Struggles with Cherishing
By: Jorri Heil, Winter 2006

Tree-lined roads and brick, three-car-garage haresutside my car window. A Rite
Aid Pharmacy glows bright with a black iron fencersunding smooth asphalt and grass that is
green all winter long. | am searching for Chrisin@nunity Church in Spring Lake. A half mile
past First Episcopal and a block from Saint Marwikich is adding a two story edifice next to
its already towering temple, | find the church. riGhCommunity has a Wal-Mart-sized parking
lot. A large white cross erupts from the frontloé roof and rises about four stories. The cross
overlooks BMWs and various sports utility vehictdéisg down the main road; a lake suffocated
by a lid of snow-covered ice; and people walkingitilogs on this frozen February night. At
least three entrances look like main doorways écctiurch. | park in the lot in front of a
staircase leading to eight doors—one of the sniddl entrances.

My entire body leans back as | pull on the ovadiwood panel that opens one of the
church doors. A smell, like that of soft, over-pexed skin hanging down from my grandma’s
face, overwhelms me. To my left, there is a cogagtien room the size of an amphitheater.
Buddhist Meditation Class is printed in small, thin letters on a piece op@ataped to a podium.
| follow the arrow.

* * *

“You're a fricken retard.”

“Shut up you stupid idiot.”

Insults were shot across the dinner table witheahime gun. My mom’s screams were
intercepted and destroyed even before they mad®itmy three younger brothers’ ears. My
dad sat at the head of the table; he turned then®lbn the television up higher to hear the six
o'clock news. | added to the confusion and tensipyelling about my headache, telling my
brothers to shut up, telling my mom to stop shautivy mom finally gave up screaming but
started lecturing. We should love each other. a¢ea family. Why do we put each other
down?

* * *

Five signs were needed to direct me to the boléwel of the church. Room after empty
room in the narrow hallway ends when | reach teedaorway. The Urban Café. Fluorescent
ceiling lights are off, floor lamps are dimmed, @hd glow from candles dances against the
purple and marigold colored walls. Three blackHeacouches and a few plastic chairs that
look like they once surrounded a bonfire form a&leiat the center of the room. Tall lamps,
pillars of light that look like they are from Pigdmports (contemporary, unique, cheap), are in
the corners. Two black and chrome shelving umts dne wall and hold Pictionary, Guesstures,
books about Jesus. On a coffee table betweenhuaics¢ there is a framed Buddha drawing next
to a picture of an elderly, Asian monk.

| had envisioned a room with foam floor mats usadstretching before a workout.

When one of my coworkers talked about a friendistthat went to meditation classes, | became
interested. | imagined the meditation to be sintidethe yoga class | took and enjoyed when |
was younger. Everyone would stretch, flex, ane &@akew deep breathes. While softly
describing a peaceful setting, the limber instruetould demonstrate the positions. The eagle.
The warrior. The extended lateral angle. Eagetesits would bend, twist, and readjust. Their



positions looked more like the wingless eagle ertlounded warrior. | thought the meditation
would be the same; students trying to escape ydalitontrolling their minds and bodies.

* * *

| put on my oversized, black wool pea coat—itis bnly dressy winter outerwear | own.
| was not sure how | should have been dressedgthoBefore | walked out the door, my dad
asked where | was going. “To church.” He cockisdchiead to the side, put his hands on his
hips, and raised his brows. | knew | would get tieaction. | had never been to church, ever.
Well, I went once as a child with my father’s rabigs siblings. Both my uncle and dad fell
asleep during the service. There seemed to beimmee. To me, God is just a Santa Clause for
adults. | explained to my dad | was going to a dhist meditation; he should have known |
would never go to a real church service. His refflye they going to make you give them
money? It could be a scam.”

* * *

I introduce myself to Ron who is sitting in onetlbé chairs. He organizes the
meditations. Every two weeks Gen Khedrub, an oethMWestern Buddhist monk, comes from
Chicago. In the West, Buddhism is mostly about itaidn—it is not necessary to believe any
of the religious elements. | was told that mosthef meditation students incorporate Buddhism
into their own religions. Tonight, the Dharma l@ssvill be played on a CD recorded from
Gen'’s teachings in Chicago. Dharma means protecty practicing Buddhism, followers are
protected from suffering and problems. This iseltmough the development of inner peace and
happiness. So, even if | am living in an apartniefeisted with rats and have been eating Ramen
Noodles for a month, Buddhism should help me aéhleppiness. | am skeptical, though, that
in our world today anyone could achieve the iddads Buddhism offers. But | have tried a lot
to gain happiness—spending more time with familg &irends, exercising, doing things for
others, doing things for myself, thinking happyugbts—and Buddhism is just another addition
to the list.

