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Author’s Notes


This book is about enlightenment, but the point is to learn from—and enjoy—the journey rather than focus on the final outcome. It provides a practical explanation of enlightenment and a rational account of the healing process, which is necessary in some form or another in order to attain enlightenment. The theory presented in this book is a path to having a happier and more spiritual life, and from it I hope others will learn to enjoy the moment and will be inspired to heal the parts of themselves that prevent them from doing so.


As an introduction I will tell you that I am a graduate of an energy healing school, an ordained minister of a spiritualist church, and a student of Zen, all of which have played a significant role in my spiritual growth. I also have a BA in Philosophy and consider myself a rational, down-to-earth person, supported by my keen interest in science. In fact, the impetus for this book was to carve out a more useful role for the rational mind in spirituality, and to tie together ideas that seemed valid to me, but to my knowledge had not yet been incorporated into a holistic model.


I was born in 1960 as the youngest of four sons in a stable and functional family (thanks Mom, Dad, and brothers). I have worked in a variety of jobs, mostly in two main fields of employment: assisting troubled youth and business administration. I am married, have one child and reside in Japan, though I grew up in British Columbia, Canada. I also spent a year living in Korea teaching English, and I have traveled to many different countries.


As I began to write this book, I was a scared individual embarking on a new adventure, or perhaps more precisely, a new chapter of my ongoing adventure. In this book and in my life, I make no pretense that I am a refined individual, or that I have all the answers. My life has not been smooth sailing, but neither has it been the intense struggle I have seen others go through. I still wrestle with the human conditions of self-esteem; honesty; relationships; finances; fear; commitment; and common vices. For my entire adult life, I have also struggled with a chronic disease: ulcerative colitis.


One of the cornerstones of my journey towards joy and health is meditation, and more recently, writing has become another. I now believe writing is my ideal spiritual path, and the writing of this book has been a healing experience for me. As you read it, you will understand how vital meditation is to my writing and my life. A quiet mind has enabled me to appreciate the power of “Living in the Moment,” leading to an ever-deepening sense of inner peace which I am able to maintain for longer and longer periods. Now I wish to share this knowledge with others so they can also experience the same joy and peace.


When I decided to follow through with my long-held ambition of writing a book, the writing happened slowly, and the initial product was more like a science textbook than a story. I quickly realized that a textbook-style book would have little chance of getting published, so I searched for a more interesting way to present the information. One day, the idea of having the main character be an aspiring author came to mind, and thus John Alexander was born.


Hence, the book is about a man’s life as he authors a book, meaning there is a small book within the main book. This delivers my message in a clear and concise manner. I acknowledge it is implausible for the character to write at such timely moments, or to have the contents of his writing flow so easily and coherently. But by overlooking these shortcomings, the reader will be exposed to the overall process of writing a novel, which is a complex and labored task. Please note that I was writing the story as well as the theory (the inner book), so my actual writing time was much more than what is portrayed in the book.


As for the parallels between John’s life and mine, there are many; however, John’s story is not an exact retelling of my life. I felt free to change parts, add parts and omit parts. This is not an attempt to glorify my life; it just seemed easier to retell things I knew intimately rather than invent a totally fictitious character. The bulk of the alterations are to help in the telling of the story, and not falsely add drama. If some events strike you as implausible, there is a good chance they are actually true because there are only a couple of purely fictitious events. I have added the timeline of John’s life at the end of the book to help clarify the sequence of events.


This was an ambitious project, partly because I am offering a brief explanation for the nature of the universe and the basis for human life. It is incomplete in that it is a sketch of a theory, and it does not cover all the bases, so to speak. One important factor to understanding human behavior that is not explained is sexuality. I am still attempting to understand this basic component; however, I felt it important to include a couple of chapters involving this subject for two reasons. First, the theory may be incomplete, but I didn’t want the main character to be incomplete, so including his sexual nature rounds out his character. Second, because sexuality is such a reactive subject, I am providing you an opportunity to test my theory by including it. If you find judgments arising when reading these sections, you can explore the nature and origins of your reactions. I plan to offer a detailed explanation of sexuality in future writings.


Before letting you get on with the book, it may be helpful to say something about Enlightenment. Zen suggests that it is, by its very nature, indescribable. Enlightenment is the experience of the Now, where time ceases to exist, or where separation is transcended to become the “One.” Enlightenment is indescribable because description is limited to mental concepts, and the experience of the One is not a mental experience. I believe that once you have a glimpse of the interconnectedness of the One, then you cannot help but be more compassionate about life and everything in it. And even being compassionate is limiting once you have truly experienced it, but the profound peace and tranquility that you will exude is an invitation for others to journey down the path of Enlightenment too.


This Oneness is what I believe religions are referring to when they say God. Mainstream religions in the West do not suggest that individuals can experience this Oneness, so obviously they do not provide directions on how to obtain it—but Zen does. And it is a simple and practical approach. Thus I have found Zen techniques to be invaluable to my growth.


Thank you for your interest in this book. I truly hope it can be of some help to you.


In service, Reverend Ross Cribb.









Chapter 1


Ordination


Sunday, August 19


As I look out from the veranda, the lake is as smooth as glass. In the pale light of early morning, it faintly reflects the distant hills and cloudy skies. In spite of the quiet feeling of pre-dawn, the intermittent buzzing of insects and chirping of birds are surprisingly intrusive. I also feel a sense of urgency because I have seen one person enter the main lodge, and I’m sure more will be coming soon. My chance for solitude is passing; the day will soon begin.


I have already spent thirty minutes struggling to find the magical serenity of a quiet mind, but it has been a restless thirty minutes. In preparation for the big event, AlixSandra had instructed us to take time this morning to reflect, but for me, the only reflection is on the lake. When at home, my morning meditations usually come easily and are generally pleasurable, but when away from the familiarity of home I find meditating a challenge. My resolve is fading fast, and the heavy feeling in my eyes tells me sleep will come quickly if I go back to bed.


