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preface

If there is any religion that could
cope with modern scientific needs
it would be Buddhism.

ALBERT EINSTEIN

THE BUDDHA IN YOUR MIRRORbest-selling introduction to Nichiren Buddhist practice tells us, Never before in the history of the West have so many people turned to the timeless wisdom of Buddhism for answers to the great questions of life as well as to master the problems of daily existence. The obvious sequel to The Buddha In Your MirrorBuddhism explainedis The Buddha Next Door, Buddhism lived.

In this book we open windows into the lives of people who have made what The Buddha In Your Mirror calls the thrilling leap from the mere holding of knowledge to the actualization of our vast potential. In The Buddha Next Door you will read accounts of how people are changing their lives and circumstances for the better, how they are incorporating the wisdom of ancient teachers into their lives in the twenty-first century.

Lets take a brief detour at this point in the story to provide some background information and terminology that will help you better grasp the stories that will come.

HISTORY

Born twenty-five hundred years ago, Siddhartha, later known as Shakyamuni Buddha, brought Buddhism into being through his own enlightenment. Making Buddhism even more accessible to people, Nichiren Daishonin, born in Japan in 1222, gave concrete and practical expression to the Buddhas philosophy by expressing his central teachings in a prayer, an invocation, based on the title of the Lotus Sutra, the most important and influential scripture of Mahayana Buddhism.

Nichiren defined the essence of this teaching as Nammyoho-renge-kyo (see pronunciation guide, page 298). Nam derives from Sanskrit. A close translation of its meaning is to devote oneself. Myoho literally means the Mystic Law and expresses the relationship between the life inherent in the universe and the many different ways this life expresses itself. Renge means lotus flower. The lotus blooms and produces fruit at the same time and thus represents the simultaneity of cause and effect. Kyo literally means sutra, the voice or teaching of a Buddha. In this sense, it also means sound, rhythm or vibration.

Shakyamuni Buddha taught that enlightenment is not exclusive. Nichiren created a practical method for making that enlightenment accessible to everyone. As The Buddha In Your Mirror states, Just as Benjamin Franklins discovery of electricity was not harnessed for practical use until many years later when Thomas Edison invented the light bulb, Shakyamunis enlightenment was inaccessible for all but a few until Nichiren taught the fundamental practice by which all people could call forth the law of life from within themselves.

Nichiren Buddhism has taken a powerful role in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries through the founding of an organization known as the Soka Gakkai, or Value-Creating Society, which bases itself on the principle of human revolution, the profound inner transformation that comes from the practice of Nichiren Buddhism.

Each individual has his or her own specific desires, sufferings or problems (likely a whole list). When we find something important enough that we are not willing to lose it, when we can say that pursuing or keeping this makes us want to be a better personthat is the moment when human revolution begins. And that is why Nichiren taught that desires are not to be eliminated (as many Buddhist schools teach) but are the driving force for the profound inner transformation that is attaining Buddhahood.

The current president of the Soka Gakkai International, Daisaku Ikeda, serves as both teacher and role model of how a transformation of character through Buddhist practice not only brings joy and peace to an individual but creates ripples of change that extend that joy and peace throughout ones environment to the entire world.

THE PRACTICE OF BUDDHISM

Nichiren Buddhism focuses on three basics: faith, practice and study. Faith is to have confidence that Buddhahood exists in all life, including yourself. Practice means chanting the phrase Nam-myoho-renge-kyo to the Gohonzon (an object of devotion that was first inscribed by Nichiren Daishonin). Practice also entails sharing with others the Buddhist view of lifes dignity and potential for hope, courage and confidence. Through study, Nichiren Buddhists learn about the teaching of Nichiren and the Lotus Sutra.

The incorporation of this threefold practice into ones life initiates and sustains the process of human revolution. This enables us to confront and overcome the very real challenges of daily life. It brings an individual life into harmony with the greater life of the universe awakening the profound potential inherent in life that we experience as wisdom, courage, life force and compassion. Through a consistent practice of Nichiren Buddhism, a person not only gains individual empowerment but also paves the way for humankind to direct its energy toward creating a peaceful and prosperous world.

THE STORIES

What treasures will you find in the pages that follow? Youll read one story after another of challenge, setback, disaster and discouragement met head-on with the compassion, wisdom and courage generated from within by Nichiren Buddhist practice. Story after story of transforming poison into medicine; winter into spring. Story after story of victory over adversity and happiness sculpted from the clay of misery.

Join us for a journey into the lives of ordinary people sharing extraordinary stories. People who have changed their minds and hearts and by doing so have changed the world around them, and the destiny of their lives forever.

ZAN GAUDIOSO
GREG MARTIN
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family

The family is a unit where all joys and sorrows are shared among its members. As a result, sadness is more than halved and happiness is more than doubled.

DAISAKU IKEDA

TO LOVE PEOPLE or to cherish humanity in the abstract is relatively easy. To feel compassion toward real individuals, to love a single human being, is considerably more difficult. Most of us have heard stories of individuals who support worthy social causes, perhaps funding philanthropic organizations or even social activist groups, but whose private lives are characterized by insensitivity, even cruelty to those close to them. By contrast, compassion for humanity in Nichiren Buddhist teachings is not mere idealismit is something to strive for every day.

Ones happiness is based on building a solid inner self. Though Buddhism is a powerful tool for rebuilding inner strength, Buddhist practice is not a solitary activity. Rather, the Buddhist teaching shows that compassionate interaction with others is the most satisfying way to live in society and is, in fact, a virtual prerequisite for enlightenment.

A person of wisdom tries to invigorate and bring out the best in others. The humanism of the Lotus Sutra comes down to treasuring the individual: ourselves, the people around us and all of humanity.

Family relationships hold particular importance. Families are the basis of society, so to build a peaceful society we must first build a happy family. This is why the Soka Gakkai has long stressed the importance of faith for a harmonious family.

In an attempt to keep a marriage together, or sustain a relationship with children, parents or siblings, a willingness to transcend differences is born. It is that willingness that teaches us how to create peace in any relationship where there may once have been disharmony. As the human race is one enormous network of close personal connections one vast family, in other wordsthe peace we create in our families spreads out to all.

LE CARR

MARIANE PEARL

Adversity gives birth to greatness. The greater
challenges and difficulties we face, the greater
opportunity we have to grow.

DAISAKU IKEDA

BEHIND THE APARTMENT building where I grew up, on the northeast side of Paris, there was a concrete block that we nicknamed le carr or the square. Its real purpose, as far as I can remember, was to provide ventilation for the building. From time to time, hot dusty air would come out of it. When you sat on le carr, you would have a view of the building that faced ours, with its tiny windows and parking lot. But for my friends and me, it was the concrete nest of our unfinished selves, a silent observer of our gregarious, insecure teenage lives. It was there that we created love stories and dramas. It was there that we shed tears, shared laughter and spent long boring hours waiting for time to pass.

By the time we were fifteen years old, a lot of us had dropped out of school. The luckiest ones had some directionthey wanted to become musicians. They had a vision for their lives and who they wanted to become. But there we all were hanging out at le carr, guys in tight jeans and long curly hair, and some of us girls hiding our bodies behind ample hippie clothes. We felt that only the good-looking girls had a future worth mentioning. We all used slang language created by reversing syllables and introducing Arabic words into our French language.

