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I was born in 1973 in a
nation that no longer
exists, the Socialist Federal
Republic of Yugoslavia. My
parents divorced when I
was two, but even though I
have no memory of the
event, it left an emotional
bruise, not visible on the
surface. Their relationship
was amicable and I grew
up feeling loved, but chil-
dren are aware of prob-
lems in the family dynamic
on a deep level. I devel-
oped a compulsion for bit-
ing off skin around my
nails, till my thumbs were
bloody. I always had an
unsettled, restless feeling
that I couldn't resolve.

[ recall seeing monks on
TV, sitting in their robes,
in a bare hut on a snowy
mountain. The expression
on their faces radiated
something I desperately
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wanted, a treasure lost, of

being at ease in spite of
circumstances. And so the
seed was planted - but
would not germinate until
I had to become a home
leaver myself.

In May of 1992, my
mother and I went on va-
cation to Germany, where
my brother had moved a
year before. During the

Spring 2026

first week of our stay, the
war in Bosnia and Herze-
govina began. At first I
thought the conflict
would soon blow over,
but it lasted for six years.

I settled into the uncer-
tain life of a refugee, be-
came fluent in German,
and made new friends. I
began reading Buddhist
books in German, starting
with “Gautama Buddha:
The Four Noble Truths”, a
selection of Pali sutras and
a great introduction to
Buddhist thought. I felt an
affinity for these teachings
but also had so many
questions, faced with con-
cepts that couldn't be con-
veyed in words.

I joined a small group
trying to do a Tibetan
practice, but it became ob-
vious we were all just pre-
tending to know what this
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meditation thing was sup-
posed to be. A friend told
me about a retreat in an-
other city, set up like a
festival, with everyone
camping around a large
tent set up as a Buddha
hall.

This retreat gave me ex-
periences that moved me
deeply. Taking refuge for
the first time, I felt like I
was returning home after a
long absence. Meditating
on Avalokitesvara, the
bodhisattva of compassion
(Kannon), left a huge im-
pression on me. [ remem-
ber getting off my mat,
legs stiff, trying to make
my way back to my tent.
As I walked through the
crowd and looked at peo-
ple's faces, all I saw was
Avalokitesvara looking
back at me! Everyone had
her eyes!

This was the beginning
of my daily practice, in-
cluding my favourite medi-
tation on Avalokitesvara. I
soon noticed positive ef-
fects: sleep came easier,
my mind wasn't racing all
the time, I could deal with
difficult people more easi-

ly. My heart seemed to
open.

Eventually the war end-
ed, and we could no longer
extend our German visas.
My mother and [ were able
to emigrate to Canada as
refugees, arriving in
Toronto with four suitcas-
es and $5,000. For the first
few nights, we slept with
blankets on the floor of
our empty apartment.

My first experience with

a Toronto sangha, linked
to a temple [ had attended
in Germany, was disap-
pointing, and I turned
away from practice. Two
years passed, till I could no
longer stand my feelings of
unease. My mind called
out for a teacher.

Once again, television
came to my aid, through a
show about Aikido, with an
interesting side note about
Zen. After a brief online
search I found that there
was a Zen centre in Toron-
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to. [ registered for an in-
troductory workshop with
Roshi Sunyana Graef, who
at that time (in 2002) was
still the teacher.

Zen at the Centre
seemed very formal, but it
also felt authentic. And of
course, there was a teach-
er one could ask questions
about practice. I signed up
for trial membership right
away and started attend-
ing sittings. I was living at
Yonge and Eglinton and
didn’t have a car, so get-
ting to the Centre took
some planning.

At that time there was
not as much direct guid-
ance by senior members
about the minutiae of pro-
ceedings, and one was po-
litely allowed to make all
the mistakes. I was fre-
quently awkward or con-
fused, but I liked the ap-
proach. One had to pay at-
tention and pick up cues.

