
What I wanted mostly to capture in this poem was the mood of loneliness. 
I look back on my brief time in Japan where I didn’t speak the language 
and where I found solace within the incantatory urban melodies of John 
Coltrane and Thelonious Monk converging with Western myth, indigenous 
cultures with elaborate carvings and masks, and my imaginary community 
of islands amidst other islands. The space a poem occupies for me operates 
within the logic of dreams; in the same way we sometimes mistake our 
dreams as actual memories of another time.” 

—EUGENE GLORIA

Nighthawks Oceania
In a city of loners men in suits 
hunker over bowls of ramen. 
You must forgive my useless glimpses,
to draw conclusions would be unfair. 

They’re taking up room.
Our ramen bar an extension domicile
between time off and work time. 
What Hopper saw in his American city

is my version of elemental awe.
Night and no one to pass judgment.
I’m here with my bosses, dear Monk, 
dear Coltrane. We’re happy and unfound.

Take this colored sheet of paper and fold it
in the prescribed creases then pull out a bird, 
a solitary vireo, a swan, no, a woman 
turned into a swan and a god in hot pursuit. 

I want Monk to stop spinning like a lonely planet,
I want Coltrane to assure us that we’re an island—
that we’re the night and also the ocean.

—Eugene Gloria

From Sightseer in this Killing City by 
Eugene Gloria, published by Penguin 
Books, an imprint of Penguin Publishing 
Group, a division of Penguin Random 
House LLC. © 2019 by Eugene Gloria.

THE POETRY PAGE  
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hand, “We tend to think that suffering 
is coming from forces external to us, 
and we can’t do anything about it. But 
some of Buddhism’s essential mes-
sages, found in the Four Noble Truths, 
are that a lot of the suffering is coming 
from ways we are thinking about 
things. We add thoughts that make 
our suffering worse.” Buddhism is, in 
many ways, about experiencing what 

life is, instead of pining away for what 
we wish it could be.

In addition to a Dharma talk, Cohen 
suggests you could read a book relating 
to Buddhist beliefs. One of his favor-
ites is When Things Fall Apart by Pema 
Chödrön. Buddhism is, for some, a 
religion with cultural and religious 
practices surrounding it. For others, 
it offers practical philosophy and psy-
chology. “I don’t think it’s desecrating 
Buddhism to take away what is useful,” 
says Cohen. “I’ve had difficult times 
in my life, like watching my parents 
die in long and difficult ways. Going 
through those life trials, I find that 

Buddhism continues to help me.”
Suddhayu, who is the center man-

ager at the Aryaloka Buddhist Center 
in Newmarket, New Hampshire, 
also provided some advice. “Start by 
attending a few events locally,” he says, 
“or you could look further afield and 
try an introductory retreat at one of 
the many Buddhist retreat centers in 
North America. There are also options 
online for contact, including medita-
tion instruction and study groups.” 
Buddhist traditions can be quite 
varied in their approaches—there 
is Chinese Buddhism, Therāvāda 
Buddhism, Tibetan Buddhism, 

Buddhism Curious
A seeker wants to delve into this ancient religion and is 
wondering how to get started.

I’d like to explore Buddhism, but I’m not sure where to start. 

I like what little I know, but it seems to be a diverse, com-

plicated, and even contradictory religion. Where do I even 

begin? Is visiting a temple a good idea at this early stage?

Kathryn: Buddhism started 2,500 years ago in India and has 
spread throughout the world; it’s now the fourth-largest reli-
gion on the globe. I asked Gabriel Cohen, a fellow contributor to 
Spirituality & Health and the author of Storms Can’t Hurt the 
Sky: A Buddhist Path Through Divorce, for his insights.

“My personal experience, and that of a lot of 
people, is they don’t come to Buddhism out of 
an academic or intellectual interest,” he says. 
“They come to it because they are suffering.” 
Cohen first connected with Buddhism when 
he was going through a difficult divorce. “I was 
coming out of a store and saw a sign that said, 
‘How to Deal with Anger,’ and I was intrigued. 
It was acknowledging we feel that emotion 
sometimes, so I went to the event, a Dharma 
talk at a Buddhist Center.” Attending a Dharma 
talk—a public discussion given by a Buddhism 
teacher—is a nonthreatening way to explore. 
Cohen, in fact, walked into a low-key, friendly 
event given in a yoga studio. Still, he found the 
Dharma talk deeply appropriate to his circum-
stances, “like it was throwing me a lifeline,” 
remembers Cohen.