Most of my friends came from Algeria, Tunisia and Morocco. We also had a few Jewish friends and a couple of Protestants. My brother and I were half Dutch, half Cuban and vaguely atheist. None of us had much faith. My Muslim friends were facing the type of racism that didnt spell its name. It was more of a rampant rejection. If you looked Arabic, or if your name sounded North African, it was more difficult to have high hopes for your life, or to be accepted into French society.

Le carr and the streets surrounding it were our territory and we covered it like a herd. Secretly, we all wished we could fly. We smoked marijuana, and when we were high, even though we were still sitting on that concrete block, we were no longer prisoners of its limitations. Hopes and dreams would be unleashed.

Ben, my best friend, was the oldest son of first-generation immigrants from Algeria. At age seventeen, his father kicked him out of their home, so Ben moved fifty feet away; he moved in with us. My mother had a way of becoming everyones best friend, and our one-bedroom apartment became a retreat.

My mother, who was widowed at age thirty-eight, had taken on the burden of protecting all of us but was beginning to feel overwhelmed. There were drugs out there and bad guys. Many had parents who were working too hard or had no job at all, who had lost touch with their growing kids. By then, of course, we all dreamt that we could fly to America. Its no wonder that my mother was concerned. One of the kids who grew up with us, Thierry, called us from downstairs. He was holding his crossbow. He saw my mothers sweet, round face at the window and simply said, I just killed my father. Thierry had just found out that his father had seduced the girl with whom Thierry had been having a passionate love affair.

My mom took him to the police. It was then that she knew that she could no longer protect us. Things were getting worse all around us.

The Africans had turned to hard drugs. One day, my brother, Satchi, stopped by, hoping to get high. Instead of the usual torpor and lazy atmosphere, he found the stoned dealers surrounding a young woman, a drug addict. She was having sex with all of them in exchange for heroin. The young woman turned her head toward my brother as she was being brutally abused, and my brother knew that he was looking into the face of total despair and self-hatred. For the first time, he was scared for his life.

The next day, he announced that he would be leaving Paris. He and Ben had decided that they were going to move to the south of France, away from the misery we all had started witnessing, to find a job and pursue their dreams.

In Aix en Provence, a small and charming town in the southeast of France, Ben met a young man who played the saxophone and sold circus button pins. Ben and the young man engaged in a conversation about world peace. Ben was attracted like a magnet to this man whose body didnt seem big enough to contain all the energy emanating from this incredible idea: our lives have indeed a purpose, and we all have a mission that is unique and precious.

That same night, Ben went to his first Nichiren Buddhist discussion meeting. He saw people who, instead of criticizing society and being cynical about it, had decided to transform their lives and their environment. They were ordinary people, most of them with ordinary jobs. There were a few Arabs, too, and they had a lot to say. They had hope and the courage to sustain it. And they had positive thoughts that didnt require getting high.

Ben and Satchi started chanting with fervor. Their practice gave them energy and direction. They started to feel stable and more solid with a will of their own. They marveled, as unknown feelings like compassion and hope began to rise in their hearts. They started working hard. I had seldom felt so happy, recalled Ben. But instead of trying to tackle world peace, a local Buddhist gave my brother and Ben the advice to go back to where they were from and change their own lives.

My mother and I immediately noticed the change in my brother. He looked more exalted, his energy was different and even his voice had changed. My mother was still worried. Satchi would go to the back stairways of our apartment building, and he would hide in the toilet and she thought he had started using the needle. She wept and called on my deceased father to help her from the heavens. The next morning my mother found the courage to stand in front of the toilet door waiting for my brother to come out, but this time there was no smoke escaping from the door. My mother in tears imagined her son sitting on the toilet, holding his arm straight, his fist clenched, looking for a vein. When my brother came out, he was astonished to see our mother so defeated. They sat down on the living room couch and my brother ended her nightmare. I am a Buddhist, he said triumphantly. Hed been chanting in the bathroom to avoid disturbing us. My mothers relief was so intense that she wept and laughed at the same time, and then she thanked my dad.

Soon after, my brother let go of le carr and found his first job at an electric factory. He would live on his motorcycle with his guitar. He was the same young man, yet he was different. He had started making an effort toward his own development and he liked it. His empty rebellion against society turned into a revolution of the self. Buddhist friends were supporting him and harbored no doubts about his ability and eventual victories. He wasnt wasting his life in a cloud of smoke anymore, getting high; instead he had found a solid spiritual ground on which to walk. I followed him on this path, as did my mom and many of my friends.

Ultimately, we were all able to fly away from le carr without having to escape ourselves. Nichiren Buddhism provided us with the wings and the direction. We finally understood that we each had a mission that was unique and precious and that our lives would become the stage on which we could accomplish it.

MY HOMELAND

RINAT HAREL

An eye for an eye makes the whole world blind.

MAHATMA GANDHI

GROWING UP IN ISRAEL I always felt I didnt belong there, and I didnt appreciate the local mentality, which appeared narrow and hostile to me.

For years after I left Israel and moved to the United States, I believed it was the best thing that happened to me. I regretted being born there. I was hoping the rest of my family would follow me here, so together we could build a new life and correct the mistake of ever having anything to do with that dreadful place.

I settled in the United States and made a pretty good life for myself. But much to my dismay, my family never followed me. So I had to keep visiting them there, and things got even worse; the place became increasingly violent with suicide bombers appearing on the streets of Israel starting in the mid-90s. I was growing to dislike Israel more, if that was even possible.

The cycle of violence got even worse; the second intifada broke out and I, who was visiting there at that precise time, literally drove into a crowd of hundreds of angry Arabs throwing stones.

It was shocking and confusing to me, not only because it was unexpected but also because I was confused. Are they really aiming at me? I dont even live here anymore. But on the other hand, I am Israeli.

This second intifada devastated me. I felt there was no hope in sight for a better future in the Middle East. For the rest of that visit I really felt as if the end of the world had arrived; I felt like I was standing on a cliff at the end of a road and under me there was nothing at all. Complete emptiness.

Back in the United States, I started chanting about the violence in the Middle East. It was the only thing that would ease my pain. After a while, it helped me understand that I needed to stop criticizing the two sides and start encouraging peace. My job was to find hope where there was none.

It was after more suicide bombs and their horrific consequencesone of them just around the corner from my parents housethat I also understood it was time for me to take action, so I decided to initiate dedicated chanting sessions for peace in the Middle East. These sessions would be a time set aside for Buddhists to come together and chant for that specific goal. They took place in the SGI-USA New England Community Center in Waltham, Massachusetts, on Sunday afternoons.

At first, I didnt chant for peace out of love for Israel but out of fear for the safety of the people there and especially for my loved ones. Throughout the years that followed, I have gained a growing hope for peace in that notoriously brutal region. I was inspired by Mahatma Gandhi who had the courage to live optimistically despite what he saw around him. It was only through practicing Buddhism that I could grow into making a similar choice for myself. And this growth eventually manifested in my relationship with Israel itself. I could see how, instead of feeling horribly impatient with the ways of the place and its people, I had to gradually learn to respect their resilience; through that my criticism would diminish. But I had no doubt that I still didnt belong there.

In January 2004, I went to Israel for another visit. This time I chanted to have the best visit ever. I didnt quite know how exactly I wanted it to manifest, though. I remember the first walk I took the day after my arrival; I was so happy to be there, so appreciative of everyone and everything that came my way, it was dizzying. I felt none of my old resentment. None! And indeed I had the great visit I had aimed for. I could even imagine myself moving back there in the future. It was difficult for me to leave, when the time came. I felt that a piece of me stayed behind.

