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This story goes to those whom have given me infinite love and support: 
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I would be nowhere without you.   



 
4 

 

 

  



 
5 

Part One: Om 

Meditation, Generosity and Liberation 

 Mina Herrmann sat alone on the bench.  To her, it seemed a lonely existence.  She was 

completely isolated from every living thing… the park seemed miles from any modern, developed 

civilization.  All around her the leaves were already turning innumerable hues of red, burnt orange and 

earthy yellow.  After the rain storm that had come through early in the morning, most of them now lay 

strewn about the empty park like cast away toys from an indecisive toddler.  Mina was utterly alone.  No 

one was there for her and moreover, the weather was terrible.  One moment a brisk wind would rip 

through, literally finding every hole and tear in her old, raggedy cardigan, and the next the sun would 

shine in an almost mocking manner, and after that a nice long downpour would settle in just to mix 

things up. 

 ‘Lousy weather,’ she thought to herself.  ‘Just like those lousy kids down the hall… and that 

lousy Math 143 class… and that lousy test with stuff we never even covered…’  Life in general, according 

to Mina, was lousy.  It was all so frustrating, so incredibly unfair.  It wasn’t just the small things like an 

irritating test, but the fact that she had troublesome friends, an increasingly distant boyfriend, and a 

family that united from time to time between battles concerning everything from chocolate Powerbar 

stains on the couch to disputes between great aunts and adopted nieces back in Germany.  All those 

thoughts, all those pains began  to swirl around in her mind and quite soon Mina began to cry.  Her eyes 

clouded up and all her suffering started to take shape in a plummet of tears.  As she sat there, engrossed 

in her sorrow, an elderly woman quietly seated herself by Mina on the bench.   

“My dear, my dear…” the elderly woman murmured.  “Why do you suffer so?  Is your life truly 

this painful?” 

“Wha-wha-what?” stammered Mina looking up, half surprised and half still engulfed in crying.  

‘Why is this old woman here?   And look at what she’s wearing… she looks like a burned out flower child 
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from Woodstock…  Why does she care?  Sure this cardigan is old, but do I really look homeless?’ Mina 

thought to herself.  

“My dear,” began the elderly woman again, “Why are you crying?” 

“Well… it’s ju-just one of those days, you know,” said Mina, attempting to control her tears and 

hiccupping voice simultaneously.  “Nothing is going well, ev-everything sucks.  It’s just plain unfair.” 

“Ah yes… well, that is true.  Sometimes.  We all have those days.  Indeed, my dear, there are 

those days when life does not seem to be going in the direction we want it to go.  We want to go to 

somewhere beautiful, new and exciting, like the open ocean.  But instead we find ourselves farther 

away, lost and cold.  There are those days when we ask of ourselves, ‘Why me?’  I know exactly how you 

feel.  It is as if one were walking across a massive field of thorns… everything hurts…” said the elderly 

woman, giving Mina a grandmother like glance of reassurance and understanding. 

“Yeah, I know… that’s exactly how it feels.  I ju-just want to cover it all up… with a hu-huge piece 

of leather or something.  Just cover up the pain, big and small.  Whether it’s lou-lousy kids or other 

stuff…”  sniffed Mina, looking away almost ashamed of her childlike sobs. 

“Yes my dear, that’s true.  But why cover everything?  Isn’t there some beauty among the pain?  

And why not simply make shoes out of that leather?  Let everything continue to exist… pain, beauty, all.  

It’s just a matter of choosing to suffer or not,” said the elderly woman. 

“Wh-what?  What do you mean?  How can I not suffer?!  This all freaking sucks.  How can y-you 

possibly avoid pain!” cried Mina, irritated and confused by the elderly woman’s philosophical 

metaphors.  ‘What do you know about pain anyway… you haven’t walked around as me for even a day’ 

thought Mina angrily. 

“Don’t be angry my dear.  Don’t hate me for who I am or your life for what it has become.  You 

can’t fight hate with more hate.  Naturally, pain cannot be avoided.  It happens all the time, whether it’s 

physical, emotional or mental.  A friend leaving you, an argument with a parent, a death of a family 
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member.  It’s always there.  But dear, what I mean is that you can chose to react to it.  Pain is part of life, 

but suffering is optional,” said the elderly woman. 

“Okay, maybe…” said Mina, now dearly wanting to get away and beginning to stand up.  ‘This 

woman is crazy… all this talk of pain and beauty…’ 

“My dear please wait.  Just think with me for a moment.  Suffering, dukkha as we call it, is 

optional.  But it’s also addicting, almost seductive, isn’t it?  For example, tell me what you think about 

flying or airports,” asked the elderly woman. 

‘Now this is a real weird lady.  Poor woman… she must be homeless and must have some sort of 

mental disorder…’ thought Mina, seating herself once more. 

“Well,” said Mina, trying to go along with the elderly woman’s train of thought.  “Flying is okay… 

but it really frustrates me at the same time.  First of all, there’s always ridiculously long lines, I mean, 

seriously it t-takes forever to get through the security part.  And then they have to search all your bags… 

it’s like, really?  I’m not a terrorist.  And then there’s always lousy service on the airplane.  The food 

sucks, especially on international flights- it’s like, here are your choices: a glob of crap or a slice of shit.  

And there’s always those annoying kids, kicking your chair with their stupid, oblivious parents.  That, and 

the fat guy who reeks of BO and is far too fat for the seat, or a lady who wears way too much perfume… 

Oh man, it’s so frustrating.  Flying sucks!”   

“Hmm.  But let me ask you this.  Isn’t there something attractive about that whole thing?  All the 

negativity?  Is it addicting, nearly gratifying to find the faults in something, to perhaps make yourself feel 

better, looking back at all the pain you had to go through?  Isn’t the suffering in flying, such as the 

overweight man, optional?”  questioned the elderly woman. 

“I… I never really thought about it that way.  But no one could stand it, I’m not making it up or 

something!” said Mina. 
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“My dear, I never said you were, but think about it again.  How do you feel when you tell 

someone about something that irritated you. Why do you tell them?  Does it make you feel better?”  

asked the elderly woman. 

“I say it because… because it bothered me.  I want to get it off my chest.  I guess… I guess I really 

want someone to feel sorry for me, because, that… in a way would make me feel better, wanted… 

happy in a way…” admitted Mina. 

“Ah dear, I think we have discovered something very deep and interesting here.  These things 

that bother you, big or small, are part of shempa.  It’s a hooked feeling that you cannot let go of.  It 

comes back, almost haunting you, am I correct?  We are addicted to escalating anger, like putting 

kerosene on a blazing fire.  You may think of a friend who wronged you, and each day, you continue to 

ponder about it until it transforms into a deep hate that flows through your blood.  You cannot take 

your mind off of it,” said the elderly woman. 

‘That’s true… she has a point.  ‘I do tend to over think sometimes and hold grudges.  And I am 

addicted to checking Facebook, which is really so dumb and pointless… but it hooks me,’ thought Mina. 

“My dear, your desire for satisfaction and happiness are not in sync with the methods you go 

about using.  It is truly as simple as that.  Yet, that is the challenge facing any and every human; suffering 

is the human condition,” stated the elderly woman.  “Do you want to change that?” 

Mina hesitated.  In the few moments she had sat here, she had gone from crying to confusion to 

frustration to currently curiosity.  However odd the elderly woman seemed, what she said was 

undoubtedly true … the idea of dukkha and shempa, the addiction and seduction of suffering. 

“Okay, I do.  Yes.  But how?” asked Mina.  For some reason, her heart was beating away, like she 

had just made some sort of life-changing decision.  She was nervous, anxious but interested.  This 

elderly woman had begun to intrigue Mina.      
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“I want you to focus on something.  I want you to focus on what makes you happy.  It may or 

may not be your dream job, it may or may not be a boyfriend.  It is simply happiness.  Now, I do not 

expect for you to discover this happiness overnight.  Neither do I want you to completely define it.  I 

want you to focus on this happiness, this liberation…” said the elderly woman, trailing off as she looked 

at the leaves that danced around in the cool breeze. 

“How do I do that?  Do I just go do want makes me happy?  Party, dance, drink?”  said Mina, 

laughing. 

“No dear, not exactly.  We will start small…begin with just this.  Say ‘Om’ each and every day.  

Keep it in your mind at all times.   Think of it when you are sad.  Think of it when you are happy,” said 

the elderly woman. 

“What?  Oom?  What is that even, some sort of Buddhist prayer thing?  Look, I’m not looking for 

religion ma’am- ” 

“Dear, this has nothing to do with religion.  ‘Om’ is simply a word but also part of a greater 

mantra, a tool for thinking.  Om is something to aid you in focusing towards happiness and ultimately 

liberation from suffering,” interrupted the elderly woman. 

“What is it though?” asked Mina, 

“Om is what you make it to be, my dear.  For those who suffer from burden and captivity, it will  

feel as liberation in infinite extension.  Those who suffer from the dark will experience it as light 

unrestrained.  Those who moan under the weight of the unknown and death, will feel it as time without 

end.  Those who are restless will enjoy it as peace and endless harmony.  Om is ultimate consciousness.  

Om is universality,” said the elderly woman. 

“So I just need to say this ‘Om’ everyday?” asked Mina sarcastically. 

“You could, but it would not do much for you I’m afraid, my dear.  The power and effect of Om is 

dependent on one’s spiritual attitude, knowledge and responsiveness.  It is a form of universal 
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acceptance, devotion and receptivity, like giving and taking at once.  It is taking without greed and giving 

without force.  Dear, I want you to think about that as you repeat Om to yourself.  Use it as a tool for 

concentration, but make sure that your environment is in tune with your mind.  Be in a natural 

environment to foster natural thoughts.  Do not fill your mind up with more artificial noise or superficial 

distractions.  You should focus on the basics, like becoming aware of your breathing…” 

‘I hate it when that happens… then I have to consciously make an effort to inhale and exhale,’ 

thought Mina to herself. 

“You need to go back to the basics, dig deep behind that veil full of distractions, addictions and 

attachments.   Begin your journey, your inner quest to free yourself from your suffering,” said the 

elderly woman, looking at Mina with a powerful stare.  A stare of infinite wisdom. 

“Okay… I’ll try-” 

“Do so.   And my dear, this is the beginning of your journey.  Om is just one part.  I want to meet 

you here.  Every day.  Together we will move together, onwards trying to make sense of this world… all 

its beauty… all its pain.  However, all that I ask is that you think.  But you do not have to return.  You can 

stop.  You never have to see me again.  What do you think?” question the elderly woman, staring at 

Mina with an even stronger stare. 

Mina held her breath in.  What was this?  Chanting some weird monosyllabic word?  Something 

that was supposed to have a sort of magical, spiritual power?  

“Okay, I can do this,” stammered Mina finally, quite unsure of what she was getting herself into. 