The two hour class begins with a guided breathiegitation, followed by the lesson and
a discussion. The classes are from the gkt Sieps to Happiness by Geshe Kelsang Gyatso.
The goal of the sessions is to “provide an in-degialysis of how to train our minds in
compassion and wisdom, so that we can make authemtitual progress and be of more benefit
to others.” Wisdom | can handle. Compassion,ishiarg, and benefiting others are ideas that
are absent from most of society. The lesson wiliiore complicated than | imagined,
especially because tonight’s session is “EnhanCingrishing Love,” and | have little love to
begin with.

Ron, the organizer and official leader when Gewrdihb is not teaching, is in his mid-
thirties. His jeans are faded to a dirty whiteocplnd they have dangling threads where his
heels tear at the fabric. He has square glassesnaorange fleece pullover, tennis shoes, a
goatee—a typical man. | was expecting a robeamgher student filters in, Ron and | discuss
my assignment. Since | am a student, Ron is tettie observe and bypass the ten dollar
donation. Don is the next student. He is in hies, bald on top with a gray beard like a bird’s
nest on his face, and wanders aimlessly arountbttra. To the window, to the couch, back to
the window, to the door. | anticipated him. WHhehink of Buddhists, | imagine strange misfits
because of the misconceptions spread in our sociégndering Don was just that. He probably
spent hours each day meditating, dancing, chartioigering Buddha. His homeless look made



me think he gave up the normal American culture—+bats, shopping malls, television—to
follow Buddhism, to embrace peace. He was a mamashld meditate; | was sure.

The third student is a woman—also a first timdipgrant. She is from Santa Fe. Her
voice is soft as if she is afraid. When Ron askswhy she is in Michigan, her words shrink to a
whisper. She stutters, mumbles a few sentencddeanes her presence a mystery. Another
student enters; she is in her fifties, wearing kicakored dress pants and a sweater. She reminds
me of a librarian—quiet, contemplative, educat@tie last to enter is a woman in her
twenties—black pants, black shirt, wavy dark brdvair, a pale face. She looks like she just
ended the gothic years of her life. She must Ioe ttecompensate for the lack of compassion
she had. Ron, hopeful more students will arrivaitswintil a little after seven o’clock to begin.
The small class is typical on CD nights, but Gere#tub draws a crowd of at least twenty
people.

* * *

Busy was an understatement considering the lihesstomers we had at the frame shop
table. It was Saturday—retail bliss day. As mworkers and | passed each other back in the
shop—where our larger framing equipment like the&ktl mat cutter, the dry mount press, and
the glass scoring Fletcher 3000 are kept—we munyimefanities. While we waited for the
press to beep signaling a customer’s poster was deimg adhered to foam board or for the
Wizard to finish cutting a mat, we bitched abowt thientele. We did not care that the person’s
great grandpa sketched the image for his wife tuftesl it in his pocket before giving it to her;
we could not repair the tears or remove the wrskland the lady who is arguing that her
painting is not straight in the frame is blind—aasering tape never lies.

* * *

Wandering Don talks about the Tai Chi classeshehtes. His voice is deep, hoarse, all
knowing. Stories about his trips to Taiwan are weekinto everything he speaks about. Ron’s
voice breaks through the chitchat. Itis timeégib. He closes the door. Wandering Don slips
his shoes off; he sits cross-legged on the couchisteady, he knows what he is doing. Ron
instructs: back straight, feet firm on the flooaJmps up, one hand on top of the other, thumbs
touching, eyes closed. Not mine. | am waitingdomething. Levitation? Chanting?
Something weird.

Ron’s voice, steady and soft like water drippddripping from a leaky faucet, recites
the meditation steps. He guides through each pady Feel the muscles relax in your
shoulders, biceps, chest—step by step to the fe®tre are long silences; a time to feel and
listen to the air—cool then warm—rush into and aiuthe nose. | follow along but open my
eyes to watch and to keep myself from falling gslieethe calm environment. The other
students’ faces are relaxed, except the woman 8anta Fe; she looks worried the whole time
like she will be caught and dragged back to thede® the mountains. Their chests rise and
fall; bodies are motionless otherwise. My muselesrelaxed from the dim lighting, quiet voice,
and comfortable couch—not my brain’s control over. nhlet my mind wander to the wind
chimes beating against each other outside of thdow like an uncoordinated drum line. A
choir practices above the Urban Café. | shouldoedistening to this. Concentrate. Relax. |
combine the sounds into white noise that knockayaears trying to enter. | focus on my toes.
Ron says to bring attention to the legs, the thighs

Suddenly, a young boy’s voice, high-pitched framigment, breaks into the room from
outside of the church. A door slams shut and s ef foot steps stomp across the floor above.
My eyes dart in the direction of the interruptioBothic girl opens one eye slowly but shuts it



fast as though not to bring her too far from heagadul place inside. | focus. Inhalexhale.
Yes, | feel the air filling my nose, trachea, lungsen, Ron tells us to open our eyes and slowly
leave the meditation.

Everyone sits still. Ron gets up and pushes ptagt small CD player—it is the lesson.

