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Chapter 1:  The Race
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At fifty-seven, after years of stress-reduction techniques that always wore off, I found myself envying the faith of televangelists.

Unable to sleep, I sat in the den in pajamas well past midnight, flipping through TV channels. Dasha, our one-year-old schnauzer puppy, lay next to my bare feet. The “Praise the Lord” program came on, with televangelists Jimmy Bakker and Tammy Faye. Normally I would change the channel, but something made me watch.

Tammy and Jimmy stood on top of a staircase, waving and twisting like two little puppets, with two shy men in suits—both with cancer—standing next to them expectantly. Jimmy beamed with confidence.

“You are on the brink of a miracle!”

The cliché of his words made me flinch. I supposed the men with cancer feared dying, just like I did, and were being hoodwinked by a miracle cure.

Tammy, with spidery eyes—Betty Boop in a black dress—gushed with excitement.

“All we have to do is get in touch with the Lord.”

They held arms going down the staircase and Jimmy proclaimed into the camera:

“Oh, Lowd, heal and cure these humble men!”

Tammy grabbed the microphone and broke into a song. The two men lifted their hands in joy and gratitude, eyes shining with tears.

This was the sort of stuff I might have believed as a boy, but now it pushed all my buttons. Yet part of me felt envious of these Christians. Why couldn’t I feel protected by some higher power, like these men did? They seemed to have found a way to not be afraid when facing death or illness—something I desperately needed.

The next morning, still shaken by that strange envy, I joined my partner Buddy and our friends Gordon Montador and his partner Bruce Bolton at the Queen Mother Café. Buddy looked radiantly healthy in his new jacket and aviator glasses, mentioning with practiced casualness that Eaton’s might go bankrupt and he could be unemployed tomorrow.

Gordon commanded the table as he always did, with that particular combination of intensity and boyish charm that made everyone lean in when he spoke. A book publisher, brilliant in ways that made the rest of us feel both inspired and slightly inadequate. Bruce and I nodded at appropriate intervals while Gordon discussed his publishing house’s latest success.

Then Len Boule’s name came up.

Len, a close friend, had died of AIDS recently. The mention darkened the table’s mood, and speculation drifted to who might be next. A chill ran up my spine.

It would be me.

Half-jokingly, I tried to express the strange envy that had come over me the night before while watching Jimmy and Tammy.

“Why can’t I have access to a religion that helps me face death, like they do?”

The reaction was restrained amusement, making me instantly regret bringing it up.

“It’s not about going back to Christianity,” I added quickly. Buddy and Bruce gave me startled looks.

Gordon cocked his head, bemused.

“Well, there might be a way. Perhaps you ought to try comparative religious studies?”

The suggestion made me pause. Compare religions? Weren’t they all the same opium for the masses, just wearing different hats? I came from the first generation of Czechoslovak children caught between ideologies—my mother sneaking me to Sunday school while my father, a fierce communist, called religion the poison of the masses. My young mind had tried to reconcile Jesus with Science. Science had won, of course. But that was long ago.

“How would one study that?” I asked eagerly.

Gordon grinned. “You could take comparative religion courses at the University of Toronto.”

Back home that afternoon, I sat alone with the weight of what was coming. The huge 1,000-pound HIV/AIDS gorilla had grabbed me years earlier. Like most of my gay friends, I became passengers on the sinking Titanic. You’d exchange a phone number with someone at a bar, call two weeks later, and learn they were already dead. Sex used to mean freedom, but it could actually mean death now. Living amid all the dying was hard—a constant dodging of bullets. I’d been living with this ambient terror for years—the constant knowledge that the virus was in me, that any moment my T-cells could plummet, that I could be next.

The doctor’s words from few days earlier still rang in my ears: “One to two years, maybe less.”

After years of managing HIV while working, my T-cell count had crashed. He was putting me on long term disability.

But it was the medical journal he handed me that transformed resignation into panic. The headline was clinical, the implications devastating: chronically stressed AIDS patients showed dramatically accelerated disease progression and cancer rates.