I became a student and
was given a koan to work
on. Roshi was running the
whole triple sangha in
those days, which made
the times when she was in
Toronto rare and precious.
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The Centre would be
crowded, and attending
dokusan was not a given.
You can imagine the feel-
ing, waiting for that bell to
ring, heart pounding!

My sitting was sporadic
and I struggled with my
posture. I was also a smok-
er and gamer. Just before
going into my first sesshin,
[ played some Zombie
Shooter - not what I would
call good preparation.
Neck, shoulder and leg
pain during that sesshin
were severe, and [ would
fall into a state of self pity,
to the point of tears. Then
[ would go to dokusan or
listen to teisho and be en-
ergized and encouraged to
keep going. By the second
evening I was really strug-
gling, wondering what I
would tell Roshi at doku-
san the next day, when she
would ask whether I, a first
timer, wanted to continue
to the end. But by the time
I was on the mat in front of
her, my doubts were gone.

In 2005 Roshi Taigen
Henderson was ordained
and took over as teacher
at Toronto Zen Centre, at

which point I became his
student and continued
working on my koan prac-
tice. As time went on, I
passed through stages of
intense practice and pro-
longed absence. There
were many obstacles along
the path, at times life can
get in the way with its
challenges but there were
also personal hangups in
regards to the centre or
the practice that needed
to be overcome.

A few years ago I even
came close to abandoning
Zen. I had doubts about
my progress and practice
in general, and I couldn't
resolve them. There was
something that kept me
from fully engaging.

I still felt an affinity for
the Tibetan tradition, and
thought that might be a
way forward, so I attended
a Green Tara service at a
local temple. A cascade of
feelings flooded over me,
at the idea of starting
again in an unfamiliar
place, with all the awk-
wardness of a new begin-
ning. And then it came to
me: the obstacle [ was
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struggling with was the
fear of losing the amazing
sangha I was already part
of. I had had to leave my
family and friends when I
left for Germany, and
again when emigrating to
Canada. [ was subcon-
sciously trying to protect
myself from further loss by
not getting too close.

With that understanding
I returned to my cushion
and the Centre with re-
newed vigour, attending as
many sittings and sesshins
as I could. I found out later
that Green Tara medita-
tion is meant to protect
from fear and remove ob-
stacles. Talk about being
effective!

Now my days are an-
chored by my practice. I
look forward to my time at
the Centre, and resistance
has been replaced with a
small measure of equanim-
ity. It feels like I finally un-
derstand the way right be-
fore me, and know the
path as [ walk.
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Years of practice at
the Toronto Zen
Centre have taught me to
weather the many ups and
downs of life, and for that
I'll always be grateful. I
faced a new test last Janu-
ary, when my doctor’s
cheerful receptionist in-
formed me by phone that
she had just emailed me
the result of a biopsy from
lumps in my breast. When
I read that I had tested
positive for invasive breast
cancer, [ was tearful and
totally shaken. I didn't
know what the next part
of my life was going to
look like, or how much of
it I had left.

In the following days, I
experienced fear, despair
and a loss of confidence in
life. I knew that these feel-
ings came from my small
mind trying to process this
chilling new reality. I
found myself pulling away
from friends whose well-
intentioned advice was

FACING CANCER
by Gunda Chapman

creating stress at a time
when [ was reluctant to
accept this new identity as
a cancer patient. I knew I

had a lot more to learn.

BHAISAJYAGURU BUDDHA OF
HEALING AT NIHON-JI

I read about the experi-
ences of others on breast
cancer forums. Some
women were young, with
small children or unsup-
portive partners, or were
living alone, like me. Oth-
ers were facing financial
hardships. There were
women whose cancer had
metastasized, and others
who were proudly positive
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and determined not to
lose the fight. I was in awe
of the bodhisattvas in the
forums, whose skillful
words helped those who
were in deep distress or in
free falls of terror.
Touched by their stories, I
chanted for all of us.

