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Cemetery and Columbarium

Reverend Koho Takata


Many people go to the cemetery or to a church columbarium on Obon, Mother’s Day, Father’s Day, Christmas Day, spring and autumn Higan, and so forth to pay respect to their deceased loved ones.  Have you ever seriously thought about why you go to visit your loved ones at the cemetery or the columbarium with offerings of flowers and to put your hands together in Gassho?  It is my guess that most people make these visits to pray and to express their gratitude to their deceased loved ones.  Though this is a good thing to do, visiting the cemetery or columbarium is not just pray or to express gratitude to one’s deceased ancestors.  


Fundamentally, Buddhism is a religion that shows more regard to the Truth itself, or the Dharma, than to external forms.  In Buddhism, the Truth is more important than what are concrete forms and appearances that are passing and impermanent.  Shakyamuni Buddha continually taught and admonished his disciples not to be bound by mere forms and superficial appearances such as religious images and superstitious practices.


Once a year, on the occasion of Shinran Shonin’s memorial service (Hoonko), we respectfully read Kakunyo Shonin’s (the third chief abbot of the Hongwanji) writings called the ‘Goden-Sho (The Biography of Shinran Shonin)’.  This biography mentions Shinran Shonin’s grave site.  It is located at Otani in Kyoto, Japan.  After his death, the site of his grave was entrusted to his younger daughter Kakushin-ni by his followers.  Then, a great grandson of Shinran Shonin established the Hongwanji at the gravesite in an attempt to take control of Shinran Shonin’s Teachings.  These efforts to concretize and institutionalize Shinran Shonin, in my view, were in direct opposition to what Shinran Shonin actually taught.


Also, in another of Kakunyo Shonin’s writings, ‘Gaijya-sho (A collection of erroneous views about Buddhism)’, it is recorded that Shinran Shonin said, “When I die, give my body to the fish in the Kamo River.”  We can see that Shinran Shonin was not influenced by external formal religious rituals.  Therefore, I also think that external appearances and forms are not important, but that the Truth itself is most important.  


Visiting the cemetery or columbarium to pay our respect to our ancestors becomes the occasion and opportunity to listen and reflect on the True Dharma that can lead us to live the Nembutsu life.  Significantly, in his major work “True Teaching, Practice, and Realization’, Shinran Shonin did not use the word ‘ancestor’ but instead used the term ‘all Buddhas’.  This does not mean that ancestors are not important, for it is because of our ancestors through our parents that we are born in this world.  As human beings we are now able to listen to and hear of the True Teachings of what is Amida Buddha so we can share and enjoy the Nembutsu. 

“Hard it is to be born into human life; now we are living in it.  Difficult it is to hear the Teachings of the Blessed One; now we hear them.  If we do not gain emancipation in this present life, we may not be free from ill-faring in the ocean of births and deaths for kalpas.  Let us reverently take refuge in the Three Treasurers.

We go to the Buddha for guidance.  May we always walk in the way that leads to Enlightenment.

We go to the Dharma for guidance.  May we be submerged in the depth of the Teachings and gain Wisdom as deep as the ocean.

We go to the Sangha for guidance.  May we all with one accord live the life of harmony in the spirit of brotherhood, free from the bondage of selfishness.

Even though myriads of kalpas, hard it is to hear such excellent and profound Teachings.  Now we are able to hear and receive them.  Let us try to understand the Tathagata’s Teachings.”

*********************************************************************
As we remember the Declaration of Independence and celebrate the Fourth of July, it is an opportune time to share an article written by Reverend Gerald Sakamoto of San Jose Buddhist Church Betsuin

Dharma Everywhere
By Reverend Gerald Sakamoto, San Jose Buddhist Church Betsuin

(Article published in “The Dharma”,  Newsletter of The San Jose Buddhist Church Betsuin, May 2006)


Buddhism can be seen anywhere.  If we are mindful, our experiences and observations can resonate with the Dharma.  After all, the Dharma is about seeing and responding, without prejudice, to what we experience.


Recently, I’ve begun looking at our Bill of Rights.  With the growing intensity of the discussions around our “cultural wars”, I would like to better understand the basis from which these perspectives emerge.  I would like at least to begin to become familiar with the central ideas.  Usually, as I proceed along these avenues of study, I am pulled off into side streets and back roads that lead to unexpected surprises.


The last time I studied the Declaration of Independence, the Constitution and the Bill of Rights was a long time ago.  And I must admit I was not a very diligent student.  Fortunately, it is possible to do simple research of history, opinions and circumstances via the internet.  As challenging as it is to sit through the information, eventually persistence and patience can achieve a fairly broad and varied range, in this case from Thomas Jefferson to Pat Buchanan to Lyndon B. Johnson, of reliable opinions and historical accounts.


