Experience

Like many people I got married in the 80s with the best of intentions but for all the wrong reasons.  We had had a turbulent, on-and-off relationship for nearly 10 years and I thought marriage would stabilize it.  My parents were unhappy about my choice but determined to be supportive.  

At first things seemed to work out OK and we had a bohemian but busy Montreal lifestyle.  But by 1985 things were going seriously wrong.  I was struggling with a new boss in a “dirty tricks” work environment.  My wife unexpectedly got pregnant, but wanted an abortion.  

I felt at a loss to know how to make decisions I could live with.  I urged her to keep the baby, somehow found a new job in the UK in flight simulation, and attempted to mediate in the rows between my wife and my parents  and few remaining friends.  I felt as though my supports were being pulled away one by one and started knocking back double scotches in the evenings as a substitute.

My daughter was born in December ‘85 and immediately became the centre of my life.  We moved to England about 3 months later.  My wife had always been highly-strung but now seemed hypercritical about everything.  I couldn’t escape the feeling that it was all my fault or I might have succeeded in persuading her to get help for depression, but she insisted that I was the one with problems.  I tried marriage counselling and Gestalt therapy but nothing altered my sense of failure and helplessness.  A creature of expediency, I was pushed around by people and events out of my control.  

I recognised that my wife’s behaviour was strange, but to say so was considered disloyal.  I even tolerated the presence of her former boyfriend - if someone else could make her happy when I had failed miserably, surely that was what I deserved?  The nadir came at a miserable Christmas dinner at my sister’s when my wife made a scene and walked out.  My father threatened to disown me if she was ever abusive to my mother again.

In this state of grinding misery, when my wife said I was soulless I took it to heart.  I knew I needed a spiritual centre of some sort.  I found a copy of Richard Causton’s book and liked it so much I started chanting - and sent one to my mother.  She wrote back to say that Mr. Causton had written a funeral testimonial for his brother John, an old friend of my parents, which they had found very moving.  When I took the book to work one day, a colleague spotted it and said, “I didn’t know you practiced!”   By the weekend I was in touch with my district leader and learning gongyo avidly.  

My life immediately got much worse.  The company I worked for started waves of redundancies.  I looked at their market from a Buddhist point of view and came to believe that the greatest value in aviation training came from avoiding human error, not from expensive aircraft imitations.  I determined to chant for 100 days to be able to found a UK industry working group to look at human error, and started talking about it to people at conferences.

My wife was increasingly hostile about my practice and other members.  When the priesthood issue boiled over and gojukai was postponed my first reaction was relief that I wouldn’t need to padlock the butsudan door.

After more than a year I felt I hadn’t got anywhere.  My job was in jeopardy, my marriage a painful trial of endurance, my drinking unabated, my finances in tatters, and then I discovered I owed £3000 in back taxes.  As my membership ceremony approached I felt that this was truly hell state and my practice an “endless painful austerity.”  

I decided to stop drinking for the week before the ceremony - and got pissed every night.  On the last evening I found myself stumbling through gongyo again and realised abruptly that I could either drink or practice, but not both.  I did Zange (Buddhist apology) and asked the gohonzon to help me resolve my marriage, my job and my drinking, to let me hand my life over to my buddha nature, and to make good causes wherever bad ones existed.

At that point I saw the gohonzon as a bolt of incandescent energy in a dark night.  I felt sure that although things might not be resolved as I wished, they would be resolved for the best for me.  Afterward I didn’t need a drink to unwind - and haven’t since.

With these firm determinations I spent the next 10 months in a furious effort to do human revolution on all fronts.  I went back to AA and rapidly discovered that the AA programme was remarkably similar to Zange - a means of doing human revolution.  AA is not about abstinence.  Alcoholism is primarily a spiritual problem, and until I could let go of my childhood and accept myself as a buddha the present would be literally unbearable, a constant battle with fear, resentment and remorse.  I did activities, tozos, made amends to parents, relatives, friends, became a caring and considerate supervisor at work and tried desperately to make my wife happy.

My life went to pieces.  My wife spent every penny I had, and when I was made redundant, left again to live with her boyfriend.  She took my daughter, most of the furniture and whatever self-respect I had left.  I suppose I could have abandoned the practice at that point but I remembered accepting that things might not be resolved as I wished.  

But the log jam was already starting to break up - all those good causes finally started to pay off.  The aviation group I chanted for had done remarkably well and we had the influential backing of the CAA and the Royal Aeronautical Society.  I had been reconciled with my parents, friends and relatives.  And I had the support of my group, leaders, and people at work who noticed the change in me.  At a time when I should have felt lonely, afraid and wretched, I actually felt supported and appreciated.