I knew that this change of heart must say something about me, since the place sure hadnt improved. It was the war within my own soul that was starting to find some peace. I believe this change in heart, this gift from my Buddhist practice, was the result of my commitment to peace as well as to my personal growth. It is a reflection of my own human revolution through faith. The feeling of freedom from my own negativity that burdened me for so long was my victory, and the poison that was inside me turned into the medicine that I needed. Finally, I know the peace that I have always dreamed of for myself and for a part of the world that I love.

A FORTUNATE BABY

ELIZA THOMAS

There is no one to impress, nothing to get, nowhere to rush to, nothing to miss out on. The truth is always there, plain and simple, hiding somewhere near you.

ELIZABETH LESSER

I WAS A FORTUNE BABY, a child born into the practice of Nichiren Buddhism. By virtue of my discerning taste in parents, my very existence has been fortified by prayermillions of chanted repetitions of the phrase Nammyoho-renge-kyo. Nammyoho-renge-kyo was undoubtedly the sound track at the scene of my birth. It was certainly the white noise of my childhood, and when I went off to college, I left the phrase resonating in my wake. As my folks insist, should my sister and I choose to use the power of the practice, there is no end to what we can accomplish.

Asking my parents to define Nammyoho-renge-kyo can provoke more questions than answers. Practitioners understand it to mean devotion to the Mystic Law of cause and effect through sound/vibration, and, simply put, my mother and father believe that chanting Nammyoho-renge-kyo allows them to tap into the rhythm of the universe. As a child looking for attention, I would do the running man or the robot to the rhythm of the universe, trying to get my parents to crack a smile during their evening prayers.

I grew up on New York Citys Lower East Side, where nothing is more unfashionable than enthusiasm. And yet, in my familys apartment at least, enthusiasm was inescapable. My parents had discovered the secret to creating ultimate happiness in this lifetime and, naturally, they were excited about it. Even worse, they were determined to share the news with the babysitter, the postman, the supermarket checkout attendant, the crazy cat lady in 3C and every hapless cabbie who gave us a ride. Later, many of these people arrived at our doorstep, tentatively hopeful, drawn by my parents invitation to stop by for the weekly chance to see their promise of happiness put to the test. It would be hard to imagine a more earnest gathering of strangers, at least in lower Manhattan.

When I was old enough to recognize Americas inexhaustible fascination with Eastern religion, I began indulging in the thrill of casually letting it drop among friends that my parents were Buddhist. I enjoyed cultivating the image of my parents doing hip, mystical Buddhist things, like sitting for hours on a tatami mat or something, perhaps every now and then turning to give me a contemplative smile. Not quite. The awkward reality of my parents Buddhist practicethe activities and phone trees, the fervent affirmations, the bagels and cream cheese and effervescence shared at discussion meetingswas, at the time, so dorky it hurt.

The founder and namesake of the practice, Nichiren Daishonin, was a thirteenth-century radical Japanese monk who asserted, in a time of clerical corruption, that every living being had a Buddha nature and could therefore attain enlightenment without the need for an ordained intermediary. Nichiren drew his teachings from the Lotus Sutra. To this day, from New Jersey to Ghana, Nichirens disciples chant Nammyoho-renge-kyo, a combination of ancient Chinese and Sanskrit, using the Japanese pronunciation.

Unlike other sects, Nichiren Buddhists embrace their earthly desires as a means to achieve happiness in this lifetime. My parents have an index card next to their altar with an ever-evolving list of their wishes for themselves, their loved ones and the world. By forming a direct alliance between their life-condition and the rhythm of the universe, my parents believe they are harmonizing and strengthening their purest intentions with the life of the universe itself. They call this process human revolution and have faith that it will lead them to become absolutely happy and to create world peace by sharing their happiness, person to person.

As Nichiren Buddhists, my parents are members of a global organization, the SGI. In the spirit of engaged Buddhism, members of SGI, one of the worlds most ethnically and socially diverse Buddhist groups, base their faith on action. To this end, SGI works closely with a long list of peace, education and environmental protection groups like the Boston Research Center, the Pacific Basin Research Center and the Earth Charter. In addition to their community work, twice a day every day, in their homes and at local community centers, all the worlds more than twelve million SGI members sit down and chant in prayer for kosen-rufu (the spread of the teachings), understood as the promotion of world peace. The older I get, the harder it becomes to dismiss the pursuit of world peace as dorky. But kosen-rufu is composed of millions of individuals hopes, desires and intentions, many of which are much easier to make fun of. Because my parents have resolved to see evidence of their prayers wherever they look, they do. In Buddhist terms, this evidence is called actual proof or benefits, and recognizing benefits is a way to maintain an energetic practice.

My parents and I agree that some benefitssuch as their successful marriage, the impulsive beginnings of which have now become the stuff of family legendtruly do indicate larger forces at work. My father decided he wanted to get married, so he asked two girls to a Buddhist meeting and proposed to the one who was moved to tears. My mother prudently told him she needed at least a week to decide, dreamed prophetically that my father would be a good match, and now, thirty years later, they are happily married, living in the suburbs, with two kids, two cars, a golden retriever and many reasons to be thankful.

Now that I have passed the quarter-century mark, though, I have less energy to rebel against my parents resolute benefit-spotting and blessing-counting. Being obstinate and obnoxious was age-appropriate behavior at thirteen, but at twenty-six, and struggling to cobble my way in the world, I am not about to turn up my nose at a dose of self-empowering optimism. Nor am I willing to sacrifice my happiness for the satisfaction of proving my parents wrong. I realize now that there are worse parental vices than enthusiasm. My parents gave me the key to creating positive change in the world, and believe me, when I am driving on a windy, icy mountain road in a snowstorm, I am chanting Nammyoho-renge-kyo, and I am not smirking.

The first eighteen years of my life were framed by my parents prayers, and since I left home I have felt buoyed by the power of their determination. As idealistic as it may be, I would not deny that there is something encouraging about being included in my parents wish to wrap the world in protective forces. And, admittedly, my life, from my conception on that fateful day at Marthas Vineyard (too rainy for the beach), has been good.

As a fortune baby, cradled in the arms of my parents focused intent, I had the luxury to take good fortune for granted. But as my adult path becomes less certain, I find myself drawing confidence from the navigation techniques Ive inherited, and I am grateful. Undoubtedly, this is a benefit my mother and father have been chanting for all along.

HEALING THE INNOCENCE

JENNIFER R. THOMPKINS

Resentment is like taking poison and
waiting for the other person to die.

MALACHY MCCOURT

THE DAY I WAS BORN, a Catholic priest was summoned to baptize me and perform my last rites. The doctors felt that my chances for survival were slim. I was born premature at thirty weeks, weighing less than three pounds. Just breathing was difficult, and for three months I stayed in the neonatal intensive care unit.

When I was healthy enough to live at home, a new struggle began just as I overcame the first one: my family life. My earliest memories of my father are of anger and violence toward my mother and later toward me. I do not ever remember peace around him.

As a small child I was nervous to be around him, walking on eggshells. He thought a house should be run with strict rules and that a child should be raised with intimidation, enforced violently if his control was threatened. My environment was conditioning me to be afraid of the world. I was often scared. If I was not perfect, people would not like me or, worse, they might hurt me. I thought my father did not care how I felt or know what I needed or wanted; life revolved around him only. Perfection could not please my father. He was never satisfied. As I reached puberty, the abuse took another form, sexual abuse. I would dread the days when he would call me into his bedroom and ask me to close the door. I felt helpless and out of control. I would leave my body to find a safe place in my mind until I was actually safe again. At sixteen, the weight of the abuse became overwhelming. It hung over me like a shadow. It was always there, no matter where I went.

