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    Greetings adventurous reader,


    You are about embark on a journey but you won’t be alone.


    This is my personal story.


    
    I hope my adventure will resonate, educate, amuse and entice you to follow suit. If so? If you decide to pack a small bag and head out your door? May your journey be fulfilling in ways you never dreamed possible.
  


    
    Love and merits to you all and thank you for allowing me to be a part of your lives, if only for a while.
  


    Sādhu,


    Laurence Davidson


  



  INTRODUCTION: BABY STEPS AND FEELING STICKY
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I’m not lost: but I am simply and  conveniently between purposes

And so it began. October 25th, 2024. Saying goodbye at the curb for departures at Seattle’s SeaTac International Airport left me hollowed out as I walked through the airport doors without looking back - partly to avoid melodrama, mostly to avoid bursting into tears in front of the TSA agent s, towards an adventure that was, at that point, bittersweet.

I wasn’t chasing enlightenment or trying to ask the “right” questions. I just had a vague sense that answers I needed might involve monks and mountains, noodles and curries, and the kind of uncomfortable self-discovery that makes you want to fake a phone call and leave the room. I needed distance. Silence. Beauty. Something in me had gone quiet; a hum I used to hear, forgotten over time, like a song that stops playing and you don’t notice until the room feels wrong. Thailand wasn’t the goal so much as the direction my compass pointed to when the noise got too loud. Not to escape exactly, but to remember what it felt like to move through the world with curiosity. And maybe, if I got lucky, with a little grace. What I didn’t expect was how fully my journey would nudge me out of my apathetic yet painful self through joy, stillness, love, grief and camaraderie. I wanted to feel me again. Or at least find out what was left when the daily scaffolding of my former life finally collapsed.
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Thailand is a land of 65 million people where Buddhism isn’t just a philosophy but the cultural heartbeat of 93.5% of the population. As I boarded that first flight, these were simply abstract statistics.

Walla Walla, Washington to Seattle to San Francisco to Hong Kong. And last, Bangkok. Thirty-five plus hours of travel tests one’s soul. That kind of long travel in economy will try and eliminate it entirely. From southeastern Washington State to Bangkok is a brutal slog, even when traveling light. Planes, trains and automobiles carried me across the globe and left me even more hollowed out than when my soon-to-be-ex and I parted at the departures curb.

By the time I got to my boutique hotel in the middle of that sweltering morning I was completely wiped out physically and emotionally. My travel clothes were layered for long flights and the stale, chilly, recirculated air of airports and planes. It was late October. I had left the Pacific Northwest behind. A region in terminal velocity free-fall towards winter temperatures—into my first experience of SE Asian continental heat and humidity. It felt like an inescapable sauna. Those clothes, thick and suffocating were never meant for the subtropics.

As I stepped out of Suvanabhumi International Airport on the outskirts of Bangkok into the dripping mid-morning Thailand climate, I seriously considered burning my travel togs in a curbside sacrificial pyre no matter the consequences. I didn’t, but it wasn’t for lack of motivation.

And then it got worse.

The hour-long taxi ride through convoluted spaghetti-woven Bangkok highways and surface roads slipped by my exhausted, indifferent eyes. Before leaving the US, I had emailed the hotel explaining my mid-morning ETA, requesting an early check-in. When I arrived, the staff was just beginning the turn-around and the previous occupants of my room hadn’t checked out yet. I was too early for my room by hours, and no early check-in was available. I sighed, swapped Birkenstock’s and socks for flip-flops, left my small roll-on and daypack with the front desk to find the hotel bar.

It was outside. Of course it was. I nursed an ice-cold beer (OK, three) while waiting semi-patiently for my room—and more importantly, the shower. Concluding a fourth beer was definitely a bad idea, I strolled the block to take in the local surroundings and get my bearings. I was smack dab in the middle of Bangkok. I didn’t know a soul, how to get around or where to grab a bite to eat.

Bangkok. A sprawling city of over 11 million people, spreading across nearly 607 square miles, is massive. And it is busy! Sitting at sea level, the elevation averaging just under 5 feet above, with the Gulf of Thailand abutting the southernmost district of the Bangkok Metro area, Bang Khun Thian, it radiates a brutal sub-tropical heat and humidity. That hit especially hard for a Pacific Northwest guy used to aridity and “normal” temperatures.

Bangkok is divided into fifty Districts. Thirty-five are to the east of Chao Phraya River, known as Krung Thep, while the other fifteen occupy the western Thonburi side. These are broken down into 224 neighborhoods. When someone tells you they “did” Bangkok, you know that they, like me, barely scratched the surface no matter how long they stayed or how widely they explored. Saying I was overwhelmed could be the understatement of the year.

I had two nights in Bangkok before heading north to Chiang Mai, another city I knew almost nothing about. What I had gleaned from research and way too many hours watching vapid Top 10 “what YOU should do because I did them” videos couldn’t tell me much more beyond surface gloss.
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Fun fact: Bangkok holds the record for the longest official city name in the world. Thai children learn it as a song in school and it’s heartwarmingly adorable to see a local light up when they get ready to sing it. Their eyes smile first, followed by a broad, prideful grin. It’s beautifully sincere. Here we go:

Krung Thep Mahanakhon Amon Rattanakosin Mahinthara Ayuthaya Mahadilok Phop Noppharat Ratchathani Burirom Udomratchaniwet Mahasathan Amon Piman Awatan Sathit Sakkathattiya Witsanukam Prasit.

… and breathe!
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  CHAPTER 1: OF MONKS AND MEETINGS
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"Gratitude opens the door to abundance." - Zen Proverb

In my second year of college, I met a mystical monk from Nepal. I was studying at our off-campus house in Palo Alto, California when I heard voices coming up the walk to the front door. This was not unusual. We had a three-bedroom house (nicknamed “The Happy House”) with a friends-are-always-welcome attitude. There were people coming and going at all hours of the day and night. Typical of many student houses back in my day.

I preferred to study in the living room when no one was about as there was more room to spread books, binders, pens, paper and other necessities of course work, on the decrepit coffee table and beer-stained couches.

It was a spring day, the weather was nice, and the front door was open allowing a warm breeze to flow through. In walked Jim, a tight friend with everyone in our household. He had a funny little fellow in tow dressed in deep maroon robes. Jim pointed at him, and said, “this is Namdak. He’s a monk,” and left it at that. A couple of pregnant seconds drifted by. I stood there, my mouth a little agape - as if that introduction explained everything.