A look at the history of the Constitution led to the Federalist Papers, a series of 85 essays written by Alexander Hamilton, John Jay and James Madison between October 1787 and May 1788.  These essays were written as an argument in favor of ratifying the constitution adopted by the Continental Congress.  In opposition to the Federalists were the anti-Federalists whose argument against ratifying the constitution led to the introduction of twelve amendments that would protect individuals, with a “bill of rights”, from the possible unfair treatment by a federal government.  Two amendments were quickly rejected and the remaining amendments were attached to the constitution.  Those first ten amendments we know as the Bill of Rights.


The representatives who argued for the purposes of the Constitution, saw a need to incorporate into these agreements, the relationship of separate states, individuals, and a central government.  Whether they were deists, theists, pagans or Buddhists, their concerns and resolutions embodied observations and responses similar to the dharma.


In the first essay of the Federalist Papers, Alexander Hamilton wrote:


“So numerous indeed and so powerful are the causes which serve to give a false bias to the judgment, that we, upon many occasions, see wise and good men on the wrong as well as on the right side of questions of the first magnitude to society.  This circumstance, if duly attended to, would furnish a lesson of moderation to those who are ever so much persuaded of their being in the right in any controversy.”


I hear in these words an echo of Shakyamuni Buddha’s first dharma lesson.  Difficulties arise when we fail to see beyond our attachments to our own views and assumptions.  The resolutions of difficulties is possible if we can cultivate the mind free of attachment.  The Middle Path is the moderation of the extremes of self indulgence and asceticism.  While in extreme, our view of the world is distorted.  Mindfulness and moderation of our views can help open up possibilities.


All people, regardless of origin, seek well being.  Our paths may differ, but the fundamental human experience is the same.  The Buddha dharma is not about becoming an expert of the Dharma.  It is about discovering and becoming a well being.

*******************************************************************************************

NBG:  Next Generation Buddhists; Believing in Tomorrow

At the 49th Jr. YBA Convention on Maui – July 7,8, 9, 2006, an Oratorical Contest was held and Michelle Soga was selected for her writing and presentation.  We share her thoughts below on the topic (and theme of the convention), “NBG:  Next General Buddhists; Believing in Tomorrow”.

“Yes!  School’s over at last!” is what almost everyone here said when their summer finally began right?  I also said this because the day after school ended, I was on a plane flying to Japan for a three week vacation, and I was so~ excited!  I, along with 23 other students from Hawaii, including Keri Kubota and Ryne Masuda went on a two week home staying program in Okinawa.  We got to attend school with our host students and we were also able to visit many of Okinawa’s historical ruins and tourist sights.  We went to Shuri Castle, Okinawa World, the Peace Memorial Park, Churaumi Aquarium (which is one of the biggest aquariums in the world) and many more interesting places.  One of my favorite sites was the Himeyuri Peace Museum.  This museum was dedicated to the many young students and teachers that lost their lives in the battle of Okinawa.  Himeyuri is the nick name for the Okinawa Women’s Normal School and the First Women’s Prefectural High School.  There were 240 female students from Himeyuri that were mobilized for the battle.  Students from the ages of 13-21 had to take care of the constantly arriving injured, carry and secure food and water for the patients and hospital staff, and bury the dead.  They hardly ever got to rest and they would have to constantly move south to evacuate from the U.S. forces.  One day, the military issued a deactivation order and the students were suddenly dismissed.  With nowhere to go for shelter, many died from bombings and others killed themselves with hand grenades or by jumping off cliffs.  All together, the battle of Okinawa took the lives of more than 120,000 innocent Okinawans.   


There was a room at the museum that brought tears to everyone in our group.  It was a room filled with 200 portraits of the Himeyuri students and teachers that lost their lives during the war.  Beneath each portrait had their name, age, and a few sentences written about them.  Under many of the portraits, it said that they would like to play sports, but the one that touched me the most said, “Mom, I wanted to see you one last time before I died.”  This quote was written in her diary the day before she killed herself.  


I couldn’t imagine girls as young as 13 years old experiencing the hardships of war.  It brings me tears to think about how much the young students had to suffer, working as a nurse in underground caves at such a young age must have been very difficult and scary.  I can just imagine so much life in each and every one of the students before the battle, but as the war continued, I could see in their eyes just from the photos that they began to lose everything, even their hopes and dreams.  


