In addition to messages from our own current and past ministers, we will include links here to interesting messages from other BCA ministers.

Rev. Dean Koyama of Mountain View Temple
Joy and Tears Together
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By Rinban Don Castro

My heart goes out to all those who suffered loss in the March 11 earthquake and tsunami in Japan.  May the boundless wisdom and compassion of Amida Buddha be a source of strength and comfort during  this tragic crisis that continues to unfold as I write these words.  I hope, by the time you read this article, the danger of radiation exposure has subsided.  Seattle Betsuin will be conducting the traditional Seven Day Memorial services each Friday at 5:30pm in memory of those who perished; the 49th day memorial service, (since March 11), will be held on April 29, the last of this mourning period.
     At the same time we have been mourning, we have been celebrating Camp Fire’s 101st birthday on 
March 13 and a beautiful beginning of Spring with our Ohigan Service on March 20.  Coming up on April 10 we celebrate the Buddha’s birth with Hanamatsuri, the “Flower Festival” which is the happiest and most festive service of the year.

     In Buddhism, we recognize the fact that there is no life without death.  Just visit the Olympic Rain Forest  and you find the circle of life and death everywhere.  It is not either/or but both together at the same time.  Joy and sorrow are interfused and all we can do is put our hands together in gassho and say the Nembutsu as an expression of gratitude for the precious treasure of the Dharma that keeps us on the right path in this perilous world of the burning house.           
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Seventh Day Memorial Service for Japan’s Earthquake and Tsunami Victims

Buddhist Tolerance
By Rinban Don Castro
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Our February newsletter arrives sandwiched between the national holidays of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. and Presidents Day.  It also arrives between the Shinshu holidays of Hoonko (Shinran Shonin’s Memorial) and Nirvana Day (Shakyamuni Buddha’s Memorial).  Through these holidays we affirm, both politically and spiritually, the importance and even sanctity of tolerance and freedom (of expression, assembly, speech, etc.).

     
Our Hongwanji tradition manifests freedom and tolerance in how it treats the issue of heresy.   Any Hongwanji-ha minister is free to say whatever he/she wants to say on their own authority.  I can say black is white and the Hongwanji will not question my freedom to say it.  However, if I say Shinran said black is white, I will be called to defend my assertion.   According to my teacher Rev. P.K. Eidmann, “Cause for excommunication is to teach in the name of the Hongwanji, any doctrine which all Hongwanji followers have not traditionally accepted…the Hongwanji’s respect for individual responsibility is so great that hardly once in a generation is there an excommunication.”   Even an excommunicated minister, however, may be invited to speak at a temple.  The members know they must weigh his statements very carefully, but they do not fear him nor reject his right to speak his mind.

    
In recent years, we have had numerous assassinations and assassination attempts motivated by religious and/or political reasons; as if religion can be reduced to a belief system.   In Buddhism, our concepts and beliefs are like a finger pointing to the moon.  If you get stuck on the finger, you will never see the moon.  In other words, don’t get stuck on Buddhism.  The true Dharma is beyond words and ideas.  Fundamentalists of all religious traditions don’t understand this.  Years ago a visiting fundamentalist cleric asked me if my sons were Buddhist.  I replied that I had raised them Buddhist but their choice of religion was really up to them.  He snapped back, “If you believe Buddhism is the true religion, why don’t you make your sons become Buddhist!?”  My answer was not well thought out, but what I should have said was, “I didn’t say Buddhism is the true religion, I said it is a true religion.  There are also many false and dangerous religions.  Any religion that has to force itself on someone else cannot be a true religion.  I am a Buddhist because Buddhism speaks to the core of my being and is the clearest, most accurate and most creative religious doctrine I have encountered.  However, that being said, I would die to preserve my son’s right not to be a Buddhist!  After all, as Rev. Eidmann was fond of saying, “If everyone were Jodo Shinshu, it would be a sure indication that it is a false teaching.”  

     
Today, this tolerant, open and happy approach to life is under attack both domestically and abroad.  Let us not take our open society for granted.  Increasingly, in many places of the world people put their life in peril just by speaking of tolerance.

New Year’s Greeting 2011

By Rinban Don Castro
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Happy New Year!  May 2011 bring you and your family “peace and tranquility” – the BCA theme for this year.  Years ago, I adopted the custom of reciting haiku poems at the New Year’s Eve and New Year’s Day Services that are related to these two important and evocative holidays.  These two transitional events, like death and rebirth, have inspired the haiku poets and their poems convey truths that span cultures and generations.  Now that my ministry here at Seattle Betsuin has touched parts of four decades (1980’s – 2010’s), the following haiku by the poet Jokun came to mind:

I intended 


Never to grow old, - 

But the temple bell tolls!

Regarding this poem, the haiku scholar R.H. Blyth wrote, “What a universal emotion is expressed in the first two lines!  Making our peace with age is part of our acceptance of death.  The bell speeding the old year comes sounding across the fields.  We are a year older whether we will it or not.”


How fortunate we are to have a bonsho (temple bell)!  When I first arrived in Seattle, we struck it every evening at 5:00pm.  Now, we usually sound it only on Sunday mornings and New Year’s Eve.  To me, the bonsho truly is the call of the Buddha.  It’s deep resonance is visceral (hara in Japanese ) as the gatha “Yube no Uta” says in the third stanza, “Listen from the depths of your being (hara) and awaken! …The temple bell tolls…the temple bell tolls.”


Because our bonsho is such a wonderful gift (from the great Buddhist philanthropist, the late Mr. Yehan Numata), we should not take it for granted.  For this reason, I integrated the tolling of the bonsho into our Sunday Family Service so that it can be truly savored.  We call it “Bonsho Meditation.”  Following the welcome and opening remarks by our service chairperson, we open all the doors and sit quietly-and-mindfully while the bonsho is slowly struck ten times.  Rain or shine, hot or cold, the temple bell tolls…the temple bell tolls.

  
With your help, I hope in this new year we can include a number of new things to enliven our Sunday services.  Again, best wishes and Happy New Year!
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