“Good my dear.  Just remember those things I told you about earlier: dukkha and shempa.  Keep 

those in mind and what they mean…” said the elderly woman, getting up from the bench and beginning 

to walk away.  As she did so, Mina pulled out her Ipod, a daily ritual along with long walks back to her 

apartment.  However, as Mina sat there untying the numerous knots of cords, the elderly woman turned 

back, facing Mina once again and asked softly, “But my dear… why are you doing that? 
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“Why am I doing what?” replied Mina confused. 

“That… that thing-” 

“My Ipod?” 

“Yes… what did we just finish talking about?  Om, liberation, breaking the cycle of shempa…  My 

dear, you cannot simply blare out the pain in this world or try to ignore the noises you do not wish to 

hear.  Learn to embrace the sounds around you.  There are probably things here in this very park that 

you have never even heard.  It is almost like when you look up at the sky at night and suddenly notice 

the stars for the first time.  It takes time, but be patient and then listen.  If you really want to do this, to 

learn, to grow, to travel along your journey, we have to start here.  So my dear, put your… your Ipod 

away.  There is a whole symphony going on around you as we speak.  Sit here silently… close your eyes… 

wait… and listen…” 

Mina tried to sit calmly and closed her eyes.  It was quite difficult.  Nothing in her body could 

keep still; her eyelids continually fluttered, her legs would randomly flinch.  Nothing was still.  And quite 

honestly, she was really in a mood for some Killers right now, perhaps even “Sam’s Town” to pump her 

up as she walked back home.  ‘Alright,’ she thought, sighing out loud.  ‘I’ll give this a shot.’ 

So she sat there alone.  Again.  At first she felt awkward, thinking of what other park dwellers 

might think of her, isolated on the bench with her eyes closed focusing on so-called natural sounds.  

There wasn’t much to hear.  Other than the wind winding between the leaves, and the squirrels digging 

into the cool, moist soil, frantically trying to find a few morsels of food.   And of course there were the 

quail quibbling amongst each other, as they alarmed the flock of approaching enemies and humans.  

Nuthatches crept up the tall elks, squeaking nasally along with the soothing whistles of waxwings.  Far 

away, nearly covered up by all the other sounds, a pheasant could be heard, calling out on a barren field 

where wheat and barley once flourished during warmer, sunnier days.   
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To Mina’s surprise, much was happening in the park around her.  So much life was dancing 

around her, the leaves swirling along with the wind, the elk trees creaking, the robins singing before 

their trip to the South… Mina felt a calm sense rise through her body and almost unknowingly began to 

chant.   The “Om’s” came slowly but they came, seemingly dancing in rhythm with the symphony of life 

around her.   It was the feeling of life flowing over her, no longer drowning her.  She was far removed 

from the pains of tests and other troubles.  She felt equal with life, one and part of it, watching yet 

acting along with it.  Her mind was calm yet active, detached from the problems that had pained her so 

previously.  It was open and Mina almost felt like- 

Vroom!  With an engine roaring and music blaring, a car drove by the park, breaking Mina’s 

stream of thought.  Irritated, she stood up, brushing away the leaves that had fallen softly on her 

backpack.  Turning on her Ipod, Mina began her long trek back home to her apartment, back to “real” 

life. 

* * *  
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Part Two: Ma 

Ethics and Patience 

 Mina walked briskly through the park back to the bench that the elderly woman had met her the 

previous day.  It was completely bizarre- the mysterious elderly woman, the repetition of that “Om” 

word, optional suffering… it seemed like Philosophy 111 all over again.  In theory, that class would have 

been interesting, save for a certain young man.  ‘That kid,’ she thought, annoyed by his mental 

presence. ‘Sitting always in the front row… Him and his fancy beret, trying to look all European and 

sophisticated, like it makes him smarter.   And he always had to say something, somehow always 

relating it back to Camus and existentialism, even when we were talking about Spinoza…” 

 Mina was so deep in thought, reflecting back through the arguments of Hegel, Kierkegaard and 

Nietzsche, that she walked past the bench and the elderly woman without noticing.  

 “Hello!  Hello, my dear!” said the elderly woman as Mina trudged by, eyes on the ground and 

mind on philosophy.  “My dear, you look so deep in thought!  You are completely ignoring the world 

around you.  What occupies your mind so?” 

 “Oh, hi!  Nothing really.  Actually I was just thinking about a philosophy class that I had taken 

back a while ago with this annoying kid who always wore a beret and had to answer every question.  I 

mean seriously, have you ever had a kid like-” 

 “You are jealous, no?” asked the woman with an inkling of a smile. 

“What?!  Are you kidding me?” blurted Mina, slightly blushing and continued quickly.  “Uh, 

absolutely not!  It’s just that he was such a know-it-all, a real grade A smartass, always answering 

everything.  And he continually prefaced everything with ‘It seems to me…’ and would talk in a hoity-

toity manner, drawing his words out to make it seem like he was a student of Aristotle himself or 

something.” 
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“My dear, are you being completely honest and fair?  Perhaps he is a very intelligent man with 

wise things to say.  It is okay to admit that, dear.  It is better to come to terms with these things rather 

than live in ignorance.” 

“Isn’t ignorance bliss?” retorted Mina, a hint of sarcasm rising in her voice. 

“My dear, ignorance is poison.  Ignorance leads to hate which leads to suffering,” said the 

elderly woman. 

“Okay, okay I know.  We talked about that last time sort of.  Pain is always there, suffering is 

optional, bla bla bla… and sorry, but what is your name?  I don't think we ever formally introduced each 

other,” asked Mina, slightly embarrassed by her lack of etiquette the previous day. 

“My name is Sage Quinn.  And yours my dear?” said Sage, extending her hand. 

“Mina.  Mina Herrman,” in turn shaking the Sage’s hand and taking a seat.  It was a thin hand, 

barely any strength to it, like it had been ground to bones, the very necessities of being and survival.  

Yet, it contained warmth, the warmth and wisdom of life.   

“A pleasure, Mina.  I have never had much interest in names or introductions.  They seem like 

such a formality.  Names are almost like masks, covering up who we are, boxing us up.  It defines yet 

limits us simultaneously.” 

“Ah okay…” said Mina confused, putting down her bag.  As she did so, she leaned back on the 

bench and asked,  “What do you mean exactly?  How can a name define and limit somebody?” 

“My dear, it is just like your mind.  Your reality is a product of your thoughts:  ‘All that we are is 

the result of what we have thought.  It is founded on our thoughts.  It is made up of our thoughts,’” said 

Sage. 

“What?  No.  Reality is what I can see, feel, hear, taste and touch.  Those are senses and they 

allow me to experience reality,” said Mina indignantly.  Then, pointing down and hitting the bench, Mina 

stated,  “What, this bench isn’t real then?  We’re sitting on it, aren’t we?” 
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“Yes, you experience that perhaps and you are correct to a certain degree.   But your mind 

affects that, does it not?  Think of it like this.  Your mind and matter are nearly combined, nearly one.  

The outside world is really a world of senses- we feel it, material or not.  We were taught how to use our 

senses, how to sense.  Everything certainly is real… but real in a relative sense.  It is an objective 

illusion,” said Sage and looked away.  The park was empty, only a few birds flying to and fro and some 

yellow leaves falling to the dew-covered grass.  Somehow, Mina knew Sage saw more than she ever 

could. 

 What Sage said and who she was itself was a mystery to Mina, one Mina still did not know what 

to think of.  Sage certainly had an individualistic quality, but to put words to it was incredibly difficult.  

Along with her grey curly, untamed hair that bobbed along with the wind, Sage radiated a similar 

character.  She was sensible and easy-going, yet she had a deep sense of self, or rather grounding.  Her 

voice was warm, and had a wise tone to it, and her face matched it well- a full face, filled with nothing 

but love.  Wrinkles adorned it, a physical record of her life experiences and memories.  But above all, her 

clear, blue eyes were her defining feature; they shone like diamonds, yet in a pure sense.  Nothing could 

get past those eyes; they would cut straight to the truth.  ‘She really got the names and boxes thing 

right.  There’s not a word I can think of to describe her exactly.  I guess she’s free in that sense…’ 

thought Mina.  ‘I don’t think I can say the same thing about me though… I’m pretty average.’  That too 

was true in a sense. 

“So this reality stuff…” began Mina, trying to follow Sage’s gaze into the distance. 

“Ah yes.  Reality is very interesting in that sense.  And very complicated, but it all has to do with 

thought.  We’ll start today about the mind, but we will have to continue to tomorrow as it is far too 

much to discuss in one sitting.  But, you agree that the mind, in a sense creates reality, Mina?” asked 

Sage, looking imploringly into Mina’s eyes. 

“Yeah, I guess…” answered Mina unsure. 
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 “It is very liberating, don’t you think my dear?  Since we think our reality into existence, we have 

the power to influence and change the way we perceive it,” said Sage excitedly. 

 “Great!  So I could just think my pains away and mentally erase that idiot from my class.  That 

would make life so wonderful, and then I could-” 

 “Mina, you have missed the point, dear,” laughed Sage.  “That would make life too easy, would 

it not?  You have thought these things, these things of pain, annoyance, and irritation.  They exist.  

Ignoring or erasing them serves no function.  First you must become aware of them, you must begin at 

the mind itself.  At the source of your reality,” said Sage. 

 “Well okay then, but this is still weird to me,” said Mina skeptically. 

 “It will become clear in time but you must try to be open.  We must start at the mind.  If we do 

not discuss this, then the rest of the days that we meet will be wasted.  A mind should consciously 

release itself.  The mind, Mani, is a precious jewel- the very source of any and all consciousness,” said 

Sage.   

 “Okay…” said Mina, fidgeting as she did so. 

 “It is made up of all different sorts of levels of thought- just like what you said earlier, my dear.  

We see, feel , hear, eat and touch.  There are also levels of consciousness, such as our waking, dreaming 

and utterly  unconscious states.  So, to say the least, much thought is going on.  Feelings, emotions, 

senses,” said Sage. 

 “Well, I guess it makes sense.  Of course we have our senses, and the consciousness thing I can 

understand.  It’s like Freud sort of, with the Id, ego and stuff.  I know that I am in a different state-of-

mind when I’m awake and walking around then when I am sleeping.  But there’s something more that I 

want to clear up.  The whole idea of reality, that it is limitless, how does that work?” asked Mina. 
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 “Ah yes.  Reality is limitless, just as it is real- it is all relative.  Remember that in all that you feel 

and experience, the mind alone is the radiant jewel.  It is the source from which all things borrow they 

brief reality,” said Sage. 

 “And this thing about the mind as a jewel?” 

 “Think of the mind as a diamond-” 

 “Diamonds are a girl’s best friend!” laughed Mina. 

 “Friends as in attachments, yes.  You have a desire for diamonds?  Well, no we must focus first 

on the mind.  Discussion of desires will come later.  The mind should be clear and pure, like a diamond.  

However, as a diamond, a mind is sharp.  It alone can cut through all desires, passions, lusts, wants: all 

that is false.  It cuts through reality-” 

 “But reality is real!” 

 “Relatively, Mina, relatively.” 

 “But how can it be real and not?” 