A few people keep their eyes closed. Gen Khedratasg voice speaks. He starts talking
about four ways to cherish others, which is disedssEight Sepsto Happiness. Gen gives
real life examples and anecdotes from his expee®néle goes on a tangent about tea and the
number of people that are needed (growers, delseretailers, etc.) to simply be able to make
the drink in one’s own kitchen. “We should cherahliving beings constantly,” he says. He
laughs, jokes—he is a regular guy (unlike the demped man speaking about theories beyond
my knowledge that | expected). Between lessonstaieocognizing our faults and viewing all
living beings as supreme, church bells chime oatsidcannot help but feel that all living beings
are not supreme. | think of the girls from highaal that ridiculed me, terrorists, my dad,
President George W. Bush. These are people | tahedsh. As the lesson continues,
Wandering Don’s head bobs, and he opens his eyiag to stay awake. Gothic girl's eyebrows
are furrowed. Her forehead is shortened and weohkls she listens.

* * *

The group project was due in a week. No one whitteneet and none of my group
members did their part. | initiated and condudtedinterview, wrote the speech, prepared the
visuals, and organized a time for everyone to coaveNoon on Wednesday at the computer lab
in Manitou Hall—the big lab, the one by MackinawlHthe lab near The Commons. We had to
practice once because | was the only one who knleat the project was about. Only one
person came. The others did not answer theipbelhes, so | sent each of them a rude e-mail.
The language was harsh and profane, and my thabatg giving them failing grades on the peer
evaluations were true.

* * *

The teaching concludes and Ron shuts off the @@epl The remainder of the class is
discussion. The woman from Santa Fe has droopy @&y& sagging skin like a basset hound’s.
She talks about how she finds too many faults Wétself. Everything is a fault, which
contradicts Gen’s theory that it is hard to recagrour own weaknesses. | wonder if my eyes
are empty like the Santa Fe woman'’s. | could saywords—they would be true. Ron says we
need to remember to thank people for telling usdmwnfalls because it lets us improve
ourselves. Even when he does not ask to heatumsgdrs, he feels thankful he is told. | do not
want to know my faults. | would have to understand change myself. But | can barely
appreciate others, and | am sure if they told matwinchange, | would cherish them less.
Wandering Don comments about a theory from a diffebook. No one knows what he is
mumbling about. Gothic girl speaks about work. gte@round her are there for a reason; they
help her learn and grow into a better personay quiet.

Ron shakes my hand and thanks me—again—for cotaitige meditation. He invites
me to the potluck where Gen will be doing a generathing the next day and to an event in two
days where the lesson will be on love versus attacit. | decline because | have to work. He
says | am welcome to come again any Thursday acabeages me to attend a live teaching by
Gen. | might.

| walk out to my car—to chaos. Engineshand tires roll loudly over the pavement
around me. Street lights cast shadows and ligbis buildings and houses make me believe the
town will never go dark. Wind tilts the naked sesnd makes the few patches of grass that have



lost their blankets of snow shiver. | have le# thubble of kindness and peace to venture into
the world and back home; both opposites of the tagdh room. During the class, | was
accepted. They understood | had faults and wantaebrk together to overcome them to be
better people. But outside, | am alone. No omescabout me or anyone else. If | want to
change, | have to find the will to do it by myself.

The concepts from the lesson and discussion resanany head. At night, in bed, |
want to make myself the person that was describ&dnt to listen to the homeless to whom |
do not have money to give; | want to learn from lagy coworkers; | want to thank those who
tell me I am wrong. | feel like shit. | am shitam just another worthless, self-absorbed human
wandering around earth. | cannot live up to tleaigerson that Buddhists try to become. |
cannot cherish myself, so how can | value othé8s®| want to go back to the class. My mind
wants to know what else | have forgotten—traitshsag listening instead of hearing; accepting;
and cherishing. | want change. | should go toelesson and learn everything | can about
myself and others. | will change.

* * *

We are behind. Customers are lined up and sche:dudlers are not complete. The
supply shipment is late. The boss is cutting houifend it hard to cherish customers who
demand their artwork to be framed within ten misuteith a mat color we do not have in stock,
for under twenty dollars. Cherishing sounded ed®galizing | can learn something when
customers yell because their orders will not beedamtime is difficult—it is impossible.
Buddhists have probably lost touch with the reatldyahe harsh world, and they have never
worked in retail. | have lost my compassion—a y&aBuddhist meditations could not fix me or
the people like me who are just trying to get bthveiome sanity left over. | am aware there is
more to people—a kinder side. But experiencingathers, the rage infested people whose
goals are only personal and who care about nothim@ than getting into Heaven makes growth
almost unattainable. A few people try to overcatisorder—Ilike the students of the Buddhist
meditation classes. But living in the chaos owdlte island of meditation makes me forget
about who | should be—it fills me with the hate gu&in everyone else has.



