan monks of the Song Dynasty. These stories serve as teaching tools, designed to enlighten us or jolt us into consciousness. That’s the “when” and the “where.” The “what,” I suspected, was that I was in the koans. Okay, that’s impossible, but that’s what had transpired. With the help of a little internet research, I discovered that the first two koans, about the bearded Bodhidharma and the monk who gave me a warning, were from a collection called The Gateless Gate. The “how” had something to do with the haiku, which was a mantra, a key to unlocking a doorway, but what was the “why?” I knew I had to go back. I spent the week in between our sits anxiously awaiting the moment I could try again. I tried on my cushion at home. Nothing. It must be the place, the time, but still, what was the “why?”

			There was also the “what if?” to consider. What if my two experiences at one sit were the extent of it, and when I went to the next sit, nothing would happen? Worse, what if it worked but I got stuck there and couldn’t come back? What if malignant forces were creating illusions in my head? Everything had been so magical and wonderful, and real. I remembered the way my feet felt in the straw sandals and the spacious blue of the sky above the river. Already I longed for an unreal reality I had barely experienced.

			The week passed. I was back in the zendo. After the chanting and the bell-ringing, as the silent meditation period started, I began silently reciting the haiku about the still point at the intersection of space and time. Instantly I was standing in front of a cloudy bronze mirror. I examined my features. The image of myself, the one I see reflected, is the face and the body of a much younger man, a Japanese man. A voice called out to me:

			“Wùkōng? Coming to breakfast?”

			“I’ll be right there,” I answered. I was speaking in rough Middle Chinese with a Japanese accent. How did I know this? I don’t know. In the mirror image, I saw the face of a young Asian man. How was it that I knew Chinese? How did I know I was speaking Chinese with an accent? I knew. It was all confusing. On the way to breakfast, I passed an early bulletin board with posters and papers affixed to it. One was a calendar with the year date as a header: 3925. I ran numbers in my brain. If my quick calculations were correct, in medieval China, where the haiku is sending me, the year is 1225. My name there is Wùkōng. I’m a visitor from Japan. Although I could think freely and move around with this strange body, I also retained some of Wùkōng’s being. Was I in danger? What if I became permanently fractured into two parts? Which one was the true Stephen Maine? The true Wùkōng? “Is this one? Is this two?”5

			I was out there on the time-island, alone. Twice I’d been transported, without my permission, to the time world of China circa 1225. As soon as I thought about the dichotomy, I was back in the Northampton zendo, quivering with excitement and fear. I had to find out what was going on, whether it was safe, and where it might lead me.
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Chapter 4

			“No-Seeing” in the 
Ryôgon Sutra

			∿

			Joanna tolerated my Buddhist practice if I didn’t take it too seriously or try to proselytize her. She wasn’t ignorant of Eastern ideas. One of her many hobbies was the practice of aikido. She was also a serious gardener, and spent many hours in our back yard, cultivating herbs for cooking, flowers for our dining room table, and a vegetable garden that was the envy of the neighborhood, with a cornucopia of enormous squash, plump, juicy tomatoes, pole beans on climbing vines, Chinese cabbage, and everything else that can be planted in New England’s short growing season.

			But when I tried to talk to her about my first foray into time travel, she rolled her eyes and told me to “get real.” I wished I could.

			It was ambiguous whether this was real or the fantasy of a modern-day seeker wasting his time on the meditation cushion, dwelling in dreams.

			I had been shaken by the visceral sensations that came over me in that other world. That ancient and foreign world had become as real to me as my everyday existence. I couldn’t get there from home.

			The magic only happened in the zendo.

			The next Wednesday, as soon as I sat in the UU Church, on the same zafu and zabuton, in the same position in the row, and thought of the space-time haiku:

			still point. endless time

			intersects limitless space

			right where you are now

			I reached the altered state. I hadn’t intended to. I wasn’t sure I wanted to. As frightening and strange as the experience was, I realized that I was experiencing something unimaginable!

