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One question, and returning to it again and again — that is the main reason I began a Zen 
practice. 

This is the story of a question that began fifty-five years ago, and of the event that question 
led to fifteen years later. 

“What would it feel like if I had never been born?” 

I don’t know where or why it appeared, but each evening, as the last thing before sleep, I let 
the question ask itself. Lying with my face to the wall, my gaze on the wallpaper — white 
background, green spots at even intervals — the question moved through my body and my 
skin went to goosebumps. 

If I had never been born? If nothing existed — nothing at all. What would that feel like? 

It would be natural and easy to answer: it wouldn’t feel like anything, because there would 
be nothing. That would be the logical answer. But such an answer was not satisfying. Not 
for a five-year-old, at least, who was wondering at his question with the full force of his 
being. The question had settled into the body, and the obvious, reasonable answer couldn’t 
fill the question completely — couldn’t fill the body completely. An answer cannot be 
smaller than the question. 



I wasn’t searching for an answer; the experience of asking was enough. In it, the moment 
condensed, yet it also seemed to hold a kind of spaciousness. The question, repeated each 
evening, was enchanting — and in a peculiar way, it was also entertaining. 

Then came adolescence. Suddenly I forgot to ask. Once, in the middle of that turbulent 
time, I remembered the question and felt a surge of excitement. I have this question! I 
stopped, settled myself to ask, and asked: “What would it feel like if I had never been born?” 
… Nothing happened. My skin didn’t go to goosebumps. The question was lifeless. Mere 
words. I was shaken. I didn’t ask again. I had lost my question, my treasure. I buried it at the 
bottom of my mind. 

Five years later, an opportunity arose to live alone in my grandparents’ house, which had 
stood empty. I worked part-time in a neighbouring town, and there was a great deal of time 
simply to be. Now and then thought forgot to think itself, and thought became more a 
matter of bodily existence. I began to wonder again. I wondered: who am I, even? 

On one cold January day, my father drove to pick me up for the weekend at my childhood 
home. I told him I felt more alive than I ever had before. The wondering had carried me 
into a new kind of place. I also told him that I could give my life to someone who had never 
experienced being alive. 

The following day, family friends came to visit at my childhood home. When they spoke 
about the state of society, I surprised myself by saying that there are no problems in the 
world. We live in a vast universe on this planet — but problems are human-made. The 
wondering had truly brought me to a new place. 

That same day I went for a walk outside. Looking at a birch tree growing beside a shopping 
centre, I was surprised to see how infinitely alive it was. I waited until as few people as 
possible were visible, then walked over to the tree and embraced it. 

I prepared for sleep. The guests had left and the flat had grown quiet. I lay under the duvet 
in my bed. Suddenly, as though a voice from within me were saying, “Ask that question 
now.” I was alert; I knew which question this was. I had not asked it even once since I had 
declared it dead and buried it at the bottom of my mind. Now the words began to flow 
from somewhere deep. “What would it feel like if I had never been born?” 

I rose with the question, sitting up in my bed. Each word bored deeper than the last. “This 
is it!” Time had ceased to exist. It felt as though I could see through walls. I sensed the 



people sleeping peacefully in their beds. I felt the entire block of flats as if inside my own 
body. Through the window of my room I felt the silence of the forest as though I were the 
forest itself. All the stories created by thought were completely gone. Never — never had 
anything happened! There had always only been this. There was no birth. There was no 
death. 

I had received the answer to the question I had begun as a five-year-old with such force that 
I could only sit on my bed in a state of deep astonishment. Nothing this real had I ever 
experienced, or imagined that anyone could experience. After a moment I began to grasp 
what I was in the midst of experiencing, and a small voice of thought raised a question: 
“How can any human being know what I now know?” I knew, without the slightest 
possibility of doubt, that there was no death. In fact there was nothing — there never had 
been. There was only this. But how was it possible that I knew it? Had I gone mad? The 
thought of going mad was frightening, yet at the same time the depth of the experience was 
calming. 

I walked from my room along the hallway to the other end of the flat, where my parents’ 
bedroom was. I tried to think what I would say; I felt I wanted to share the experience and I 
was so bewildered that I wanted some response to what had happened. At the same time I 
realised I couldn’t tell them what had occurred — I would have no way of expressing it. I 
thought that since they were Christians, I would need to say something within that frame. I 
eased open the door of their bedroom and stepped inside. Standing beside their bed, I still 
didn’t know what I would say. I woke them. “What is it now?” my father asked. I told him 
something strange had happened. I heard the words leave my mouth: “The Holy Spirit 
touched me”. “Go back to sleep,” came my father’s voice from the dark room. For one 
reason or another no conversation followed — perhaps that was for the best. Walking back 
to my room, I thought: at least I had tried to tell them. Sleep, that night, was out of the 
question. 

The next day, sitting at my writing desk, I held a book in my hands. I had tried to read it, 
but it was impossible. I had never seen anything so lifeless. I turned the pages — they were 
paper. The paper held ink, letters, and these formed words. I understood the words, but … 
even so. No part of me could connect to the act of reading. I grew worried: how could I 
study if the only interesting thing in a book was the texture of the paper’s surface, the traces 
where the ink had absorbed, and the physical weight of the book in my hands? 