 “Patience, dear.  It is a virtue; possess it if you can.  As I was saying, a diamond cuts through all.  

Nothing can scratch it.  And so, a diamond arrives at the Truth, dharma,” finished Sage. 

 “What’s dharma then?” asked Mina. 

 “That is for you to discover!  I cannot tell you everything- that would take the excitement and 

happiness out of life.  The beauty is in the journey, no?  All that I am saying, these things of Om, Mani, 

shempa, dukkha, dharma, I do not expect for you to understand in a few days.  These are things that one 

can spend lifetimes pondering.  But what one should try is to keep the mind open.  Start there at least.  

Take a look at your life and where everything stems from; it is the mind, is it not?  And without starting 

at the mind, trying to understand what is happening there, how can we understand what happens in our 

life?” asked Sage, once again casting that deep, clear gaze upon Mina.  ‘Her eyes are diamonds,’ thought 

Mina. ‘Clear diamonds, like her mind.’ 
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“I guess so.  But again, how?” asked Mina. 

 “Om.  Om has many functions and meanings, but as I said yesterday, Om means whatever you 

want it to mean.  And as I said, it is part of something larger.  Use it as a magnifying glass.  Om itself will 

not bring you anything, but when used to focus, it brings light and warmth to a certain idea.  How did 

you feel after yesterday, Mina?  Did you say ‘Om?’”  asked Sage. 

 “I did actually.  I sat here in the park for a while, and well, it sounds lame, but I really liked it.  I 

felt like I was away from the stuff that didn’t matter, like stupid tests and stuff.  Things that bothered 

me, but shouldn’t.  When I was sitting there, just listening, there was so much more going on that I 

never heard before.  It was like my mind was filled up with so many other things…” 

 “Things that hurt, no?” 

 “Yeah, exactly, that I lost track of other nicer things.  I felt like I could breathe again, not like I 

was drowning in life,” said Mina.  She had said, for once, exactly how she felt.  Drowning in life, was how 

it was for here, like being dragged along a stream, pulled in by the currents and unable to come up for 

air.  All those classes, tests, annoying pupils, difficult professors.  It just dragged her down.  And had one 

word, just Om, somehow begun to bring her up once again.  ‘What, no.  It’s just a word anyway… there’s 

some studies on meditating and stress relief.  That must have been it- controlling your breathing and all 

that good stuff…’ thought Mina.  No, a word could not impact her like that.  Or so she thought.   

 “Good.  And it feels good, does it not?  Along with those thoughts of calmness and getting back 

to the basic things in life, begin to focus now.  You are beginning to become aware of what bothers you.  

Now think too of reality, what is real and what perhaps is not.  We will talk more of what is not real 

tomorrow.  What is real is enough for one day; the unreal will take another.  And remember, the mind is 

a jewel.  A radiant, clear, pure jewel.  Treat it as such and keep it open.  Do not place too much 

dependence on reality, for it is what is up here that you know is true and real.  Your thoughts are real,” 

said Sage.  
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 “That’s a lot to think about,” said Mina.  All these words and new ideas; it was a bit much.  Her 

mind was a little fuzzy and her eyes had the feeling of clouding over, not quite unlike the feeling of 

walking out an intense two hour lecture on a Marxist critique of capitalism.  In two hours, her entire idea 

of America had been questioned.  And now, after only two days, her whole reality had been challenged.  

 “There is more to come.  But as I said, take some time to settle down and focus on these.  Take 

time to say Om and consciously keep your mind clear.  Focus, but stay open…” 

 Nodding, Mina closed her eyes.  Once again, the Om’s began to come out.  Her breathing slowed 

and the park, just like yesterday, seemed to come alive again.  The same sounds came out; nuthatches 

crept about, robins sang, leaves rolled and danced along the ground to the tune of the wind.  And then it 

came to her thoughts.  It was difficult to focus on the matters at hand.  She would try to think about all 

that she and Sage had talked about.  Sage and her clear eyes, like diamonds.  There was a lyric from a 

song from the Killers that reminded her of Sage’s eyes; “Your eyes are like rebel diamonds, cut out from 

the sun.”  That whole album was in fact wonderful and Mina had yet to download it, only because of- 

 No, there she went again.  Every time a thought entered her mind, she would go off on a 

tangent, eventually suddenly waking up back to her other state-of-mind.  Continuously having to come 

back to that state of mind, one of thought, was like constantly being reminded of breathing.  It is 

annoying at first, but after a few minutes, one forgets and moves on to seemingly more important issues 

at hand.  But it was a challenge to actively engage the mind without wandering.  She tried to think of 

nothing, to keep her mind open yet away from the mundane worries and meanderings of life.  She tried 

to imagine nothing, instead turning her focus on the Om’s and the blackness in front of her eyes.  What 

was it that mattered and what was real…Om….Om….Om…   

* * * 
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Part Three: Ni 

(More) Patience and Discipline 

 To say that Mina’s day had been eventful was an understatement.  After meeting up with Sage 

the previous day, Mina continued to ponder the idea of reality.  Reality in a relative sense of course.  It 

was all a product of thought, but thought could be and was as real as what she could sense through 

taste, touch, smell, sight and hearing.  Therefore, if something bothered her, she had the power and 

influence to change it.  It was quite an empowering thought in itself and so Mina decided to do 

something that she would never have thought of doing earlier: she took reality into her own hands.   

 For the past few months, her boyfriend Tom had become increasing distant yet controlling 

simultaneously.  Although she deeply cared for him, the relationship seemed stagnant and almost 

negative on her half.  There was no sense of mutual kindness or reciprocity anymore.  Mina, instead of 

being viewed as a caring girlfriend, was becoming the emotional punching bag of Tom.  Rather than raise 

her concerns, Mina merely gave in as she viewed that every relationship had these issues.  That was life 

and as life, it was often unfair.  No one else seemed to notice her discontent so Mina acclimatized to the 

fact that her sadness was her own fault.  ‘Tom’s nice,’ she would argue to herself.  ‘I’m lucky to have him 

as a friend and a boyfriend; after all, no one is perfect…’  And although Mina herself was becoming 

increasingly frustrated, constantly thinking of this painful relationship, she could not and would not let 

herself take action.  However, Tom’s critiques became more frequent and their area of concern 

broadened.  No longer was it the usual jab at how and what she ate, but soon it spread to her entity of 

being and the way she lived life.  Mina, as Tom argued, was a social failure.  Curiously enough, soon 

thereafter Tom found himself single. 

 The breakup, which took place during the morning, consisted of the following dialogue: 

 “I’m done and this relationship is over.  I’m going to live my life the way I want to.”  

 “OK.” 
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 And it was these very lines of dialogue that Mina kept on replaying in her mind as she walked 

through the cool park towards the bench where Sage sat, contently looking at the world in all its shades 

of autumn and glory. 

 “Hello, Mina my dear.  How are you today?  You look confused and concerned.  Has something 

happened?” asked Sage.  The sound of her voice in itself was so soothing and reassuring that Mina 

suddenly began to cry. 

 “I-I don’t know anymore.  I feel like I’m going crazy or something.  I just broke up with my 

boyfriend, and it’s ju-just, I mean, I can’t stop thinking about it.  I feel terrible, like I’m a bad person, that 

I should have been more for-forgiving, or something.  Oh, I ju-ust…” Mina broke down.  In a few hours, 

since the morning, she felt like she had snapped.  Something inside of her had suddenly changed.   

 “Dear, dear.  I am sorry for your pain.  There is nothing more hurtful than those events that 

involve the heart.  Whose… uhm, whose-” began Sage unsure. 

 “It wa-was no one’s fault really.  I think it just wasn’t working out; we’ve be-become different 

people I guess.  A-and even though I’m crying- I’m so-sorry I just can’t stop- I’m not really too upset.  I 

feel good that I fi-finally stood up for myself, but at the same time, he’s my friend.  And he made me 

happy- we had good ti-times together…” sobbed Mina.   

 “Mina, this indeed is difficult.  I wish I could say something to reassure you.  Do you actually 

want to meet today?  I’m not sure if the concept of reality is such a good discussion topic-” 

 “No, no, no.  Please, I would actually really like to talk.  I mean, I broke up with him, sort of b-

because of what we talked about.  The fact that reality is what you think, sort of.  I just knew I wasn’t 

happy, so I wanted to change that,” said Mina. 

 “Okay, if that is what you desire, my dear.  And yes it is true, reality- the product of your 

thoughts.  Yesterday we discussed that, the mind as the precious jewel, Mani.  Now, we will continue 

with the concept of reality…” Sage stopped and took a deep breath.  “This is where it may become fuzzy.  
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Reality, as we know, is the product of our thoughts.  That in turn concerns our level of consciousness.  It 

is more than merely going through the motions of daily life but really taking the time to think of what 

we are doing.  Now, the things I may say, as I warned you may seem to revoke what I said yesterday, but 

listen and more importantly think along with me.  Reality is really a temporal world.  It is anicca, all is 

impermanent.  All is transitory, temporary and changing.” 

 Mina began to regain her composure and as she sat there thinking about reality as a transitory 

world, she thought back to her philosophy class, that infamous class with the beret boy… 

 “It’s just like that one philosopher…uhm, hold on… Heraclitus!  He said that you never step into 

the same river twice-” 

 “For new waters are always flowing on to you.  A wonderful metaphor- well founded, my dear.  

But let us expand upon that.  You never step into the same river once.  Does that make sense?” asked 

Sage. 

 “Yeah, I think.  The fact that everything is always changing.  Every moment is new, really,” said 

Mina.  It was true, every moment was new and completely unexpected.  ‘Just like this morning,’ thought 

Mina.  When Tom had just said, “Ok,” she had never expected that.  ‘Every moment is new and 

changing…’ 

 “Good.  Now we must move on to a rather odd idea.  Consciousness can be infinite.  That is our 

goal, no?  To happiness, the ultimate, Om.  It is what we make it to be.  However, our consciousness can 

be infinite only when it is not limited by objects.  We need to overcome the dualism of ego and non-

ego,” said Sage, with an eager look. 

 “So… what you’re saying, basically, is that although we think up our reality and everything in it, 

we ultimately limit ourselves by the very things we think up and hold as truth- what’s real.  Wow.  So we 

think up of things to limit our thinking…” mused Mina.  That was indeed an odd thought.  “But what sort  
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of things do we limit ourselves by then.  I mean, does this bench limit my thought?” asked Mina with 

half a smile. 

 “Possibly, but not as much as other things.  The things that truly limit our thought and 

consciousness are the things that preoccupy us.  Remember the idea of shempa, that hooked feeling on 

things that bother, irritate even make us suffer?  Those are one part of a greater group of “things” that 

limit us.  They are all part of tanha, ignorant cravings, desires, attachments.  The stuff of the ego , if you 

will.” 

 “Like attachments to people…” said Mina, a pang of the morning’s big event returning back to 

her mind.   

