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Bald Chinese Men Wearing Dresses 

By Patrick Hurley 

 I was raised without religion. I say this with the understanding that being raised without 

religion is not the same as growing up without religion. Religion was always around, but it 

wasn’t in our immediately family. My mother and father always referred to themselves as 

recovering Catholics. However, in the part of Michigan that we grew up in, the influence of 

religion was everywhere. Detroit, in the 1970’s and 80’s, was still segregated. We lived in a 

mostly Irish and Polish neighborhood which meant that we lived in a predominantly Catholic 

area.  My mother and father both grew up in Catholic households; both went to Catholic schools, 

and both retained a deep-seated resentment towards all things Catholic. Growing up, my brother 

and sister and I were fully aware of religion from family members. My mom’s family is Irish 

Catholic, so you know, holidays and hellfire. So my siblings and I definitely grew up with 

religion. My parents taught us to respect the differences of others (unless they’re Mormons or 

Scientologists, because these groups are too far out there). From my point of view, all Christian 

religions seemed to have the same hook: you will believe, or you will suffer. This fear-based 

dogma is also how fashion magazines sell designer clothes. Being human means we are 

susceptible to the belief that we must attain perfection, or at least starve ourselves trying.  

Religion is no different. If you don’t find your place with God (fit into those size 0 pants) you 

will burn in hell (doomed to shop for clothes at Wal-Mart). As I see it, God is a marketing tool 

meant to scare people into buying something.     

 Because of their religious upbringing, my parents were still under the impression that 

they had to believe in something. The idea of atheism was and still is completely foreign and out 

of the question to both of them. It’s sort of like someone who’s always worn designer jeans 
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suddenly asked to shop for them at a thrift store. Religion gets into your blood, and apparently 

requires a complete secular exorcism.  My parents believe that there is an intelligent design to 

the Universe. I’ve spent too much time in Detroit to believe that could be true. My father doesn’t 

actively search for anything to fill the spiritual void; he’s fine with a bag of BBQ potato chips, a 

diet coke, and a sporting event of some kind to watch. My mother, on the other hand, has been 

searching since I can remember. First there was the Zen thing, the Shirley Maclaine reincarnation 

thing, then the new-age crystals and self-healing shaman thing, and finally the Buddhist thing. Of 

all the experiments, the Buddhist thing lasted the longest. I call these the “karma” years. 

I was my mother’s follower. I guess you could say that what I believed in was my 

mother. So when mom wanted to go to a Buddhist monastery to meditate for hours I went along. 

The only thing I knew about Buddhism, at twelve, was that I shared a birthday with Buddha. I 

always looked through those “on this date” columns in newspapers and magazines. I have the 

distinct honor of sharing my birthday with the Buddha. My birthday was also the day that Kurt 

Cobain killed himself, and Ryan White died of AIDS, but I choose to look on the sunny side. 

The Buddhist monastery was in Ann Arbor. It was an old stone building, not very big, and it 

reminded me of something out of a Merchant-Ivory film (that’s right!  At twelve I already knew 

this reference. I was fat, depressed, and had access to a VCR and a Blockbuster Video account).  

There were vines growing up the side of the building, and it had awnings over the windows that 

were so old they actually had wrinkles. We walked into the meditation room in the front of the 

building. The smell of the room hit my nose like a fastball.  It smelled like the potpourri that 

mom kept in the bathroom if she had set in on fire. I had never smelled incense before and it 

tickled my nose. I started sneezing and I couldn’t stop. Mom nudged me with her arm, as if to 

say “stop that sneezing”. How was I supposed to do that? I couldn’t even open my eyes. The 
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burning smell was so strong I could taste it. After a few minutes the sneezing stopped and then 

my eyes and nose started watering, so I was sniffing like a Pug in his sleep. The problem with 

the cacophony of animal sounds that I was making was that the monastery was a silent one. 

Luckily, there were only a couple of people present for my sinus fit. Mom and I weren’t sure 

what to do next. There were little pillows, the size of pin cushions on the ground. No one was 

sitting yet, so we waited.          

