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Waiting for the plague 

In the autumn of 1962 
I was in my senior year at the University of Michigan. 
My favorite class was Bate’s beer seminar, 
an evening gathering at an ecology professors’ home 
where we debated the future of the planet. 
One night in October the question was whether we would 
be alive in the morning. 
The Russians were sending missiles to Cuba 
and Kennedy had sent the navy to stop them. 
After class we all called home to say goodbye to our parents. 
But the nuclear war we expected did not happen. 
 
Now, close to sixty years later we are waiting for the plague. 
The virus that began in China  
is slowly but surely spreading throughout the world, 
killing those of us who are old or infirmed. 
It seems only a matter of time before it 
slides under the door of our apartment, 
closely followed by people in hazmat suits 
who will carry our bodies away. 
 
At least we will have died before using up 
our meager retirement nest egg, 
leaving it for our daughter and her husband. 
 
As the end seems to be inevitably approaching 
(even if the virus doesn`t get us, something else will), 
all of my attachments, all of my fixations, 
all of my plans for the future, 
become more and more evident, 
more and more exposed for the illusion they actually are. 
 
The conceptual mind spins and spins 
trying to find a way to cope with the inevitable 
loss of control that is coming, 
trying to find comfort in some kind of understanding, 
trying to find comfort 
in some process that makes sense out of what is coming, 
some process like  
writing this poem. 
 
---Mountain Drum 
2March2020 
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Exemption 

I have applied for an 
exemption 
from the laws of 
cause and effect. 
 
With this exemption 
I will not be subject 
to the complex flow 
of causes and conditions 
that shape how phenomena 
unfold . 
 
The universal rules of 
old age, sickness and death 
will no longer apply 
to me. 
 
I imagine it will be like 
sitting comfortably on the bank of 
a might river 
and simply watching it 
rush by 
with all its turbulence, 
eddies and currents. 
 
Each day I check the mail 
but the exemption has 
yet to appear. 
 
Perhaps I made a mistake 
in filling out the application. 
 
Perhaps someone in the bureaucracy 
has been sick and out of work. 
 
Perhaps my application 
slipped out of the mail bag 
and fell into the 
mighty river. 
 
---Mountain Drum 
6March2020 
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Wearing Thin 

The conceptual veneer 
Is wearing thin. 
 
The Chi is moving 
but is it enough? 
 
The hot shower 
Is a meditators friend. 
 
Hope and fear 
have signed a non-aggression pact. 
 
The legs  
are requesting some attention. 
 
The poet 
Is getting ready 
to close 
the notebook. 
 
---Mountain Drum 
12March2020 
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Two stones 

Fundamentally 

music is vibration. 

 

Music vibrates the air. 

It vibrates the ear. 

It vibrates the mind. 

It vibrates the soul. 

 

Some people spin complex storylines 

about music. 

Some people play and listen 

without concept. 

 

Sometimes music arises 

from one person with no one listening. 

Sometimes it arises 

from a hundred people with thousands listening. 

 

Sometimes music arises 

from two people, 

as if two stones were thrown 

Into a cosmic pond 

creating uncountable rippling patterns 

that flow and reflect the natural laws 

of vibration 

In a space of awareness 

beyond judgment. 

 

---Mountain Drum 

13March2020 
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At the Crossroads 

After all these years 
at last he came, once again 
 to the crossroads. 
 
To the south 
Is the great Museum of the Past. 
Filled with interactive displays 
of people and events from his life, 
The museum had often provided 
a refuge, an escape, in times of fear and chaos. 
Some of the rooms smelled like regret, 
but even those were comforting 
by providing a sense of having lived 
 full life. 
 
To the north 
is the great theatre of the Future. 
Putting on the virtual reality headset 
he had spent endless hours and days 
creating scenarios, projects, explanations, 
taking them apart and re-doing them again and again. 
Some were frightening 
but even those provided a sense 
of possibility, that there could be more 
to the storyline of this life. 
 
In the west 
is the great Meditation Seat of the Present. 
Here he had sat many long hours, days, even weeks and months 
simply watching, without judgement, as the traffic 
of mental experience passed through 
in response to the unfolding of phenomena. 
This had been the most difficult place to be. 
He had frequently fled from the seat 
to the Museum or the Theatre 
looking for relief, looking for a place to hide 
from reality. 
 
This time, however, he made his final visits to the 
south and north and settled onto the seat in the west, 
facing east. 
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He did not know how long he was there 
but at last he stood up and walked 
up the eastern path, 
arriving at the great Mirror 
that reflects everything and nothing 
precisely as it is. 
Pausing for a moment 
to take in the full scene: 
the museum, the theatre, the seat, 
he turned 
and stepped into the mirror 
where there are no phenomena, 
and there is no time, 
only a pervasive sense 
of being home. 
 
---Mountain Drum 
17March2020  
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



8 
 

Pure White Light 

He had been sick for two weeks. 
A nasty respiratory virus. 
Over the past few days he had begun 
to hope he was recovering. 
 
That night, as usual, he fell asleep quickly 
but an hour and a half later 
he abruptly awoke 
having experienced, In his sleep, an intense sense 
of being ill, feverish and trapped in a confined space, 
unable to breath. 
 