 “Yes, that too…  Although it is good to associate yourself with the ‘right company,’ those that 

love and support you, it is important also not to place too much dependence on these people.  Love 

them, certainly, but your happiness should not lie solely on those people.  I am sorry; I hope that this 

does not upset you,” said Sage cautiously, seeing the tears return to Mina’s swollen eyes.  “It does not 

mean at all that you are somehow weak.  On the contrary, my dear: ‘Deeds bad for others and ourselves 

are easy to do.  Deeds good for others and ourselves are difficult to do.’” 

 They sat together quietly for a while.  A long silence settled in, only interrupted by Mina’s sniffs.  

So many ideas were pounding through Mina’s mind, a tug-of-war between what she thought was right 

and all the new ideas that Sage was bringing up.  A tug-of-war between her happiness with Tom to her 

freedom and independence without him.  A battle between guilt and truth.  Maybe Tom was something, 

an object, that somehow limited her.  It was true that she felt she couldn’t fully embrace herself around 

him.  After all, she couldn’t even hold her utensils while eating without his incessant critique.  And yet…  

 “Do you wish to continue, Mina?  I do not wish to make you upset; I am only here to help,” said 

Sage gingerly.       

 “Yeah, sure.  I’m just… thinking.  That’s all,” replied Mina, smiling at Sage.   
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 “Alright, dear.  The next thing I want to tell you about is a concept called annata.  We went from 

the idea that reality is temporary and ever-changing to the idea that the very objects that we have 

thought into reality, limit us, if you will.  The reality we create limits us.  These objects are not 

necessarily real- keep that in mind.  Annata is an extension.  Along with the idea that reality is not real 

and that the objects that we think are not real, the ‘I,’ your very self, are not real.” 

 “Okay.  But if nothing is truly real, then what’s the point?” asked Mina. 

 “The point is difficult to define; in fact, there is no real point.  Basically, your journey in life is to 

unveil life’s illusions.  Other things simply get in the way.  Thus, we are brought back to the mind, Mani 

and the next part of the mantra: Ni.” 

 “This is getting so complicated,” said Mina, closing her eyes and leaning back on the bench.  

There was just blackness in front of her.  Like her eyelids that flickered, unable to stay place, her mind 

too  fluttered about.  So many thoughts were passing through her mind that she was incapable of 

focusing any one of them.  Instead, she heard only the wind snaking in between the branches of the elk 

trees.  More leaves had fallen and branches lay even more naked beneath the grey skies.  They lay so 

exposed, much the same way that Mina suddenly felt.     

 “You said other things get in the way…?” asked Mina, eyes still closed. 

 “Yes, the things, tanha, that cause suffering, dukkha.  These things that get in the way; they 

encompass a variety of desires, needs, wants, and attachments.  All these things eventually lead to 

greed, ignorance, delusion and hatred.  These are the things that get us off track of life.” 

 “Love is bad then?  Like a desire to be loved?  That’s under Maslow’s hierarchy of needs-” 

 “Love can be wonderful.  Love and compassion are the things that set you free in a sense.  

However, other types of love can be dangerous and harmful ultimately.  Lust for example; it can lead to 

uncontrolled desires, pain and hatred.  It is so easy to fall into, is it not?  But we must learn not to 
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necessarily curb those desires but to rather become aware of them.  We must discipline the mind.  

Sharpen its focus…” 

 “The mind as the precious jewel,” finished Mina.  “But that seems impossible.  How can you 

control your desires?  Those are part of human nature.” 

 “And suffering is the human condition, is it not?  Patience is another part, my dear.  These 

things, as I have said before, take time.  First, one must become aware of these desires… these 

attachments that lead to hate, ignorance and greed.  The poisons of life.  They can consume you and all 

your focus.  Once we know about all of these that make up tanha, then we can begin to let go of them.  

How can your cure a disease if you do not know you are even sick?  It is all in the mind, Mina.  Mani, 

remember that,” said Sage.  

Again, a silence settled in.  The park was entirely still.  Above them , the clouds had begun to 

part and for the first time in days the blue sky slipped through.  It was a small patch at first, breaking 

through and showing the limitless sky that extended beyond the low-lying blanket of grey.  It looked so 

pure and clear.  Looking up, Sage made a deep sigh and closed her eyes.  As she did so, she leaned over 

and gave Mina a gentle pat on the shoulder.  Mina smiled.  In that moment, she felt a sense of 

gratefulness and relief fill her.  It was not merely sitting next to a sweet, elderly woman in the middle of 

park caught at the peak of autumn, nor was it the sense of freedom from the breakup.  Mina was far 

removed from that now; Tom was a lifetime ago it seemed.  A change within was afoot and Mina felt it.      

A change of mind.   

* * * 
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Part Four: Pad 

Wisdom and Diligence 

 “Love,” said Sage. “Love is a tricky, is it not, my dear?” 

 “Uhm… yeah, yeah it is I guess,” said Mina.  “Someone always gets hurt inevitably.” 

 “Yes indeed, but should that necessarily always be so?” asked Sage with her characteristic smile.  

She would do that from time to time, usually at moments when she was on the verge of stating a grand 

revelation.  She would then stare intensely at Mina, a deep look with those clear eyes of her.  Her 

diamond eyes. 

 “Didn’t you say that human suffering is inevitable?  Why should love be any different,” said 

Mina, grabbing a handful of pecans that she had brought along from lunch.  She chewed thoughtfully 

and then continued;  “Why are we talking about this anyway?  What does love have to do with the mind 

and reality- it’s just a form of ‘attachment,’ like you were saying.” 

 “Yes dear.  I should have explained before diving into a new discussion.  Love,  is the next thing I 

wanted to talk to you about.  It is a difficult matter and more so in defining it,” replied Sage.  “Along with 

the mind, the heart must follow.  A full mind and an empty heart is anything but wisdom.” 

 “Yeah… but still.  As much as I believe love is important and stabilizing, I can still see it as 

attachment.  Not in a bad way, I mean, I am really attached to my family.  But based on what you’ve 

been saying, wouldn’t that attachment be bad?  Or I guess, more like limiting, in the long run?” 

 “Ah, yes.  Very true- to a certain point.  There are many kinds of love in this world.  Love for 

family, love for friends, love for lovers, love for the sun, moon, and stars…  But they are nonetheless 

distinct, even though the lines may be difficult to draw out.  Essentially there are three basic types of 

love.  However, as you pointed out, caution must be taken.  Affairs concerning the heart can make one 

vulnerable and fragile; therefore a strong mind and discipline is need.  The first kind of love is basically 

lust, which can come naturally in many forms.  It covers many feelings, those of unquenchable desires, 
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longing and yearns for things.  It may not be a desire for love necessarily.  It could be a strong yearning 

for other things, almost addictions and another form of-” 

 “Attachment, right?  Well, I know for sure that I’m addicted to chocolate, and I can’t lie; I’m 

pretty attached to it.  I don’t know what I would do if it suddenly fell out of existence.  I would die of 

chocolate depravation!” laughed Mina and Sage’s face broke out in a broad smile. 

 “Yes, that would be very sad.  A world without chocolate is a world without happiness.  But you 

have made a very deep and serious point.  You said something about existence, did you not?  Chocolate 

should be permanent.  It should always be there and the idea of it suddenly disappearing is a terrible 

thought.  It makes us sad.  Our happiness is dependent on the continuing existence of chocolate,” said 

Sage. 

 “I guess that is sort of dangerous thought.  Placing your happiness in something else, especially 

an inanimate object,” said Mina.  Then, giving Sage a look of conviction, Mina said, “Happiness should be 

our responsibility; it should lie within ourselves, not in the hands of others.  What if we end up alone- 

how would we survive then?” 

 “Mina, that is very true and very real.  Lust leads only to suffering and that leads to-” 

 “Hate and all that bad stuff, the 3 poisons.  I’m starting to get this stuff down!” 

 “You certainly are my dear.  My keep in mind, all these things that we have discussed, shempa, 

Om, Mani, the mind as a diamond and reality, these things are there to guide you.  Do not swallow them 

blindly.  In any case, along the same lines of lust, we are brought to the second basic form of love.  

Rather than a desire or yearning for things, this love focuses more on the deep, personal affection for 

someone.  It can devour one, as this love can become incredibly strong and uncontrollable,” said Sage 

sternly. 

 “So pretty much infatuation?  Like, when you are completely obsessed with someone and you 

can’t focus on anything.  In class, you can’t take notes because your concentration is on writing love 
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notes and daydreaming.  Yup, been there: it’s called high school,” said Mina, laughing and shaking her 

head.  “But we’ll blame that on the hormones.  It’s just a phase anyway.” 

 “Perhaps Mina.  Indeed we should hope so.  This love can be so destructive; one could spend an 

entire life wallowing in sorrow.  Love, when it is not returned, is the most damaging.  We give up a part 

of ourselves, a part we may never regain,” said Sage.  

 “Pretty much wasted,” agreed Mina with a low sigh. 

 “Dear, no act of love ever goes wasted.  It is simply a matter of receiving nothing in return; and 

like you said so well before, we should not place our happiness in the hands of other things, or in this 

case, other people,” said Sage. 

 “Well, even though you were saying love is all great, it seems pretty bad to me so far.  But then 

again, look at all the great songs written about love.  More than half of them are written about nasty 

breakups and vengeful hearts,” said Mina.  “Love isn't a very happy thing.” 

 “Ah, Mina.  It only seems so.  However, everything in moderation.  The third form of love is the 

love we should strive for.  Our actions should be completely saturated with this love.  It is the love of 

good will for all.  Everything and anything.  Our mothers, fathers, friends, enemies, birds, dogs, flowers, 

the night sky and the morning dew.  It is universal yet impersonal, a basic love for the welfare of all.  This 

is metta, loving kindness and compassion for all,” said Sage with a particular glint in her eyes. 

 “That sounds nice… but then it still seems like you can’t just love some one, like a husband or a… 

a boyfriend,” added Mina hesitantly. 

 “Oh but of course Mina, my dear!  Love should never be abstained from, merely taken caution.  

Emotion is a necessary part of living and being; to hinder it would be to make oneself suffer.  A 

relationship is harmonious only when no selfish or impure feelings disturb it.  It should be free of 

addiction, desire or yearning.  It is a pure, open and altruistic love,” said Sage.  “Love should never be  
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feared.  Embrace and enjoy it.  And while it is true that one may become hurt, it is sometimes an 

inevitable life lesson.” 

 “Yeah, that’s true,” said Mina, looking away.  “But, what does this love have to do with the heart 

and mind?  I mean, you were talking about discipline and keeping a clear, open mind.  That sounds so 

strict when compared to love which is so… so fluttery and wishy-washy.  It’s all over the place and pretty 

much impossible to control.” 