Stress itself was now a death sentence within a death sentence.

I already knew what fear of death felt like. Years before, surgeons had opened my skull to remove a benign tumor that was growing. During those hours, I was clinically dead. No tunnel of light, no departed relatives. Only that hell-red churning—menacing and endless. I came out with paralysis of the left side of my face that took six months to recover from. But that was a single, discrete terror. What I faced now was worse: the perpetual knowledge that stress was killing me faster, that my own mind was the enemy, that I had perhaps eighteen months left.

To keep functioning, I’d thrown myself into yoga classes and guided meditation tapes. They all worked beautifully. For about an hour.

Now I needed something else. Something real. If medical science couldn’t save me, perhaps I needed to look elsewhere. I encountered Joseph Campbell’s PBS series about shamanic practices and healing. He mentioned Dr. Stanislav Grof, who claimed his Holotropic Breathwork could help overcome the fear of death. Desperate, I attended one of his week-long retreats in California.

But the retreat left me dizzy and unchanged. Another temporary technique that wasn’t even temporary.

I was racing back toward that hell-red churning, and nothing—absolutely nothing—was working.
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Chapter 2:  The Mandala
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After weeks buried in books at Indigo, I needed something more than theory. Buddhism kept appearing as the most promising path. What pulled me in was that Buddhists don’t believe in God—no deity to judge me, no hell for homosexuals. Instead, the goal was something called Emptiness.

At first, this struck me as depressing—an empty life full of alienation. But as I dug deeper, the meaning shifted. Buddhist Emptiness was actually the opposite. Emptiness meant Nirvana—a life completely empty of fear and anxiety. It was more psychology than religion.

Buddha’s basic instruction was radical: if you want to find the root of stress and anxiety, look inward. Yes, AIDS was undoubtedly the main source of my suffering, but that felt completely out of my hands. This discovery that some aspects of suffering were actually in my control—my reactions, my cravings, my resistance—gave me a new way to look at things. The possibility of becoming even partially liberated blew my mind. How exactly? I didn’t understand yet. That’s why I needed a teacher.

Fortunately, the Royal Ontario Museum was featuring Tibetan Buddhist monks constructing a mystical mandala.

The low, guttural chanting of the monks rattled through the museum’s vaulted hall, making my pulse race. Five monks in maroon robes and bright yellow plumed hats stood in a row, their lips curled into perfect O’s, creating that peculiar vibrating sound. Three others hunched over a raised platform with the partly completed mandala, dispensing thin lines of colored sand from narrow pipe-like funnels, controlling the flow by tapping metal rods. They followed an underlying chalk grid that reminded me of old TV test patterns, working with surgical precision. Pouring, walking to refill, scooping sand from silver jars with practiced wrist flicks. Behind them, a portrait of the young, smiling Dalai Lama oversaw their work.

The portrait brought on a memory from my communist childhood—as a ten-year-old, lying on my bed with one of the books I found in the bottom drawer of grandma’s wardrobe, staring in awe at the faded photograph of the Dalai Lama, wrapped in ornate robes. The book, Forbidden Tibet, belonged to my grandfather, a coal miner who died of silicosis before I was born. It was about a secret Himalayan expedition to the Tibetan city of Lhasa. The description of the writer’s encounter with the Dalai Lama hinted that he had the astonishing power to read people’s minds.

The mystery deepened when I found out that my piano teacher also met the Dalai Lama. Madam Nadezhda, a plump Russian émigré, traveled to Tibet as a young girl with her father, the Czar’s diplomat, and they had an audience with the Dalai Lama. She confirmed everything I found in grandpa’s book. Her fondness for retelling the astonishing encounter helped me to overcome the hatred of the piano. I began to look forward to every piano lesson, hoping she’d tell me more about the Dalai Lama. With my fingers hitting one wrong piano key after another, my eyes kept darting to the Dalai Lama portrait on the wall next to Madam’s piano. At the right time, I would pause playing and turn my eyes to Madam Nadezhda.