I really wanted to start my own business, but I knew I’d be lucky to succeed in the depressed market.  My severance pay was running out and the dole didn’t begin to cover operating costs for home, car and support payments for my daughter.  My wife had also abruptly denied contact with my daughter on a variety of hysterical and spurious charges.    

After dozens of applications, hundreds of hours of daimoku and only one promising interview weeks earlier, late October found me panicky. I decided to do a week’s keibi at Taplow.  It was wonderful but personally painful - I had to come to terms with my grief at losing touch with my daughter.  When I got home nothing seemed to have changed.  I moaned to my District leader who suggested I call the people I’d had the interview with - perhaps they could explain why the work seemed to have fallen through.  I phoned the manager who said, ‘You’ve got the job, we’re just waiting for the main contract to be signed.’  

By December I had my own company based on Myo - ‘awakening to fundamental buddhist principles, acquiring the wisdom to understand them and the life force to apply them’.  Business was solid and so was the growing network of friends and relatives.  We had the December discussion meeting at my home and someone new turned up on the doorstep - Jane, over from France for the hols.  I opened the door and involuntarily said “hello, what a Christmas present!”  Jane later said that she had a sense of instant recognition, rather like the “Oh, there you are” feeling you have when you find someone after they’ve wandered off in a supermarket.  She neglected to return to France and by March we were inseparable.

During ‘94 business continued to thrive.  I made business decisions based on gosho and guidance, applying principles such as itai doshin to corporate life.  If we were invited to develop a project or programme based solely on short term cost savings I would examine the organisational environment to see if more value could be added, perhaps by breaking down management/union barriers, perhaps by giving shop floor staff more say.  The results were positive, and even dubious managers became convinced that leading was better for business than old-fashioned supervising.  I was able to travel on business and visit culture centres - a source of experiences galore.

During a visit late in 1994 to the International Civil Aviation Organisation in Montreal we stayed with my parents and Jane discovered she was pregnant - a wonderful surprise.  I was delighted to see my parents happiness about the baby after all the suffering my marriage had caused them.

And continued to cause, because my ex-wife let it be known that unless my parents paid for a ‘golden handshake’ she would obstruct her own divorce proceedings to prevent me from remarrying.  Not anticipating problems and with a decree nisi granted nearly a year earlier, we had scheduled a ceremony at Taplow for June 4th. But true to her word, by May 24 we were snarled in a series of spurious court hearings, and there just wasn’t enough time.

Jane and I considered and chanted, and determined that our committment to each other had been made long ago.  We had done everything we possibly could and we had no moral reservations about going ahead with a wedding reception, even if the wedding itself would have to wait.

June 4th should have been dismal, but it was a lovely day, with presents and congratulations from more than 100 people.  Jane was beautiful, and very pregnant.  The reception was a huge success, and ever since I’ve had friends and relatives say how much fun they had and how warm and pleasant my “buddhist lot” were!  For Jane and I, the support was overwhelming. We were particularly grateful for the generosity of our HQ and chapter leaders.  Even more touching was the gift of a night at a luxury country club - a present from the whole district!

Only three days later Peter was born, a bouncing and healthy baby who looks at the world with large and curious eyes.

Too much has changed in my life to fit on a few pages.  Perhaps the most eloquent testimony came from my solicitor, who mentioned casually that “of course, your situation has changed radically over the last year.”  Everything I chanted for happened in the best way for us.  I’ve gone from a state of inert misery to a dynamic and confident relationship with life.  I do things that used to terrify me - and do them well.  If you had told me two years ago that I would today be organising and chairing an international aviation conference I would have thought you insane.  I never dreamed I’d be the MD of a successful consultancy.  And I never thought I’d be popular or have a loving and supportive family.  I can see now how good causes produced totally unpredictable benefits.  

As of 1995 I’m still waiting for a hearing about contact with my daughter.  But I’ve seen so much poison turn into medecine that this grim episode will also prove to contain the seeds of enlightenment.  Besides, I’ve explained Myoho Renge Kyo to three solicitors and a barrister - I look forward to explaining it to a judge!  Meanwhile, I know that the greatest benefit of true buddhism are the friendships it brings, deepened by shared experience.  These are a constant source of wonder and inspiration.  

More profoundly, my respect for members and friends is part of a new respect for myself and for life.  Living fully means regarding survival as wondrous at each instant.  I continue to struggle with self-doubt but the answer is to weed vigorously.  Underneath each weed of doubt, shame, fear, resentment or anger there’s a treasure, if we have the nerve to grab it.  