I notice another worker approaching the lodge, signaling the impending hum of the morning’s activities. I surrender; it is time to go back to my room. My accommodation is a room shared with another conference participant (I have financial constraints). This morning there will be no profound insights, no intense release of emotion and no experience of God’s light to prepare me for today. Instead, a couple more hours of sleep will be my preparation for the day.


A few hours later I am walking on the path through the grassy courtyard to the main hall. I feel alert and buoyant, yet there’s no denying a sense of uncertainty. As I walk, the inspiration of nature surrounds me. Looking at the trees, I can see more than their appearance; I can intuit their aliveness. And not only are they alive, but they are talking to me. I don’t mean literally talking to me, but the vibrancy of their aliveness is a message for me to feel alive too. They have a certain power and a connection to the earth that is real and tangible to me. Trees have no doubts, no fears, no conflicting emotions—they are an expression of Nature, and their existence communicates a message of purity and harmony.


This is my experience as I walk toward my new life, yet I thought I would be more emotional. I often feel a connection with Nature, so that doesn’t feel unusual, though today it is more acute. My heightened state of awareness is contrasted by my desire for clarity—to be free of doubts. On some level I know I am doing the right thing and that I must move forward, but I don’t feel ready yet. I’m just a regular guy trying to make sense of my life, just as everyone else is likely doing. I want the security of knowing with my whole being that the step I am about to take is the right one.


Much of the drama I am expecting from today has already happened in bits and pieces. The intense emotion that accompanies such a deep commitment has been occurring over the last few months—today is just a moment to mark a transition. It is vital to mark it, because the rational mind likes external reference points to measure how things have changed. However, the real changes happen internally—not externally—and that process is less defined.


It is an overcast day, so I don’t get the bright sunshine I wanted to highlight the occasion. Nature just is. I am at an Energy Healing Conference in Lake Geneva, Wisconsin, USA. The location is a small college campus that operates as a resort and conference center during the summer. It is a beautiful spot, and the conference has been fun, but today is the culmination of the event. Today is the day when the Inner Focus Church takes center stage. More importantly, it is the day when a few of us will be recognized for a new level of commitment to serve humanity. We are all servants, but not everyone is so willing to formally acknowledge that responsibility. Today is Ordination Day.


As I approach the veranda I see Russ and his wife Kim. Russ is a man who is on a similar journey to me. We met a few years ago while we were both enrolled in the Inner Focus Healing School. We soon became friends, and when we started doing our homework sessions together, our bond was cemented. In those sessions we revealed some of our innermost fears and secrets. I am glad we will be ordained together. Like me, Russ is uncertain as to how he will fulfill his commitment to the Divine. We each wrote a thesis outlining a vision for our respective ministries, but those are just words—action is very different.


In my thesis I talk about inspiring people to embark on a healing journey, and in so doing they can gain greater peace and joy. Part of my mission is to offer a rational explanation of the healing process. I am a firm believer that the rational mind can be incorporated into spiritual experiences. In fact, I want to appeal to the rational minds of conventional people and explain that energy healing is for them; it is not just for those “out there” people. In my thesis I mention that one way I hope to share my message is by writing a book—a dream I’ve had for a long time. However, not being a writer, I don’t know if it is a realistic goal. As I attempt to start my book I am finding it much harder than I expected, but at least I have the theory outlined in my thesis as a starting point.


Another component of my ministry is to make Zen accessible and practical to those seeking self-improvement. I’ve often referred to the book Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance as my bible. Unfortunately, the author, Robert Pirsig, didn’t do a great job of explaining Zen. I had to read the book three times before I had a clear sense of his explanation. I know it need not be that difficult.


When I step onto the veranda, Russ and I hug, and I am wondering if he is feeling any more certainty than I am. As we stand outside the hall waiting for the proceedings to begin, few words are exchanged—there isn’t anything that needs to be said. His presence provides the encouragement I want, but I am also lost in my own thoughts—thoughts about how I arrived at this point in my life.


Given my personal history, this is a situation full of ironies and inevitabilities. My early life was marked by a keen interest in how the world works. Once I started school I learned to believe in science, and later used it to support my anti-religion views. During my insolent teenage years, I remember saying I was a devout atheist. How I used to love arguing with those I thought were misguided religious fools! However, while at university, I became disillusioned with science, and for several years wandered aimlessly through the academic landscape. In the end I graduated with a BA in Philosophy. In spite of it not being very practical in the real world, it seemed the only field of study that suited my quest for meaning.


My mind’s search for answers also led me to explore an assortment of spiritual practices, such as yoga, tai chi and meditation. One of the more intense explorations was a seven-day Zen retreat. Fifteen years later I am still coming to terms with that experience.


The next phase in my journey was joining the Inner Focus Healing School, not with the intent of becoming a healing practitioner, but to further my personal healing process. It was during this phase that my life changed the most dramatically, and I started to get a sense of purpose in my life. And now, in an hour or so, I will be ordained as a Minister for the Inner Focus Church, which should give me a new sense of purpose.


There is a sense of destiny too; both my grandfathers were ministers (although they died many years before I was born), and my great-grandfather had the gift of healing, though it is rarely talked about in my family. Plus, I remember taking an aptitude test during my university days—the results suggested that my ideal profession was a religious leader first, a teacher second and a social worker third. Even though my father was a teacher and my mother was a social worker, I thought the results were strange because at that time I had no interest in religion.