A day later I found in our bookshelf a large-format book on abstract painting, filled with 
colour illustrations. I felt a sense of pride when, sitting at my writing desk, I was once again 
able to turn pages. I was certainly aware that I was only looking at images — but it still felt 
like progress. 

Although the experience gradually receded into the background of everyday life, the open 
nature of the answer I had received surfaced from time to time. I didn’t like it when, 
unexpectedly, I could feel the infinity of space around me. It felt strange. I wanted it to go 
away. I wanted to be more like what I imagined an ordinary young adult to be. 

As more time passed, the experience became a memory. My answer became a kind of 
doctrine or theory. At moments I felt I was special, because I knew, for instance, that at the 
deepest level there is no death. 

I was alone with the traces of my experience. Although I was interested and had read, as a 
young person, the two Finnish-language books on Zen that I could find in the library, I 
didn’t know how to connect my experience to anything I had read. I went twice to meet a 
Buddhist practitioner in Helsinki, but found no connection. 

Life went on, and in my case it was art-oriented — creativity in many forms. Poetry, music, 
theatre, and eventually visual art and stone sculpture. Two wonderful children were also 
born. 

My choices in life led to financial difficulties. I separated from the mother of my children 
and lived for years in my studio. I often returned to contemplating the answer I had received 
to my great question, and sometimes sat in meditation with it. I hoped the answer would 
appear again with the same force. The mystery of the answer interested me more than was 
practical for everyday life. Within me there grew a need to understand more about what had 
happened to me. Sculpture and creativity were still meaningful, and I felt myself to be an 
artist — but the laws and realities of the art world met with an inflexibility in me, and that 
did nothing to help my motivation for creative work. 

I walked past the street-level window of the Helsinki Zen Center several times, but for some 
reason I wasn’t convinced it was worth going in. And when I once called by phone, I wasn’t 
satisfied with the answer I received, so I didn’t go. Three years later I saw their small 
advertisement for a Zen introduction course to be held that very evening. I was suitably at a 
dead end with my life, so I decided to take part. 



I fell in love with zazen from the very first sitting. It felt like home. 

Soon after beginning my Zen practice, I took part in a full-day sitting, zazenkai. It is a 
Sunday morning. The traffic behind the window is still sparse. A hessian screen prevents us 
from being seen from outside, and prevents us from seeing out — we sit before the cloth. 
The sounds on the street increase, along with the movement of shadows and light. During 
zazenkai we do not speak; we are quiet together. Now and then a fragment of a sentence is 
audible through the window, but it passes our zendo quickly and no complete sentences 
really penetrate. Indistinct shapes of people and cars, and people sitting side by side. I think 
how absurd and wonderful this sitting is. I am amazed that there is a roomful of people 
voluntarily spending a Sunday sitting together, not moving, present to what is. Later in the 
evening the street sounds diminish and the daylight fades entirely. The warm-toned electric 
light of the small zendo begins to illuminate the practice. I feel gratitude in this last day of 
the week turning towards evening. 

A few months later a weekend retreat in the countryside is next. A Zen teacher from 
Sweden will also be present. I ask to be allowed to participate. I explain that I would like to 
meet the teacher. I am still a new member, however, and the custom is to wait about a year 
before going on retreat. Fortunately they agree, and I am given the opportunity of a 
meeting with the teacher. 

The retreat begins, and my turn comes to meet the teacher one to one. I have something I 
have long wanted to tell someone who would understand. I have a feeling I have come to 
the right place. 

He understands. He understands that I understand that he understands. He encourages me 
to leave behind my contemplation of the experience and to begin my practice with a clean 
slate. For seventeen years I have been alone, wondering. I have formed all manner of 
thoughts about my experience. Now that had changed. Sante Poromaa becomes my Zen 
teacher when I visit Zengården in Sweden for the first time and participate in a four-day 
sesshin — the most intensive form of Zen retreat. From the beginning of 2005 I begin 
regular visits to Zengården. To my delight, I also get to explore koan practice, which is 
precisely the asking of a great question — not unlike what I had been doing on my own 
earlier. Koan practice is a rich and multi-layered practice, with the potential to deepen our 
understanding of practice itself and its seamless connection to everyday life. Yet it is not a 



path to salvation on its own, nor does it suit everyone — but it does open the door to one 
possible adventure. 

Zen practice has been, for me, an invitation to investigate: “What does it mean to exist, in 
this time and place, as a human being and as a feeling creature?” At times the investigation is 
an encounter with the boundless. At other times it is touching the finite with the heart and 
with all the senses. It is stepping into the shadows, not only the light. And when we emerge 
from the infinity of definitions, we can greet one another — and all beings — from heart to 
heart, from mind to mind. 

I hope this story shows something of the human search — of questioning, and of the 
answers we receive when we inquire in earnest. Mine is only one example among many. The 
difficulty is that an answer cannot solidify into a doctrine. It easily becomes a dust-covered 
object on the mantelpiece, filled with words, staring lifelessly toward a past it cannot even 
see. 