 “Ah-hah.  Yes, they do seem a bit contradictory, my dear?  However, one without the other 

results in imbalance.  Because Intelligence without feeling, knowledge without love, reason without 

compassion, all lead to a rigid life void of a deeper understanding and empathy of others; a full mind and 

an empty heart.  However, the other scenario, an empty mind and a full heart, is perhaps just as 

damaging.  Feeing without reason, love without knowledge or blind love, compassion without 

understanding, all lead to confusion and dissolution.  However, when both sides come together in a 

beautiful union, the great synthesis of heart and head, intelligence and empathy, love and knowledge, 

there is completeness,” said Sage, bringing her two brittle, worn-out hands together.  She closed her 

eyes, then sighing with a smile and looked over at Mina, who was staring intently at her hands folded in 

her lap.   

 Mina met Sage’s gaze.  “That was really beautiful Sage.  I think that I forget that sometimes.” 

 “Everyone does, dear.  We forget.  We look at the intellects and value only their knowledge; we 

dismiss the idea that they are incapable of giving or receiving love.  We look at the masses, thinking they 

are only good for work and love, looking after each other; but we underestimate their wisdom beyond 

imagination,” said Sage. 

 “Yeah.  I never really thought about that.  Like, I never pictured Einstein functioning outside a 

lab.  Or those chemistry class geeks.  There are just as deserving as anyone else,” said Mina.  She felt 
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ashamed; she always used to make fun of the geeks in her chemistry class.  And those were probably the 

people who needed love the most.   

 “That is the hard part.  We become accustomed to judging who is worthy of love and who is not.  

It is for that reason, just like with our mind, we must keep it open and clear.  The heart needs discipline 

as much as the mind.  However, love should be free- remember that dear.  However, be cautious.  When 

I speak of love, think of the love of goodwill for all.  This quality of heart, this state of love, is called 

Padme, the next part of the mantra.  It is wisdom of the heart; remember this when you say the word 

Pad.  We will cover Me tomorrow.  Matters of the heart are just as complex as reality itself,” said Sage. 

 “Oh no…,” laughed Mina.  “You’re not serious that there’s love that is relatively real and that 

there’s love that’s relatively not real?  That’s too crazy, Sage.” 

 “No, no dear.  We have only just covered what types of love there are.  What about how to give 

love?  Why should we give love- what is in it for us anyway?” asked Sage with another typical smirk. 

 Mina sighed.  Love, in all its forms, was certainly complicated.  Perhaps it was time to re-think 

some things over… past crushes from high school that continued to haunt her, that lingering guilt over 

Tom.  Maybe she just put too much pressure on people.  Maybe she expected more than she gave.  

Whatever the issue was perhaps it was time to start over.  She had continuously had a boyfriend, or 

rather a series, during high school.  He was always at her side and always on her mind.  ‘High school 

infatuations,’ she thought.  ‘How dumb.’  Looking back, it seemed rather eccentric behavior.  She spent 

more time with her boyfriend than her friends at times, perhaps the precursor that fueled the many 

fights between her three friends.  Maybe what Sage had said was really true- too much dependence on 

others for happiness.  And was she arguably happier with a boyfriend attached to her side like some 

inoperable cancerous growth?  Mina was unsure. 

 Seeing as their discussion had reaching its ending point, Mina and Sage bid goodbyes to each 

other.  The sun had already begun to set, filling up the sky with colors so rich no pastel set could ever 
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reproduce.  Mina buttoned her coat up, preparing herself for the long walk home.  As she did so, she 

instinctively pulled her phone out; she still would check incase Tom ever texted her.  However, this time, 

instead of stuffing it back into her pocket dejectedly, she began to scroll through her contact list.  A sad 

thought crossed her mind; she never spoke to the many of her friends anymore- even her best friend, 

Jane Cornington, whom she had been inseparable from.  They grew up down the street from one 

another; ever since the fateful day, fifteen years ago, when Jane had moved in, a boundless friendship 

had been forged.  Forged and then forgotten: until now.       

 “Hello, hello?  Yeah hi, Jane.  It’s Mina…” 

* * * 
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Part Five: Me 

Renunciation and Generosity 

 As Mina walked once again to the park to meet Sage, a smile broke out over her face.  She had 

not been this happy in a while.  The fall leaves, now beginning to dry and crinkly beneath the overcast 

skies, crunched below Mina as she thought of the previous night.  On a whim she had decided to 

suddenly call her best friend since childhood: Jane Cornington.  Mina had half-expected a small, 

detached exchange of sorts, essentially quick updates on life, how college was going, terrible professors 

and the like.  However, Mina and Jane ended up talking non-stop for over two hours.  It was as if they 

had picked up where they had left off once their paths from high school separated them indefinitely.  

Stories flowed easily, winding from boys wearing berets to breakups with boyfriends.  Frustrations were 

hammered out and any remaining doubts were deeply discussed.  It felt like the days of high school, but 

those memories seemed almost unreal now.  Faces had faded since then and everything had dream-like 

quality about them.  Scenes that were once vivid in her mind, walking down shoulder-to-should the 

crowded halls to class, screaming alongside 2,000 students at the pep rallies, looking confused at her 

classmates while being handed a French exam… all those were sepia toned with a nostalgic glow.  Mina 

continued walking and eventually sat on the bench next to Sage.  Mina gave out a long sigh, and then 

turned to Sage. 

 “How are you doing today, Sage?” asked Mina giving her a broad smile. 

 “Quite well, thank you dear.  You seem very happy!” replied Sage. 

 “Yeah, yes I am!  I actually, randomly, decided to call my best friend, Jane Cornington.  We grew 

up the street down each other and we were literally inseparable from each other.  During the summers, 

from elementary to high school, we would spend every waking moment together.  It was wonderful… 

but we sort of lost contact after high school,” said Mina sadly.  “Actually, I think it was my own fault.  I 

promised I would keep in touch and call her every day, but that obviously didn’t happen.  But I’m still 



 
40 

happy that I decided to call her.  It was strange, though.  It felt like we just picked up where we had left 

off once we graduated; like our friendship had been perfectly preserved or something.” 

 “I am very happy indeed to hear that.  If you don’t mind me asking, why did you suddenly decide 

to call Jane?” asked Sage. 

 “I don’t know really… I guess, after talking about compassion and love yesterday, I was looking 

through my phone and I saw Jane’s name.  I was sad because it suddenly hit me that we never talked 

anymore and I really missed her.  She was sort of my other half and I just thought, ‘I really need to call 

her.’  So I did.  But, as we were talking, I started to think about some things.  First off, I felt terrible that I 

hadn’t called her in so long.  But then I began to think about high school.  Although I can remember it 

quite well, it all seems so long ago, almost like it never happened.  I feel like I forgot about it.  And, then I 

forgot about my friends too,” said Mina and then added softly, “I feel like I forgot where I even came 

from.” 

 “Ah, Mina my dear.  That is a sad feeling, is it not?  But it is in fact a wonderful point to begin our 

discussion, or rather continue it,” said Sage.  “Now, yesterday we were talking about love and 

compassion.  The need to keep an open heart.  For without an open heart, we cannot have an open 

mind and vice versa.  The bond between heart and mind is essential.” 

 “The questions we have now,” continued Sage, “are of ‘How do we give love?’ and ‘What’s in it 

for us?’  After all, the last thing we want to do is to give and not receive.  That makes us suffer.  But let 

me begin with you.” 

 “What about me?” asked Mina surprised, giving a nervous laugh. 

 “You said that you felt that you lost or forgotten yourself along the way.  Am I correct my dear?” 

asked Sage with her typical deep gaze. 
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“Yeah, that’s sort of how I felt.  Like, I feel like I got so caught up what’s happening here and now,” said 

Mina, gesturing to the park around her, “that I completely forgot about the things that I cared about the 

most.” 

 “Ah yes.  That indeed is an important point, Mina.  We must always remember where we came 

from.  Perhaps we came from a difficult, painful place.  Perhaps not.  But we must never, never forget.  

However, that is not to say that we should disregard the suffering that we endured nor does it mean 

that we try to avoid it at all costs in the future.  Suffering is the human condition and we share it with all; 

it is the common condition that we all share.  To detach yourself from your past and pain is to detach 

yourself from everyone,” explained Sage.  As she did so, she down at the leaves that tumbled across the 

park lawn.  “You see those leaves?  We can be like leaves.  We grow up and suddenly decide to forget 

everything so we let go of exactly what made us; the tree, our past.  Then, we find ourselves caught in 

the winds of life, getting swept away by forces far more powerful than the mind can conceive.” 

 Mina too followed the leaves.  They dragged along with the wind, some flying up higher in small, 

makeshift leaf cyclones.  One leaf, dried and full of holes, flew along and got stuck by Sage’s foot.  She 

picked it up gingerly, cradling it in her hands.  “But sometimes, dear, we just need to stop.  We need to 

think.  If we are not conscious of the decisions we make, if we are not aware  of the love we give (or the 

lack for that matter), then we are not living.”  And with that, the leaf flew out of her hand, back into the 

wind again. 

 “And this is related to love and compassion how exactly?” asked Mina skeptically. 

 “Dear, that is a little complicated.  But let me begin with this: think of a lotus.  These are 

beautiful, delicate flowers but also very unique.  They are born in the mud and muck at the bottom of 

swamps, a dark and dreary place.  However, they rise, growing towards the surface and the sun above.  

Eventually, once they reach the clean, crisp air, they open.  They bloom towards the sun, their delicate 
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petals unfolding; however, they are still are bound to the mud and muck below.  Similarly, we as 

humans aim to do the same thing,” said Sage. 

 “So, the mud and muck is the pain that we’ve gone through then?” asked Mina. 

 “Yes, indeed.  The mud, the muck, the entire swamp is the corrupt world in which we are born.  

It is full of darkness, hate, fighting, distrust, anxiety and other negative feelings.  We seek to rise, to 

awake from these sufferings.  We wish to rise to the surface and bloom.  That, after all is Padme, 

spiritual enfoldment.  That is the focus of Me, the fifth part of the greater mantra.  It is a lotus, fully 

opened and in a creative state of mediation.  However, we must be careful.  We never want to 

completely sever our roots, for these are the very things that give us our strength.” 

 “But couldn’t that be a source of suffering?  If we are rooted to our past, we’ll stay attached to 

pain and we’ll continue to linger on it, just like with… uhm… shempa.  We get addicted, or attached, to a 

pain and we just can’t let it go and move on,” said Mina.  Her past was certainly painful.  She had 

endured enough and sometimes she vainly wished to cut herself free, to start anew.  Be born in another 

swamp, grow towards a different sun. 

 “Very true, Mina,” said Sage, slowly nodding her heard.  “However, remember our suffering is 

universal.  It is the one thing we all share.  While we should not linger on past pains, we should 

remember.  Our suffering relates us to others.  And to have an open, loving heart, this relation is 

necessary.  We should not look down upon others in pity of detached amusement.” 

 It was true.  Undeniably so.  Sometimes the past could haunt us, even limit us.  But it was 

important to remember from where we came.  And everyone, everyone, had endured some suffering in 

their life.   

 “And to do that, to keep an open heart,” mused Mina, “we have to give love, right?” 

 “Precisely dear, pure compassion and love.  Generosity, charity.  Whatever we can give another, 

we should.  The way to transcend and move on from the suffering we have endured, all the hate and 
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pain, is through love.  ‘For never does hatred cease by hatred at any time.  Hatred ceases by love.’  This, 

my dear, is dharma.” 