Coming awake he was in a panic of fear. 
He noticed that he could breath without difficulty. 
He measured his temperature 
and found it to be normal 
as it had been throughout the illness. 
Nonetheless, the dread, fear and anxiety persisted. 
Catastrophic thoughts arose in a seemingly endless stream. 
 
He got out of bed, went to the bathroom, washed his face, 
talked to his wife, who was till awake. 
She kindly suggested some warm water and a banana. 
Finally getting back into bed he took 0.5mg of Ativan 
as had been suggested by his physician for situations like this. 
Putting on his CPAP mask 
he pulled up the covers and settled in 
waiting and hoping for the Ativan to take the edge off the panic. 
It seemed like a long time that the swirling negative thoughts 
and the accompanying anxiety persisted. 
He wondered if he would ever get back to sleep. 
After a while the negative thoughts became more diffuse. 
A constructive plan formed for reaching out to friends for support. 
The mental environment became less intense, less negative. 
 
Suddenly his entire visual field became completely white. 
In the moment he was startled to see that the whiteness 
was both bright and absolutely pure. 
There were no flaws or variations in it at all. 
His entire visual experience was the same 
perfect bright whiteness. 
In the moment there was no analysis of 
what this whiteness was about, 
There was simply a sense of amazement and appreciation. 
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In the next moment he felt himself being pulled 
away from the whiteness. 
Vague thoughts arose about whether he should 
try to stay with the whiteness, 
There was a vague sense of regret 
as the whiteness disappeared 
and he heard a voice whispering: 
It’s not time. 
 
Several hours later he awoke 
with the vivid memory of the 
pure whiteness. 
 
He felt tired, as if he had not slept enough. 
Yet his mind was clear. 
The sensations of illness that had been 
his constant companion for two weeks 
were still there 
along with his anxiety. 
He took his temperature. 
It was normal. 
 
---Mountain Drum 
19March2020 
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Music as Mantra 

Another night of intense dreams 
and multiple awakenings. 
This morning, sunshine in the window, 
a pervasive sense of being tired. 
Conceptual mind, the author of the dreams, 
Is hard at work in the daylight 
spinning catastrophic scenarios, 
all quite plausible, by the way. 
Anxiety waits on the bench, 
ready to take the field 
when the opportunity arises. 
 
The only protection seems to be 
the old songs playing over and over 
in my mind. 
Delta blues, Rev. Gary Davis, Bob Dylan, 
and songs I created myself 
over these many, many, many years. 
 
In this time of global chaos 
that threatens my physical and mental health, 
and that of everyone I care about, 
I turn to music 
to protect the mind. 
 
--Mountain Drum 
24March2020 
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Doctor 

Conceptual mind is like my doctor. 
She is always looking for an answer. 
She goes through her screening questions 
and figures out a couple of possibilities 
based on what I have told her. 
Then she makes a plan to get additional information 
that might rule out one or more of the possibilities. 
Systematically she moves toward 
some sense of certainty, enough at least 
to act upon. 
 
This process is impressive and reassuring 
although I have to chuckle at times 
because this attempt to make sense 
out of the chaos, 
and the determination to try and fix 
whatever dysfunction my body is experiencing 
is, in the end, bound to fail. 
 
I do not point out the inevitable failure to her. 
It is so sweet that she keeps on trying. 
I might say the same for conceptual mind 
that has been trying to figure things out 
on my behalf for almost eight decades 
and, despite the impending terminal outcome, 
continues to dream and scheme 
and make up explanations and opinions. 
 
Thank you to my doctor and my conceptual mind. 
You are both impressive and sweet. 
 
---Mountain Drum 
25March2020 
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Some will survive 

I see my family and friends 
on the screen. 
They laugh and talk 
as if there is no 
catastrophic virus 
looming over us. 
 
It has always been true 
that death comes without warning, 
that at any moment any of us 
could suddenly die 
due to illness, accident or violence. 
Yet today that truth is right in my face. 
The virus is here and the worst is yet to come. 
 
Being old, I am a likely casualty. 
An encounter with the flu 
several weeks ago could well be 
a rehearsal for the real thing, 
for the end game. 
 
I take solace in the fact that 
some of us will survive. 
There will be a continuity 
of some kind. 
Society will continue in some form. 
Moment by moment what comes next will be determined 
by what is occurring now. 
The laws of interdependence will continue to apply. 
This will be true for those of us who survive 
and, unless we become fully enlightened, 
also for those of us 
who do not. 
 
---Mountain Drum 
27March2020 
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The edge 

Walking the edge, 
the razor’s edge. 
 
To one side 
the vast chasm of confusion, 
filled with the overwhelming suffering 
of beings, 
laced with fear and anxiety 
for the catastrophes 
both real and imagined. 
 
To the other side 
the soaring vista, 
filled with castles of fantasy 
draped in rainbow colors 
of certainty and imagined safety, 
islands of mangos, bikinis and swimming pools 
where the mind can hide away 
in a hammock. 
 
Walk the edge, 
the razor`s edge 
of awareness 
without bias, 
awareness within which 
there is no need 
to indulge or avoid. 
 
---Mountain Drum 
31March2020 
 
 