My heart felt heavy and
sad, at the start of my
months of treatment,
when I had to stop attend-
ing sittings at the Centre,
but I knew that the spiri-
tual support of the sangha
does not evaporate just
because one can't attend
in person. That support
became my solid ground.
Being on the dedicated
chanting list through the
months of chemotherapy
and on the day of my
surgery was a great gift. |
also attended remote sit-
tings and dokusan for as
long as I could, and started
up again as soon as I felt
able. Regular texts and
emails from sangha mem-
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bers reminded me that I
was not alone.

Fears of worst outcomes
continued to enter my
mind, but I knew how im-
portant it was to let go of
negative thoughts. My
practice now was about
trying to stay present,
contemplating imperma-
nence and keeping faith
close. During painful or
anxiety-inducing proce-
dures, I would stay
grounded by chanting
silently. A wonderful prac-
tice!

I remembered too how

O n Fridays, when we
dedicate our chant-
ing to “all those who find
themselves in trackless
fearful wildernesses”, my
teenaged students often
come to mind. The path
from childhood to adult-
hood can run through a
wilderness of social media,
consumerism, addiction
and the expectations of

important it was to direct
compassion towards my-
self. It never failed to help,
even on the most difficult
days. I could even smile
and find humour in very
trying situations. I refused
to give in to despair, and
eventually fear was re-
placed with a strong sense
that no matter what hap-
pened, it would be okay.

I received excellent care
from the compassionate
staff at Oakville Trafalgar
Memorial Hospital and the
kind volunteers who
looked in on me during my

IN WILDERNESS

by Eric Démoré

peers and parents.

My Zen practice helps
guide the way I teach. I try
to be skillful with speech
and action. Whether in the
classroom or in the halls, I
try to model equanimity,
knowing that students
may be taking cues from
me.

Like our Zen practice,
teaching calls for patience
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treatments. My younger
sister also supported me
with her whole heart, and I
was so grateful for her
caring daily checkups.
Friends also were very
supportive and offered
their help. Gratitude often
welled up in me!

When [ was able to re-
turn to the Centre, the
many deep warm hugs I
received from my sangha
sisters lifted me up. [ am
so grateful to Roshi, the
sangha and our Zen prac-
tice, a precious template
for this human life!

and adaptability. One of
my students used to come
to school late, and often
high. School protocol
holds that I should have
reported her, but it
seemed to me that a sus-
pension would do little to
change her behaviour. She
had a talent for creative
writing, so [ urged her to
participate in an after-
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school playwriting project.
This gave her a chance to
improve her skills, while
also creating a safe space
to address her more
harmful habits. That year,
she and her peers won a
playwriting award. She
went on to study journal-
ism.

Many teens struggle with
anxiety, which can be trig-
gered by tests and evalua-
tions. Before one recent
exam, a handful of stu-
dents were in tears; one
was on the verge of a pan-
ic attack. I reminded them
that it was normal to feel
nervous. | had them jot
down something for which
they were grateful, divert-
ing their attention to a
positive feeling. | have
found breathing exercises
to have the same calming
effect.

I try to bring mindful-
ness into my lessons.
Sometimes I have students
compose a poem based on
attending simply to what
they see, hear, smell and

feel. On warmer days we
may take a device-free
walk through the park.
Incorporating mindfulness
throughout the school day
seems to help students
manage their turbulent
emotions.

Morning sittings at the
Centre lay the foundation
for my school days. They
help me find opportunities
in problems: a lesson plan
gone awry, a difficult
disclosure, or an
altercation in the halls.

For a long time [ avoided
committing myself whole-
heartedly to practice,
because I feared it would
be incompatible with the
work of teaching. But I've
come to appreciate that
“practice” and “work™are
not separate.

On my desk there is a
small clay-fired Buddha, a
gift from Shantum Seth,
who led our pilgrimage
last year to India. It's a
miniature version of the
exquisitely preserved
“Teaching Buddha”
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BUDDHA AT SARNATH

unearthed at Sarnath,
which represents the
Buddha as he offered his
first sermon.