 “Yeah, I can understand that.  But what’s in it for us?” asked Mina.  “If we give, we should 

receive?” 

 “Perhaps Mina.  But if we always expected something in return, would that not create a sense of 

attachment?  Or, if we received nothing in return, would we not be disappointed?  We would suffer 

surely,” said Sage.   

 “That’s true.  I didn’t really think of that either.  I mean, it just seemed like common courtesy, 

like some reciprocity law of the universe to give something and get something in return,” said Mina 

shyly as she leaned back on the bench with a sigh. 

 “Yes, it is what we expect, is it not?  But we must learn to give, forgive and love.  By doing these 

things, we keep an open heart and mind, and eventually like the lotus, we bloom.  That is what we ‘get,’ 

if you will.  However, you cannot wish to bloom nor should you consciously think of that as your end 

goal.  Your purpose, at all times, should be to love.  Every moment, after all, has the potential for 

compassion,” said Sage, giving Mina a soft pat on the shoulder.  Mina could not look up; her eyes had 

begun to fill with tears.  It wasn’t the sadness of disappointment or regret.  It was the moment when 

Mina suddenly realized what to do. 

 “Start loving, Mina,” said Sage, moving over and putting her thin arm, over Mina’s quivering 

shoulders.  “Renounce the attachment to pain.  We get so used to it, we forget it is even there.  And the 

moment we realize it serves no function, that the pain we carry will never let us rise up, we realize 

within ourselves what we must do.” 

 Mina looked up at Sage now, letting her tears fall without shame.  Mina smiled at first.  And 

then she began to laugh.  It was a hearty laugh, half caught between tears and unashamed happiness.  

Mina felt renewed.  She had read that crying was often a way to relieve stress and anxiety.  But this 
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time, it felt different.  The tears were not of frustration, anger or sadness.  They were the tears of 

realization.  She felt lighter.  The burdens she carried no longer seemed to weigh her down; heavy 

memories would always remain but they did not preoccupy her mind.  The world around her seemed 

more alive.  Mina looked at Sage, and somewhere behind those clear, diamond eyes of her, Mina knew 

that Sage understood.   

 “My dear,” began Sage softly.  “I think you are beginning to understand.  It is an empowering 

feeling now, is it not?  However, we are not finished yet; one part of the mantra remains.  And although 

you may feel alive and ready to walk into the world anew, eyes afresh to the wonder and potential of 

life, be careful.  ‘For nothing is more dangerous than half-knowledge, or knowledge which has only 

theoretical value.’” 

 Mina nodded and reached over, giving Sage a hug.  “Thank you,” she whispered.  “Thank you, 

thank you, thank you.”  Slowly Mina got up, still smiling.  As usual, they bid each other goodbye, and 

Mina headed back home.  A sense of calm had overcome her, and as Mina walked through the part, 

each step that she took felt stronger, almost more alive.  She could feel her heart, pushing her forward 

giving all her actions energy.  She felt light and grounded all at once.  All that she did had purpose now.  

She was not merely going through the daily motions; she was finally aware.   

 She thought.  She felt.  She lived. 

* * * 
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Part Six: Hum 

Wisdom and Diligence Revisited 

 After her previous meeting with Sage, Mina sensed that a change within her was afoot.  Over 

the last few days, through her various discussions with Sage in the park, a feeling of calmness and 

release came over Mina.  She no longer felt the need to fight life as it came to her; she had become 

defensive, wary of the future and what it brought.  She did not feel especially stable in the present, 

which in turn caused her mind to wander back to the past.  Holding on to all those painful memories; 

that was a waste of her time and effort.  It brought her down.  However, she started to look at the world 

differently.  It was as if, under Sage’s guidance, Mina’s eyes had been reopened to the world.  The same 

sense of curiosity, wonder and openness she had as a child now returned.  Every day was new, and as 

Sage had said, every moment had potential.  Potential for compassion, discovery, learning.   

 Once again, Mina walked through the same park to the same bench where Sage always sat 

waiting, ever so patiently.  Today was especially beautiful.  Winter had made its first appearance 

overnight, and this morning Mina was greeted with a surprise of white powder covering everything 

outside her dorm room window.  Everything glimmered and shone beneath the sun’s rays and all was 

silent.  The only thing Mina could hear as she trudged along was the swish-swash of her snow boots.  

The snow covered all the dead life below, blanketing it warmly until the arrival of spring.  Sound too was 

muffled.  Quietly, Mina proceeded through the snow, taking in the silence and watching her breath swirl 

out in front of her.  Beyond her was the bench, and as usual, Sage sat there.  As Mina approached, Sage 

gave a small wave. 

 “Hello, my dear.  How are you doing on this fine day?” asked Sage with a bright smile. 

 “Pretty great and isn’t it beautiful today?  A little chilly, but the snow is just… amazing!  What a 

sight!  And how are you?” asked Mina in return, seating herself by Sage.  The bench was frigid, and Mina 
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nearly jumped up again as soon as she sat down.  Trying to warm herself, Mina rubbed her hands 

vigorously and looked back at Sage expectantly. 

 “Oh quite well, Mina.  Thank you for asking,” said Sage.  “You know, this weather is truly 

spectacular today.  And so quiet.  It makes one stop and wonder where all the noise has gone, where the 

cars have gone off to, where all the heating systems went…  And then we begin to hear something inside 

of ourselves.  We hear our breath; we hear our heart.  We can even hear our own thoughts speak aloud.  

Our body and mind suddenly become the loudest of all!  And something as simple as this,” continued 

Sage as she picked up a handful of snow in her small, fragile hands, “This can cause all of that.”   

 She let the snow slowly drop from her hands into a small pile on the ground.  It was certainly 

true.  There was absolute silence.  Even the birds, all the nuthatches, robins, starlings, sparrows and 

pheasants were quiet.  Not even the wind made a sound. 

 “So, today we’re supposed to talk about the final part of the mantra thing right?” asked Mina, 

breaking the snowy silence. 

 “Ah yes, the final syllable.  Hum.  A beautiful and important syllable indeed,” said Sage, who 

seemed quite distant.  “Hum is perhaps the most difficult syllable to describe.  Simply stated, it is the 

ending syllable, a period to a sentence if you will.  But none the less important.  Without periods and 

other forms of punctuation, thoughts would never be complete and feelings would ramble on without 

end.  A period is crucial in that sense.” 

 ‘What a funny thought,’ mused Mina to herself.  ‘A world with no punctuation.  It would be like 

reading some ridiculous, never-ending novel by Dostoyevsky or someone like that.  Everyone would 

always be talking.  No one could ever finish a thought.  Just a rambling of emotions and ideas…’ 

 “Mina, my dear, do you remember what we talked about on the first day?” asked Sage.  “Do you 

remember how we talked of Om and afterwards, during the following days, we talked on reality?” 
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 “Absolutely,” nodded Mina with a laugh, “‘Om is liberation.  Reality is relatively real.’ Those 

were probably the most confusing days of my life!”  

 “Yes, all valid points.  Om is especially important here.  Like Hum, it is difficult to describe.  

However, think of Hum as the complementary piece to Om.  Om is many things and dependent upon the 

individual, as you remember.  It can be liberation, peace, endless harmony, bliss… even undisturbed 

consciousness.  Make it what you wish.”       

 “Then,” continued Sage closing her eyes, “there is the case of reality.  It is relatively real, made 

up of what we imagine and in turn, limited by our own mind as well.  We know that reality is real 

through our senses, but at the same time, we know it is not.  All is transitory, moving onwards.  Nothing 

is permanent.  All of these points are crucial to understanding Hum.” 

 “Hmmm…” murmured Mina unsure.  “What does this have to do with Hum?” 

 “We are still not finished,” said Sage waving a finger.  “We moved on to Mani, the mind as pure 

and sharp as a diamond, and then Padme, an open, loving and forgiving heart.  We have all the tools 

now, don’t we, my dear?  We have seemingly transcended the world of hate, greed, attachment, desire 

and many other negative feelings?” 

 “Well, I guess,” said Mina.  She was quite unsure to what Sage was getting to. 

 “We have everything but Hum!  Hum is the grounding factor.  It brings us back to the world.  We 

cannot spend life with our heads in the clouds nor can we waste it from one party to the next.  We need 

to find a balance, a middle grounds.  Hum is the descent of all that is Om into the human heart.  If Om is 

the door of knowledge, opening us up to a clear mind and a loving heart, then Hum is the door to the 

realization of this knowledge in life.” 

 “What?” asked Mina.  “I am so confused.  How can you realize that something exists, like 

knowledge, if you already know so through Om?” 



 
51 

 “Ah, remember that Om is just an idea, something that we work towards.  It too is a point of 

focus as we should not attach ourselves to it.  If Om is pleasure, we should not attach ourselves to it as 

that would destroy the very idea that Om tries to (or beings to) convey.  And dear, like I said before, 

Hum is most difficult to understand.  I have a story that may explain it to you.  You have heard of Albert 

Camus before, my dear?” 

 “Oh please,” said Mina.  “I know so much about him, especially through that philosophy class-“ 

 “The one with the beret boy?” laughed Sage. 

 “Yeah, that’s the one!  We read all of his stuff: The Stranger…” 

 “Then I take it you have also read ‘The Myth of Sisyphus’ by him?” inquired Sage. 

 “Yeah, we did actually during our Existentialism unit.  I thought it was really interesting.  It had 

some very thought-provoking ideas about life,” said Mina. 

 “Wonderful.  Well then, you have saved me the energy of retelling you the whole story of 

Sisyphus and how he was punished to roll a massive boulder uphill for eternity, only to watch it roll back 

down.  What a life!” said Sage sighing. 

 “True, true,” said Mina.  “But didn’t Camus say that ‘One must imagine Sisyphus happy?’” 

 “Yes, exactly my dear,” said Sage with her characteristic gaze, “But how could someone find joy 

in such a terrible task?” 

 “I don’t really remember,” said Mina blushing.  “I sort of spaced out during that lecture.  I don’t 

know how anyone could be happy doing that for eternity.  It would kill me; I would just die of boredom.” 

 “The idea that Albert Camus invokes is a necessary part of Hum.  Although Sisyphus knows that 

he is doomed for humanity with this task, rolling up that massive boulder day in day out, he becomes 

aware of the task at hand.  He realizes its significance.  It is a source of grounding for him, purpose if you 

will.  Even though it is a seemingly simple task, it is work.  It is a challenge.  As Albert Camus so 

eloquently put it, ‘The struggle itself towards the heights is enough to fill a man's heart.’  Whatever task 
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it may be in life, pour yourself into it.  Sisyphus realizes this.  He continues his work but he is aware.  No 

longer is he frustrated, forever pushing, nor is he thinking about his doomed fate.  He continues, he lives 

and he is aware.  And, he is happy.”     