Jim had spent time in India or Nepal (I can’t remember which) at a meditation center and monastery, which we all thought kind of magical, ballsy and mystical at the same time. We were open to anyone coming around as long as they were “cool,” and Jim, with his adamant ideas about music, food, art and spirituality was definitely in the cool camp, always marching to his own rhythm track.

Namdak had dark round Asian features and wore a smile that lit up the room. He reached out and took my proffered hand. I had no clue if that was a proper way to greet a monk. Do you shake hands? Bow? Genuflect? Jim introduced his companion a little further. Namdak was a Tibetan-in-exile Buddhist monk living in Nepal. He’d come to the Bay Area in advance, to act as the facilitator/fixer for a visiting Lama who would be teaching Dhamma classes and leading meditation sessions at a retreat house in the quaint coastal town of Capitola, just south of Santa Cruz. Both are located over the coastal range from what the world knows as Silicon Valley.

That monk had something about him; his kindly eyes radiated warmth and sincerity in ways that I had never encountered before. I literally felt them bore into me, mining into and comprehending the depths of my soul in an instant. It was visceral.

My roommates and I were close friends. We were happy-go-lucky lads. Serious students and working stiffs. We had a penchant for parties, girls, cooking, wine and cocktails, music, sports, outdoor adventures and more. We were typical college guys but with a twist. All of us had traveled and lived in various places around the world, with a broader understanding of what other cultures looked, felt and tasted like. Even with all the places I had traveled to and the wide range of people I had met in my life, I had no one to compare Namdak to. It was welcoming, if not a little unnerving to meet a monk in our living room. I should have tidied up.

Namdak left a lasting impression. One that has lingered over the years and though our face-to-face friendship was brief, I’ve never forgotten that smile, his inherent kindness and intuitive understanding of his surroundings and the people he encountered. To wit: the first time he met my roommate Eric, with nothing more than a brief introduction, Namdak began talking out of the blue about Burma and Thailand, temples and towns, from where Eric had recently returned. Eric had not said a word about his recent travels, nor had I. I asked Jim later and he said he hadn’t mentioned Eric’s travels either.
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A few days after our initial meeting, I was toiling away on school assignments in the living room; books, binders and notebooks spread out everywhere. There was a light knock on the door. I was surprised to see Namdak standing there with his trademark smile and warm eyes, though this time he was alone and in lay clothes. His beautiful robes were nowhere to be seen. After greeting each other, a puzzled look on my face, I remembered my manners and invited him in, offering up tea. Yes, our college household was a little different in many ways. Over cups of Jasmine tea, he asked me in his broken English, if I “liked the Bao?” Puzzled, I asked him what he meant because phonetically it sounded like I was either supposed to bow to him, or he to me.

He began to laugh. He laughed at almost everything (unless it was mean-spirited, like when he came to watch an American football game on TV. We sometimes got a little over-enthusiastic with our commentary) and replied “no” with a slow-rising inflection that sounded like incredulity. “Bao - buns.” I’d lived many years in San Francisco and eaten as much Asian cuisine as possible in that city. The dim sum “Bao” (in Nepalese they are called Momo) - are those soft white buns filled with sweet and spiced pork or fermented bean paste. As his explanation hit, lighting the dim bulb over my head, comprehension slid into place. I enthusiastically said yes! I loved those things. I first ate Hom Bao as a little boy at Wing Lee Bakery on Clement Street (that shop is still going strong). Bao are one of Chinese cuisine’s perfect and delicious snacks.

He politely asked - or rather gently directed me - to return to my studies, then headed off to the kitchen without a glance backwards. A large olive-green rucksack, which was slung over his shoulder at all times, followed its master. I mused at this strange turn of events. He didn’t seem the kind of guy who would rage out of the kitchen brandishing a butcher’s cleaver. After all, when was the last time you heard of a Buddhist monk going on a rampage? I did as he asked and didn’t give it another thought, returning to my sprawled papers and books.

Occasionally I heard cupboards and drawers opening, closing, a muttered word or two, a snippet of a hummed tune and the sound of something bubbling on the stove. I fielded random questions: where could he find this in the pantry, and did we have that? As you might surmise, we had a well-stocked kitchen.

It was after a stretch of uninterrupted studying that I had almost forgotten about the little monk in the kitchen, when he quietly came and sat by my side looking at what I was working on. He was so quiet, so stealthy that I hadn’t noticed his approach until the cushion on the couch shifted as he sat down. He had a slight dusting of flour covering most of him and as I looked at him appraisingly, he smiled, placed his palms together in an upraised manner, and said, “now wait.”

After fifteen minutes, Namdak rose and went to the kitchen, which was welcome as it was awkward trying to focus with a monk sitting next to me, observing me study and take notes. Try it sometime. It can be a little distracting. I got to a good wrap-up point and reckoned I was done for a while. I packed things away and went to join him in the kitchen.

I stood in the doorway in awe. Three towers, each with three levels of large Asian bamboo steamers were drafting steam on the kitchen table, each level filled with Bao. He’d made enough for a party. The kitchen was in a ruinous state. Flour and dough scraps all over the place, the cutting boards covered in Char Siu (Chinese BBQ pork) trimmings, a pot with a red sticky sauce dripping off the lip, little piles of cut wax paper, the sink piled high. I didn’t care. The aromas coming off the steamers? Intoxicating. Obviously, he had come prepared - his rucksack, in a corner of the kitchen, lay there like a deflated balloon.

“Try one - but hot - be careful…” I vaguely remember hearing him say as I snatched one up. Too late. The blazing-hot filling of Char Siu oozed into my greedy maw. Molten pizza cheese, or in this case, sticky BBQ pork burn-blistered the roof of my mouth. It must have been the streaming tears and rapid, open-mouthed panting that caused him such concern. He grasped my arm looking at me with anxiety. However, the flavors and textures and the fluffiness of the buns were amazing, so I resumed eating as the pain subsided, and the Bao had cooled to a temperature a touch cooler than liquid bronze. I helped him clean up the kitchen. It took us an hour.

It was dusk as my housemates and friends drifted in and tried Namdak’s Hom Bao. We unanimously offered him an open invitation. He could come over any time he wanted to, but he’d have to make more Bao. And with that, over the next month, he came around often. He even came to some of our regular weekend parties, which was a little awkward. Though he wasn’t wearing his robes during those days, everyone had heard he was a bone fide monk. Having a sacred guy wandering about one of our parties added a unique texture to the mix. It’s a truly unique thing to have a monk cook for you, let alone hang out at a college party, because while we were not Animal House, we weren’t far off that mark.