And, oddly enough, I would still say I have little interest in religion. I am spiritual, not religious. I think people need to search inside to find the answers to life. Great prophets like Jesus and Buddha offered wisdom, but it needs to be internalized to be practical. A seeker is to contemplate that wisdom and create their own vision of a divine life in accordance with their heart’s guidance. And I think Zen has much to offer in regards to accessing that inner wisdom.


I let these thoughts go as Russ and I enter the hall.


Soon, the ceremony begins. As a preliminary activity, AlixSandra, who is the founder of the church, asks previously ordained ministers to say a few words about the courage involved in their decision to become ministers. Listening to them and being familiar with a few of their personal stories, I know they are not doing justice to the courage involved in their decisions. Similarly, however, I would have little to say about the courage of my decision either; it just seems to have happened. In truth, all along I have been waiting for someone to tap me on the shoulder and say, “Sorry, you’re not qualified for this. We’ve just been playing a little joke on you.” But, in a matter of minutes, it will be too late; I will have gotten away with it. I will have fooled them into thinking I am a person capable of a spiritual mission. But I know I am capable—my doubts come from not knowing how I will do it.


The actual ordination proceedings begin. Russ and I, along with seven others, are assembled at the front of the hall. AlixSandra reads some scriptures from the Bible, words emphasizing her theme for the day: courage. I am feeling calm, and my lack of emotion allows me to notice the details of my surroundings. One of my fellow honorees is a florist, and he has brought dozens of flowers. The beauty of the lilies, irises, and roses, along with an assortment of enormous crystals and colorful banners, create an uplifting atmosphere in the hall. As I scan the audience, I briefly hold my gaze to acknowledge some of the familiar faces—people I have known since my early days at the Inner Focus Healing School.


AlixSandra’s vision for the Inner Focus Church, and the school, is based on the premise that healing was one of Jesus’ greatest gifts to the world, and something he taught others to do. In following Jesus’ example, AlixSandra teaches healing, and in doing so helps to heal the heart of humanity. I now accept this as my path too: to teach and promote healing. The reality is that I know little of Jesus, and even less of the Bible. I acknowledge Jesus’ life, but I am not intent on promoting him, just his mission of healing and his message of love.


The ceremony concludes, and I have a fleeting thought: “I’ve gotten away with it!” Next are the congratulations and hugs. A few group photos are taken, and I request one of Russ and me. As the celebration goes on, I am aware of several questions lurking in the back of my mind. Am I different now? Should I act differently now? What is my ministry going to look like? I don’t have the answers, and I am content to leave these questions in the back of my mind. I know that, in time, I will find the answers I need.


Soon, things start winding down and people begin leaving the conference, returning to their homes and personal lives. I say my goodbyes as they leave, but I stay to help dismantle the conference paraphernalia. I’m in no hurry to leave because I fly out tomorrow; that’s the cheapest flight I could get.


It is a pleasant last night at the resort. Somehow it seems appropriate to be alone on the first night of my new life—my life as an ordained minister. I have been alone for much of my adult life. Not that I’m a loner, but I don’t readily make deep connections with others. I’ve had some involved, romantic relationships, but I’ve had longer periods without a lover. I don’t currently have a girlfriend, and the people with whom I have a close connection live in other parts of North America, like Russ, who lives in the state of Arkansas.


As I lie in bed later, I think, “Am I any different today than I was yesterday?” I don’t feel any different. Yes, I am happy with the day’s proceedings, and I have some pride in that I am now ordained, but at a deeper level I still feel like the same flawed, doubtful person. I think what I was looking for was a sense of magic, and either it didn’t happen or I let it slip by. There have been special moments in my life when things seemed perfect and I was at peace with the universe, occasions like scoring a crucial goal while playing a hockey game, or laughing so hard with friends that my stomach hurt or being moved to tears by the awe of nature while camping. Today was an exciting day, but it wasn’t one of the magical ones. My mind was still distracted by my doubts.


I guess the key is to become so involved in the moment that I stop thinking about it. There is nothing for doubts or questions to hold onto when one is not thinking because questioning and doubting are activities of the mind. During these moments, one also loses track of time. I am coming to realize that the magic happens when one transcends the moment, and during those timeless moments life is truly enriched. My understanding comes from that same Zen retreat, where I had a moment of true insight. We all have had glimpses of timeless moments, but Zen training teaches us how to expand those momentary glimpses into prolonged looks, and it teaches us that every moment has that potential. Zen often seems contradictory and befuddling, but its aim is to train us to experience the magic of the moment, and the longer we can experience its timelessness, the richer our lives become. Time is a stumbling block in the way of living a joyous and profound life.


Though I don’t yet fully understand this, and have even less of a sense as to how to explain it, I know timelessness is one message I want to convey with my book and my ministry. I want to rationally and methodically explain how to transcend time, and thus be in the moment. Towards this end, I know meditation and healing are practices that will help bring this into reality. Meditation conditions us to be in the moment, and a Zen attitude helps us apply this perspective to all aspects of life. Healing helps because it clears our minds of issues that take us out of the moment. The importance of meditation is a gift from Buddha, the power of healing is gift from Jesus and the art of living in the moment is the magic of Zen (Zen has no prophet). These two masters didn’t invent these techniques, but they tried to show us how to use them—and now I want to continue this mission. I want to rationally explain how these practices can benefit us. These are not the only tools available, but I think they are the most effective and practical ones. The goal for my ministry and my book is to bring the light of rational thought to what are considered esoteric practices. Furthermore, I think scientific theory can support this position. Science and spirituality are working toward the same end.


As I entertain these thoughts I start to get overwhelmed with the challenge, and this is a great reminder for me to not get caught up in the imaginings of the future. I need to focus on my next step and have faith that things will fall into place. Thoughts about the big picture are OK, but it is crucial not to dwell on them. Life is in the Now, and not the future, so the more parts of myself—the emotional, the mental and the spiritual—that are in the present moment, the happier and more fulfilling my life will be.