My father started laying out plans of what I would do after high school, where I would be going to school and what my major would be. Worst of all he wanted me to live at home to take care of him. This was the last straw; I could not bear the thought of the abuse continuing. I started to have suicidal thoughts. If this was my destiny, I did not want to live to see it through.

Around that time, I befriended an older woman whom I trusted. I told her my horrible secret. She compassionately told me it was not my fault and that she would help me to report the events to Child Protective Services.

My father was arrested, later pleaded guilty and was sentenced to three years in prison. I was so relieved that the nightmare was over, but I was left incredibly wounded inside, unable to trust or to love. I would have years of therapy and healing to do.

Because of all the years of abuse, I did not believe in myself. I did not know how. However, the first healing step came from a seed planted in me as a small child. At the age of ten, I saw my first image of Shakyamuni Buddha on a wall display of world religions at school. I was deeply moved by the photo and the things I read about him. I was a very curious child and that curiosity about Buddhism stayed with me throughout school. Any time I found literature about Buddhism, I read it.

About the age of twenty, I wanted to practice Buddhism but I was unsure where to start. The only Buddhists I had seen were in books of monks and nuns who lived in distant temples and wore robes and shaved their heads.

A student at the community college I was attending placed a flyer about Nichiren Buddhism on the community bulletin board. What I liked about this practice was that I could start doing it exactly where I was in my life. I did not have to do anything special or have any money or status.

I was very eager to learn how to practice. I started attending meetings and learned how to chant and recite the prayers. I chanted to have peace in my heart, presence and clarity of mind and self-esteem. At that time I was unhappy and insecure.

However insecure I was, I hid it under the guise of being a successful student. As a good student, I received rewards from my advisor. But at a self-esteem level, I was surprised that my advisor even noticed I came to school, let alone gave me an award for it.

Fundamentally, I lacked the belief in my own voice; I depended on peoples opinions even though I knew this dependency would not lead to happiness. Through chanting, I slowly began to find the center of my own truth. At times I did not like what I found because it meant giving up the negative beliefs I had about myself and letting go of negative relationships. It was a lot of work, but through my consistent efforts, I started to see how precious my life actually was and how valuable I am just because I exist. I began to understand that I am responsible for my own happiness. No one else can make me happy, and I should not be swayed by positive or negative opinions.

Then one day, I got a call from my aunt that challenged me. She called to tell me that my father had a minor stroke and wanted to see me. This brought back many painful memories of him, and I instantly began to cry as soon as I heard the message on my answering machine.

It had been nine years since I had seen my dad. Because of all the chanting I had been doing, I believed I was strong enough to see him again. But on the day I went to see him, things did not go as planned.

I had agreed to see him at the hospital, but I found out that he was to be discharged on the day I was to arrive. Again, this news came via my answering machine. Visiting him in the hospital was one thing, but having to go to his home where there wouldnt be a lot of people around was another. I did not feel safe being alone with him. I was still afraid. I went to bed feeling defeated, questioning everything in my life and why nothing worked out for me. The next morning I woke up remembering SGI President Ikedas guidance to just keep chanting no matter what happens. I chanted to the Gohonzon and began to cry as I chanted for the courage to now see my dad at his place.

I went to the place he was living, a run-down hotel in San Mateo. When I got to his room I started silently chanting and knocked on the door. The door opened and a figure peered out from the dark room, my dad. He was happy to see me and invited me in. I hesitated but felt it was safe to go inside. Surprisingly, his room was furnished with a bed and a small bookcase. I sat on the edge of the bed and I was overcome by my emotions and I began to cry. I told him how much he hurt me as a child and how I suffered so deeply. He listened attentively and told me how sorry he was and that he loved me. After we talked he invited me to lunch. At lunch I told him about Nichiren Buddhism and taught him how to chant. I explained to him how much it had helped me in my life. I gave him a book The Buddha in Your Mirror, hoping that Buddhism might help him the way it had helped me. Maybe it would bring him the same hope and peace that it had given me.

Im so grateful for my practice of Buddhism. It has allowed me to find the courage to reestablish a relationship with my father even after all the hurt and betrayal. I have come out of this experience not bitter and angry but happy and hopeful. Harboring bitterness does not hurt my fatherit only hurts me.

Ultimately, practicing Buddhism has given me a chance to get in touch with my feelings. I realized that I was afraid to feel the actual hurt that was festering in my heart. I ran away from it, doing everything possible not to feel the difficult emotions, because I did not know how deep they went, or where they would take me. I thought that if I really felt the full force of my emotions, I would die or go insane. As a result, I needed validation all of the time to feel that I was OK. I learned through working with a qualified therapist that I could ride the awesome waves of painful emotions and let the tears flow and really feel the fear and hurt in my body. It is really OK to feel. Through chanting and practicing Buddhism, I have felt safe enough to experience the tsunami of hurt; because I know that after the wave breaks, there is a rippling effect of peace.

THE BACKPACK

KATHRYN SPILLANE

What lies behind us and what lies before us are tiny matters compared to what lies within us.

RALPH WALDO EMERSON

I REMEMBER THE DAY my friend brought me the story about General Stone Tiger, Li Kuang, a young man who lived in China centuries ago during the Han Dynasty.

The story appears in The Writings of Nichiren Daishonin. In the story, Li Kuang is an especially good archer. A tiger kills his mother and he vows to kill the tiger. He hunts all day and as the shadows fall, and night is about to settle in, he sees the tiger. He notches his bow and focuses all his energy on his target. He sinks the arrow up to its feathers, but when he comes close he finds that he has imbedded his arrow into a large rock.

I was impressed by the story but couldnt relate to it because I did not yet have an experience of the impossible becoming possible. My world, however, was about to be stretched beyond my wildest dreams, and Li Kuangs determination was about to become my own.

Shortly after reading this story, my two sons and I traveled to New Mexico to visit family. During our stay we decided to take a trip down to Carlsbad Caverns, about four hours away. It was a lonely, quiet stretch of highway, with flat ground as far as the eye could see. In my rear view mirror, I saw an ambulance approaching with its lights on, so I moved to the side to let it pass. Within a minute I could see the accident, so I told my kids to duck down and stay there, not knowing what might be ahead. As I slowed down and approached the scene, I could see overturned trucks and, much to my horror, the bodies that had been thrown from them. It was a sight that I will never forget. It was obvious that people were dead. A womans mangled body lay only yards from where my car passed. I have emergency first aid training and thought of stopping, but an ambulance and two police cars were already there. Not wanting my young children to see this sight, I drove on. When we were far enough away, I told my kids that they could sit back up, and they immediately asked what had happened. I was shaking and driving very slowly. I told them that there had been an accident and that people had died. My son, who was only nine at the time, said, We should chant for the souls of the people who just died, and for their familys peace.

In my shock I had not thought of this, and in a quivering voice, agreed. We chanted Nammyoho-renge-kyo together for about five minutes. I have never pushed my spiritual beliefs on my children, so their kindness and faith that night really impressed me. We went on to see the Carlsbad Caverns and then returned to Albuquerque. Four days later we were getting ready to return home.