 After another few minutes of awkward smelling silence, a few more people showed up 

and started sitting in a circle on the pin cushions. There were about ten people now including me 

and mom. I was the youngest person in the room, and that always made me feel uncomfortable. I 

don’t know why I was uncomfortable around adults.  I mostly hated people my own age. They 

had a tendency to point and laugh at me. I only hung out with my mom and her friends. 

Nevertheless, I felt like people were looking at me and thinking I was too stupid to be included 

in their serious adult world (I honestly didn’t see the connection between being made fun of and, 

as a result, feeling uncomfortable in groups). This group was not exactly an intimidating one. 

There was the gentleman with dreadlocks and khaki’s (and by that I mean his entire outfit was 

khaki. It looked like a gas station jump suit made by Dockers). There was the lesbian couple, 

both dressed in burlap shorts with hairy legs. There were about three middle aged women in 

jogging pants and t-shirts with sayings like “practice random acts of kindness” and “vote 

Dukakis”. There was the overly thin guy with a pony-tail—and stretch pants pulled up to his 

sternum—who could put his leg over his head. I don’t know if we were supposed to stretch 

before meditation, but he sat down and threw his left leg over his head and kept it there until the 

monks arrived.             

 The monks were scary. They looked like cross-dressing ninja assassins (I had a very 
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overactive imagination, and I liked Asian Cinema). They were wearing plain colored robes that 

looked like dresses. They walked to the center of the room and sat down on the pin cushions and 

immediately everyone else did the same thing. Once they took their place in the center of our 

strange little circle, the meditation began. I sat with my legs crossed, and the small pillow I was 

sitting on caused me to be slightly propped forward forcing all of my body weight (which was 

over 250 pounds) onto my legs. The room was silent. It was so silent I could hear it. It almost 

hurt my ears. Just as an important side note, my mother told me before we got there that this was 

a silent meditation; in fact, the monks were from a silent monastery, so she stressed that I should 

not, under any circumstances, talk to anyone. Also, as a second side note, we had just come from 

lunch where I had drank about twelve Coca-Cola’s and I hadn’t gone to the bathroom. I wanted 

to move to get more comfortable, but every time I tried the floor would creak, and it sounded like 

thunder cutting through the silence. This made me feel guilty with the whole silence is golden 

thing. After about thirty minutes, I was looking around trying to figure out what was happening 

to everyone. The monks were still, so still they looked like statues. I could hear breathing; I 

didn’t know where it was coming from. It was non-directional like when wind gets trapped 

between buildings, and it’s sort of coming from every direction at once. The purpose of 

meditation, as explained to me by my mother, through the handy flier that she found in the lobby, 

was meant as a soul cleansing. It is also used as a relaxation and stimulating tool. This 

contradiction was too much for me. I’ve never been a fan of things that can’t make up their mind.  

Like those pills you could take for diarrhea or constipation! How does it know which one to do? 

And what if it does the opposite? That’s how I first looked at mediation, as an anti-diarrheal 

laxative.            

 After an hour, I couldn’t feel my toes. The pressure with which I was pushing down onto 
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them had cut the circulation from my legs and forced both of them to go to sleep. The meditation 

was still going on and no one had moved yet. I looked at my mother hoping that she would look 

as uncomfortable as I felt, but she seemed to be doing fine. Everyone in the room seemed to be 

completely comfortable and okay with the fact that for over sixty minutes we had been sitting on 

a hardwood floor breathing with our eyes closed. I was not relaxed. I was not rejuvenated. I was 

numb from the waist down and had to go to the bathroom so bad I was convinced that I made a 

swishing sound every time I moved.  The meditation was scheduled from 2 until 5. The idea that 

grownups could sit and do this for three hours terrified me. Also, it meant that I had two more 

hours to go. I was acclimated to the silence at this point and every tiny sound seemed amplified. I 

wondered if this was part of the meditation process. Do these monks have supersonic hearing? 

Do they train themselves to have this hearing so they can fight crime? I was really bored, and I 

started to create scenarios with these particular monks. I even created a series of short films in 

which they starred called the Marvelous Monk Mysteries. The monks were crime fighting 

mystery solvers, in the vein of Scooby Doo and his friends. I even gave them a vehicle, the 

Buddha bus. The way I saw it, Buddhism was much cooler than Catholicism because a priest 

didn’t look like a ninja.          

