

Lester, and the Art of Mindfulness. 
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My friend Lester is very big in the mindfulness game. “Mindfulness? C’mon Lester,” I said when I first heard him utter this word. “I like to keep it simple. Don’t you mean being alert, pay attention; keep your eye on the ball? That sort of thing? Anyway, on that last, that’s the way my old coach used to frame what I first thought Lester was talking about.

“No, No, No.” Lester was most adamant about this.  


 I should have known right then, Lester was handing me something big. How Lester’s gaze penetrated. His inscrutable smile further nailed the message home: He had something important to tell me. What was it? OK, I admit it. Much was on my mind and mothering was on my mind. It was a windy day. Litter scudded across our path as we walked through the park behind Symphony Hall.


“Once,” Lester began. “long ago, I lived as a Buddhist monk.” 
“Oh?” I hadn’t known this about Lester.


“In the monastery,” he continued, “the first thing every morning the 70 of us monks met in a very large room with a tall ceiling, squatting in rows on a mat. All of us there facing the chief monk. At a signal from him, we’d all bow and begin our corporate meditation in silence. Everyone breathed in.”


As Lester described the moment, the presence, the gestalt of that experience, something like gentle breakers began to roll through my own mind, waves succumbing on to a solitary beach and washing up on very clean pure sand.


“Awesome,” I said.


“Breathing in, breathing out,” Lester continued. “Mediating on the breath can be a very profound and powerful thing.”


I’m sure it could. Visualizing Lester’s life as a monk and seeing him there added layers of complexity to him for me. Here to fore, I’d thought of him as just some hackneyed e-bay merchant but no, there was mystical power in his very gait. Step, step, step. 
 Sadly though, I saw the price of such a practice as high. Me? A mere pedestrian caught up in obligations, duties and the web of urban life that had me wound so tight I couldn’t let go. How could a guy like me wallow in an indulgence as potent as mindfulness? It must take years of discipline in close contact with a reed mat and voluminous breathing. Gasp, gasp gasp.

I  just had too much on my plate.


As we waited to cross the street, I looked at Lester, his oxford shoes neatly tied, pleated pants, braided leather belt, the soft plush of his cashmere cardigan--his own obligations rode on him…so very easily. Was he typical of all former Buddhist monks?


“Anxiety,’ Lester said, as we passed a news vendor on the corner opposite. “It’s mere pond piffle. How magnificently transparent the world becomes without all the ripples.” 


That did it. I had to challenge him. Who’d he think he was talking to? Did he, did all monks, even former Monks consider the rest of us superficial ditherers incapable of visualizing world peace, possibly not even brave enough to admit the existence of our very souls?


 “Of course,” Lester said, deftly derailing the train of my thoughts, “I wasn’t talking about you, my good friend. How do you use your breath?” he continued. “Have you ever noticed how a slow deep breath clears the head and relaxes the tension right out of the shoulders? Everybody,” he said, gesturing expansively in a wide swinging of his arm, as if to include the trees, the other strollers and possibly even the various wild things coexisting in the park with us humans, “Everybody should inhale and breathe in the cosmic energy and exhale all burdens, they are not ours. He took a deep breath himself as if to exemplify this practice, letting his breath out with a sigh. <<sigh>> “Try it,” he said. “That’s what I took with me from the monastery.”


I followed him there, taking a deep breath..  “Hey,” I said. “<<sigh>> That’s nice.” I’ll have to remember that trick. It’s could be better even than counting to ten, for instance, when someone is pulling my chain. 


As we parted at the light rail stop by the supermarket I mulled over Lester’s divulging his past to me. Why’d he do it? Why’d he think mindfulness would appeal to me? I felt uneasy. Truly, did he see through the thin veneer of my confidence? Did he expect me to give up all my obligations, my possessions? 
Whoa on that.

Wait. Didn’t that sly fox offer a meditation class on Tuesday evenings? That’s it, he was just drumming up business for himself, probably wanted me to sign up for his course and then what? Off to some far flung mountain retreat, there to commune with the aged sage?