At the time I didn’t know that cooking was, for many monastic orders, a forbidden activity for monks. Life as a mendicant means that all food is donated by local farmers, or from the alms graced to monks and the monastery by the surrounding villagers and other generous donors. Lay Buddhist volunteers cook breakfast and/or lunch and that is the norm for most Buddhist orders. I didn’t know that at the time, but I was still quite curious as to how this monk was able to make such incredible food. I found out later, during one of our chats, that his “mother,” a woman assigned to raise him in secular matters outside of monastic training, was considered one of the best cooks in Kathmandu.
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In my monastic family - the Dhammakaya order - we were not permitted to cook, even though I pleaded with my teachers on several occasions to allow me to help in the kitchen. I wanted to learn the secrets behind some of the amazing Thai staples. Instead, we had people from surrounding mountain villages who volunteered their time and energy every day to feed the Sangha (brotherhood of monks), twice a day. This (and the inability to play or listen to music) was a deal-killer for me when considering taking life vows. Cooking is one of my greatest pleasures. To make a healthy, complete meal for family and friends is one of my love languages. Cooking brings about its own meditative state and is an excellent vehicle for practicing mindfulness because really sharp knives, with fast and fine slice-and-dice prep will do that for you. Focus, Focus, Focus! Unless of course you don’t value your fingers.

Namdak became somewhat of a fixture around the happy house and as our friends got to know him, they all sensed the same thing. Here was an unusual fellow (from our perspective) who was just really “with it,” kind, and extraordinarily focused on his path. Each time he came around he would regale us with stories of life in Nepal, Thailand, Malaysia, Burma (now Myanmar) and India as a Tibetan on the lam. Or how his travels in service to his monastery took him to many exotic places. I began to realize that each chat was actually a lesson rife with parables and allegories of kindness and compassion, in humility, in humor, but always with a deep abiding respect for others.

One morning I was puttering around the house cleaning up. It was after mid-term exams when suddenly Namdak was standing in the kitchen looking through his rucksack. As if by magic, he was just there. He had told me a few days before that he had kidney problems and that he was out of his medicine. I asked if I could take him to a hospital or clinic to get a prescription, but he said that he needed a different kind of medicine. When I asked him what I could do, he hesitatingly asked if I would drive him up to the city, to Chinatown. He had heard of an herbalist that would have, he hoped, what he needed.

He had shown us so much kindness and brotherly love without a hint of judgment, even when witnessing first-hand some shall-we-say, rather debauch behavior during weekend-long parties that I agreed to drive him up to the city without any reservation whatsoever.

We headed north up the 101 Freeway to San Francisco on a beautiful sunny day. He opened up about his life, telling me that he had been orphaned as an infant. He didn’t know what age he was when he lost his parents, or if his parents had simply consigned him to the monastery. He didn’t know what date he was born or how old he really was. The local monastery raised him in the Buddhist tradition of spirituality and a lot of hard-core advanced education. I asked him if he spoke Chinese since we were headed to Chinatown where English is rarely used. He smiled and said, “Some dialects, OK,” and then said, “I speak little bit Chinese, Japanese, Spanish, Italian, Portuguese, Russian and Korean. Oh, English too.”

Mind blown, I asked where he learned all of these very different languages. “At my monastery and traveling,” was his quiet, understated answer. I now knew that not only was he creative, intelligent, and the most Buddhist guy I’d ever met, (not that I’d met many) but that he was a polyglot. That takes some serious brain power!

Namdak laughed. “I’m terrible with maths,” he said, like he was tossing me a lifeline, reminding me that even monks have their weak spots. I laughed with him and confessed I was mathematically hopeless, barely passing calculus and I’d accomplished that only because I spent an inordinate and irrational amount of time with a tutor.

We got to Union Square and made our way to the northeast corner where the Grant Street Dragon Gate stands leading into Chinatown. I began to look for (dare I say it) a parking space. It was the middle of the week and fairly early, so I prayed for good luck. We had been slowly circling for a while, plying the side streets of Chinatown and North Beach, and had circled back to Grant when a car pulled out a couple of hundred feet up. Perfect! Grant Street in Chinatown is a one-way so no one could drop a quick U-turn to claim the open space. The fact that parking opened up on Grant at all was a miracle. I eased my car in. As we got out, Namdak said, “Larry,” smiled, and pointed up over his head. We had parked in front of the Chinese herbal medicine shop he needed. So, he possessed good parking juju as well? I mused that under no circumstances should we ever let this guy out of our sight, adopt him and make him stay with us forever.

Namdak and the proprietor, doctor, alchemist, herbalist, shaman, whatever, chattered along. Their serious discussions interspersed at times with occasional uproarious laughter. The store looked like a picture-perfect movie set depicting a brooding, ancient Asian herbal medicine shop. Glass jars from huge to tiny, stainless tins and bins packed with ingredients that I had no clue about, and bunches of dried flowers, herbs and roots either hanging or displayed in cascading bamboo baskets were everywhere. Each had a hand-printed sign in Chinese identifying what they contained, if you could read Chinese. An enormous antique iron and brass double-balance scale sat off the counter alongside four ancient, large stone pestle and mortar grinders that looked like they had been in service since the Xia Dynasty. A large glass jar of empty spansules sat on the back counter by a collection of worn tin funnels hanging at the ready.

After their lengthy discussion, the proprietor gathered minerals, spices, plants and roots from various containers about the shop, slowly and meticulously weighed and measured them out, then ground up two different recipes in separate mortars. Using a weird little machine and the tin funnels, he worked away until there were two large baggies of capsules. All the while the owner and Namdak chatted, a couple of times looking at me. I remember thinking how beautiful it is that across all our divisions, language, culture, continents and history, we still find ways to make life function together. Something deeper than difference is always at work beneath the surface. As we were walking out the door, the cheeky proprietor said with a grin in perfect English, “Thank you for your business. You’ll feel better soon.” Really? C’mon! I could have joined in the conversation and learned something! Namdak winked.