Some of the principal teachings in 
Buddhism revolve around suffering and how to 
alleviate it. “It’s important to have a distinction 
between pain and suffering,” says Cohen. Pain 
can’t be helped—sometimes you hit your thumb 
with a hammer or break a leg. On the other 

Mindful
Jennifer Davis

jenniferdavisart.com

THE DISCUSSION   
KATHRYN DRURY WAGNER ONLINE EXCLUSIVE: 

I’d like to feel more connected spiritually, but I’m not interested 
in having a bunch of rules around it. I live in a fairly rural area 
and joining an organized religion just isn’t my thing. What can I 
do? See Kathryn’s answer and join the discussion online by liking the 
Spirituality & Health Facebook page. 

Mahayana Buddhism, and so on. “It 
may be best to start with a tradition 
that you have a resonance with or 
attraction to,” says Suddhayu. “You 
might find a home in that tradition, 
or you might realize you need to keep 
looking. At some point, you’ll want 
to stick with an approach and take it 
to some depth, otherwise you’ll risk 
being lost in the supermarket with a 
grumbling belly, so to speak.”   S&H
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Author 
and teacher RABBI RAMI 

SHAPIRO is encouraging 
Perennial Wisdom to lead us 

beyond alienation and isolation 
to integration and unity, based 
on Genesis 12:3: “You shall be 

a blessing to all the families 
of the earth.”

How Can I Find  
a Simple Religion?

I love my new church. The rector is 
very open. The service is medita-
tive. Bible study is intelligent. My 
problem is that I don’t believe in 
the inerrancy of the Bible or the 
divinity of Christ, and I even feel 
disingenuous when taking com-
munion. Should I admit how I truly 
think?
My guess is that if you share your 
truth honestly and humbly, you will 
find that you’re not alone. Lots of 
people enjoy church without believ-
ing in doctrine. Just don’t present 
your ideas in the context of doubt. 
You don’t doubt Christ’s divinity, 
you affirm Jesus’ teaching. You 
don’t doubt the Bible’s inerrancy, 
you affirm its wisdom. Be positive, 
though not aggressive, regarding 
what you do believe rather than 
apologetic about what you don’t 
believe. As for communion—Jesus 
meant for you to come as you are 
not as you imagine you should be. If 
you feel disingenuous when taking 
communion, offer that feeling to 
Christ as he offers himself to you.

I consider myself a thoughtful 
person, but I can’t reconcile sci-
ence, philosophy, religion, and 
spirituality. Especially spirituality. 
I just don’t know what that is. Any 
thoughts?
Philosophy is the art of making 
meaning through logic and reason. 
Religion is the art of making 
meaning through myth, metaphor, 
and ritual. Science is the art of 
exploring nature. Spirituality is 
the art of exploring your nature. 
Borrowing from the sixth century 
Indian sage Bodhidharma, I would 
say of spirituality that it is a direct 
apprehension of reality outside 
of words and scripture; a direct 
pointing to reality and seeing into 
one’s true nature. We humans have 

ROADSIDE ASSISTANCE FOR THE SPIRITUAL TRAVELER
RABBI RAMI SHAPIRO

My friends and I come from different religions, and we 

find them all needlessly complicated. We are looking for 

something simpler. What would you suggest?

Rabbi Rami: I suggest you Marie Kondo your religions. The 
author of The Life-Changing Magic of Tidying Up, Ms. Kondo 
urges you to pick up each item in your house and ask yourself, 
“Does this spark joy?” If it does, keep it. If it doesn’t, let it go. 
What Ms. Kondo does with stuff, I suggest you do with religion. 
Does belonging to a community spark joy? Does attending wor-
ship services spark joy? Does studying scripture spark joy? Lift 
up each aspect of your religion and ask if it sparks joy in you. 
If it does, keep it. If it doesn’t, let it go. Make joy rather than 
allegiance to a system the heart of your religion. 

a capacity to be creative in all four 
dimensions—science, philosophy, 
religion, and spirituality—and 
should do what we can to be liter-
ate in each.