“Did you say that he can read other people’s minds?”

Madam’s penciled eyebrows lifted, unsure if I was worthy of such a deep truth.

“Not only is he able to read other people’s minds. He can also speak telepathically.”

In time, Dad canceled the piano classes, and this deep mystery was soon replaced by my interest in science. Now, decades later, it’s all coming back to me.

I pushed through the crowd to see the completed sections. The rich layers of color radiated with hypnotic power, as if lit from within. According to the books, the mandala represented the wheel of life—birth, death, rebirth. After completion, the monks would destroy it, demonstrating Buddha’s teaching on impermanence and non-attachment.

But what mystified me were hints that this sand painting contained secret instructions for reaching Nirvana. John Powers’ Introduction to Tibetan Buddhism claimed the mandala was actually a map, every line and curve a guidepost on the path. My eyes searched for Nirvana’s symbol. There—right in the center—a tiny circle with a stylized lotus, surrounded by four gates forming a square. Finding it gave me goosebumps.

Watching their quiet focus, I wondered if this was what freedom from fear looked like.

The museum visit convinced me I needed to move beyond observation. My first attempt to find an actual teacher took me to a Tibetan temple in Parkdale. The occasion involved their belief that deceased lamas reincarnate into young boys.

The spacious room, draped with prayer flags, was packed with ethnic Tibetans. They were queuing before a raised platform where sat a boy, perhaps ten, drowning in robes. The reincarnated lama, they said. Devotees handed him white silk scarves, which he blessed and returned. 

Beautiful, yes. But foreign, absolutely. I needed practical help with death anxiety, not cultural anthropology. Clearly, I needed a different approach.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 3:  The Tea Session
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The search took an unexpected turn a few days later at my gym, the Bloor Valley Club. On the bulletin board, between ads for personal trainers and massage services, a poster caught my eye—a black and white woodcut of fish by a waterfall. It was an invitation to a Zen introductory workshop. Zen is a Japanese form of Buddhism. This seemed more than a coincidence.

I called the number. A woman answered, and when I introduced myself, she asked, “Dvorak? Do you speak Czech?”

The question made me shoot upright. “Of course,” I replied in Czech.

“My name is Fran Turner. I’m from a Czech family, born in Ontario.”

My chest stirred with unexpected joy. I mentioned the poster with the gliding fish.

“The fish is supposed to be leaping, not gliding,” she corrected sharply.

Turns out she taught Aikido at my gym—one of those people in judo outfits rushing through with wooden spears. She spoke about Zen with quiet intensity, dropping Japanese words like punctuation.

“We have a wonderful Zen master. Her name is Sensei Graef.”

A woman martial arts teacher was unusual enough, but a woman Zen master?

“Why would a martial arts master want to study with a Zen master?”

“Martial arts are about moving the body in a focused, powerful way,” Fran explained. “Zen is about learning how to focus and pay attention.” Then, playfully in Czech: “Perfektní combinace.”

The levity felt like an icebreaker. We struck a bargain: she’d help me learn Zen, I’d help her with Czech conversation.

The following week, I took the streetcar to the Zen Centre with Kelly Rude, my gym buddy who had introduced me to Sahaja Yoga months earlier. Kelly was a true believer in tantric practices—to him, enlightenment meant awakening Kundalini, that serpent energy coiled at the spine’s base. The same kundalini energy I had failed to experience at Dr. Grof’s retreat. He was skeptical of Zen and its reputation for authoritarian masters, yet he remained curious. His presence at this workshop was both contradiction and consistency—the skeptic seeking, the seeker unable to stop questioning.

The Centre occupied a three-story house at High Park’s edge, indistinguishable from its neighbors outside. Inside was another world. A large spiky bronze bell hung in the hallway. A man in long brown robes bowed us toward a room with a maroon floor where a few people were already sitting.

Sensei Graef, the Zen master, entered—middle-aged, perky, crew cut severe as her brown kimono was soft. She explained that Zen came to Japan from China fifteen hundred years ago. Then she quickly dove into what brought me here—the teacher-student relationship.