We grabbed a table at the Far East Café, a favorite Chinatown haunt of mine that I’d been eating at since I was a boy. It is a cavernous Chinese-American restaurant right across the street from the herbalist. As we ate, I asked Namdak what language they had been speaking. He replied, “Min mixed and Cantonese some” (he had a funny way of rearranging sentences.) “Chan is funny man and wouldn’t believe I know Min. He tested me with riddle about chili farmers attacked with ants going up duan da, (I had to ask - pants), then rubbing their privates to stop biting. I told him the answer … that’s what so funny. It’s old story in Asia” he grinned, chop-sticking sticky and cloyingly-sweet-and-sour bell pepper and pineapple chunks into his mouth. I guess my raised eyebrows begged for an answer. “It’s how dance start,” he said as he winked and giggled.
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A week later I was manning one of the BBQs in the backyard. We had three Weber dome grills that saw almost daily use. I felt Namdak’s presence behind me. The guy was spooky, though in a good way. I remember wondering “how does he do that?!” Namdak was looking atypically sad. Gone was his smile. The twinkles in his eyes were still there but subdued. He was dressed in his traditional robes, something I had not seen since our first meeting. Those deep maroon robes were impeccable, draped with such calm perfection that I couldn’t tell whether it was divine grace or decades of practice that kept them from falling off.

Surprised, I pulled what I was cooking off the grill and asked him what was going on as I was a little worried about my gentle friend. Namdak smiled—though not with his usual spark. He said it was time for him to begin the work that had brought him to the Bay Area. Namdak asked if I could drive him to Capitola the following day. I had a class scheduled but screw that. My friend, and someone who had become my confidant and unbeknownst to him, my mentor, needed help. Whatever he asked me, I would do without hesitation, without question. Some people earn that kind of trust without ever asking for it.

“Of course I will. It would be my honor, Namdak,” I replied. I felt his mood and today, with more life experience, I know it was a feeling of empathy for my friend whose sadness was palpable and who was destined to leave us to perform his duties.

The next day dawned gloomy, and fog bound. I swung by the campus apartment he had been living at and loaded not one, but four large identical rucksacks into the car (so that’s how he did it all!) and as we pulled away from the curb, I saw him look back, acute sadness painted his face. The smart, wise, funny fellow who had befriended us all was completely out of sorts.

I had to know. “Why are you so sad Namdak? I thought this was something that you loved; your life as a monk, your role in your monastery …” I asked as I drove west along Page Mill Road toward the 280 freeway.

He took a moment and drew a few deep breaths while gazing straight ahead seemingly in reflection, then slowly replied, “In my living, I never experience of this freedom I live here. Now I assume duties I was assigned. I’m unsure how to feel, if returning to monk life is for me.” He paused, took another deep breath, then said, “I blame you!” and with that he laughed his real laugh, his eyes-back-to-clear, focused joyous laugh. A tear worked its way down my cheek.

The drive over the hill was non-eventful though the subdued mood permeating my car was emotionally thick. We chatted about a lot of things. I told Namdak with intention that we would meet again somewhere, someday. He smiled at me and said, “I hope we do that. I want you come to stay at my monastery at Kathmandu.”

Back in those days we didn’t have cell phones or GPS maps, so I drove the hillside streets of Capitola until Namdak spotted what he was looking for. He pointed at a house up the hill on a perch overlooking the Pacific Ocean. Dozens of Tibetan “lung ta” (prayer flags) danced in the breeze, sending invocations out into the world. We pulled up, parking along the curb. I was helping him with his bags up the steps when he asked, “Could you come meet Rinpoche? I’d like if you do.”

Walking into that house would change my life.
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DUDJOM JIGDRAL YESHE DORJE

The house, up on a rise, had worn, wide wooden steps, the peeling dark red paint showing the constant barrage of airborne salt, wind, sun, fog and sand. They led up to a broad wrap-around deck in the same condition. By the door, there was a rack to put shoes, a large sand-filled stone bowl with incense sticks burning, and an old stone Buddha in the corner. Namdak opened the door and entered the house as I was removing my shoes. He paused, turned, and asked me to wait a moment. He left me on the porch with the rucksacks. I turned to gaze out at the expanse of Pacific Ocean, bathed in a layer of high fog, the prayer flags gently flapping in the damp salty breeze, while screeching gulls flew their arcing paths as they played with the wind. I was lost in a moment of quiet thought, when Namdak appeared and beckoned me inside. Other monks materialized, grabbed his sacks, then were gone like smoke.

“I make sure Lama wasn’t already busy. I want him to meet you. He doesn’t speak much good English, so I translate for questions or anything.” I lingered in the entryway, uncertain and fidgeting—shifting on my heels, my hands wandering in search of some natural resting place that didn’t exist. I felt … vulnerable.

A few moments later an elderly monk dressed in fancier robes than Namdak’s, still of the same deep maroon hue of their order, but with gold braided trim, came out of the front room and smiled at me. Namdak introduced him as Lama Dudjom Dorje, saying “he my boss” to which the elderly monk smiled and gently nodded. He had the same sparkling eyes that Namdak possessed that seemed to look right through and into my soul in an instant. He also had a weird presence, a peaceful aura, relaxed and perfectly matched to his kind smile. I thought, for the first time in my life, “so that’s what happiness looks like”. His serenity was instantly recognizable.

I didn’t know what to do or how to act so I offered him my hand to shake. His gentle two-handed grasp engulfed mine, accompanied by a broad smile. It was something I hadn’t expected. There was genuine affection pouring out of this gentle man and without thinking, I bowed to him.

He smiled and said something, which Namdak translated. “Lama Dorje says you have nice manners, and he would to welcome you and offer blessing. If you have time, we could have tea together?”

What did I have to do? Nothing really. I had already skipped class for the day and only had the drive back up and over the hill to consider. I remember saying something to the effect that “I would be honored to stay for a while and have some tea with you.” It came out more like “Um, OK, yeah, sure.”

The Lama laughed and said something to Namdak, who disappeared down the hall. The Lama, my hand still in his, led me to the front room which had three large wood-cased windows gazing out to the ocean, a couple of low deep-red inlaid tables, some comfortable-looking low-slung chairs and fat pillow-seats on a huge Persian area rug. A large golden Buddha stood beside the fireplace surrounded by a makeshift shrine. There were lush, tall potted plants in every corner. Asian tapestries adorned the walls as a small stone and bamboo water fountain gurgled a delicate song hidden among the foliage. It was a light, comfortable, and tastefully decorated space.

He motioned for me to join him at one of the low tables, waving me towards a well-stuffed pillow. The Lama sat on the rug in classic lotus position, and it was then that I noticed, with the natural light streaming in from the broad windows, that he was older than I had initially thought. Was he 80? 90? I couldn’t tell because his glow, his obvious happiness and peace kept his age masked, instead, portraying an elderly body filled with vim and vigor rather than aging frailness.

Namdak entered the room bearing a tray of small teacups alongside a clay teapot. I motioned for Namdak to sit next to me, to which he looked at his master, said something, then replied, “master Dorje to spend time with you first,” as he poured us tea and quietly left the room.