It was a rushed day and the flight was crowded. We didnt get to the Oakland International Airport until ten that night. Both boys were tired; I was tired. With so many pieces of luggage to keep track of, I asked each of them to keep an eye on their own backpacks. We got to the shuttle service to go home, and we were on the freeway when my son asked me, Wheres my backpack? We looked everywhere. It was just nowhere to be found. He cried. He had all his special stuff from the trip in it, and a few important things from home. I told him I would chant, and I did, right then and there. I chanted that the backpack was already on its way back to us. I was clear in my determination.

The next day I chanted again first thing in the morning, clear and focused. I was sure that the backpack was already coming back to us. It had to. My son checked in with me a few times that day, and I told him that it was already home, we just couldnt see it yet. I took the time to make phone calls to the Oakland Airport and to the shuttle service, but no one had seen the backpack. But I could, in my heart.

Two days passed and I continued to chant. The boys had left for their dads house and I had kept the same conviction. On the third day I became discouraged. All the hope I had been clinging to was beginning to fade.

That afternoon a good friend came to visit me, to hear about our trip. The first thing out of my mouth was the backpack incident. I told her how my faith in its return was beginning to wane. She encouraged me not to lose hope. I knew she was right. I slammed my hand down on the table and said, Thats it! Its already here, I just cant see it yet! Adding, a little less fervently that it had to come back, because my kids had to be shown that faith and chanting works. Maybe, though, it was really me who needed the proof.

Less than ten minutes later, my phone rang. I answered it and I heard a womans quiet voice on the other end of the line asking for me.

She went on to tell me this story. She and her husband had gone on a trip with their nephew, who was only five years old. They got to the Oakland Airport late on the same Saturday night that we were thereonly about a half an hour later than us. They asked their nephew if he needed to go to the bathroom and he said No, so they left the airport. As they were about to get on the freeway, their nephew changed his mind and decided that he did have to go, so they pulled over right there. When kids have to go, they have to go. When they stepped out of their car, lo and behold, they found the entire contents of my sons backpack on the side of the freeway on-ramp. They could have left it there being too rushed and tired to bother picking it up, but instead they picked up each piece they could find, using their flashlight to guide the way.

The woman had found my name and number on a piece of paper. I was speechless and surprised. A warm and wonderful feeling flooded over me as I heard myself thanking her profusely. She took our address and mailed us back everything they had found. Only a few things were missing.

I didnt tell the kids the story until I received the box in the mail. My son was ecstatic about getting his treasures back. I beamed along with him. Not only because he had his things, but also because I got my proof. My chanting had worked. It wasnt until two weeks later that the lessons from the whole experience started to settle in. I realized that my desire was so pure and so focused that I too had the power to drive an arrow up to the feathers, into solid rock. Or as it happened, to bring a backpack back from the side of a freeway on-ramp. Even to this day when my boys are feeling stuck or hopeless, I remind them that anything is possible through Nichiren Buddhism and the power of chanting. All I have to say is backpack! and they instantly know what I mean. They will even get a bit nervous if I say Im going to chant with backpack determination, especially if it is something that they dont want to happen. I want to bottle that pure and innocent desire that I had for those few days and draw upon it for all of my lifes struggles. Fortunately, my Buddhist friends are around to remind me that that kind of conviction is a state of being; and when I sit in front of the Gohonzon to chant, all I have to do is clear my mind and heart and chant from that calm and determined place.

The other great lesson was that my son got a firsthand experience of cause and effect. He had reached out with love and kindness to the victims of that car accidentstrangers he would never meet in this lifetimeand a stranger reached out to him with that same consideration. This whole incident strengthened my faith and gave me courage.

I will never be sure whether it was my determination or my sons wonderful cause that brought the backpack back to us. I think it was a bit of both.

WINTER BECOMES SPRING

DIANA CASTLE

Those who believe in the Lotus Sutra are as if in winter, but winter always turns to spring.

NICHIREN DAISHONIN

WHEN I JOINED THE SGI-USA and started practicing Nichiren Buddhism, I experienced many trials in my life, which Buddhism likens to personal winters. These winters would come to test the truth of this amazing practice. I have now experienced many of these winters that never failed to blossom into spring through the great power of this Buddhist practice and chanting Nammyoho-renge-kyo.

During the first year of my practice, my father died. My husband at the time got another woman pregnant and ended our marriage to marry her; and my agent, who so believed in me and supported my budding Broadway career, closed her agency. These trials in my life would test my relationship to my newfound faith, along with the very fabric of this new family called the SGI-USA.

My first challenge was the death of my father. A holocaust survivor, my father looked to me, his first child born in America, with an eye toward greatness. I would become his victorya famous singing actress on a first-name basis with the world. At the very moment the phone call came to tell me of his passing, I was chanting to celebrate my first role in a major motion picture. Getting this movie role was what Nichiren Buddhism would call my first conspicuous benefit. I remember how happy I felt to have won it. My father would have been very proud. I continued to chant in appreciation for his life.

The death of my father marked the beginning of my journey toward a new way of living, a deep and profound experience of life based not on winning movie roles but on the kind of movie that I make of my own lifea life that would fundamentally change my erroneous beliefs and pave the way for my own happiness and the happiness of others.

Through every trial, every winter, that I would endure in my life, there would come the spring bringing with it the gift of the winters lesson. This journey of blossoming we call human revolution.

In the house I grew up in, there were two alternating views of lifethe holocaust view and the survivor view. The holocaust view looked out at the world from a mind of annihilation, distrust, isolationism, elitism, powerlessness, victimization, anger, unworthiness and fear. The survivor view saw the world from a mind of deep appreciation for life and everything about living. It embraced a winning mind, poised for a winning lifea mind that recognized the wellspring of the tremendous power within human life to triumph over seemingly insurmountable adversitya mind that recognized the undaunted courage and unshakable faith of which we, as human beings, are capable.

At that time, I viewed my life from my holocaust mind. But as I chanted every day, studied and attended Buddhist meetings, every obstacle, every challenge became a vehicle for me to challenge this deep fear of life. My practice brought out, like spring emerging from winter, the indomitable survivor spirit that already existed within me.

In the first seven years of my practice, I experienced a lot of what Buddhism calls benefits or good fortune. I was experiencing an abundant springtime, filled with a great deal of good fortune, so much so that my practice slackened. I thought I had everything I needed. I could back off Buddhism for a while. This resulted in a practice that became isolated from others, which ultimately led me back to that old holocaust way of thinking.

It was the compassionate persistence of my friends that always pointed me back to a Buddhist practice for myself and others. They encouraged me to participate even when I didnt feel like I had the time or the energy for it. This opened up a vast wellspring of fortune. I got married to my second husband, Steve.

Even though I continued to chant, study and experience positive changes in my life, I went through occasional episodes of isolation from other members. At such times I didnt experience the openness and fresh dynamism that comes from facing deep core challenges of life together with others who chanted. My deep fear of life would reemerge and my gut reactions to my own challenges would revert to the old holocaust mind.

Allegiance to this kind of thinking became an acceptable way of life for me, and after years of practicing Buddhism, I was determined to challenge myself to make deep changes on a core level. I had practiced Buddhism long enough to recognize the truth of my life, and thats where I wanted to live.

With this fresh determination, I returned to practicing Buddhism and studying with others. It was at this time that my husband, Steve, began to chant! We were able to purchase a home and a commercial property that now houses a theater space that we built together. There we create and encourage the power of creativity in the lives of hundreds of people. As SGI President Ikeda once recommended, I was becoming the playwright and leading actor in the story of my own life. This was definitely a reflection of a fundamental change inside me.