“In true Zen, an accomplished master transmits the dharma directly, mind to mind. When the student is ready, they too become enlightened.” Her smile was quick and certain. “With an accomplished teacher, it can happen”—she snapped her fingers—”like that. Or take years.”

She spoke of enlightenment like fact. For a monthly fee, she offered private sessions—dokusan—to guide students personally. The bulk of practice, though, was zazen: just sitting. We’d sit cross-legged, facing a wall, counting breaths.

Sensei slapped her belly repeatedly. “This is Hara. Keep hands pressed here during meditation. This awakens Hara energy, supporting your practice.”

The formal instruction ended, and we moved to an adjoining room for tea. Questions began to flow. A woman asked, “Did you say everyone can get enlightened?”

“Absolutely everyone,” Sensei confirmed with the same certainty.

I sat with my own burning question: Was awakening the psychedelic state Grof had promised, achieved through meditation instead of drugs? Or was it the same as Nirvana—the end of suffering and death’s terror that I actually wanted? But I was still unsure of the new Zen lingo. What did it actually mean? The terminology felt slippery, and I was too intimidated to ask for clarification. Instead, I asked my litmus test: “Is Zen okay with being gay?”

“We have some gay members,” she nodded encouragingly.

Kelly shifted in his seat throughout the session, clearly having his own thoughts about her teaching. Finally, he couldn’t contain himself. “You mentioned Hara energy in the belly—is this the same as yoga’s Kundalini energy?”

Sensei’s warmth vanished instantly. “I’m a Zen master, not a scholar!”

Kelly nodded with forced acceptance.

On the streetcar home, I felt ready to sign up and turned to Kelly. “What did you make of Sensei?”

He grimaced. “Did you see how she shut me down? ‘I’m not a scholar’—what kind of answer is that?”

“Come on, she’s a Zen master, not a comparative religion professor.”

“Exactly my point!” Kelly’s voice rose, drawing looks. “If she’s truly realized, shouldn’t she understand how these systems connect?”

His intensity caught me off guard. Now even I was put off by Sensei’s avoidance. If she didn’t know, wouldn’t she want to find out? Kelly had raised a legitimate question.

Despite my growing doubts about the teacher, my hope to conquer my fear of death with meditation was strong. It had been almost six months since the doctor gave me one to two years to live. I couldn’t afford to dismiss any possibility. Fran and I had already made an agreement: she would drive me to the Centre twice a week after this introduction, and I would help her with Czech conversation. Fran strongly wanted me to become Sensei’s private student, to work on koans—those mysterious riddles Zen students pondered to achieve liberation.

“Trust the process,” she told me. “Sometimes the teacher tests you.”

I nodded, pretending agreement. But with time running out, Sensei’s defensive snap at Kelly had validated every doubt I’d been harboring. The question was simple: how do I tell Fran that I don’t trust her teacher without crushing her enthusiasm for my spiritual journey?
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Chapter 4:  Kyosaku
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It was during our first Czech lesson over a cup of tea, a few days after my doubts about Sensei had crystallized, that Fran’s usually guarded face lit up with a grin. In broken Czech, she revealed something personal:

“My boyfriend and I have a dog and live in a duplex in Riverdale.”

Her charming playfulness felt like an invitation to drop my guard.

“I also live with a boyfriend,” I replied.

Fran beamed. “I sort of expected that, since we met at the Bloor Valley Club.”

She kept her word and began driving me to the Zen Centre once or twice a week.

Before daybreak, I stood in the bay window, gulped down a handful of pills with a second cup of black coffee, and looked out into the darkness.

Then, yellow beams cut through the gloom, and Fran’s little Honda Civic pulled up and honked twice—my cue to run out and jump in the front seat.

From the dimness behind the wheel, Fran flashed her big smile and pivoted toward me with the traditional Buddhist greeting—palms together. She was about my age: short, wiry, a kind face, no makeup, and short black hair.