What the hell was I going to do now? But then Lama Dorje quietly asked, in halting English, searching for the right words, “You are very fond of Namdak Lama, are you?”

I was a little startled for a moment, but replied, “Yes, I am. Namdak has become a true friend in the short time he’s been around. He doesn’t know but I look at him, not only as a friend and confidant, but a mentor too. He’s taught me so much without knowing it. I’ve never met anyone like him, or you for that matter.”

“He knows”, the Lama chuckled and grinned. “He say you are guide too.”

Wait! What? I was a little tongue-tied as I tried to put things together.

“My Namdak is very gifted when he meet people. He understand people quickly. You are reason he stayed; to learn from nice American. He doesn’t think I know, but he was leaving our order and my service. He want to travel more. But something showed him, you and house friends; friendship, loyalty, kindness, changed his mind,” Lama Dorje continued.

To this day I have no idea what that could have been. Was it something simple - one of our dumb jokes, or a shared meal, or the way we tried to care for our friends at all costs? Me and my roommates were close. We still are, for those left standing.

But to be an unwitting mentor to the young, though wise-beyond-his-years monk who radiated wisdom, left me feeling oddly foolish and somewhat unworthy. After all, what did I have to offer this bright, kind and generous young man from a distant land, except friendship without strings?

Lama Dorje picked up a small brass bell and gently rang it. Namdak came in, looking expectant. They spoke for a moment and then Namdak sat down on the cushion next to mine. I poured him some tea, even though he tried to shoo my hand away. I insisted, explaining that I was not here for him to wait upon, that he was my friend, that we were equals. He smiled and took the cup of tea gracefully.

At that moment, as the serenity of the tea was settling in, a woman in a flowing hippie dress, smelling strongly of patchouli, a lack of personal hygiene and garlic launched herself into the room, followed by another monk who looked flustered. She began rapidly prostrating herself on the floor and airily blurted, “Welcome, Rinpoche,” with as much enthusiasm and fanfare as she could muster. Rinpoche? I had no idea what that meant.

Namdak quickly assumed his role as aide and now obviously the Lama’s guardian. He rose and as she stood trying to move into our space, asked her politely though quietly, for her to join him out in the hall. When she made no effort to leave, instead moving even closer towards the Lama, he explained forcefully that she had come into a private ceremony, and she would be welcome to come back tomorrow. He was physically blocking her from advancing. Crest-fallen in face, her enthusiasm deflated, the woman glared at me, rose, spun around and left briskly with a bit of a huff. All that time, the Lama had said not one word of recognition but had simply focused on me.

“What was that all about?” I asked Namdak when he returned and settled himself back on his cushion.

Namdak did something oddly very western. He thumb-wagged towards the Lama with a grin and a giggle and said, “he is, as you say, big deal.”

I had never considered that a monk could be famous, be a “big deal.” I’d heard of the Dalai Lama, but I’d never heard of other famous monks and wanted to know more so I asked about the word she’d used. “What does Rinpoche mean?”

Namdak explained: “Rinpoche is reincarnated Buddhist master with life sometime go far back in time. My master full title is Kyabje Dudjom Rinpoche Jigdral Yeshe Dorje. I just call him boss-man, but when other monks around we use respectful title, Dudjom Rinpoche,” Namdak replied in his typical it’s-not-a-big-deal teaching style.

Namdak and I had never really delved too deeply into his calling, and at that time in my life, though I’d tried a little bit of meditation (there was this girl, you see), and a childhood acquaintance, I didn’t know much. I really didn’t know diddley-squat about Buddhism, reincarnation, karma or anything else that would enlighten me on the subject.

“So…. How old is he, are you?” I blurted out without thinking, embarrassed the second that came out of my mouth. I’m not known for filters. Lama Dorje laughed out loud. I mean he really laughed, rocking back and forth, his hands clapping with mirth. Once my ridiculous indiscretion and the laughter passed, I learned from a master Buddhist about reincarnation. Mind you, this is one of those elements of eastern philosophy that still doesn’t sit solidly in my mind. I find it difficult to reconcile my western upbringing with thousands of years of Buddhist history and wisdom.

“It’s not age,” he said gently, it’s something called lineage. We don’t sign up for Rinpoche. It’s who we are…”

I nodded like I understood. I didn’t. The idea that someone could live again and again, training from childhood to become what they’d already been, twisted in my brain because I had never given reincarnation a second thought other than “great; if reincarnation is real, I’m going to come back as a slug.”

“If we don’t achieve enlightenment to break cycle of suffering, when we die, we are reborn. Other monks train to see signs that identify us. When they recognize a Rinpoche has been reborn, we start training again and spend new lifetime earning more merit and studying Dharma more. Some Rinpoche lineage go many generations,” the Lama explained. All without irony.

I sat and pondered that for a little while as Namdak and his master talked. Namdak then gently grasped my hand and said that they had things to do as their schedule was really busy, but that Lama Dorje would like to perform a blessing for me. This time I said with conviction that it would be my honor to accept such a kind gift. I had no idea what a blessing entailed.

Namdak rose, left the room, then brought back some items I didn’t recognize, placing them on the low table next to Lama Dorje. There was a beautiful lacquered water bowl and what looked like a small hand-held whisk broom, long white scarves, a two-sided brass object (it’s called a Vajra; I had no clue what it was for), a strand of wooden beads and a beautifully etched brass bowl. Namdak lit some incense in the ornate brass bowl and nodded gravely to his master.

“Please, to sit here” Rinpoche asked and pointed to a cushion facing him. He gently took my hands, placed them together in what is known as a lotus prayer, and placed one of the white scarves over my wrists. He closed his eyes and began to chant and sing in a manner alien to me, as he used the various items that Namdak had placed on the table. He waved them above, or around me as he continued chanting. This was more involved than I had anticipated. I thought a quick bow and a pat on the shoulder with a sword would do it. My legs were cramping as the chanting continued, sometimes joined in by Namdak for what I assumed was the chorus or bridge. It was quite something to have two monks in their beautiful robes performing a ceremony that I had no clue about. I hoped it wasn’t a fertility ceremony as I didn’t need a pregnancy on my hands.

After a while as my knees screamed and my forearms and hands cramped (the ceremony had lasted almost an hour) both Namdak and the Lama’s chanting and singing came to a crescendo as I was sprayed with water from the whisk for a third time, and then it was over. A white scarf was draped around my neck, the other pulled from my wrists and placed in my lap, and the circlet of wooden beads, called Mala, was gently draped over my wrists where the scarf had been.