And for this present moment I need to let this “stuff” go, or I will never get to sleep. If my mind has something to ruminate about, it will just keep spinning and spinning.


In the morning I have to catch a bus to Chicago and then fly to Ottawa, Canada where I will spend a few more days with my aunt and uncle (I spent a week there prior to coming to the conference). After a few days in Ottawa, I will return to my home in Penticton, British Columbia, Canada (a town of 30,000 about five hours driving east of Vancouver).


I grab the book I brought, The Kite Runner by Khaled Hosseini. It is an engrossing yet easy read, which both occupies and relaxes my mind. Then, when I get tired, my mind will go from spinning to drifting so I can fall asleep.









Chapter 2


Dad and Elvis


Sunday, August 26


Coolness surrounds me, but I am not cold. Rather, the coolness emphasizes the coziness I feel while curled up under my blanket. We are having an unusual cool spell, so maybe that is adding to the strange feeling I’m having this morning. A fragment of a conversation I was having with my dad earlier is still floating in my head.


“What do you think I should do now? Travel?” I asked.


“Where would you like to go?” he countered.


Pondering my answer, I said, “Somewhere exotic, strange…I don’t know, South America, or maybe Japan.”


However, repeating the conversation in my head doesn’t give it the same impact now as it did a few minutes ago. The words don’t bring back the feeling of being with my dad. Instead, I open my eyes and my surroundings come into focus. My room is cluttered with yesterday’s clothes, the pieces of paper that I scribbled on to capture my ideas and the dozen or so books that I have either partially read or had planned to read. It occurs to me that it is time for a major cleaning. Then it hits me, like a pebble bouncing off my chest, not hard enough to hurt, but enough to catch my attention.


“What am I going to do?”


If my first thought about today is a pebble, then those that follow are like rocks.


“I have no job, no money. I am wasting my life. This writing thing will never work.”


Why do days have to start like this, with all this negativity? Why can’t I just relish the freedom I have with no commitments or obligations? I am free to construct my day and my life any way I choose. I can create my own reality.


I recall my dream again. I remember talking with my dad about Japan, but the dream is hazy now, partly because the memory is fading and partly because it is a dreamscape that isn’t confined to the rules of physics. I can tell it is too vague to be of much use, so I let it go; however, there is a lingering sensation of closeness with my father. This sensation seems to be inter-mingled with the warmth of my bed. Emotionally I feel closer to my dad than ever before, obviously helped by once again living in the same town as my parents. When I returned to Canada after a year of living in Korea, it was an ideal time to change hometowns. My parents retired to Penticton, and I loved visiting there, so I knew it would be a great place to live. Plus, I thought it helpful to be near them as they get older.


Having let go of my negative thoughts, I just want to lie here for few more minutes. However, as much as I would like to, I can’t really control my mind; I can already tell this morning will not be a fruitful one if I simply lie here thinking.


Once I accept it is time to get up, I realize I am actually looking forward to the next activity in my day—meditation. It has taken me years to feel this way about meditation. Maybe I should say many years. Now meditating is usually a place of calmness and tranquility, filled with all kinds of treasures and insights into my own life. Sometimes I tap into an infinite wisdom, and at other times I uncover the secrets I keep from myself. During meditation I can play with scenarios in my life without the burdens of emotional attachments. This allows me to see my life as an impartial observer. Meditation is how I have been able to navigate my complex relationship with Terra. I get to see my reactions to her objectively. Of course, the flip side is that it is much harder to lie to myself—I can’t deny that I continue to have strong feelings for her. It has been hard having just a friendship with her when I want a more intimate involvement.


Recently, I have been feeling an added pressure to meditate. Well, not just to meditate, but to have profound meditations. Of course, it doesn’t work that way; feeling pressure for insights inhibits the freedom and fluidity of the process. For me, meditation is about being unfettered, not about accomplishing tasks or having duties, but it is hard to let go of that pressure. It has been a week since my ordination, and I keep expecting to feel different, but I feel the same. I know my life isn’t the same, and that I can’t go back to my old self, whatever that means. It is funny how that one event, that at the time I didn’t experience as being profound, could still encapsulate my whole life—all the struggles and pains, as well as all the risks and successes! That one event is a marker that will divide my life into before and after. My time will now be defined as before ordination and after ordination.


Now, not only do I have a piece of paper saying my life has changed, but I have a tattoo as well. It was an ordination gift to myself—a physical reminder of my commitment. I had been contemplating the idea for a while, and a couple of days ago I finally did it. Now I have “Live in the Moment” written with permanent ink on the back of my left hand. The uniqueness and permanence of the tattoo appeals to me. I believe it is a bold, yet subtle way to get my message out there. It was a tough decision, and in some sense it has felt more profound than even being ordained. This is my only tattoo, and I had to go to three places before I found someone willing to give me a first tattoo on my hand. It surprised me that tattoo artists were sensitive to the impact of having such a visible tattoo.


In this way, having made my transformation so visible, I cannot hide the real me anymore. Maybe that explains the added pressure I feel about meditation; maybe I am hoping it will help me understand what being ordained really means to me. Trying to ignore any pressure, I sit down to meditate.


Today’s effort is rather benign. I end it with my usual invocation: “I am the Breath of God; I Breathe the Heart of the Earth. I Breathe the Heart of the Universe. I am One with my Soul: I am One with my Self. My Inner Focus Heals the Heart of Humanity.” It is a lovely way to make the transition from that tranquil inner space back to the uncertainty of outer reality.