 It was now 3:30, and I had decided that I was going to go to the bathroom. I remembered 

the sign in the front room that said the bathrooms were at the top of the stairs; the old, wooden, 

creaky, stairs. I closed my eyes, (which is what I was supposed to have been doing the whole 

time), I took a deep breath (again, the irony was completely lost on me at the time) and pushed 

myself off of the ground and onto my completely asleep and numb legs. I don’t know if you 

know what it’s like to try and stand on two legs that have no feeling whatsoever, but it looks a 

little like a baby duck trying to walk on ice. I immediately fell over and crashed onto the floor. 
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This caused the entire building to shake. I stood up and now my legs had that tingling sensation 

of a million pins stabbing them. I tried to gain my balance, but unfortunately I felt like I was 

going to fall over again, and the only thing that I could place my hand on to steady myself turned 

out to be the bald head of one of the monks. I immediately removed my hand and said “I’m so 

sorry” in a voice so loud that I could hear it echoing in the hallway upstairs.  My mother had her 

eyes open now and was giving me the mother face. The mother face is the face that every mother 

gives when she wants one of her children to behave and/or get out of the room. It’s like the cold, 

hard stare of Hannibal Lecter right before he chews part of your face off. I staggered toward the 

old, wooden, creaky, stairs with two very numb and uncooperative legs. I looked up to the top of 

the staircase…it looked so far away. There must have been a hundred steps. I started to walk up 

and my left leg wouldn’t lift high enough on its own because of the numbness, so I had to assist 

it with my hand. I could hop onto one step with my right leg, and then drag my left leg, by my 

pants, to join the right one on the step. What I didn’t realize is that the meditation room was 

directly below the stairs. Every step I pounded on was rattling the meditation room just below.  It 

took me at least five minutes to hobble my way to the bathroom, and I hid in there for a few 

more, so that I could at least walk down the stairs without falling down them. I thumped my way 

back down the stairs and into the meditation room where my mother was waiting with the 

Hannibal Lecter glare.           

 I tip-toed back to my place and sat back down on my pin cushion. I closed my eyes and 

heard a slight snorting sound to my left. I opened my eyes and there was my mother with her 

eyes closed and her face wincing like she was in pain. After a moment I realized that she was 

trying to hold in laughter. Her shoulders started to shake and I could see that she was biting her 

lower lip. This immediately made me start to laugh which then made her start to laugh harder. 
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There were tears in her eyes and her entire body was shaking like a paint mixer. Suddenly we 

were becoming audible. There would be a gasp for breath, a chuckle that was meant to be silent 

but couldn’t be contained. I wanted to get up and leave, but I knew I would burst into loud 

laughter if I moved. Mom must have felt the same way because we just sat there trying to stifle 

the sounds of our now hysterical laughing fit.  People in the room were starting to open their 

eyes to see what was happening, and as soon as one of the monks looked at us mom shot to her 

feet and ran out the door.  I followed.          

 As I was saying, I was raised without a specific religion, but I definitely grew up with the 

influence of religion. My parents gave us the right to choose for ourselves and I decided from 

that day on that I was never going to be able to make it as a Buddhist. Mom still likes to believe 

that she is a Buddhist because she believes in Karma. I don’t have the heart to tell her that Karma 

was actually started in the Hindu religion. My experience at the Buddhist meditation center was 

very profound. I still think of those monks every time I smell incense burning, or hear about 

vigilante justice on the evening news. I am still envious of the discipline they all had in sitting in 

the most uncomfortable position for three hours and breathing. The idea of cleansing, of being 

able to sit with your own thoughts for that long of a time, and not start crying or laughing, is a 

tremendous thing to me. What I remember the most are the adventures that I created for the 

monks, the men who, to my twelve year old eyes, looked like bald, Chinese men wearing silk 

dresses. Of course, I have come to learn so much more about the culture of Buddhism, and the 

ancient rituals and adornments that go along with it. I have come to learn that they were not bald, 

Chinese men in dresses; they were bald, Tibetan men in robes.  

 