How can I tell you of my anger? How badly I wanted to ditch Lester. I hopped on the MAX light rail and I was gone, baby. Later that week, I ran into Lester again in of all places, Riverplace Marina, down where the day sailers and motor boats were moored. My wife and I were on our way to the floating restaurant at the end of the dock. Propitiously, Lester stood there in our path down the dock. Garbed in a life vest, a tall paddle in his hand, standing tall, his gaze riveted me into a full stop. My wife tugged at my arm as the crew of a garish Taiwan Dragon boat beckoned to Lester. 
Backing away, backing towards the boat, Lester beckoned to me “Come down here Saturday morning my good friend. Paddle with us! Dragon boating is a good cardio-vascular workout.” As the boat rocked behind Lester, its large red, white, and green dragon head bobbed up and down, its leering grin quietly and hideously agreeing with everything Lester said.


Lester’s presence there was propitious, His invitation appealed to me for I had been looking for a good cardio vascular workout just then, one that didn’t involve jumping on and off blocks to loud pulsing rock music hopelessly out of sync with the other exercisers, mainly trim women in spandex and men in sleeveless jerseys with hairy arms.


Talk about a reason to get in-sync though, dragonboating was it. As much fun as it was to be out on the water with all those screaming crazy people, I quickly discovered in dragon-boating, synchronization wasn’t just an optional nicety. It was mandatory. “A dragon-boat,” as Lester explained it to me that first day, “is basically an ungainly bathtub propelled by 18 people beating the water with sticks. Nobody’s going anywhere// anytime soon// until all the paddlers// are on time// striking their paddles// deep in the water// at the same time.” Lester punctuated the delivery of this message by tapping the deck with his paddle. He stood there, before us on the foredeck, his closely cropped hair, his clear enunciation, his shining eyes seeming to transport us to some distant China Sea.

Still, our boat did not establish that smooth, sought after, paddling rhythm until late May. Until then, we, or I watched the herons wade in the shallows or we--I’d, admire the overhead V’s of geese while Bang, I clashed paddles with the crew in front of me and Bong, the crew behind me struck my paddle.


As for Lester, he would appear on and off, working with other boats. One day I saw him paddling with another crew, a crew where everyone’s hair, male and female was closely cropped, their life jackets crimson, their t-shirts saffron, their chant “Ahh-Ohmmm,” as they paddled, glided and paddled again.
Then another day, he approached me on the dock. “I’d been looking for you, my good friend,” he said, handing me a card. It read like this:

“Life can be found only in the present moment. The past is gone, the future is not yet here, and if we do not go back to ourselves in the present moment, we cannot be in touch with life. These were the words of Thich Nhat Hanh, the Vietnamese Monk. 
“The essence of mindfulness,” Lester said. “I’ve been hearing good things about your boat.” Then he was gone.

 This was about the time the paddling rhythm in our boat really came together and gelled. I liked it. It reminded me of Lester’s story of the Monks all at Morning Prayer together. 


Stroke, paddles forward, stroke, paddles forward, stroke. The days to race day peeled off the calendar.

Then it was race day. Our boat, poised at the start line. The gun goes off. From the helm, a drum beats out the tempo of our stroke. I am paddling, paddling, paddling! What? Is it adrenalin? The boat actually vibrates; it rides higher in the water(it is actually planing! This big ungainly bathtub has become a swan as we move faster than ever before. Then I know it. I am in the zone; I’m going with the flow. I am, as Lester had urged me to, I am “practicing mindfulness!” Yes, Lester, there is more to ‘mindfulness’ than ‘merely paying attention.’ True, it may not always be convenient for us mere pedestrians to spend years in a Buddhist Monastery, but neither is it necessary to give up everything. Mindfulness is no idle dream. With discipline, persistence, and practice, a mind can be cleansed, a story of mindfulness can unfold. It happened for Lester, it happened for me and now I urge you, make it happen for you. Mindfulness, it’s so much more than merely keeping your eye on the ball, my good friends.


PROMO TEXT 

When it comes to changing the world, my friend Lester is very patient.

For he knows there are two kinds of people. 1) People who know they can’t change 

the world and 2) people who don’t know they can’t change the world. These are the people we have to watch. Listen as a mere pedestrian westerner encounters the inscrutable wisdom of the East.  I call this radio essay Lester and the art of mindfulness