As I get up there is stiffness in my knees and ankles. I suppose I expect these aches to magically improve just because I meditate. Doing something so spiritually beneficial must make my body suppler somehow. This thought leads my mind to trip over that sentence again: “I create my own reality.” If this is so, why am I so broke, and why am I still single? The list of “whys” goes on. I have been down this road many times before, so I change my thinking before it becomes a negative cycle. In fact, there have been times in my life when things have worked out in such beautiful ways that I cannot doubt I had a hand in creating it. My move to Campbell River on Vancouver Island off the west coast of Canada is an example of how I created my reality.


Having grown up in the suburbs of Vancouver, living in a big city was the only lifestyle I had considered. After years of an uninspiring adulthood, I came to realize that I had been hiding in the comfort of my mundane life. The decision to move forward with my life prompted me to finish my BA, a four-year process that I had managed to drag out for ten years. After completing my degree, it was time to find meaningful employment; up to that point I had worked in construction and sales. My first consequential job ended up being in Campbell River, a small fishing town (population 30,000) on Vancouver Island. I was hired to work in a group home for troubled teens.


At that time I was a naive believer in the manifesting power of thought, so I actually wrote out a list of expectations for my living situation before moving. And it was not a simple list. I wanted to live on a large piece of land—an acre or more. I wanted my quarters to be a separate building, like a cabin, rather than an apartment or suite. I also wanted it to be close to work, and to be inexpensive. And if that wasn’t enough, I wasn’t prepared to be a dog owner myself, so I wanted the property owners to have a dog that I could walk. I even specified that it needed to be a large dog, because I’m not so fond of the little ones.


This is how my list of expectations manifested: I ended up living in a detached garage/studio situated on an acre of land overlooking the ocean. It was two blocks from work, rent was $200 a month and the owner had an Airedale dog that was starved for exercise and attention. It left no doubt in my mind that if a person is pursuing something intrinsically good for his soul, then powers come into play that support those efforts, and in turn, one’s mind can affect those forces.


As I walk around my basement suite after my meditation, the soreness in my knees and ankles eases. I think, “What could be better for me than becoming an ordained minister? With that kind of karma on my side, I should be able to think myself into an incredible lifestyle.” Then my mind hits the barricade on that road. “It is not becoming ordained that deserves merit, it is living a spiritually guided life as reflected by ordination—that what’s important.” And how spiritual is my life?


It’s time to get on with my day and have some breakfast, so I boil some eggs. Free range of course. In the same pot I boil some turkey sausages, which may not be all that healthy, but I feel boiling them is at least a better way to cook them. As I cut a couple thin slices of rice bread, I can’t help wondering if these dietary changes have improved my health. Regardless of the health benefits, I still enjoy this meal no matter how many times I have eaten it.


After breakfast it is time to work on my new “career.” As I sit down at my desk, a wave of giddiness overcomes me. I am pursuing a writing career, and I feel truly blessed. I am following my long-held dream, a dream I am creating and living. There it is again: “I create my reality.”


This is not to say that things are precisely as I want them, but I feel the exhilaration of knowing that my life is aligning with a higher purpose. I am doing something intrinsically good for my soul again, and I want my mind to influence the forces that are stirring to support me. Don’t get me wrong—this is not carte blanche to wish anything I want—but I believe I can have some input as to what will come my way as I carry out this spiritual mission. I don’t want to dwell on this now as I am likely to daydream my time away. This is my writing time!


I gather up all my notes and my ministerial thesis. Now, how do I actually start my book? I guess I start by writing…




Zen and the Art of Healing
By John Alexander


Chapter I: Energy Bodies and Universal Energy


I want to talk about something we often refer to as separate, but don’t really consider separate—namely, the physical, mental, emotional and heart aspects of ourselves. It is very common to say, “My mind was somewhere else.” And, when doing something with little enthusiasm, we say it was a “halfhearted” attempt. Have you ever said, “My emotions are all over the place”? Or had the experience where your body feels sluggish for no apparent reason? Considering parts of ourselves as distinct is how we sometimes feel and think, and I want to take this a step further. I am proposing that it is useful to take this informal distinction more seriously.


People have four fundamental Energy Bodies: the Physical, the Emotional, the Mental and the Spiritual. What I want to accomplish by introducing these four Energy Bodies is to provide another way to view our personal lives, and in doing so, encourage people to heal the parts of themselves that limit their joy and potential. My desire is for others to live happy, healthy lives and to experience a sense of peace in a more profound and spiritual way. One point that is worth noting, regardless of whether or not current scientific theory supports the idea of the proposed Energy Bodies—which I am suggesting it does—the model can still serve as a useful tool.


The characteristics of the Energy Bodies are evident in their names. The nature of the Physical Energy Body is what we commonly think of in terms of our bodies, like bones, muscles, organs, skin etc. The Emotional Energy Body relates directly to our emotions, such as happiness, sadness and anger. The Mental Energy Body is related to our thoughts, a principle component being one’s beliefs. Finally, the Spiritual Energy Body relates to our essential spiritual nature, which has influence upon the natural realm. It is an intermediary between the physical and spiritual natures. I will explain in greater detail the function of the Spiritual Body as this book unfolds.


Though distinct, these Energy Bodies are superimposed and interrelated. A useful analogy is to consider air, which is comprised of several gases intermingling in the same space. The main gases are oxygen, nitrogen, argon, and carbon dioxide. Each gas maintains its distinctness as an independent chemical, but the molecules of each are dispersed throughout the same space. So it is with Energy Bodies: they are separate entities but occupy the same space.





With some writing done, now I can think about what I want to do with the rest of my day. I face this question most days as I am currently unemployed. Although I don’t plan on going, tonight is the finale of Penticton’s Elvis Festival. This may sound like a lame event, and I thought so too when it was first introduced, but it has turned out to be pretty interesting. It is amazing how many Elvis Presley impersonators there are out there, and how many are willing to come to little old Penticton for a festival. Leading up to the final contest, I’m sure some impersonators will be performing at various locations all over town; it could be a restaurant, a mall, a concert, a bar or even more unusual places. Over the years, the few impersonators I have seen have been surprisingly entertaining.