“Please to remember us” the Lama said as we rose. He smiled at me with kindness and left the room. I bowed to him again as he departed though I don’t think he saw. But then again, of course he did.

Namdak and I stood there for a moment. He then said, “That was blessing for health, peace, love and compassion. May you find the Buddha nature inside. It was very special blessing. I never seen him give anyone before. You very lucky Larry.”

I did something I had not done before. I reached out and pulled him to me and embraced him in a hug, trying to impart as much brotherly love as I could. Namdak whispered something in my ear. I began to cry.

Namdak hadn’t expected that hug. I found out many years later, relating the story to someone I’ve now forgotten, that hugging is not really a thing in Asian cultures unless you’re family. Oh well, it felt right in the moment, and he felt like a real and true brother to me. He still does.
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I never saw Namdak Lama or Dudjom Rinpoche again. That singular, surreal afternoon in Capitola came and went like a tide washing up something beautiful, strange, and sacred, then pulling it all back out to sea while I stood blinking on the shore.

About a year later, I drove back over the hill on a whim, some vague hope tugging at me like an old song I couldn’t quite place. The house still stood, stoic against the salt air and fog, with a tangle of prayer flags fluttering like forgotten party streamers. Most had faded into pastel ghosts, but a few new vivid strands suggested that someone still cared or at least had recently. The old Buddha statue and the incense bowl were gone from the porch. That absence hit harder than I expected. I knocked on the weather-worn door, waited a long minute that felt longer, then knocked again. Nothing.

I made my way down to the tidy beachfront quay below, hoping someone might know something, anything. The town hadn’t changed much: the same sun-bleached shop signs, the same scent of brine, burgers and saltwater taffy, the same vague hippy vibe that clung to everything like massage oil. I asked around, hoping that the monks had merely relocated to a bigger property. Only one woman working an ice cream counter remembered.

“Oh yeah, I remember them” she said, squinting into the fog of her memory. “Those foreign monks? Sweet guys. They didn’t stick around for long. I think they moved on after a few months. I don’t know where to.” She paused, then added, “There’s some tall European man up there now. He teaches meditation or something. He’s a bit odd. Looks like he hasn’t eaten in a while.”

I laughed then, more than I should have, and felt tears sting my eyes. That’s how life tends to go, doesn’t it? One day you're sitting on the floor with a reincarnated lama who makes you feel like the universe is a little less lonely, and the next there’s a stranger in a kaftan teaching breath-work to tech bros.

The people who change you don’t always stick around for an encore. And maybe that’s OK. Impermanence isn’t just a Buddhist concept - it’s a design feature of all our lives. A gift wrapped in grief. I didn’t know enough back then to say thank you properly, and I still wish I’d made the effort to visit more while they were near. But even in their absence, they gave me something that stayed: a little more stillness. A little more kindness. A little more faith that, sometimes, meaning shows up uninvited and disappears without warning.

In the wake those monks created as they journeyed through, then past my life, I found myself paying closer attention - to myself, my choices, and the people around me. A new, different calm settled in. Not all the time, because living is still life rife with frustrations and anguish, and that awkward scaffolding that becoming an adult offers up as complications. It does that to everyone. But now and then I think back to that blessing ceremony and feel quiet gratitude rise up and wash over me; an introspective calmness that hadn’t been there before. That blessing and what Namdak whispered had landed somewhere in my heart and soul, taking root.

It’s strange how the moments that shape us rarely announce themselves. We stumble into them, distracted, unprepared, often unaware of their weight, or their impact, until much later. Some arrive wrapped in silence, others in laughter, or sorrow, or the quiet grace of someone who simply sees you. And if you're really lucky, a monk shows up at your door and makes you some Bao.
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  CHAPTER 2: LEAVE THE MONKEY, TAKE THE CANOLLI
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A young novice monk asked his master, “May I send you email?”
“Yes,” replied the master, “But no attachments please.”

Have you ever been locked into something, playing music, sketching a flower, chopping shallots, or something as mundane and boring as sorting laundry — when the rest of the world simply vanished? Time gets slippery. Background noise fades. Your brain quiets down, and for a few golden minutes, you are entirely “here”. Congratulations: you were meditating. And you didn’t even have to light a single stick of sandalwood.

Many people envision that meditation requires sitting cross-legged in some softly lit serene cave chanting passages difficult to pronounce. But the truth is, meditation shows up in all kinds of disguises. Painting a landscape. Throwing a baseball. Writing code. Stirring risotto or brushing your teeth. If you're completely present, even for a fleeting breath of time, you’ve entered a meditative state, no robes or mantras required.

Back in the late 1970s, when I was a teenager, guitar in hand and a head full of Grateful Dead, Led Zeppelin and Beatles riffs, I started to notice something strange. There were moments, mid-practice, when I’d lose track of time. The music would pour out effortlessly, as if my fingers had taken over and my thoughts had gone away on vacation. It wasn’t just playing - it was something deeper. The kind of focus that bypasses thinking altogether and goes straight to knowing. And when it ended, I’d snap back into normalcy and think, “What the hell was that?”

I didn’t know it then, but I’d stumbled into a meditative state. No guru with a beard flowing down to his knees, no gongs and triangles - just a guitar and clarity. That sensation, that calm immersion in the now, became a kind of compass. I started chasing it. That elusive zone where mind, body, and song blur into something bigger, something unified. That’s when I first believed in what I called The Flow: a current that pulls you into perfect alignment, when the noise drops out and the truth, whatever it is, starts to sing.

Pete Townshend of The Who has a great comment in the movie The Kids Are Alright:

““When I'm on the stage, I'm not in control of myself at all.””

Pete Townshend may not be the first person who comes to mind when you think of meditation. Windmilling his arm across his guitar, jumping mid-air in tight white pants, smashing amps while the rest of The Who detonated behind him, it’s not exactly the image conjured by words like “stillness” or “serenity” or “mindfulness”. And yet, in those moments, Mr. Townshend was completely present. Fully immersed. The rest of existence had melted away. That, inconveniently for our incense-and-singing-bowl stereotypes, is a meditative state.

It’s hard to reconcile the chaos of a Who concert with the soft-focus idea we often have of meditation. We picture crossed legs, hands in a mudra pose, a tranquil pond, the sound of subtle bamboo chimes. What we don’t imagine is someone destroying a Rickenbacker in front of a screaming crowd. But the essence is the same: total attention, total absorption. No past, no future, simply now.

