10 Moments

1.

It is a summer night.  I am a small child in Chicago, walking with mymother along Sheridan Road, just up from our apartment.  We are passing a huge billboard by the side of the road.  All around the rim are the brightest light bulbs lighting the billboard's advertising.  Fluttering all around each bright light are tiny creatures flapping tiny wings, swooping up and down, circling the gleaming lights over and over and over, like miniature butterflies.  My mother tells me that these are mayflies,  that they only live one day and this is the night of that day.  I can't understand.  How could something live only one day.  How could this be?  They flutter.

2.

I am ten years old, walking one cold winter afternoon by our church.  I had almost died at 6.  Suddenly, I am struck by the idea that life only lasts 30, 40, 60, 70, 80 years, so short....  And I am suddenly convinced that there is no life after death, that when I die I'm gone.  I feel so brief.  I feel so sad.  Just as suddenly, I look around and see that everything I look at is transformed, so beautiful, beautiful.  Life is brief, so every sight, every moment so vivid, so exquisite.  I look around and find myself in joy.

3.

Last Monday morning, as I'm waking up, the telephone rings by my bed.  Hello?  It is my sister, Pat.  "Curtis' lung cancer is worse.  I just saw him.  He is asking to see you."  I am on the phone with the airline.  My birthday is this Friday.  I can get ready and get  a flight out then.

4.

Years ago, I'm driving down Grand Avenue in Oakland, early evening dusk, my new wife and I are on the way home from buying the provisions for our wedding celebration for family and friends.  Suddenly we and our car are hurtling through the air, smashing into a car ahead of us, my wife and I thrown forward and back in our seatbelts like rag dolls.  No control.  A car racing down Grand at 70 has hit us from behind.  Our gas tank ruptures and throws all the gas into the air.  I notice out the front windshield that it is suddenly raining, heavily, on the front hood. Strange, the sky has been clear.  Then it ignites; the red and yellow flickers, then roars.  I reach around and try both doors. Jammed shut; no give at all.  I guess I have only seconds to live.  My wife is knocked unconscious.  I'm trying what I can.  I look out the front windshield.  I feel very quiet inside. The colors, somehow, are beautiful.

5.

I am calling the airline to get a Friday ticket to St. Louis, near Centralia, Illinois, our family home.  I live on a bluff above a beach next to the Ocean in the Northern California countryside, north of a hamlet of 950. Out my window, as I talk with the airline, I notice that an ambulance has pulled into a little cutout, then another pulls in then a little firetruck, then a police car; uniformed men disappear over the bluff's edge,evidently climbing down to the beach, apparently another swimmer gone under the strong blue waves.

6.

Victor Frankl survives the Nazi death camps, discovering current-moment meaning where everything, everything is gone.

7.

Existence.

Life so brief.  We touch.

In the emptiness, 

I am still standing.

This moment, here. now.

This one.

8.

Two empty chairs in the middle of the room, one for me; one for Curtis.  What do we have to say?  I am getting on the plane.  "It's so brief," he says.  "It seems like it's over in the snap of my fingers."  He looks out the sunlit window, breathes in deeply from the oxygen tube in his nose.  We talk.  We sit silently together.  I hold his hand, his arm.  Then I rake leaves, move the air conditioner from the other house.  I come back to sit with him.  Then we talk and not talk.

9.

A zen story tells of a man running along a mountain cliff edge, chased by a big and ravenously hungry tiger.  He sees a thick vine going over the edge and, grabbing it, climbs down well below the cliff's edge.  Panting, holding on to the vine, he looks up.  The tiger is waiting.  The man looks down.  Below him is another hungry tiger looking up at him from below, waiting, mouth wide.  Neither able to go forward or backward, he hangs there.  He sees, out of reach above him, a mouse chewing slowly, strand by strand, through the vine he is hanging from.  He looks to his left.  He sees a wild strawberry.  Holding on with one hand, with the other he picks the red strawberry and puts it in his mouth.  It is sweet.

10.

We are mayflies.

And this is our day.