Additionally, through the support and guidance of a longtime member, my practice became vibrant and active again. I also found a wonderful group of SGI-USA members. The people in this group are my true fortune. Together we are facing our challenges and limitations. We have been able to learn from and transform the negative tendencies of our past into opportunities that would help build a happier, more fulfilled future. Together we enjoy the present moment as a point of fresh departure. We celebrate each others victories and support each other in the evolution of our human spirit.

My own familys deep fear of life also began shifting as a reflection of my practice.

My sister had lived most of her life as a manic-depressive person. She attempted suicide many times. Even after thirty years of the best treatment and the best doctors, she was unable to awaken her spirit and challenge her deep fear of life. When I decided that this was no longer an acceptable way for me to live, it set the stage for her own springtime to emerge. She started chanting.

Together, my sister and I courageously face our challenges, recognizing the tremendous power we have within us to triumph over them. Embracing Nichiren Buddhism and chanting has opened our lives like the flowers of spring turning toward the sun. We are more than survivors of life; we have become the creators of our lives.

There is no trial that is more powerful than the truth of Buddhism and there has never been a winter that has failed to become spring.

MAYBE, BABY

ANNE-MARIE AKIN

All appears to change when we change.

HENRI AMIEL

THROUGH MY PRACTICE of Nichiren Buddhism, I have changed my career path; I am now a musician and teaching artist. I have found the most wonderful partner for my life, built a strong and happy family and surmounted innumerable challenges, both internal and external. I am a person who lives life in a genuine, liberated and courageous way. But I found myself facing an aspect of my life so deeply embedded and painful that I wasnt even aware of its existence until I was (fortunately) forced by circumstances to face it.

The problem began as a result of great joyafter years of talking about it, my partner and I finally took steps to have a child through donor insemination. My partner, Amy, easily conceived. We were, like any set of expectant parents, excited and full of anticipation and we couldnt wait to share the good news with our friends and co-workers. I told all of my friends at The Old Town School of Folk Music, where I am employed. But the majority of my teaching work takes place in a residency program on the west side of Chicago, in a child-care center serving low-income children and families. I found myself unable to tell my colleagues there about the baby. In my work as a teaching artist, I have observed homophobia, both overt and covert. As any gay person who works with young children will tell you, early childhood education, in any neighborhood, is not an environment where people are typically out. In the other areas of my life, I had been taking steps to become more and more free, and I suddenly discovered that I had spent the past seven years of my teaching life gradually editing, shrinking and concealing myself, until I had compartmentalized a sort of phony version of myself known as Miss Anne-Marie, the music lady. This version did not include many aspects of my self, especially the part of me that is a woman married to another woman. I had worked so hard to come out of the closet, only to find myself stuck back in because I had allowed other peoples assumptions of me to seem like the truth. Suddenly I was facing coming out all over again.

I was faced with a painful dilemma. Here I was, week after week sitting with people who love children and babies, singing with them, looking at pictures of their children and grandchildren, with a heart full of joy knowing that I would soon have a beautiful child of my own; and yet my heart was full of anguish because I couldnt find a way to share my joy. I was longing to tell them. Some of these women were my good friendsexcept that they knew nothing about my life! How do you come out to people youve known for years?

Amy became more visibly pregnant and my situation became more painful. Total strangers would ask her about her baby, whereas I became more invisible as an expectant parent. Every week I would say to myself, This week Im going to tell them. But another week would pass because I couldnt find the words or the courage. I knew that I should chant about it, but it was frankly just too painful for me to even try. I was stuck and miserable at a time when I should have been happy.

One day, about two months before Maya was born, I was sitting in one of the infant rooms finishing a sing-along. In my head I was thinking, When am I going to tell them? When one of the caregivers asked me out of the blue, Anne-Marie, do you ever want to have children? I thought, I guess Im going to tell them now, so I said, Well, actually, Im going to be a mother in September. They raised their eyebrows and looked in mock surprise at my flat belly. Quickly I added, My partner is a woman, shes pregnant and we are going to raise the baby together.

There was a pause. They didnt look shocked. They didnt look happy. They just completely ignored my statement and one of them said, So, is anybody gonna barbecue this weekend? Then they launched into a discussion of their holiday weekend plans. I escaped to the bathroom, where I cried my eyes out.

Weeks went by and I learned that none of the other teachers knew! In a building full of women where everybody knows everything about everybodyno one wanted to tell my business. I was stuck having to tell people myself. Its funny how the universe gives you exactly what you need to grow, but at the time, there was nothing funny about it. About two weeks before Maya was duewhen I would be taking maternity leaveI decided to announce it at the pre-K teachers meeting. I was sick to my stomach. My heart felt heavy with dread, but at the same time I was looking forward to finally telling everyone. I was still hoping they might share my joy. After my announcement, the director of the center said loudly, Congratulations! trying to set the tone for everyone else. But the majority of faces I looked into reflected back shock, confusion and surprise. A couple of people were very sweet, but my focus was on one teacher who seemed very judgmental, and she was looking around the room for agreement from other co-workers.

I went to the bathroom and cried again. The problem was that I was longing for their acceptance and supportI wanted them to hear my joyful news first and take the news that I am a lesbian in stride. This is not what happened. I was bitter and humiliated.

That evening I chanted to get to the roots of my suffering. As I chanted, I realized that I was carrying deep, heavy shamea shame I have carried since my own early childhooda shame so old that I couldnt even name it. Deep down I felt that I was no good, dirty and wrong. The shame I felt about my life was being reflected right back to me by my environment. I sat down and chanted with all my heart to rip shame out of my life by the roots. Every prayer that I chanted felt like I was digging myself out of the dirt. Each day, twice a day, I continued to chant to rid my life of this heavy burden of shame. The following week the director of the infant toddler programs asked me, Does my staff know about your baby? No one had told them! I couldnt believe it. She invited me to her meeting, where once again, I would share my news. I was determined that they would meet my happy news with the joy it deserved. After I told them, there was a burst of excited congratulations. They responded exactly as I had always hopedwith pure delight and joy. People started asking me: Hows she doing? Is the baby here yet?

Our daughter, Mary Maya, now a toddler, comes with me to the center where I do my music. We are able to pay for her to be there. In her classroom their nickname for her is Little Precious. She is loved and well cared for. One of the teachers, who had once changed the subject by asking if people were going to barbecue, gave me an entire bag of hand-me-down baby clothes. Another teacher brought us a beautiful gift for Maya when she was born. Recently, one teacher cut out an article on gay marriage from the newspaper and saved it for me.

I cannot describe to you the incredible liberation I now experience by being able to be my true self. I am so light and joyful at work. All my relationships have become more genuine. I now eat lunch with the other teachers instead of hiding upstairs. When people ask about my life, I no longer avoid the question or change the subject. I cant believe the heavy burden I carried for so long without being aware of it. I am so deeply appreciative of the struggle I went through to reveal my true self. By doing so I changed my inner state from a state of shame to one of courage, and as a result, my environment changed dramatically.

I continue to chant for pride to replace the shame I felt for the decisions that I have made in my life. Im determined not to pass those feelings on to my daughter. They say that our children aid us in our Buddhist practice. I am amazed at the changes this tiny life has triggered in me. Even before she was born, she was helping me fulfill my pledge to become absolutely happy and now, I will do the same for her.