And if that doesn’t shatter your peace-and-love bubble imagination, consider this: modern militaries around the world have embraced meditation - not for bliss or chasing enlightenment, but for clarity. For soldiers, the stakes are literal life and death. Mindfulness training is being used to sharpen focus, regulate emotion, and soften the long horrors of PTSD. It's not about being calm; it's about being awake.

For me, those rare, shimmering moments of mental and emotional clarity were elusive at best. Most of the time, my flow buddy was a flake. A no-show. Like a stoned roadie who forgot the gig. But when it did arrive, oh, it was everything. Floating bliss. That high of effortless harmony, where time collapses while awareness sharpens into something weightless. I didn’t know how to summon it back then. No rituals, no road map - just the blind hope that it might show up if I practiced long enough or tuned just right. It was as if some minor deity who responded only to specific riffs mixed with moonlight would show up when he or she wanted to.

The feeling itself? Euphoric. As if the universe had decided to grant you a tiny taste of what it’s like to operate at full human potential without sending a bill. It wasn’t just technical ease or confidence; it was the sense that, for one miraculous moment, you were exactly where you were supposed to be. In sync. Awake. Humble and alive. Honestly, it felt so good I started wondering why I wasn’t living in that space all the time. Why couldn’t life always be like that? Enlightenment, but with a great backbeat.

And when my flow did show up? Everything felt so absurdly easy that I couldn’t believe I’d ever struggled with the instrument I’d been playing since the first grade. As if all the years of practice were some elaborate setup for a cosmic joke: “Oh, you mean it’s supposed to feel like this?”

At that point in my life, I knew exactly two things about meditation: one, it involved sitting very still, and two, it was practiced exclusively by unwashed Eastern mystics with silver beards, draped in bedsheets, perched on craggy Himalayan outcrops or in an incense-choked cave surrounded by golden statues and silence. Maybe at Shangri-La, assuming you could find the place without a Sherpa, yak and a vision quest.

Around that same time, my mother had some friends who were straight out of central casting for the 1970s Patchouli People’s Parade. Their family VW good-times van looked like something the Partridge Family might’ve rejected for being too psychedelic; school-bus yellow, neon orange and purple cartoon flowers, peace signs, as if they were competing with the Merry Pranksters for who would get pulled over by the cops first. The mother wore actual flowers in her hair, and not ironically. On occasion, they’d drop their son Keith off at our place for a weekend sleepover while they disappeared to a “commune retreat,” which my mom explained away with a shrug, like it was a totally normal thing that adults did, drive deep into the woods to chant and chase wisdom.

Keith, for his part, was smug about the whole situation. He’d been given a mantra by his parents’ guru, which he told us about in the same tone one might use to announce their acceptance to Oxford. He told me he used it for his meditation practice, then promptly shut himself in my bedroom for half an hour, demanding total silence like a pimply bell-bottomed Dalai Lama.

I, meanwhile, lurked outside the door, baffled and increasingly annoyed. All I wanted to do was ride bikes, or skateboards, surf, or make loud noises with guitars. But no! Keith was meditating. Or so he claimed. For all I knew, he was in there talking to God or doing something unspeakable to my stuffed Teddy bear. I didn’t know what a mantra was, but I was pretty sure it didn’t require that much alone time and a locked door. I had a vivid imagination.

My friends and I gossiped and imagined stories about communes. I came to the lurid, though incorrect conclusion that Keith’s parents and the “meditation” they went off to do, was all about naked, back-lit, sun-drenched bodies running freely through dappled glades and glens in slow-motion and the wild sex that everyone except me must be having in the meadows, the trees, the creek-side tall grass as mayflies danced in the sunbeams. My immature fantasies ran wild in a youthful body full of raging hormones. I didn’t consider that there might be more to a spiritual lifestyle that many of those communities were seeking through Buddhist or Hindu-inspired exercises and even back then meditation. Yes - there were communes where the above happened - just not the one that Keith’s parents went to. It was, I found out when I was invited to go, a Transcendental Meditation (known as TM) center. Talk about a major disappointment and shattered imagination!

I was young and dumb, living the California life, chasing that sunshine daydream of sandy beaches with glistening surf and the screech of the gulls, beautiful girls with their long blonde hair shining in the sun, cool cars with rock and roll slowly rolling by, all-night parties and the magical world of music, music, music. I didn’t take much seriously and to that end, the whole hippie-lifestyle meditation thing seemed a little too much like the commune cult in my mind.

The Beatles with George Harrison leading the visible charge, thought it important enough to go to India, spend time with Maharishi Mahesh Yogi (the founder of the TM movement), showcase the power of meditation, and that spiritual growth was a healthy and noble pursuit. This was a global in-your-face prescription, an open invitation for self-love, mental health and peaceful coexistence. I was too cool for that school - or trying to be - so I scoffed and ignored what was inside me all along, something that I was trying to attain but didn’t know it. That was a mistake. The hippies, like my mom’s friends got it right.
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People from every walk of life, in every nook and cranny upon the world, meditate. Some with great intention, others by accident. You might be surprised to learn you’ve meditated without even realizing it, perhaps while washing dishes or mowing the lawn, which isn’t exactly the Himalayan peak most people associate with spiritual breakthrough. That’s just a lack of understanding - or, as one of my teachers put it, “a knowledge gap you can fill without incense.”

He explained that with enough mental training, meditation starts to slip quietly into everyday life. Not because you’re lighting candles or chanting ancient passages, but because your mind has learned, through practice, how to drop into a calm, singular focus. You brush your teeth, and—bam—you’re present. You take a shower, and suddenly it’s the most grounded you’ve felt all day. You eat a slice of toast and become one with orange marmalade. And that’s not a hard state of awareness to achieve.

It turns out, this kind of clarity … that pure, undistracted focus, is far more powerful than our culture’s beloved multitasking myth. Ever notice your computer slowing down when you have forty-seven tabs open, four apps running, as Spotify wrestles for bandwidth with a Zoom call? That’s your brain on Tuesday. We’ve all got too many browser tabs open in our heads. And when those tabs start blinking and freezing, the monkey-mind kicks in.

In Buddhism, “monkey mind” is what happens when our thoughts swing wildly from one branch of distraction to the next, like a caffeinated chimp at a jungle rave. It’s that inner chatterbox tossing banana peels across your mental floor, gleefully wrecking your peace. The result? A frantic, overstimulated mess of a mind that can’t find the car keys or remember why it walked into the kitchen to open the refrigerator.