We headed west through the sleeping city, stopping on Jarvis Street to pick up Samir, one of Fran’s Aikido students—a young, beefy man with a shaven head. He hopped in the back and greeted Fran with deep respect, tossing a casual “Hi Jari” my way—Jari being short for Jaroslav—before launching into Aikido shop talk with her.

As Fran merged onto the Gardiner Expressway, she glanced at me.

“Sensei will be there today. Have you decided to become a private student?”

“Well, yeah,” I said, suddenly queasy. I had been postponing the decision, unsure whether I trusted Sensei’s supposed spiritual attainment—worried the private meetings might be manipulative. But I didn’t want to seem unwilling to learn. I still hadn’t told Fran about my doubts, and sitting in her car, surrounded by her enthusiasm and Samir’s pressure, made it even harder.

“Oh my God, Sensei is so amazing,” Samir gushed from the back seat. Fran nodded, clearly in agreement.

Samir leaned forward, his voice close to my ear.

“Once you become Sensei’s private student, she’ll give you a koan. That’s how your own awakening begins. You need to start ASAP.”

His pushiness rubbed me the wrong way. Both Samir and Fran claimed they’d been working on their mysterious Zen riddles for years—without success. Or so they said.

As the car climbed the ramp to the elevated expressway, the skyline of glittering towers stretched endlessly. My coffee kicked in and made me giddy—emboldened to push back.

“Sensei seems knowledgeable,” I said, “but how do we know she is really enlightened?”

An awkward silence followed.

“What do you mean?” Fran barked. “All Zen masters are rigorously tested before they’re allowed to teach.”

I respected Fran too much to argue as she launched into a stern monologue.

“My students asked me things like that too. I remind them: you’re here to learn Aikido. I’m not here to pass your quiz.” She paused, then added firmly, “It’s the same with Zen. You need to go in with an open mind and learn through practice. Trust me.”

At the Zen Centre, a procession of practitioners in full-length brown kimonos came down the creaking staircase from the changing rooms upstairs, marching silently into the zendo.

Fran and Samir went upstairs to change into robes. I took off my shoes and joined the stream heading into the zendo, keeping my hands clasped at the prescribed hara level.

By the doorway, I passed a portly man in a brown robe, clutching the flat bamboo kyosaku stick. This was Scholl, the meditation monitor. The stick symbolized his high status. During meditation, he walked up and down the zendo, tapping slumping meditators on the shoulder. I’d seen him correct my posture twice during previous sessions—sharp, wordless taps that made me flinch. His protruding eyes met mine through bifocals, and I braced myself. Did I have my hands wrong again? Feeling like a perpetual loser after being corrected so many times, I flipped my hands to what I thought was the correct position, stepped onto the polished maroon floor, and headed to my usual row of cushions.

The scent of sandalwood incense and the simple beauty of the zendo felt like an invitation to tune into stillness. A hollow bamboo clapper signaled the beginning of meditation. Everyone froze into motionless silence. Behind me, the floor creaked. Out of the corner of my eye, I glimpsed Scholl pacing slowly between rows, kyosaku resting on his shoulder like a rifle on patrol.

Periodically, the sound of a bell from the basement broke the silence to signal the beginning of private meetings with Sensei. Some of the meditators quietly left for their dokusan.

My knee started hurting. I tried to ignore it, but the pain grew excruciating. Slowly, I shifted position and sneaked a look at my watch—still eight minutes to go.

SNAP!

The bamboo stick cracked against my shoulder—sudden, sharp, like a gunshot in a church.

My body jolted. Breath caught in my throat. The zendo vanished. In its place: a prison. Silent rows of people sitting like statues, and Scholl—the cruel overseer—patrolling with his stick. I wasn’t being guided. I was being punished.

Shame flooded me. Then panic. My skin was hot. My chest tightened. I couldn’t stay. I had to get out.

I staggered to my shoes, hands trembling so badly I could barely slip them on. My heart was thudding. All I could think was: Get out. Now. Just go.