THE MIRACLE CURE

JASON HENNINGER

Your miracles are an inside job. Go there to create the magic that you seek in your life.

WAYNE DYER

SOMETIMES WE HEAR of people in the direst situations chanting Nammyoho-renge-kyo and receiving immediate, seemingly miraculous results. Someone wins the lottery, finds out that his or her cancer disappeared after a short time, gets the job offer of a lifetime out of the blue and so on. Such benefits are amazing. You cant help being impressed.

More often though, the benefits of Nichiren Buddhist practice are not big splashy miracles but rather the gradual, steady and reliable improvement of a persons life. Simply put, people just get happier every day. They overcome poor self-esteem, strengthen relationships with loved ones, undo abusive pasts or traumatic losses and more. They learn to face their problems head-on and to be victorious.

Sometimes, though, I find myself hoping for miracles. My son, Morgan, is both gifted and developmentally challenged. He is an affectionate, charming and intense child capable of a brilliance seldom seen in small kids, and simultaneously he has difficulties with tasks and concepts other children handle with ease. Since these difficulties first became apparent, my family has been swept up in a whirlwind of confusing and often contradictory diagnoses, treatments and assessments of his future. The shifting pressure of hopes and fears, theories and evidence, has been a tremendous strain on my wife, daughter and all of Morgans relatives. Worse still, these difficulties are a constant source of frustration for Morgan.

And so, Ive chanted for his mysterious problems to evaporate. I daydream about him suddenly saying, Look, Daddy, I can do calculus! or sitting at a piano and playing Chopin with a flurry of precise fingers. Ive chanted for his frustration to vanish and be replaced by unfettered genius.

These things are not impossible, and should they occur, I would jump for joy. Theres nothing wrong with chanting for a sudden, miraculous change. In some situations, it is exactly whats needed. But wanting a miracle is, in this case, a sign of my own weakness. I say this because the sudden and miraculous improvement of my son would require no change, no work and no improvement on my part. I would sit back and enjoy it and stay the exact same person as before.

Furthermore, when I examine more closely other members miraculous stories, I find there is always work, always change, always a fundamental challenge preceding the miracle. The person had to change his or her life on a vital level before the miraculous benefit. The results dont spring out of nowhere.

With that in mind, I have been chanting for more than a mere miracle. I chant to understand how to be the best father for Morgan, how to supply him with the support he needs to triumph. A Buddha is said to possess the virtues of parent, teacher and sovereign. I want to be a Buddha of a father, and the father of a Buddha. Chanting from this perspective, I immediately see many areas wherein I can improve myself.

I find encouragement in these words from SGI President Ikeda: The good fortune and benefit we create by exerting ourselves in faith will definitely manifest themselves in the lives of our children, grandchildren and all our family. Buddhism is the supreme medicine.

Morgan, I am very happy to report, is improving every day. Were researching ways to help him, to provide him with what he needs; chanting for wisdom, courage and patience and implementing the strategies best suited to him. Perhaps as a result of becoming a better parent, making good choices and working hard for steady improvement throughout my family, I will someday hear him play Chopinor better yet, his own composition. And I will still jump for joy as everyone talks about what a miracle it is.

LIBERTY, THE HORSE STORY

LYNN, ANDY, STEVIE AND GINA RAJECKAS Written by Lynn Rajeckas

Even though one neither reads nor studies the sutra, chanting the title alone is the source of tremendous good fortune.

NICHIREN DAISHONIN

IVE BEEN PRACTICING Nichiren Buddhism since the early 1980s. One of my biggest challenges has been how to encourage my children in faith. After countless hours of chanting for my childrens well-being and happiness, I want them to learn early the value of Nichiren Buddhism in their own lives. I want to empower them with Buddhist teachings that show them how they can affect the world, instead of being affected by it.

My children, eight and five years old, and I were heading home from a baseball game. We passed our neighbors house and they noticed right away that Liberty, our neighbors horse, was not in his pen. Liberty was a favorite pet of my children. Theyd spent hours petting him, feeding him and talking to him. Im sure they would confide in him and tell him secrets that they didnt want anyone else to know. Needless to say, he was an important part of their young lives and they loved him.

When we went to tell our neighbors, they confirmed our heart-sinking suspicionLiberty had gone missing. A search team, which included my husband, was quickly formed. Our homes bordered on thousands of open acres; Liberty could be anywhere. My children were so upset. The horse had become like one of the family for them. Jim, Libertys owner, was distraught. The search team was vigilant, but there was no sign of his precious horse.

My children, seemingly inconsolable at this point, wondered what they could do to help. They were too young to be included in the search team, so they felt inconsequential in the process. I told them how their contribution could be the most valuable, and it would help them feel better too. We could chant. It was time for all of us to chant together that Liberty would be found and that he would not be hurt. With a sense of mission, my children sat down and chanted Nammyoho-renge-kyo to the Gohonzon with me. They chanted for fifteen minutes. Now, I can tell you that in the life of a five- and an eight-year-old, chanting for fifteen minutes is like chanting hours for an adult. Their prayers were diligent, sincere and heartfelt. When we were through, my children went to bed. Their hearts were still a bit heavy and they were still worried about Liberty. Im sure that their prayers had given them a sense that they had done something valuable for their friend; at the very least, it reassured them enough so that they could get to sleep.

At two in the morning, the search for Liberty was called off. Jim decided that he would hire a helicopter the next day to continue the searchhe wasnt ready to give up.

A few hours later, with just a moments rest, my husband, Andy, and I were preparing to chant for Libertys safe returnit was five in the morning. Before we started, I recounted the story of the childrens sincere prayers.

But I so want to tell them that Libertys back, when they wake up this morning, I said to Andy. My husband nodded empathetically and then his expression dramatically changed. He was looking toward the room where our altar is, where we chant, and who should be peeking in through the window at us but Liberty.

I immediately ran to wake up the children, while Andy flew next door to get Jim. Needless to say, the children were overjoyed. Their prayers had not only been answered but were delivered straight to their door. The horse was then escorted, in grand style, back to its pen, safe and sound.

Thanks, Liberty, for helping me to show my children actual proof of this wonderful Buddhist practice.

RELEASING THE REINS

CHRISTINE DUNFORD

If I create from the heart, nearly everything works; if from the head, almost nothing.

MARC CHAGALL

WHEN I WAS INTRODUCED to Nichiren Buddhism, I had a profound revelation that the limiting beliefs Id developed in response to a childhood of poverty were still haunting me. Even though Id escaped that life and was living successfully in the material sense, I was still operating from a perspective of fear and a need to controleverything.

I grew up in a chaotic environment. My father worked sporadically, and when he did it was as a bartender, which was ironic since he was an alcoholic and my mother counted money for a local bus company.

We lived in a tiny three-room apartment in the Bronx, with only a few windows, and the view from every window was the samea brick wall. The lives of nearly all of my friends were touched, in some way, by alcohol, drugs, physical abuse or sexual abuse.

I cant say that there was a day in my early life that I was not frightened. I was frightened at home, and I was frightened at my Catholic school as well, where it seemed the only way to avoid being hit or humiliated was to strive for perfection. I was a nervous wreck. The only antidote that I could find to my fear and anxiety was ferocious ambition and control. In a sense, it worked for me. I became a straight A student, and I earned a scholarship to Juilliard and became an actress. I made a lot of money, lived in a nice house and had a lot of stuff. I carried a kind of false pride because I believed that I had created my success with my efforts, my focus, my sweat, my determination; I was absolutely defined by my struggle and since it seemed to be working for me, I became addicted to it.