The figure reminds me
that if I am a teacher, I am
also a student. If I do this
teaching work, it is thanks
to those who supported
me in my path to this
profession, to the teachers
who transmitted our
practice from the Buddha
to us, and to my Roshi,
who, every Friday, voices
compassion for all those
who find themselves in
wilderness.
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I have twice visited
Lumbini, the Buddha’s
birthplace in Nepal. An at-
mosphere of peace, joy
and devotion graces that
site, and we recreate those
qualities when we cele-
brate Vesak, the birth of
Siddhartha Gautama, in
our own backyard at the
Toronto Zen Centre.

“Bowing before the Baby
Buddha, we honour his
Dharma on heaven and
earth.” How many times
have I sung these lines
from the Verse of the
Sweet Tea, which heralds
our Vesak procession into
the Buddha Hall? Even
thinking of the words
brings up feelings of joy.

Vesak is traditionally cel-
ebrated in Buddhist coun-
tries in April, but we hold
our event in late May or
early June, when the
weather has warmed up
and the garden is full of
flowers. After all, the Bud-
dha was born in a

SWEET TEA

by Barbara Lamb

garden! [ have had the
good fortune to co-ordi-
nate our celebration of
this important date for
close to 20 years.

We begin with a proces-
sion, during which we
chant, offer flowers and
gifts, and pour sweet tea
over our beloved Baby
Buddha figure. This is fol-
lowed by a telling of the
story of the Buddha's final
coming into this world.

We further celebrate
with a parade led by our
venerable elephant, in
memory of the pure white
elephant that appeared in
a dream to the Buddha's
mother, prior to his birth.
Then we have a Jataka tale,
from one of the Buddha’s
previous lives, told by a
sleeping sage, who must
be roused from his slum-
bers by our shouts. We
follow the ceremony with
a potluck feast of delicious
dishes, spread out on long
tables. The birthday
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cake, with its big celebra-
tory number (this year will
be 2593!), is a favourite.

It's always a delight to
have family members and
friends join us, especially
children, who know some-
thing about birthday par-
ties. We bask together in
the warmth and wisdom of
the sangha, and the good
humour of the guests. One
year, however, a wee rela-
tive of mine informed me
that the elephant wasn'’t
real!

We begin preparations
weeks in advance. With
Roshi Taigen Henderson’s
input, I invite individual
sangha members to take
on roles for the day. We
need a town crier to lead
the festivities (once played
by Jim MacKinnon in a
kilt), greeters, instrument
players and song leaders,
as well as birth story par-
ticipants. We also need
two people to climb into
our elephant costume, and
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a mahout to guide the
beast around the back
yard. Finally, there is the
role of the sleeping sage
(played one year by Larry
Johanson in a Rasta cap
and dreadlocks).

Vesak is continually
changing. We've had a
sangha band, playing
Henry Mancini's Baby
Elephant Walk. There have
been puppet shows with
processions of stuffed
toys, and songs composed
specially for the day,
performed with kazoo
accompaniment. We have
had taiko drummers, and a
flutist playing the
shakuhachi.

We all know how
important work periods
are for strengthening our
practice and preparing us
for ceremonies, but the
setup for Vesak is also
pure fun. Members
express their creativity in
adorning the house and
gardens. We decorate the
house with flowers,
banners, scarves, murals

and elephants. Lots and
lots of elephants! One of
my favourite decorations
is a mural on a sheet,
painted by children many
years ago, that features an
elephant trumpeting “Faa-
wooh!”

We spend hours prepar-
ing the temple, and the
next day we take it all
down. This always brings
to mind Tibetan monks
creating intricate sand
mandalas and then sweep-
ing them away. What bet-
ter way to express our
practice of doing some-
thing whole-heartedly,
then letting it go?

ELEPHANT AND ROSHI WITH
BALLOON
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Sitting quietly, doing
nothing

Spring comes and the
grass grows by itself

~ Matsuo Basho