Left unchecked, monkey-mind doesn’t just make you forget birthdays. It clutters your thinking, slows your cognitive gears to sludge, and fuels the spiral into anxiety - or worse, the apathetic fog of “what’s the point?” where even basic tasks feel Herculean. That’s the edge of depression, and for some, that’s when the prescription pads come out, and a parade of mother’s little helpers march in with promises of balance and better living through chemistry.

But here’s the thing: that scattered mental mess? That’s completely normal. Welcome to the club. You’re not broken or alone. You’re human. The good news is that your monkey-mind isn’t a life sentence. With consistent meditation practice, even the clumsy, inconsistent kind we all start with, you can train your brain to stop swinging from vine to vine and just sit still for a second. That alone is miraculous.

Meditation isn’t about perfection or performance, it’s about practice. And about getting that damn monkey to stop pelting your brain with mangoes every time you try to focus.
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So … what is meditation? Big question. Simple answer. Or is it? Meditation, at its core, is the art of training the mind to focus - to rest gently in awareness rather than be dragged around by every darting-squirrel thought or emotional twitch. It can be done by concentrating on the breath, silently repeating a mantra, listening intently to a sound, or giving your relaxed gaze something completely unexciting to linger on, like a doorknob or that grain of rice you’ve been meaning to pick up off the carpet for two weeks. The goal isn’t transcendence or enlightenment, (though those make nice marketing bullet points); it’s about being present, clear, and quietly awake in your own busy mind.

What meditation is not - besides upright napping or getting baked - is the practice of emptying your mind into some blank, trance-like void where no thoughts exist. That’s not meditation. That’s fiction. The human brain doesn’t work that way. Trying to force it into silence only amplifies the noise, like yelling at a toddler to be quiet while handing them drumsticks and some old pots and pans.

One of the great meditation masters of our age, Yongey Mingyur Rinpoche, a monk who runs the Tergar Osel Ling Monastery just outside Kathmandu, has a great sense of humor about this. When teaching group meditation, he uses a simple exercise to make that very point:

“OK. Relax. Take some deep breaths, slowly, in, out, and gently close your eyes. We are going to start our meditation by not thinking about pizza. Don’t think about pizza …Here we go … “

A few minutes pass as the hall slips towards silence. Everyone is calm with eyes closed, sitting erect, hands in lap in earnest supplication to the moment. At that point, when everyone is showing off their perfectly poised meditation pose, Mingyur Rinpoche laughs, breaking the spell, and asks the participants, “How many of you thought about pizza? Raise your hand.” And of course, every hand goes up. That’s what your brain does and to deny it of its job is impossible.

“Meditation is easy,” they say. And maybe it is, until our brains get involved (I know - oxymoron). Because if there’s one thing we do well, it’s over-complicating the hell out of everything that might otherwise be transparent. We obsess over the setup: Am I sitting the right way? Are my hands in the “Official Mudra Position”? Is my spine aligned with a celestial axis? Why are my shoulders up by my ears? Am I breathing too loud? Not loud enough? Should I pant rabidly like a hyena at a kill? Maybe that’s the secret. And just like that, the calm, serene act of sitting still becomes a stress-inducing performance piece.

What meditation can do is train you to step back and observe your thoughts and emotions without getting yanked about by them. You let them float by without judgment or reaction. There is an age-old classic Buddhist analogy of a bright blue sky with puffy little clouds drifting by. Each cloud represents a thought. Meditation is laying back quietly on a cool grassy rise and watching those clouds pass without trying to lasso one, or panic when another looks like a thunderhead. That’s the whole gig. Is that easy? Yes. And no.

As Jeremiah Tower, the famously demanding chef from Chez Panisse and Stars once said, “Nothing is as complex as simplicity.” He wasn’t talking about a perfectly poached egg.
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There are countless meditation methods out there - some ancient, some modern, some suspiciously identical except for branding, theme music, and font choice. The important thing isn’t the method; it’s the mindset. And this is where a little healthy skepticism goes a long, long way.

Somewhere, always, in the patchouli-scented mainstream of feel-good spirituality, you’ll find That Guy™ - the grinning guru who seems to vibe with your current existential crisis. And wouldn’t you know it? He’s holding the key to the kingdom of calm. “My method,” he says, with a beatific smile and a man bun tight enough to warp judgment, “is the one true way.”

Spoiler #1: it’s not. It’s not even close.

Anyone who tells you all other paths are wrong is either deeply confused, dangerously arrogant, or selling enlightenment at a discount - but only if you click now. Usually, all three. That isn’t a teacher. It’s a sales funnel wearing mala beads (he’ll sell you an identical string for $49.99).

Modern snake oil doesn’t come in little brown bottles anymore. It comes in sleek social media videos, reels with acoustic guitar, sitar and drone footage, and hardcover books with subtitles like “Unlock Infinite Calm in Five Minutes a Day or Your Ego Back.” Sometimes there’s even a companion app. Or worse, a retreat. In Pasadena.

And let’s not forget those crystal-peddling “influencers” who claim your third eye is blocked because your quartz isn’t vibing with Venus. Or the Tony Robbins-type alpha shamans shouting you into transcendence, as if personal growth were a contact sport.

Spoiler #2: you can’t scream someone into serenity.

The truth? Meditation has as many flavors as Bertie Bott’s Every Flavor Beans. Every faith tradition that practices meditation, Buddhists, Hindus, Sufis, Janes, and even a few surprisingly limber atheists, has their own take. So, who’s right?

That’s for you to figure out. And that’s where many people get stuck. You try one method - you light a candle while trying not to choke on the fistful of sage you lit afire, as you sit cross-legged, chanting something sounding vaguely Sanskrit - and instead of inner peace, you get a cramp and a brooding sense of disillusionment. “I must be doing it wrong,” you think. Maybe you are. Or maybe that method simply isn’t right for you.

I’ve been there. I tried a few techniques. I got deeply frustrated. I almost gave up. Then I did something radical: I cheated. I built my own system, borrowing what worked from different traditions and ignoring what didn’t. A little Zen, a little Vipassana, a dash of Tibetan focus training, some Dhammakaya, and a whole lot of common sense, all stirred into a personalized soup of sanity. It works. For me. Your mileage may vary.

Because here’s the thing: no one method is perfect for everyone, no teacher has all the answers, and any path that doesn’t eventually lead you back to looking in your mirror and doing the actual work is a waste of time. Which brings us, of course, to the unholy trinity: dogma, religiosity, and the institutional juggernaut known as The Church… while in the other corner is the wily, untamed creature called spirituality.

Unlike stone tablets and top-down mandates of organized religion where rites, rituals, and eternal reward or punishment are doled out by a soul manager in
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