Penticton used to have a Peach Festival at this time of year, complete with a parade and evening concert. Many people would come, but as time went on it became more of a party weekend, with a higher percentage of younger people coming who had less interest in the city itself, and more of an interest in partying. The crisis point came a few years ago when a riot happened after the Saturday night concert. Subsequently, the city council decided that the Peach Festival was causing more trouble than benefit. A similar crisis had happened a few years earlier in Kelowna (a larger city about an hour’s drive up the lake) with their Water Regalia Event. The Elvis Festival doesn’t attract very many tourists, but it is good, honest fun, and the performers themselves add to the city’s economy by renting hotel rooms and eating at restaurants.


Penticton’s number one event is the Ironman (the swimming, cycling and running triathlon). Every hotel room in the city is booked for that event, and many residents rent out rooms in their houses. The participants and family members that often accompany them don’t drink or cause problems, and are generally great people. Additionally, most athletes like to come a week ahead to acclimatize to our hot, dry summers. The whole community gets behind the event with thousands of volunteers.


Today I will ride to the park downtown; I’m sure there will be some Elvis performers entertaining the crowd. And in my mind, having done some writing, I have earned a drink while watching the show.









Chapter 3


Small Town Music


Saturday, September 1


After heading out of town on the highway for a few minutes, I turn onto a rural road. At the second street I turn left and drive the short distance to the end of the road. I can tell by all the cars parked around the cul-de-sac that this must be the right street, and the many people going into the house on the left signals it’s the one I’m looking for. After parking my car I grab my small cooler of beer and walk cautiously towards the house. I feel unsure about my tattoo, but I tell myself that, if asked, I will explain my views on Zen without mentioning I’ve been ordained.


I go inside and look for someone I know, and though I don’t recognize anybody immediately, the assortment of characters suggests I don’t need to worry about formalities. There are some hippies, some country folk, some new-agers and some conventional-looking people. There is also a buzz in the air, which amplifies my sense of anticipation.


Two weeks ago I was delighted when I received an e-mail from Rick, an acquaintance of mine, informing me that he and his wife Julie were hosting a night of live music at their home. The feature performer was Valdy. I knew of him and liked his music, but it had been 20 years since I’d heard his name. Valdy was a rural artist that had two or three hit songs on the radio way back in the mid-70s. They were intelligent rock/folk songs with catchy melodies. I immediately replied that I wanted to come, and asked how to buy a ticket (which was 10 dollars). Rick said I could just pay at the door. Over the next few days I asked Terra and a few other friends to join me, but I had no takers.


So as I cautiously wander into the living room, I wonder whom I should pay. There are some familiar faces, but not people I know by name or with whom I feel inclined to start up a conversation. A few select friends know about my ordination, and of course my family knows, but I haven’t told a lot of people. I don’t think anyone here knows.


Then I see Carol, a friend from the spiritualist church I attend and who introduced me to Rick and Julie. The two hosts are keen musicians and have performed at the church a few times. I chat with Carol for a few minutes and then ask her about paying for a ticket. She directs me towards a woman talking in the living room. I approach the woman, and when there is a break in her conversation, I manage to negotiate paying for a ticket. It is all pretty casual as things are done on an honor system.


With that task taken care of I head to the backyard as I was told that is where the performance will be. Exiting the back door I walk onto the patio and I am amazed to see that the house sits above a small ravine. There are four or five houses on the ridge surrounding the ravine, but this is the only one that has clear access down into it. At the bottom of a flight of stairs there is a flat grassy area the size of big yard. At the far end of the yard is a stage, beyond which the ground slopes off into uninhabited, rugged terrain. Benches and chairs are set up on the flat area, and some people have positioned themselves on the slope of the ravine. This is a natural amphitheater, ideal for live performances. I am in awe of the setup, and that it is a natural setting adds to my excitement.


Scanning the crowd of 50 people (in addition to the 50 I saw inside the house), I see Jeffery and Loro talking, two more people I know and enjoy. I make my way down the stairs to their location. Jeffery is a local musician, and I have seen him play a few times at local cafes and bars, but I got to know him because of a series of health treatments he did on me. After his years as a computer programmer he became a Rolfing practitioner. Rolfing is an alternative bodywork treatment developed in Sweden. Loro, who hails from England, is the main minister at the spiritualist church. I had told her I was planning to get ordained, and so when I greet them, she kindly asks about it. I tell her and Jeffery that I am now an ordained minister for Inner Focus Church. It feels odd to say it, but their enthusiastic response eases my embarrassment. They don’t mention the tattoo—I guess they didn’t notice it. After talking to them for ten minutes it becomes obvious that people are settling in for the start of the concert; and soon, Rick is on the stage making announcements. Jeffery and Loro head to where they have friends sitting, but I would prefer to sit on the slope of the ravine. I find a comfortable log to sit on next to a cute young couple. Valdy comes on stage shortly thereafter and the concert begins.


The concert was fantastic. Valdy is a seasoned musician, and he knows how to entertain a crowd. He has long since retired from his professional music career, but the performer in him never died, and he still takes to the stage occasionally. I gather he is a friend of Rick and Julie’s, and came out this way for a holiday; Rick and a few others joined him on stage for the last couple of numbers. Rick invited those who were interested to join the jam session that will be happening in the garage, which is set up as a small studio. I didn’t realize Rick and Julie were such avid musicians; their home is dedicated to the enjoyment of music.


People have brought a lot of food, and we are invited to enjoy it, but I feel awkward since I didn’t bring anything. However, this doesn’t stop me from sampling a few sweets. Over the next hour I start conversations with a few other guests; the high from the concert makes it easy to approach strangers. I’m sure the singing and socializing will go on for several more hours, but I have to drive, and the three drinks I’ve had is enough. If I stay longer I will constantly be fighting the urge to have another drink.