I took the streetcar home, stewing over the incident the rest of the day.

That evening, as Buddy and I cleared the dinner table, the phone rang. It was Fran.

I tried not to sound too bitter, but definite.

“I’m sorry, but Zen isn’t for me.”

Her voice was calm but firm. “Jari, believe me—it’s nothing to worry about. It was just makyo. These things happened to all of us.”

Makyo—Zen for “illusion.” To have my panic reduced to illusion stung. But I didn’t want to hurt Fran.

“I’m sure Scholl hates me,” I muttered.

Again, her voice was calm, steady. “Why don’t you try meditating at home? Take breaks when you need to. Sit on a chair if it’s more comfortable. The lotus position isn’t that important. The main thing is to keep up the meditation habit you’ve worked so hard to learn.”

She had a point. What kept me going was the belief that meditation could eventually free me from anxiety—permanently. That was Nirvana. That was the goal.

I thanked her for the pep talk and hung up, feeling oddly relieved.

It had been about one year since going on disability. Awfully close to the one to two years I was told by my doctor, yet I was still alive—thanks to AZT. But the antiviral medication was causing constant diarrhea. My body had grown thinner and sitting in the lotus meditation position had become painful. Her suggestion about chair meditation couldn’t have come at a better time.
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So, I kept meditating, but on my own terms. Having passed the one year of remaining life the doctor gave me, I had new urgency to intensify my practice—at home, in medical clinic waiting rooms, on the streetcar, and even during walks with Dasha. Sitting on a chair didn’t hurt my legs like the lotus position did. After years of living like a nervous wreck, monitoring every twinge in my body for signs of illness, Zen meditation gave me hope.

My trips to the Zen Centre with Fran stopped. But we continued to meet, enjoying our Czech conversations over lunch at her favorite vegetarian restaurant, Le Commensal, on Bay Street. We’d start with a minute or two in halting Czech, then switch to Zen lingo, with me sharing my meditation progress.

Spiritual isolation had become my constant companion. Attempts to share these discoveries with friends met with polite listening, but their eyes revealed the truth—they saw a dying man grasping at mystical fantasies instead of facing reality. Racing against time to find something that might save me from terror felt like living in parallel worlds. Everyone around me talked about movies and weekend plans as if the world wasn’t ending. Buddy would come home from work full of office gossip, unable to understand that I’d spent the day desperately searching ancient texts for a way to stop fearing death.

It was a relief to be free of the Zen Centre’s rigid hierarchy. The strict formalities and pecking order had only added to my stress—exactly what I was trying to reduce. By then, I knew most of the Zen regulars. There were no other gay men among them, and neither Buddy nor any of my friends was into the formalities of Zen etiquette. Fran and I were both carefully avoiding any friction about Sensei, hoping to preserve our friendship after my breakdown at the Centre.

What mattered was Buddha’s core teaching: that Nirvana, a life free from suffering, was achievable. At the Zen Centre, the talk is always about Enlightenment and the word Nirvana was hardly ever mentioned. And when asking about it, I got dismissed as “favouring blissful states” or shamed for “seeking a psychedelic high.” But for me facing the death threat daily, this wasn’t philosophy—it was survival.

Every morning, after Buddy left for work, I established a routine. I grabbed the kitchen egg timer and headed to my meditation space on the upstairs landing. The egg timer became my meditation companion, its ticking an echo of the larger countdown I couldn’t escape. Setting it for twenty minutes, I sat the Zen way, facing the wall, and started counting breaths.

The telephone rang, but I stayed focused on my breath count. About ten minutes into counting, something inside my chest shifted, ever so gently. It had happened a few times before. My physical body briefly faded away, replaced by a profound inner quiet, clarity, and bliss. The dim sounds of outside traffic and birds chirping passed right through me. In a few seconds, it was over, and everything returned to just sitting and staring at the wall. The shift left me perplexed: Was this the Hara energy? Or the Makyo delusion that Zen students often discussed with bemused smiles?

The egg timer let out a short metallic ding.