 “So… you’re saying that you can be happy, doing anything?”  asked Mina.  She was quite 

skeptical; Sisyphus after all was just a story.  He probably never had to deal with semester finals,  

psychology group project presentations, or even a senior thesis.  No, he probably had a lot more to be 

happy about than Mina herself.  “I just have a hard time believing it.  I really can’t imagine him being 

happy.” 

 “Hum is more than being happy or aware.  It is a state of mind and realization.  It is the fact that 

you understand that all that is good, all that is Om, is not beyond you but rather inside yourself.  It is 

contained in the very facets of your own heart.  It is like your reality; you can create it to be what you 

want, as long as you aware of the fact that it is dependent upon yourself.  Limiting one’s mind and 

learning to open it once again is just as difficult as with the heart,” said Sage pointing first to her head 

and then gently resting her heart on her chest.     

 “So, this being the last part, Hum, that is… what does the whole mantra mean then?” asked 

Mina. 

 “Om Mani Padme Hum cannot be directly described or translated, Mina my dear.  Translated, it 

would come out as something like, ‘Oh!  Behold the jewel in the lotus.’  But that, of course, makes little 

to no sense.  Another way to describe it would be to say that it is the highest expression of wisdom of 

the heart.  That, naturally does not make sense either.  Without the explanations of mind, heart, and 

wisdom, the true meaning could not be understood,” said Sage.  She looked up at the sky, which had 

begun to cloud up.  Quietly, slowly a few snowflakes began to drift down.   
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 “My dear,” began Sage.  “Om Mani Padme Hum is not just a saying.  It is far beyond that of 

simple maxims of phrases like ‘Carpe Diem’ that everyone says.  It is a mantra, a tool for focus.  Its 

meaning may never fully be deciphered.  In fact, it may take your entire lifetime.” 

 Mina, who was leaning forward, chin resting on her knuckles turned towards Sage and asked, 

“Why bother?  If we don’t know what it means, then why should we try to follow it?” 

 “Well, hopefully after these six days you have somewhat of an understanding.  However, like 

many things in life, it is often easier to understand than to execute a certain idea.  Especially in the case 

of Om Mani Padme Hum.  After all, Camus said that the struggle is enough to fill one’s heart.  Life is a 

journey in that sense.  A mantra is just a tool; you hold the true power.  You have a heart, a mind and an 

open road in front of you,” said Sage, giving Mina a broad smile and patting her shoulder.  “My dear, you 

can spend your life wondering and dreaming.  But you would not understand or do much.  Learn and 

give all that you can.  Do so, freely and lovingly.” 

 “I guess you’re right,” said Mina.  Then smiling, Mina turned herself to fully face Sage and said, 

“Thank you.  Thank you so much, Sage.  It’s weird, but I haven’t felt this… this… happy and free in a long 

time.  I would never have thought that one saying, or a mantra I mean, could have such an effect on me.  

I mean, after six days, I feel like a different person.  But I don’t know if I can do exactly what we’ve 

talked about.  It will be really hard- loving all the time can be difficult when the people around you are 

being troublesome.” 

 “Very true, dear,” said Sage.  “But like I said on the first day, keep this mantra in your mind.  Be 

conscious of it, just as with your actions.  The more you think of it, the more loving your actions will 

become and the more open your mind will become.  It is only there to help you, Mina.” 

 “Yeah, definitely,” nodded Mina.  “But again Sage, thank you.  It’s just weird how this all 

happened; a real chance meeting, huh?  I have really enjoyed this, our discussions… oh jeez!  I was 

supposed to leave fifteen minutes ago for class!  Sorry Sage, I’ve got to go!  See you tomorrow, right?!” 
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 “Yes, dear.  Perhaps,” said Sage and gave Mina a wink. 

 “Alright!” said Mina, frantically trying to gather her bag and everything else.  She began to run 

across the park.  Then, as she ran through the snow, she turned back and cried across the snowy field, 

“Goodbye Sage, thank you so much again!” 

 Sage nodded in return and sat alone on the bench. 

* * * 

  

The next day, Mina came back to the park.  She walked over to the park, waiting to see Sage.  

She always sat there, patiently waiting with her hands crossed over her lap.  But today, there was no 

one there.  Mina sat down and waited.  Perhaps Sage was late.  It could be possible; after all, Mina 

herself was usually late.  She continued to wait.  First five minutes, then ten, fifteen… a whole half hour 

passed.  Still no one came.  And Mina left. 

* * * 

  

Day after day, Mina continued to revisit the bench.  The snow had begun to melt away and still 

Sage did not return.  Mina had searched through all the phonebooks, but nowhere could she find a Sage 

Quinn.  Sage had left just as she had come: completely unexpected.  Or was it so?  Mina was very upset 

when Sage had suddenly appeared and then left once Mina had begun to feel better… ‘No,’ Mina 

thought to herself.  ‘There has to be some explanation, maybe she’s sick… She always looked so frail.  

And like she said, ‘Nothing is permanent.’  Maybe she’s right.  Nothing is meant to last really.’ 

* * * 

  

Mina had persistently returned to the park for months.  She would wait there for a half hour 

every day, at the same time that they had met.  But never did Sage show up.  However, instead of the  
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pain and sorrow that had greeted Mina when she would wait, Mina now felt relieved and refreshed 

during these waiting periods.  It was a small part of the day completely for herself; she could temporarily 

take a step out her of frantic days.  She looked forward to the quiet moments in the park.  Something 

was always different, and whatever the weather, each time was equally pleasant.  One day, during the 

spring as some of the flowers were beginning to bloom, Mina saw something small and hunched over on 

the bench.  For a moment, Mina’s heart jumped; was it Sage?  Had she returned after all these months?  

As Mina quietly walked closer to the bench, she saw it was a girl.  She was all alone and crying.   

Mina walked over and sat down gently on the bench.   

 

 

The End 
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Interpretation and Reflection 

Who would have ever thought so much could be said about so little.  A mantra of six syllables, 

merely four words, describes an entire way of life and thinking that has been practiced for hundreds of 

years.  In essence, this very mantra of Om Mani Padme Hum captures all of Buddhism.  Although the 

mantra specifically originates from Tibetan Buddhism it nonetheless encompasses universal elements of 

this particular religion, such as compassion.   

The mantra can be interpreted on several levels, which will be discussed throughout this essay.  

However, at the mantra’s base level, it seeks to invoke the god of Chenrezig (Avalokiteshvara), the 

Tibetan Buddhist Lord of Love.  Chenrezig is in fact a bodhisattva, “a person who vows not to enter 

nirvana until the grass itself is enlightened” (Smith, 1995).  After taking a this vow, Chenrezig stayed in 

the world to liberate all beings from the realms of suffering.  He became well known and praised for his 

infinite capacity to give compassion and love (Om Mani Padme Hum, 2003).  His mantra of compassion 

(or rather the mantra that seeks to invoke the compassion of Chenrezig) Om Mani Padme Hum, became 

incredibly popular in Tibetan Buddhism.  To this day in Tibet, it can be seen nearly everywhere, engraved 

in rocks, written innumerable times on prayer wheels, and sew in the prayer flags that decorate the 

Himalayan mountaintops.  Chenrezig is also the most popular and most prayed to of all Buddhist deities, 

except for Buddha himself, and the focus of an entire sacred text, specifically the Scripture of the Lotus 

Blossom of the Fine Dharma (Om Mani Padme Hum, 2003).  This may seemingly conflict with the reality 

that Buddhism is at the core an atheistic religion; it neither denies nor accepts the existence of a higher 

being.  Rather than pray to Chenrezig, the mantra aims to find the compassion within us; it is not 

necessarily praying to, it is praying within.  We seek to find the Chenrezig, the compassion, in ourselves.  

We pretend that we are really Chenrezig and as we repeat the mantra, we become more aware of the 

compassion in our lives and in turn become loving, compassionate beings.  A mantra then takes on a 

much more powerful role.  As explained in Govinda’s Foundations of Tibetan Buddhism, a mantra is 
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beyond words; “it is a tool for thinking” (Govinda, 1960).  It cannot give us compassion; the mantra 

serves as a magnifying glass, helping us focus upon a certain subject.  Furthermore, in order to truly tap 

into our inner Chenrezig, the mantra should be kept in mind at all times.  To Western religions and 

thought, the mindless repetition of some words would seem to achieve little to nothing.  In Tibetan 

Buddhism, this mantra can be part of one hundred thousand prostrations, one hundred thousand 

mantra recitations, one hundred thousand mandala offerings, and one million guru yoga recitations 

(Holecek,2010).  Absolutely astronomical numbers.  Or are they?  Consider for a moment the amount of 

times, just even in one day, that we have bragged, criticized, lied, cheated, stolen, complained.  How 

many times have you even thought mean, harmful or plain selfish thoughts?  The desire to hurt 

someone if they have upset or frustrated you?  Consider the grand total of all these thoughts and 

actions.  They are most likely in the astronomical range as well.  Thus, the mantra and the associated 

practice of keeping it in one’s mind and heart at all times suddenly becomes more evident.  As noted in 

the Dhammapada, “If one speaks or acts with an evil thought, pain follows one… If one speaks or acts 

with a pure thought, happiness follows one” (Müller & Maguire, 2001).  Think well, do well.  Consider 

the effect of this.  If we replaced just a few of the selfish, mean and/or harmful thoughts that we have in 

one day, what would happen?  All of these negative thoughts take us away from what really matters, 

what truly makes us happy.  These negative thoughts are wasted energy with outcomes that most likely 

make us feel even worse.  These negative thoughts are a bad habit and that furthermore distract us; 

thus, once again, the mantra brings us (literally) back on track. 

Now that a historical and spiritual background has been provided concerning the mantra and its 

practice, the focus of this paper will shift to the story of Mina and Sage.  The setting is today, America 

2010.  We know the social context quite well as it is the present.  We know the current affairs facing the 

nation.  However, the spiritual context of this nation, specifically at this time is shifting towards a 

different focus.  What is religion?  What role does it play nowadays?  Our religion is no longer truly 
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grounded in sacred texts; our spiritual world is imprinted in the electronic, the digital, and the social 

networks.   Checking Facebook has become a daily ritual; celebrities are worshipped like the holy; the 

words of Oprah, Glenn Beck and other popular TV personalities are followed like the teachings of 

prophets.  The internet is God, providing us with all the information we could ever need.  It seems that 

there is an growing spiritual detachment; the mystery of life, our place in this world and what we truly 

want is slowly being removed.  All of these pressing issues, the vast amounts of information that we are 

bombarded with on a daily basis, this feeling of loneliness in an ever-increasingly connected world are 

the very things that the main character Mina is based upon.  Although the specific issues that she faces 

are not completely revealed, we know that the main problems that she has are shared with us to a 

point; difficult college exams, horrible jobs, irritable boyfriends, deceitful friends, quarreling family 

members (dukkah)… the list continues on and on.  Yet Mina encompasses all of this; it may seem like too 

much for one human to carry, but in essence, Mina is the average American with average problems in 

life.  Her pains are no greater nor any less than those that we encounter.  Furthermore, her spiritual 

state is unknown, or not mentioned in detail.  Much like many of us, we do not really have the need nor 

time to take an interest in ourselves and deeper meanings of life.  Few consciously take time each day to 

access our heart, mind and soul.  We are far too caught up in the our jobs, paying the bills, catching our 

favorite series on TV, going to bed (hopefully early) in order to prepare for the next day’s slew of events.  