It has been a fabulous evening, and one that underscores the reasons why I like living in small communities. Getting to know good, honest people like Rick and Julie, as well as Loro and Jeffery, is a privilege. They are all people who have lived in large cities, but choose to live in a small town. If you had lived in Penticton all your life you may be smart and know what you really want, but often it is the case that people haven’t had the courage to pick up their lives and try something different. Choosing a place because it is where your heart is happiest is admirable, and choosing out of lack of ambition, or fear, is unfortunate. Having relocated several times myself, including once to Korea, I think it takes about seven years to really establish oneself in a new community. This is my seventh year in Penticton, and now that I am becoming acquainted with the local music community, it is a sign I am at home here.


I don’t play any instruments, but I enjoy listening to music immensely, and live music is even better. When I was a young child, my parents had planned to have their four sons learn to play the piano. However, after struggling to get the oldest two to practice, they gave up on the last two sons learning music at all. The two of us took to sports instead, which we thoroughly enjoyed, but still I wish I had learned to play an instrument.


In an attempt to develop my musical talents, I tried to play the harmonica when I was in my early twenties. One Christmas I told everyone I wanted to learn, and found under the tree two books on how to play. One outlined a very methodical approach—to blow in this hole is the note A, to suck in this hole is a B etc. Then, using the scales, it provided a number of songs with increasing complexity to develop my skills. The other book was more of an intuitive approach. It distinguished between three types of notes: building, bridging and resolving. This method suggests building and bridging until it feels like it is time to resolve. I chose the methodical approach to playing, and over one summer of trying, I could haltingly play a few basic songs. That was the end of my attempt to become a musician.


These skills lay dormant for many years until one magical night while living in Campbell River. At the time, I was working in a high-stress job at a remote camp for young offenders. The day in question was one of our most stressful. A major incident had occurred the previous evening, and my co-facilitator and I—we taught the Life Skills program—had spent the day interviewing the ten residents. Being forthcoming with information is a major taboo in jails (they don’t want to be labeled a rat), so it was very difficult to get a read on what had happened. By taking what little information we had, and then adding a little of what we thought had happened, we discussed it with one of the youth. He wouldn’t specifically tell us what happened, but he would confirm what we “knew.” For the youth, confirming information is different than giving information. We had the ten residents separated and went to each one individually, each time adding a little more conjecture to what the last youth had just validated. By the end of the day we had gotten the whole story of what had happened. We left work exhausted, but gratified.


After work, we were keen to unwind. Lorne, my coworker, owned a house and had a roommate—Wayne—but he was spending the winter in Victoria looking after his brother’s house, who was on an extended vacation. Victoria is a four-hour drive south. On route to Lorne’s home we stopped at the liquor store, and then upon arriving at the house we discovered that Wayne had unexpectedly returned for a few days. Wayne is a likable guy and easy to get along with, so the three of us ordered pizza and proceeded to drink and unwind for the evening. Eventually Lorne and Wayne began to jam, as both of them are casual musicians and often did this. I have even gone with them to some open mic sessions at a local café. I enjoy listening, but when it comes to a jamming session I always feel a bit awkward because of my musical ineptitude.


The release of stress, the alcohol and smoking a joint had us all in an altered state; we were happy, relaxed and totally oblivious to anything outside our own little world. Lorne sometimes plays the harmonica when he is jamming, and so there were several of them lying around. As Lorne and Wayne jammed, I cautiously picked one up and began blowing, trying to not interfere with their playing. After several minutes of trying to play quietly, I decided I was being foolish and put the harmonica down, but Wayne strongly encouraged me to keep playing. That little bit of encouragement was the permission I needed to really get into it. All of a sudden I recalled the book I had gotten for Christmas, but surprisingly it was the intuitive one that came to mind. I began to focus on building and bridging, and then eventually resolving, all in sync with the music they were playing. It became a magical scene where we were all jamming and grooving together. There was no tentativeness in my playing, as I was suddenly a blues harp maestro.


It was one of those definitive times of being in the moment. As part of my mind was listening to Lorne and Wayne’s playing, I was simultaneously assessing whether I needed to build, bridge or resolve. Then, without a clue as to what actual note I was playing, I would find the appropriate tone. This was all being done without rational thought. I was aware I was doing all these things, but there was no sequential thinking occurring; the understanding was being done at an intuitive level. This is what I call being in the moment, and I am sure you are aware of it too. That night of playing the harmonica was one of the most enjoyable nights of my life. To be able to do something so competently, when I had not previously played at that level, required accessing a part of my psyche that I don’t often use.


Music is such a good example because it is so universal, and it is easy to understand musicians, athletes and actors using this intuitive processing for their craft, but it is also true for doctors, chefs, teachers or just about any other profession. Being in the moment gets the rational part of our selves—the part that questions, doubts, and hesitates—out of the way of our perfor-mance. Visualization works this way too because it trains our body to react in certain situations, so when the real event happens we react immediately without needing to think sequentially. As Zen says, the mind is an impediment to Enlightenment.


Now that I am home from the Valdy concert, I need to get some sleep. I bought a CD at the event this evening, but I think I will save listening to it until the morning. With the joy of the concert still lingering in my head I get ready for bed, and I drift off to sleep soon after.









Chapter 4


One of My Pleasures—Bike Riding


Monday, October 1


The cool air caresses my face. It strikes me as odd that something I rarely notice is so soothing and pleasing. My attention moves from the breeze brushing my face to the air moving in and out of my lungs. There is a musty taste to it, but the scent is intriguing rather than unpleasant. The air also has a tinge of sweetness to it. Not in a sugary way, but in a gratifying way. My breaths are purposely slow and deep as they first fill my abdomen, then expand my chest, and finally lift my shoulders slightly. This is a yogic breath I learned somewhere along the way.


