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(LA MESA, CA - September 26, 2007) Life’s lessons come to us in many different ways. Living in California, I liken it to seismic activity. When you haven’t had any minor quakes along a fault line in a while, watch out! When you least expect it, your world can be shaken to rubble, giving you the glorious opportunity to make a fresh start. I am grateful that my lessons tend to come in small, regular wake-up calls, hopefully easing the buildup of tension that would otherwise bring on a major trembler.

A recent shake-up to my psyche was triggered by an ordinary grocery trip to Trader Joe’s. My neighborhood Trader Joe’s, like most, is crowded and cramped. Woe be it to the person in a hurry, (usually me) attempting to weave through the gauntlet of browsers and aisle-blockers. If you arrive at the wrong time, it can take twice as long to do a normal shopping run.

On this particular day, I arrived at the wrong time. Specifically, I was caught behind a woman and three children. The children were spread out in a human blockade, with the balloon-toting toddler loudly shouting her excitement over bananas, onions, and dish soap. I was annoyed. The woman smiled happily as she talked with the children, asking their opinions on plums verses peaches. She seemed so peaceful and calm. This was so unusual to see in a mother of three at a crowded grocery store! I assumed she must not be their mother. After all, she seemed much too stylish, beautiful and young to be the mother of three children. I only have one child, and already I’ve succumbed to the unremarkable style-lessness of motherhood. She must be a nanny, I thought.

I made it past them and into the next aisle. Moments later, there they were again, smiling and talking while they shopped. Strangely, I felt resistance grow toward this woman. As I was checking out, I looked over to the register where she was engaged in a very happy conversation with the clerk, and I felt my resistance turn to resentment and anger. Who did she think she was to be so perky, magnetic and cute? A faint flicker of recognition of my pre-mommy self intruded into my judgments. I brushed it away angrily.

As grace would have it, she was parked across from me in the parking lot. Without thinking or knowing why I was doing it, I wheeled my cart over to hers. The words tumbled out before I knew what they would be.

“I couldn’t help but notice,” I said, “that you have three children and yet you seemed to move through that crowded store with such grace, beauty and joy. What is your secret?”

She gave me a warm, genuine smile and replied, “Thank you so much! Well you know my children are just such blessings in my life.” So she was their mother! “Do you have any children?” she asked. I told her I did, and that he was a joy, but I wasn’t sure that I’d be so peaceful with three.

She introduced herself as Jillian Quinn, and went on to explain that she had a 15 year background in Buddhist meditation, and she still meditated daily. She traveled around the country giving lectures about forgiveness, letting go, and living a more peaceful life, and was visiting from New York to work with co-author Azim Khamisa on writing the book, Secrets of the Bullet-Proof Spirit: How to Take a Hit and Come Out on Top. She also told me she was an interfaith minister and a university professor. Apparently she was not as young as I had thought!

“If I can have this,” she told me emphatically, “then you can have even more of it! It’s there for all of us.” We chatted for a few more moments, then exchanged a warm hug and said goodbye.

As I lightly rolled my cart back to my car, I realized I had just experienced a minor quake on my fault line; a wonderful wake-up call for my sleepy self. Because of that one encounter, I now meditate most days. I pay attention to my resistance to people and look instead for the connection. I embrace forgiveness whenever there is an opportunity. Most of all, I remember her graceful presence and feel inspired to shine brightly, passing on the light she shared with me. 