I’m studying with a rabbi who 
says converting to Judaism  
will bring me closer to God.  
Is this true? 
No. As Rabbi Saul of Tarsus 
taught, “God is That in whom 
we live and move and have our 
being” (Acts 17:28). God is 
Reality, the Eternal Tao, Y-H-V-H: 
the Happening happening as all 
happening. You can’t get closer to 
or farther from God because there 
is nothing else but God. Convert 
to Judaism (or any other “ism”) 
because doing so makes you more 
kind, compassionate, and just. 
But nothing can get you closer to 
That which you already are.

I believe there is Someone 
outside the universe—someone 
I call God—who created the 
universe and judges the behavior 
of everyone in it. I feel sorry for 
you that you don’t. Why do you 
reject my beliefs?
I don’t reject them. I simply don’t 
hold them. Please don’t take this 
personally. I do my best to avoid 
belief altogether. Beliefs are 
ideas we hold to be true without 
demanding evidence to prove 
they are true. I like evidence. 
Beliefs provide answers. I prefer 
questions. Beliefs offer certainty. 
I embrace uncertainty. Beliefs 
come from authorities. I want to 
investigate what is so for myself. 
There is no need to feel sorry for 
me. After all, what if your beliefs 
are wrong? (Just kidding: They 
can’t be wrong. That’s why we call 
them beliefs.)

I’m taken with the idea that I’m 
a spiritual being: a being of pure 
love, peace, forgiveness and 
compassion having a human 
experience. Do you find this 
compelling as well?
On the contrary. I find the idea 
confusing. 

Why would a being of pure 
love, peace, forgiveness, and 
compassion give that up for 
the human experience of fear, 
anxiety, aggression, anger, 
injustice, and hate? The answer 
I so often hear is that in this way 
we can learn to become pure 
love, peace, forgiveness, and 
compassion, but this makes no 
sense since as a spiritual being, 
I’m already pure love, peace, 
forgiveness, and compassion. 
Why would I pretend to be other 
than I am only to learn how to be 
what I already am? 

My daughter’s in AA. I’m happy 
she’s sober, but her insistence 
that she is a recovering alcoholic 
rather than a recovered alcoholic 
worries me. Is she addicted to 
being an addict? 
I, too, am an addict, and being 
a compulsive overeater is no 
less a part of my identity than 
being a Jew and an American. 
The moment I forget this—the 
moment I imagine I’m recovered 

ONE FOR THE ROAD
I’m working with a past-life therapist who assures me that my problems 
in this life are caused by an unresolved trauma in a past life. I’m worried 
that the farther back I go the farther back I have to go. How will I know 
when I’ve gone far enough? Too far?

Share your responses at spiritualityhealth.com/one-for-the-road.

rather than recovering—is  
the moment I’m in danger of 
falling into crazy thinking and 
compulsive eating. But not  
forgetting I am an addict isn’t  
the same as being addicted to 
being an addict. Unless your 
daughter is using her addiction 
to avoid love, friendship, family, 
work, learning, spiritual growth, 
etc., just be grateful for and  
proud of her.

I’ve been reading you for a  
year and I just don’t see you  
as a rabbi. What kind of rabbi  
are you?
Borrowing from Alan Watt’s 1958 
essay Beat Zen, Square Zen, and 
Zen, there are three categories 
of rabbi: beat, square and Zen. 
Beat rabbis are enamored with 
innovation and work hard to 
create new ways of doing ancient 
things as the best way to maintain 
Jewish identity. Square rabbis 
love Jewish tradition and work 
hard to maintain the old ways as 
the best way to maintain Jewish 
identity. Zen rabbis don’t care 
about Jewish identity. Zen rabbis 
use the language of Judaism 
to focus on reality rather than 
religion, truth rather than tradi-
tion, and Self-realization rather 
than self-identification. I’m a Zen 
rabbi.  S&H

BELIEFS PROVIDE ANSWERS. I PREFER QUESTIONS. 
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