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he man who taught me the most about Buddhism

wasn’t a monk with a shaved head. He didn’t speak

Sanskrit, and he didn’t live in a Himalayan monastery.

In fact he wasn’t even a Buddhist. He was Carl Taylor, a

lifelong San Franciscan who looked to be in his late 40s.

At the moment, he appeared cold, sitting upright in a bed rolled into

the gardens off the hospice ward at Laguna Honda Hospital. It was

a blue-sky summer afternoon, but in this city that often means a
bone-penetrating chill. Carl was dying of cancer.

I was spending a week with the Zen Hospice
Project, a Buddhist organization whose volun-
teers assist the staff of the 25-bed hospice unit
at the hospital, perhaps the largest public long-
term care facility in the United States. The proj-
ect, now emulated around the world, uses two
of Buddhism’s central teachings—awareness
of the present moment and compassion for
others—as tools to help bring a degree of dig-
nity and humanity to those in the last stages of
their lives. They’re not easy lessons to learn.

I sat beside Carl, helping adjust the well-worn
jacket he used as a blanket. He wore his termi-
nal diagnosis with resigned bravado. I tried to
make small talk, but it was going terribly. What
solace can you offer someone who doesn’t have
long to live and knows it?

“So what kind of work do, er, did you do?”

Long silence. Slow drag on his cigarette. An
eternity passed as we watched a white tuft of cloud
break the blue monotony and move across the sky.

“I don’t really talk about my past.”

OK. Squirming to keep the conversation
moving, I mentally scrolled through my list of
questions. If I couldn’t ask about the past and there
was no sense in asking about the future, that left
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only the present. And in the present, I was learn-
ing, there are no questions; there is just being.
This made me feel awkward at first: Stripped of
his questions, the journalist has no identity.

But Carl seemed content to have me just sit
there, my company alone helping ease some of
his suffering. Once I accepted that I had nothing
to do and nowhere to go, I relaxed. Carl looked
sideways at me and smiled. We both understood
I had just learned a small lesson. Together we
watched another white cloud go by.

That week there were other lessons drawing
on Buddhism—lessons about the impermanence
of life, about our attachment to the way we
want things to be, and our disappointment
when those things don’t come to pass. About
physical and mental suffering and about the
value of what Buddhists call sangha, which
best translates as “community.” But most of
all I saw how the lessons one man learned in
India 2,500 years ago have been adapted to the
modern world.

Around the globe today there is a new Bud-
dhism. Its philosophies are being applied to
mental and physical health therapies and to
political and environmental reforms. Athletes











































Most Japanese are “funeral Buddhists,” he says,
meaning they partake in Buddhist rituals only
when someone dies. With the fast pace and com-
petitiveness of Japanese society, young people
in particular find little emotional support or
sense of community in the ancient rituals of tra-
ditional Buddhism.

“It’s ironic,” Tomatsu says. “As much as Japan
has looked to the West for its cultural cues, it has
not embraced the engaged Buddhism that
has become so important among Buddhists in
the West.”

Tronic indeed: Many Westerners first heard of
Buddhism through Zen, the Japanese derivative
of China’s Chan Buddhism. Zen was popular-
ized by the American Beat Generation of the
1950s: novelist Jack Kerouac, author and radio
host Alan Watts, and poets Allen Ginsberg and
Gary Snyder, among others. Soon you could take
adult education classes in Zen art forms like
calligraphy and ikebana (flower arranging) or
rituals such as tea ceremony or archery. Once
Madison Avenue discovered Buddhism’s selling
power, Zen became synonymous with cool,
giving birth to dozens of products named Zen,
from a skin-care line to an MP3 player.

Tomatsu offers to show me signs that the heart
of Japanese Buddhism is at least still beating.

One is an organization he helped establish in
1993. Called Ayus, meaning “life,” it channels
about $300,000 a year to national and interna-
tional groups working for peace and human
rights. Two-thirds of the 300 contributing mem-
bers are Buddhist priests.

There’s also the sect called Rissho Kosei-kai,
founded in 1938 and now boasting 1.8 million
households. While firmly planted in the Bud-
dha’s teachings, this organization is different. It’s
a lay group—and it emphasizes service to oth-
ers. Members forgo two meals a month, donat-
ing the money to the sect’s peace fund. Rissho
Kosei-kai has given about 60 million dollars to
UNICEF in the past 25 years.

At the sect’s world headquarters in Tokyo,
the imposing central meditation hall has a
ceiling-high pipe organ and stained-glass win-
dows—more like a Christian church than a Bud-
dhist temple. Tomatsu and I sit in on a hoza, or
dharma session, focusing on the social problems
that beset Japan but remain conversational
taboos: divorce, drug addiction, depression, sui-
cide. In a large, brightly lit multipurpose room,
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casually dressed participants, mostly women, sit

in metal folding chairs in a loose circle around
a facilitator, sharing personal dilemmas such as
marital problems, disrespectful kids, and aging
parents. After each story, the group issues a
supportive round of applause. It’s a reminder
that the new Buddhism doesn’t always have to
address global issues; the kitchen table can be a
war zone too.

Tomatsu also introduces me to Rev. Takeda
Takao, a Buddhist priest whom I'd seen leading
a protest in front of Japan’s parliament building
in the heart of Tokyo. Hundreds of demonstra-
tors had gathered to oppose the national Self
Defense Forces’ involvement in Iraq. Amid the
chaos, Takao, in a monk’s vest, stood at curbside
with several other priests carrying bullhorns,
drums, and a banner.

Takao belongs to Nipponzan Myohoji, an
international Buddhist organization founded
in 1918 whose monks and nuns conduct long
peace marches, chanting and beating their drums
all the way.

“Peaceful protest is the only way to make a
peaceful planet,” he says. It’s a conclusion he
came to after participating in demonstrations
against the construction of Tokyo’s Narita
Airport. In the 1970s several policemen and
protesters were killed, and thousands injured,
defending the rights of vegetable farmers whose
land had been taken by the government for the
runway. As a monument to the tragedy, the Nip-
ponzan Myohoji Order erected a peace pagoda
in 2001 just outside the airport fences.
~ Later that afternoon, as my plane takes off
from Narita, I catch a glimpse of the tiny white
pagoda. It stands out against the gray indus-
trial sprawl, a bright memorial to the Buddha’s
timeless message.

Indeed, from Tokyo to San Francisco, from
the prison class to the privileged class, a world-
wide community of socially engaged Buddhists
assures that the tradition remains a powerful
force. Back in San Francisco, someone else now
occupies the hospice bed that was once Carl Tay-
lor’s. And beside that person is another Buddhist

volunteer, just sitting. O
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