I am not in a formal meditative state, but my mind has that pure, clear quality. I guess I never really came out of that state after this morning’s meditation. I feel in harmony with my environment and I feel like I am a part of it, not just an observer of it. The trees not only reach up into the sky, but their roots reach deep into the soil; they connect with universal energy and with earth energy. This mirrors humans; we are capable of such grandeur, yet we have a hidden side to us as well. And, like trees, I know my being is not limited by what we see (i.e. the physical body). Nature is balance and harmony, and at this moment, I feel this too.


This is one of my favorite places for connecting with nature. As I rest on my special rock, I have a majestic, panoramic view of Okanagan Lake. This is my usual turnaround point after the 50-minute ascent up the hill, though some days I will ride further. There are myriads of cycling trails through these hills—so many, in fact, that at times I don’t meet another soul when I’m out riding. Mountain biking is one of the true pleasures in my life.


When I worked at the Penticton Alternate School (PAS), my coworkers and I rode here occasionally, as well as a few other spots. We used to do a lot of things together in our free time, so much so that someone labeled us the PAS posse. Now we rarely ride together. Sometimes I ride here with Terra, but it is hard for her to make the time. So recently I have been riding alone. The solitude—or even the underlying sense of loneliness—can enhance the experience of communing with nature.


Today I came here because my morning meditation was particularly deep. I felt energized, but also in need of some time to integrate my insights. The solitude and physical exertion of riding are just what I need. In my meditation there was a sense of purpose that I have rarely felt before. Indeed, my life usually seems to be defined by a searching, a longing sensation, but this morning I trusted that writing is my life’s purpose. There was also an element of surrendering to the process. I don’t have to worry about fitting all the pieces together; it happens naturally. Surrendering means I don’t have to outline my whole career, or even my whole book. I just have to follow through with today’s requirement—or, more specifically, with this moment’s requirement. Life has its own way of making all the little steps add up to a purposeful journey.


A richer sense of what ordination means comes to my mind. I have made a conscious commitment to be of service to the world; I am helping to heal the earth and humanity. And, as I move forward along my path, writing will become a cornerstone for my ministry. My ordination encourages me to trust in the process. If I dwell on the future or the past, I get sidetracked. But even when I get sidetracked, there are always opportunities to realign myself with my higher purpose. Events keep coming my way that lead me back to my spiritual path, whether or not I am conscious of them. However, when a person reaches a certain level of spiritual understanding, that purpose can be hard to avoid. At this level of awareness, a person consciously knows if they move away from his or her ideal spiritual path.


The story of how I became enrolled in the Inner Focus Energy Healing School is a prime example of being led back to my spiritual path. When I returned to Canada after a year of teaching English in Korea, I contacted Inner Focus and inquired about upcoming workshops. Previously I had attended two workshops conducted by AlixSandra, the founder of Inner Focus, and I knew spending some time with her could help me regain my balance. I went to Korea as an adventure, feeling in tune with the universe, but things had somehow shifted for me. The end of my time in Korea was particularly difficult, and after I came home I was in need of some spiritual uplifting.


AlixSandra’s response to my inquiry about workshops was confusing. She said she had some great news—she was opening an Energy Healing School in Ottawa. This confused me because I was only looking for a workshop, not joining a healing school. And, even if I was interested in the school (which I wasn’t), Ottawa, Canada, was still 2,100 miles (3,379 kilometers) away, making it a minimal advantage over attending a school somewhere in the United States. Disappointed in AlixSandra’s news, I began looking elsewhere for a spiritual workshop to lift the gray cloud hanging over my head.


Over the next several months, I did not find the spiritual infusion I sought, and continued to struggle in a state of confusion and listlessness. I left Korea with the expectation that something significant was waiting for me back in Canada, but it hadn’t materialized. As I mentioned earlier, upon my return I changed hometowns and moved from Campbell River to Penticton. I was unsuccessful in finding employment in my new location, and with no friends in the area (my mom and dad couldn’t meet those needs), I found myself drifting along without reward or enjoyment.


Then fate stepped in and helped me move forward on my spiritual path.


I mentioned my aunt and uncle in Ottawa previously (having stayed with them before and after my ordination ceremony), with whom I share a special relationship. Not long after returning from Korea, both of them were having some significant health challenges, so I offered to visit and assist with basic chores such as cooking, shopping and driving. After they initially declined my offer, my aunt’s condition worsened, and I received a call from my uncle asking me how soon I could come. I inquired about how long they would need my help, and my uncle suggested two weeks, I think not wanting to impose on me by asking for a longer stay. After quickly checking some dates I said that would be fine, but I asked if it would be OK if I stayed a third week because I wanted to attend a workshop in Ottawa during that extra week. My uncle was pleased, and readily accepted.


So that was how I came to attend Module One of the Ottawa Inner Focus Energy Healing School, but how I decided to enroll in the school was more dramatic. At first, my intention was clear—I was attending Module One only. I had no plans to continue with the other eleven modules, which constituted the complete training.


It was great to see AlixSandra again at the module. The five-day workshop was intense, and I did my best to be mentally engaged. One afternoon, AlixSandra had asked for a volunteer to come up in front of the class to explore a personal challenge as a potential demonstration of a healing process. A couple of people had ventured forth, but the discussions did not progress sufficiently. After adjourning for a break I found AlixSandra alone and seized the opportunity to have a brief conversation with her. I wanted her perspective about my disease, ulcerative colitis. She asked me a few questions and then asked if I would be willing to share my challenge with the rest of the class. I said yes, without realizing how profoundly it would change my life.
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