61 years has passed since the battle of Okinawa and we humans still haven’t learned from our mistakes.  Countless innocent people are being killed and many soldiers that are fighting for our country aren’t coming home alive.  We are still fighting in wars over things that can be dealt with without the use of violence, but we can make a difference.  We are the next generation of Buddhist.  We are the ones who can shape the future into a place of peace and harmony.  If we try hard enough, our dream of world peace wouldn’t end as just a dream.  We can truly turn the world into a better and safer place.  We will continue to believe in tomorrow until the day that peace is found in every single person’s heart.  Thank you.    

Michelle Soga

United of Maui

**************************************************************************************************

A Dialogue with Shinran Shonin on Enlightenment

By Reverend Toshio Murakami, from the Pearl City Hongwanji Newsletter, June 2006

Listener:  
What is “Enlightenment”?

Shinran:
Enlightenment is the city of the universal compassion of Amida Buddha.

Listener:
Is enlightenment reachable and attainable by everyone?

Shinran:
Yes, it is.  Thanks to the compassion of Amida Buddha, the gate is always open to the city of dharma of compassion.

Listener:
How can you tell that the gate is always open to everyone?

Shinran:
Because Amida Buddha is always calling us to enter the city of Enlightenment.

Listener:
What is this “calling”?

Shinran:
It is the spiritual inner calling voice which guides us to return to the home of life.  The home of life is “Enlightenment.”  It is the goal as well as the direction of journey of life to be guided by the “Enlightened Person” who has been revered as the Buddha since the appearance of Shakyamuni Buddha in the history of human life and all sentient beings.

Listener:
What do you mean by “the goal as well as the direction of life”?

Shinran:
Remember when we talked about “karma” which means our whole lives are being fettered by self-centered hearts and minds.

Listener:
Yes, I do.  You said that when we deeply reflect our everyday inner lives on the mirror of compassion of the Buddha, we all realize that our lives are deeply rooted by the self-centered calculated hearts and minds.

Shinran:
Very well, my dear friend, the listener to the inner calling from home of  Enlightenment.  We are fortunate to see the Buddha who never stays still on the seat of Enlightenment.  He always keeps in touch with you and me.

Listener:
How does the Buddha keep in touch with me?

Shinran:
Wonderful thing is that the Buddha always keeps in touch with us by calling us with his name of Enlightenment.  The calling name is Namo Amidabutsu, Namandabutsu, Namanadabu.  Let us always listen to the calling of Amida Buddha.

Listener:
Wonderful!  Thank you, Shinransama, for your kind guidance.

****---****---****---****---****---****---****---****---****---****---****---****---****

Maui Plans  an Island-wide Dharma School Get-together

With the concern for growth and development of our Dharma School Program, Maui District’s initiative to welcome new families and students is a “get-together theme”, an island-wide get-together.   This first island-wide Dharma School kickoff gathering will be held on Sunday, August 13 at Kamaole Beach Park III beginning at 9:00 a.m.  If you have friends or relatives living on Maui, they are all welcome to join in this activity.  Parents and grandparents are encouraged to bring their children/grandchildren, along with their friends, to this event.  It will be a day of fun with games, refreshments, and lunch.  As a Jr. YBA student wrote in an essay, “The best thing we can do is to believe in ourselves.  If we believe, it will most definitely happen.  If we just do our part, good things will happen.”  In this same vein, every member of our sangha, living on any island can help our Maui district by sharing this information and encouraging friends and family on Maui to participate in this event.  For more information, call Reverend Shinkai Murakami at Wailuku Hongwanji – 244-0406.  

UPCOMING EVENTS

July 24-Aug. 4, 2006
BSC Summer Session with Dr. Eisho Nasu, Buddhist Study Center

Aug. 7-11, 2006
Young Adult Retreat:  “Reconnecting with Jodo Shinshu”, St. Anthony’s Retreat Center

September 16, 2006
Commission on Buddhist Education Meeting, Headquarters 

September 22-23, 2006
Dharma School Committee Meeting, Headquarters
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Honpa Hongwanji

Headquarters Bookstore

1727 Pali Highway

Honolulu, Hawaii 96813

Phone # (808) 522-9210
Bookstore Hours

Monday to Thursday 8:00am – 3:30pm

Friday 8:00am – 12noon

Saturday 9:00am – 2:00pm

Sunday 8:00am – 12noon
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Honpa Hongwanji

Mission of Hawaii
Office of Buddhist Education
1727 Pali Highway

Honolulu, Hawaii 96813

Phone # (808) 522-9210

Acting Director

Reverend Irene Nakamoto

Office: (808) 522-9212

E-mail: obedir@lava.net
Children’s & Youth Specialist
Ann A. Ishizu

Office: (808) 522-9204

E-mail: honpahi@lava.net
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