When I couldnt be in charge of every aspect of my life, I would become depressed and reclusive, wallowing in shame until I managed to gain control and succeed at something. I could never admit imperfection, and I could never ask anybody for help. It was isolating and exhausting, but anything was better than feeling vulnerable.

The fact that I managed to meet and marry my husband, with whom I developed my first truly intimate relationship, is testimony to his remarkable nature and patience. He supported me through my peaks and valleys, never judging me.

I really thought I had control of my life until I became a mother. Having a child is like some strange science fiction experiment where someone takes your heartout of your bodyand puts little legs on it and sends it walking down a busy street.

The love I felt for my child was so overwhelming, it was like nothing Id ever felt before. It was wonderful. And it was terrifying.

I reached the peak of this excruciating vulnerability when my husband and I learned that our son was going to need surgery. I approached it in my usual fashion, answering my fear with massive amounts of research. I logged hours and hours on the Internet studying his condition. In spite of learning everything there was to learn about his surgery, it was essentially out of my hands, and it was traumatic.

The worst moment of my life was when my two-and-a-half-year old was carried away in the arms of an operating room nurse, crying and screaming and I couldnt do a thing about it.

Although the surgery was successful, and I was grateful that my son was ultimately fine, I felt that I had utterly failed him, failed to protect him. I was quite depressed about it, and becoming increasingly driven to find some way to let go of my fears and need to control.

It was around this time that I was introduced to Nichiren Buddhism. My experience with chanting began with chanting to change, for my sons happiness, and for the well-being of our family.

Shortly thereafter, a friend gave me a copy of Education for Creative Living, by Tsunesaburo Makiguchi, founder of the Soka Gakkai. I had some profound realizations. I realized I wasnt going to protect my child by controlling every aspect of his life; and that not protecting him from every hardship didnt mean I was a bad parent. I was able to acknowledge the value in the vulnerability I felt as a parent: it was a natural expression of the deepest love Id ever felt in my life. I became determined to build the responsibility and character to bear that love and to find more valuable ways to express it. When I felt overwhelmed by the responsibilities of parenthood, I chanted and chanted, until I finally saw that my challenge as a parent was to learn to live with that much love and that little control.

Even though Id sought to create a life that would shelter my child and protect him from all the hardships Id endured, if I was still operating from a place of fear, I was in danger of passing on to him the very same limiting beliefs that I had acquired. And if I did that, then I might as well be raising him in the same ghetto that I had struggled so hard to get away from.

I chanted for the courage to accept the unknown. I chanted to release the need to manipulate everything. Most important, I chanted to be able to accept help from other people.

My first opportunity to see if I was really affecting change came as we prepared for my sons first preschool experience.

The gradual, loving approach to separation that had been described at our tour and interview of this particular preschool was nowhere in evidence. My husband was made to feel uneasy about staying, even on the first day. On the second day the director pressured him to leave. My husband once again felt alienated by the director as they locked horns about the separation process. There was a lot of friction and tension, which culminated in the director calling my husband arrogant.

I felt myself growing angrier and more defensive by the minute. I fought many impulses to confront the director in a hale of anger, then I remembered everything Id been thinking, reading and learning, and instead of blowing up, I went home and chanted.

Before, I would have blasted through the brick wall, and in doing so, I would have precluded the possibility any possibilityof a solution. But now, in spite of my intense feelings of vulnerability and fear, I kept chanting.

The next time my husband took my son to school, the situation had completely changed. The director encouraged him to stay in the lounge for as long as he liked, explaining that the separation process was a delicate one. My husband was stunned and pleased, but didnt know what had caused such a turnaround.

As it turns out, we had friends whose own son had just begun at this preschool. While informing the director of their sons imminent surgery, they told her about our hospital experience.

The director said to my husband, When a family has already experienced a traumatic separation, its very important that a school separation be handled sensitively and in a time frame thats comfortable for the child. He needs to be empowered by this situation and to know that he can trust us.

I would never have anticipated this degree of sensitivity and compassion coming from this woman. Had I responded in my traditional manner, she never would have been able to reveal herself in this profoundly humanistic way.

The next day my husband walked my son into his classroom, and my son turned around and said, Dont you have errands to do? You should go. And that was it. He was happy at school from then on.

All of this happened without me making it happen. It happened without force, without manipulation, and the most important thing was the way my son got to see how this problem resolved.

Somebody once said that ghetto is a state of mind, and what I realized when I started chanting was that even though I had radically changed my external environment in my adulthood, I would never know happiness if I didnt change the landscape of my mind; and the landscape of my mind was absolutely fixed by the limitations of my past. I didnt think anything could change it, until the profound, overwhelming and inspiring love of my child emboldened me to do it and Buddhism showed me how.

LEARNING FROM MY CHILDREN

GREG MARTIN

Consideration equals strength, so the more considerate of others you are, the stronger you will become.

DAISAKU IKEDA

I WAS CHANTING Nammyoho-renge-kyo one day when this question pops into my head: Why are parents of teenagers so angry? Or, more specifically, why was I so angry as the parent of two teens? Demographically, parents of teens must rank near the top of the anger list, I thought, just below disgruntled former postal employees. Why?

I was struck by an idea that Id remembered from my Buddhist study: people become stuck in anger because they cant be honest with or about themselves. They are caught up in sustaining an illusion about who they are, fearful that the truththeir inadequacies and suchwill be exposed for the world to see. They lack the capacity or confidence to let the world see them as they are.

To some extent, with regard to my kids, I got trapped in wearing a mask, a false face. It was the mask of the all-knowing, infallible, wise and compassionate parent. Its a mask one can wear successfully only when our children are littlewhen they dont know any better. But once they begin to learn the truth of the world, it becomes apparent to them that their parents are not all-knowing, or infallible. I was having trouble dealing with this.

At such times, parents are trying to deceive their children. And whether we like it or not, our children know when were not being honest with them. They feel hurt and get angry. We may reply in kind and wonder what happened to our little angels.

I remember one episode when one of my children made the bold accusation that: Well, you dont love me anyway. No parent could hear such a thing without profound disbelief. How could my child ever think such a thing? After all, everything I do is for them.

But as I sat there chanting that day reflecting on this and other episodes, it suddenly became clear to me: Much as I wish it had been otherwise, I had to admit that the accusation was a direct hit. Because at some level, without realizing it, I had been making an unconscious choice to hold onto my maskchoosing to keep up the illusion of unexcelled parenthoodat the expense of my child. I was choosing love of self-image over love for my child. Unbelievable! And profoundly disgusting!

Fortunately, both of my kids survived the experience reasonably well and have grown into truly wonderful and self-confident young adults. If I had realized earlier that it wasnt necessary, or even desirable, to be the perfect parent and that being the ordinary, loving and imperfect human being that I actually am is more than sufficient, then a lot of anger and resultant emotional pain could have been avoided.

So, why was I so angry? One reason, I realized, is because parents are wearing a mask. The kids know it; but the parents dont. As a result, for the masqueraders among us, raising children can become A Nightmare on Elm Street rather than an episode of Father Knows Best.

Since my kids do matter to meenough for me to want to be a better parentanother important chapter in the ongoing drama of my own human revolution began. The result? Once I realized that my suffering was my problem (not theirs) and began using my Buddhist practice to change myself, my relationships with my kids began to steadily improve. It is as Mahatma Gandhi said: we must be the change we wish to see.
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