Such is our day to day life, and such is the life of Mina. 

The story begins with Mina alone on a bench, completely engulfed with life’s stresses and pains.  It 

is interesting that this setting was chosen as Mina is in a park, surrounded by more “living” things than 

anywhere else; the biomass around her in the park far outweighs that of her apartment or any 

classroom on campus.  The park is a recurring symbol and can be interpreted on many levels.  First of all, 

the park is a natural place with few man-made distractions.  There may be a few benches here and there 

and a fence surrounding, but it is simple and life abounds.  Robins fly from tree to tree, nuthatches 
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creep along exclaiming their nasally tweets, and even a pheasant can be heard on a nearby field; all 

dance to the natural rhythm of life.  There is no rushing around here, no sense of deadlines, or time 

really.  There is focus here, specifically to live.  The park can also be seen as a mental state, a place of 

bliss, freedom and peace.  The park can be thought of nirvana as well; the point of complete 

enlightenment and freedom from attachment and distraction.  The park is literally and physically 

removed from the hustle and bustle of reality; a safe, relaxed haven.  For most of the day, we are 

concerned with going and doing almost unconsciously.  We have a schedule to follow and things to do; 

goals are set, deadlines await.  In this perpetual state of doing, we rarely find time to switch or come 

back to the state of mind that truly matters: one of peace and conscious purpose.  The park is that 

particular state of mind.  In that park (mental state) we can stop and think.  We refresh our minds and 

focus our hearts once more upon the things that truly matter, or rather, we try to figure out what is 

important to us.  Are our actions in line with our goals?  Are we doing what makes us happy?       

In addition, the park also shows the transitory quality of reality (anicca, paticcasamuppada, 

skandhas) .  Everything changes and nothing is permanent.  Seasons come and go.  Even the sturdy 

bench upon which Mina and Sage meet every day too will eventually erode with the passage of time.  In 

fact, Mina places positive feelings upon the bench and forms a sort of attachment to it.  Then, when the 

meetings suddenly coming to an end, Mina is very upset, continuing to visit the bench in hopes of 

revisiting or continuing the happiness that she experienced there, thus illustrating a key issue addressed 

in Buddhism of attachment (tanha).  Along with the bench, there are the robins that once sang in the 

spring, now leaving for the South in the winter.  Trees that had leaves in the spring, now lay barren in 

the winter months.  A waxwing that crooned sweetly one day was caught by a cat the next.  Life is 

neither predictable nor fair.  It simply continues, a balance (or cycle) between spring, fall, birth, and 

death.  But among the pain, the unfair disappearance of things and the seemingly unstable existence of 

life, there is beauty.  Beauty is all around us; it just a matter of perception.  This is similar to the thought 
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of suffering; pain surrounds us, but to suffer is optional.  Love abounds where the heart is open; the 

issue is merely to obtain that state of heart.   

This is the area where Sage comes in.  She is an utter mystery and remains so for the entire story.  

However, her wisdom is undeniable.  Her mind is as clear and sharp as a diamond, yet her heart remains 

open and giving.  She is an enlightened being; Sage is the Buddha.  She sits at underneath the tree of 

enlightenment, giving direction to Mina who sits at the foot of the eightfold path.  There are seemingly 

opposites, but both share the same goal as another human being: to be happy.  Mina shows the journey 

to happiness; Sage is happiness itself.  In addition, Sage perfectly illustrates the key idea of loving 

kindness and compassion (mettā) to the highest degree.  When she meets Mina, Sage takes a keen 

interest in the girl’s suffering.  Never does Sage judge Mina’s actions or feelings; she is there to comfort, 

guide and love.  After all, love overcomes all and Sage tries to instill the same feelings in Mina, to help 

Mine to overcome her own issues and to continue her growth towards the happiness, a lotus slowly 

emerging from the depths of the swamp towards the sun.   

Among other symbols, Mina’s Ipod is also worth considering. After a particular meeting with Sage, 

Mina pulls out her Ipod in preparation for the long walk home.  The Ipod is yet another example of 

distraction in life.  Mina tries to blare out the pain in life, cancelling out what she does not wish to hear.  

In turn, she blinds herself to the life that abounds within and around her.  She closes her mind and heart 

and only listens to what pleases her.  Just as the Dhammapada states, “If you yearn only for what is 

sensually pleasing, your thirst will grow greater and greater, and you will make your bonds stronger and 

stronger” (Müller & Maguire, 2001).  In turn, Mina could possibly gain more and more attachment to the 

Ipod, her music and her seeming control over life; the potential to suffer and to lose thus increases.  

Thus another Buddhist principle is revealed: keep life simple and in balance- reduce distractions and 

attachments.   
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In the story, I feel that I can easily relate myself to Mina; in fact, I based many of Mina’s struggles 

on my own as well as the pains that has been experienced by close friends.  I reproduced my doubts, 

speculations, fears, misunderstandings, frustrations, all of it- all through Mina.  In fact, Mina’s spiritual 

detachment is something that I feel is becoming ever popular in America.  People are not necessarily 

turning into mobs of atheists; it seems more like a trend of decreasing interest in the spiritual side of 

life.  In a world where everything is done quick, like fast food and instant messaging, satisfaction too is 

expected quickly.  However, whether it is religion, philosophy or finding oneself (or whatever term you 

desire), none of these things come quickly.  It takes time, an entire lifetime and even multiple depending 

on one’s personal beliefs, to find what makes sense, what gives one purpose and what makes one 

happy.   

 Like Mina, I have never had an especially strong attraction to religion; there is simply no desire 

or interest in being religious.  The concept of God is troubling to me.  I do not like the idea of one 

omniscient being (especially a male), and moreover, the idea of organized religion.  I am vehemently 

against strict dogma.  Despite these feelings, I like the idea of religion.  However, religion is a human 

invention and is thus potentially subject to human corruption in the pursuit of self interest.  Perhaps this 

is an overly cynical view; perhaps this is a problem with me personally.  However, as I mentioned before 

I like the idea of religion.  Religion interests me very much so, in a historical and philosophical way.  I am 

always open and willing to learn about something new, whether it be an entire different way of life or 

an unconventional philosophy.  I have enjoyed this entire course immensely.  The beautiful religion of 

the Coeur d’Alene and Nez Perce centered around nature inspired me; the infinite complexity of 

Hinduism amazed me; the pregnant void of Taoism intrigued me.  However, Buddhism was unique.  

Never had I heard of a philosophy that thought of suffering as optional.  I had become so accustomed to 

the Western/Christian view, the plain unfairness in life, the idea that pain is there to create compassion, 

that these ideas of dukkha and tanha completely surprised me.  I began to fervently research Buddhism, 



 
64 

simply out of pure curiosity.  I read whatever I could, watched any documentaries available; I wanted to 

pour my concentration and comprehension in something completely foreign to my current 

understanding and philosophy on life.  As I researched, one thing stuck out to me.  This was (of course) 

the mantra, Om Mani Padme Hum.  To my surprise, an entire book, Govinda’s Foundations of Tibetan 

Mysticism, was dedicated to these four small, apparently important words.  For my research portion of 

this project, I ended up reading the entire book.  Throughout the book, I constantly found myself 

surprised and simply amazed by Buddhism.  The emphasis on love and compassion particularly 

interested me; those were ideals that I already adhered myself to, but the whole set-up behind those 

ideas really sparked my fascination.   

 As I read, I felt myself changing.  Just like Mina, I felt like I was opening my eyes and seeing the 

world.  Again.   There was I world that I had known, sometime long ago.  It was a simple place, with sepia 

tone memories and faces slowly fading.  A place that was beautiful and where I was happy.  I had 

forgotten it somehow, or lost track of that place.  With the aid of the mantra, I was re-opening my eyes.    

I had a spiritual awakening.  Or, really a non-spiritual awakening.  It was the moment I realized that I did 

not need religion.  I do not wish or need to be religious.  To box myself in, to spiritually categorize myself 

would destroy the very ideas that propel my life and give me purpose: learn; approach all with a loving 

heart; maintain an open mind; change.   Praying to one god or another was not going to solve my issues 

or ease my pains.   All that I ever needed was within myself. 

 I will not describe myself as an atheist, humanist, or even a Buddhist.  I am not just one thing.  

Atheism may describe me to a certain extent.  As a person who has a strong tendency to understand 

ideas through clear evidence and logic, atheism is naturally a good fit.  Humanism is another extension, 

placing further emphasis on reason, ethics and justice.  Buddhism is a matter of heart, relating to my 

deep convictions of love and compassion.  However, there is so much more to explore.  Whereas Mina is 
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content with her new found direction and view of life, I have an insatiable thirst for more knowledge.  I 

desire to discover.   

Mina’s story is one of my journeys, one of the many I will take in life.  A quest from one religion, 

one philosophy, one culture to the next.  Just as Mina felt burdened by life’s pressures and pains, I too 

felt many things had begun to weigh me down.  I needed something to shift my focus towards.  I could 

not and cannot avoid the pain I experience, but there is a different way to perceive it.  That is the beauty 

of life.  There is so much to be learned.  There is so much to give.  And I have but one life! 

With so much unknown, why place a label upon myself when I do not even know myself.  

Wieteke Holthuijzen I am, but beyond that, it is a great mystery.  A name is legally a word for who I am.  

A word that is supposed to encompass all of me: good, bad, physical, mental, spiritual.  Words are 

misleading.  Words cannot describe feelings.  Words cannot give life to the thoughts in my mind.  Words 

cannot bring out the love in my heart.  And although words are the vessels of knowledge, the key to 

education and discovery, my fear lies in the word that is used mistakenly to somehow sum up who we 

are beyond our own understanding.  These words –  Catholic, Hindu, Mormon, Jew, Muslim, Buddhist – 

hold greater power than we are aware.  They have greater meaning than we think.  We slap those words 

on our forehead without further thought or care.  It takes an immense amount of courage, trust and 

finality to fully embrace such a word.  Are we responsible enough?  Are we worth it?  I know I am not.   

No amount of words can completely describe me.  The same goes for this paper.  Words can be 

said, written, read, painted, swallowed.  But can they ever be absolutely understood?  Perhaps not.  

However, maybe we can never understand an entire word.  All of its meanings, implications, 

connections.  A word can be related to anything and everything.  In that sense, a word is the universe: 

anything and everything.  So when we mark ourselves with a word, it is as if we attempt to describe the 

infinite.  We are part of the universe, undoubtedly, but a word cannot suddenly create a simple end 
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product, composed of exact explanation and pure truth.  That would take all meaning from life.  The joy 

is in the discovery.  In the journey.  In the mind.  In the heart.  Not in the word.    
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