Fixing breakfast downstairs in the kitchen, a familiar knot of anxiety returned to my chest. The clarity and bliss felt like a distant memory.

Grabbing a cup of coffee and the new book I’d bought at the Zen Centre, I headed upstairs and out to the sundeck, hoping the book might offer some hints about those fleeting moments of peace.

The morning sun lit half the sundeck; the rest lay in shade from the neighbour’s massive acacia tree. The potted geraniums and petunias screamed for water. I grabbed the water hose and gave the plants a good soaking. Next, I pulled the chaise lounge into the tree shade, took a few sips of coffee, and opened the thick paperback Three Pillars of Zen.

The author of the book was Sensei’s own teacher, Roshi Philip Kapleau, the founder of the Toronto Zen Centre. Instant curiosity pulled me into the book. What was Sensei’s master like?

According to the short biography, Philip Kapleau was an American journalist before he became a Zen master. After WWII ended, he served as the chief court reporter for the Tokyo War Crimes Trials. While living in Japan, he was drawn to the study of Zen Buddhism. It took him thirteen years of training to be granted the title of Zen master and to be allowed to teach.

The further I got into the book, the more it read like a training manual, with diagrams, illustrations, and photographs.

To achieve Nirvana, Roshi Kapleau wrote: “requires the highest form of sustained exertion, without lapse.”

I was beginning to see why Fran, a powerful Aikido teacher in her own right, had recommended this book as a good source for learning about Zen. Kapleau wrote with the precision of a sports coach.

Further into the book, a section with several pages of traditional Chinese black ink calligraphic images caught my attention. Black ink brush strokes on white paper reminded me of the Rorschach inkblot test, but these were from a different era—medieval 12th century Chinese masterworks called the Ox Herding Pictures. I had never heard of them. My pulse quickened as I stared at the mysterious images.

Could this be it—the secret Zen map to Nirvana that all the cryptic teachings had been pointing toward? After months of Sensei’s infuriating riddles and Fran’s patient but vague encouragements, here was something concrete. Visual. Sequential.

The drawings were organized like a film storyboard. The hero of the story was an apprentice with a coil of rope, chasing a huge black ox through a bamboo forest. Something about the apprentice chasing the ox felt familiar, though I couldn’t quite grasp what it meant. Was I the one doing the chasing? But what was being chased—enlightenment? Nirvana? Or something else entirely?

I felt like an archaeologist who’d stumbled upon ancient instructions—a tangible map where cryptic teachings had offered only riddles. Could these sequential drawings show me how close or far Nirvana actually was? Roshi Kapleau’s advice to practice “without lapse” felt like a mesmerizing challenge.

––––––––
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The Ox Herding Pictures
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Six months into my intensified home meditation practice, unexpected guests arrived after dinner: the two Dougs. We called one Doug, the other Douglas. They came to tell us that BJ, a mutual friend, had passed away. Upon hearing the news, downcast, we sat in the candlelit garden. Buddy brought out beers and we each grabbed one.

I hadn’t even known that BJ, a swarthy, slightly buffoonish man, had AIDS. He was a sheriff’s deputy at the Ontario Court House, next to the Bell building where I worked. We used to hang out during lunches, compare notes from our stints in the military, and talk about BJ’s passion for uniforms. What had killed him was AIDS-related toxoplasmosis, a parasitic infection of the brain.

Douglas slouched on the garden chair, his handsome face a mask of terror. “BJ lost his mind,” he said quietly. “He no longer knew who I was.”

The words hung in the candlelit garden. We all knew what this meant—toxoplasmosis didn’t just kill you, it erased you first.

“Dementia is where I draw the line,” Doug declared with finality. “That’s a promise I made to my partner Bill, before he passed.”

Douglas’s lips curled into a bitter smile. “I’m checking out before my fiftieth birthday. Mark my words.” He lit up a joint and passed it to me. “Jari, you look like you could use an attitude adjustment.”

Eager for relief from the heavy conversation, I took a drag and
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