			On this occasion, my third venture into the past, I was immediately presented with a strange scene. My previous two encounters had been with individual monks. This was different. I was in a great hall in a monastery somewhere, surrounded by a hundred other monks all seated facing a master who was delivering a dharma talk. My eyes wandered around the hall, observing the monks, some chubby young faces that didn’t need shaving yet, some faces creased by rivulets of deep wrinkles, all attentive to the speaker’s every word. Every time I looked back up at the master, he was staring at me. His deep-set eyes bored into me. I tried to catch him by looking elsewhere and then glancing back at him. Every time I turned back to look at him, he was riveted on me, or at least that’s how it felt. He told the group he was reading from the Ryôgon Sutra:

			When I don’t see, why don’t you see that I don’t see? If you say you ‘see’ that I don’t see, that is, naturally, not the way how I don’t see. If you don’t see what I don’t see, it is, naturally, not a thing. Why isn’t it your own self?6

			What was this man trying to tell me? As soon as I had that logical, rational thought, the scene collapsed. I was back on the cushion in Northampton.
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Chapter 5

			Everything 
Is Best

			∿

			The stories of the Tang Dynasty Chan masters were being collected when I made my appearance in the early thirteenth century Song Dynasty. I was one of the many seekers passing through Chan temples during this rich, fertile time when wisdom was bubbling up out of the monasteries like the purest water from a mountain spring. I was pretty sure I was the only one arriving from the future. According to my budding Buddhist beliefs, all time is one time. Did it matter that the so-called Golden Age of Chan Buddhism had taken place centuries before my arrival?

			I don’t know who or what is controlling the targeting of my drop-ins, as I call them. I suppose it’s me, though, as I mentioned, it only works when I’m not controlling anything, abiding without effort in that place of present moment awareness. When I recite the haiku, I’m injected into an ongoing scene. Take this evening, for instance. One minute, I’m sitting on my zafu and zabuton, meditating. The next I’m walking down a crowded street in Hangzhou, lined with fruit and vegetable stalls, meat markets, dry goods vendors, and shoppers jostling for space in the narrow passageway. From inside a butcher shop, I hear a customer and a proprietor conversing. “Give me the best piece of meat you have,” says the shopper.

			“Everything in my shop is the best,” replies the butcher.7 “You cannot find here any piece of meat that is not the best.” At that moment my teacher Richard in NoHo whacked me with his keisaku, the stick that Zen teachers use to keep their students awake and aware. I was instantly back in the zendo, the teacher looking at me reprovingly as if I had fallen asleep. If only he knew! Could I tell him? Should I tell him? Didn’t I first have to understand what was going on? I didn’t have a clue.
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Chapter 6

			Keichū Makes Carts

			∿

			I’ll say it again, though it should be glaringly obvious, especially to any serious Zen practitioner—I’m not a Zen master. I’m a Zen beginner. I don’t know why this wondrous opportunity has been gifted to me. There could be others who have been granted this privilege, but I haven’t met them, either in the zendo or in the China of long ago. I only know that each time I reach a certain depth of meditation, aided by the haiku, I am flung into the Void, and gently deposited in the Song Dynasty circa 1225 c.e. For what purpose? To what end? My immature, dualistic mind seeks a rational answer. Is there a way to ask the question that would light up a path toward discovery? To make matters even more disturbing, when I’m back there, I have no control. I’m not picking where I’m going or whom I’m meeting. I’m not selecting the koans, they’re being chosen for me. By whom? I feel like an actor who is onstage but doesn’t know what play he’s in. I don’t know my next line. Everyone’s waiting for me to speak, to keep the play going.

			I sat in the zendo. After we completed the preliminary chanting and sank into our meditative states, I whispered the haiku silently again. I arrived somewhere, sitting opposite a typical monk, or so I thought. He had rheumy eyes and patchy balding white hair on his unshaved head. His robe was a patchwork of patches, barely covering his nakedness. He had no undergarments on. He was looking at me fiercely, despite his filmy eyes, and waiting for me to speak. I noticed that, despite his scrawny looks, he had a sword next to him, laid out on top of a cloth. That got my attention. But I couldn’t say anything. I was still reeling from the sudden transportation, or was it teleportation?

			Tired of waiting, the monk asked me:

			“Keichū made a hundred carts. If he took off both wheels and removed the axle, what would he make clear about the cart?”8

			I had no idea what he was talking about. A cart with no wheels and no axle, would it still be a cart? I didn’t dare challenge the monk because I had no idea what would happen to me in 2024 if I were stabbed or slashed to death in 1225.

			“I—” I started to say, but the monk cut me off—

			“—Keichū is the man who invented the cart. Does that mean anything to you?”

			I realized that the wheels, the axle, and the cart were metaphors for something else. I had no idea what.

			“Who are you?” the monk asked with impatience in his voice. Had he seen me appear out of nowhere? The sword hand crept subtly toward the weapon’s handle. I thought it was only an expression, but right then
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