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        Dear Sensei, I dedicate this collection of poems to you, Daisaku Ikeda, my mentor in life on January 2, 2024, your 96th birthday. You passed on before I could present this to you.

      

        

      
        The causes you made to make Nichiren Daishonin’s Buddhism available outside Japan, especially in San Francisco in 1960, is what eventually enabled me to find this practice there, embrace it, and utilize it to save my life and change patterns that were so blindingly deep-seated that I had previously thought was incredibly immutable karma that I’d need to live with for the rest of my life.

      

        

      
        You showed me with your own life that the impossible is possible. Thank you so very much from the depths of my heart. ~ Gloria
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      I have been practicing Nichiren Daishonin’s Buddhism with the Soka Gakkai International - USA (SGI-USA) since 2005. At a virtual planning meeting for an Oakland, California, in-person meeting in 2023, I could not shake the excitement about introducing this practice with a poem. I thought the idea was fresh and different from the usual prosaic approach. Consumed for the next 24 hours, I set about my task. How such a task prompted this book to come into existence is a result of three things.

      Firstly, I had to choose a poetic form. Although Nichiren Daishonin, a priest who discovered the essence of the Buddha’s teachings, lived in 13th-century Japan and the most popular form of Japanese poetry known in the West is the haiku, the haiku did not formally exist until 500 years later during the Meiji era. The haiku’s parent, the renga, only appeared in the 14th century. What did exist in the 13th century is the sonnet, which is a well-known form of poetry in the West. As someone who began embracing Nichiren Daishonin's Buddhism in the West, I felt the sonnet, which was born in the same century as Nichiren Daishonin, was the perfect structure and convergence of East and West for the Buddhist content I wished to convey.

      I utilized the sonnet as form and function yet departed from either or both whenever the essence of the Buddhist meaning was sacrificed. For example, a line might have 9 syllables instead of 10. Another example is the riddance of simile, metaphor, conceits, blazons, a highly charged theme, a turn or volta of sorts when not needed. Rhyme schemes might change even within the sonnet. The more glaring example is that most lines do not conform to a meter, so forget about iambic pentameter. :) Sometimes, I would depart from exact rhymes and strive for assonance or inexact rhymes. So I allowed form to follow function, function to follow form, not at the expense of the Buddhist meaning.

      From the standard sonnet form I did adopt, for the most part, is the 14 lines split into 3 quatrains and a couplet. I also mostly utilized the rhyme scheme of abab cdcd efef gg; a few times I went with aabb ccdd eeff gg. For those looking for a volta, I call my gg’s “cliffhanging couplets” that might prompt the reader to look for a sonnet about the very topics that appear in those last two lines. So you can call these sonnets imperfectly perfect sonnets, semi-not-semi sonnets.

      Secondly, once I had settled with the sonnet as the poetic form to introduce my Buddhist practice, I strived to give an overarching introduction that spanned Shakyamuni Buddha’s time to the present. Because the breadth of this poem did not quite convey my practice grounded in daily life, I felt that a sister sonnet was necessary to complete the introduction to this practice. So I composed two poems that I fondly call a “sonnet duet” to introduce this practice at an SGI-USA in-person study meeting.

      Thirdly, I had a one person-audience virtual rehearsal of sorts on the eve of the in-person study meeting. I thought it would be great to share the poems with someone who was relatively new to this Buddhist practice and do a dry run to get some live feedback. The reception was so enthusiastic that two requests came: (1) share copies of the sonnets; (2) this person will be the first person I call when a book of these sonnets is out.

      Tickled by the idea of a book of poems, I chuckled. Writing the poems felt like breathing, an activity that I just do; so it felt like nothing special or important or extraordinary to record in a book to share with a bigger audience. Moreover, I have never published a book of poems before. Because a book of poems was something outside the realm of the known and currently existing activities that I do, the idea never occurred to me. Besides, a book of sonnets on Nichiren Daishonin’s Buddhism seemed an odd pairing and did not seem like a thing anyone would look up online and so the book would only be picked up by a few people at most. So why input the time and energy for the few?

      Encouraged by the reception, though, I did go on to share the sonnet duet the next evening at my in-person study meeting. A few people also asked for copies of the poems and gave generous feedback. I told them all that I’d chant about it, even about the possibility of sharing them with Sensei. When I did return home to chant about it, I realized that sharing a couple poems was one thing; sharing a book of poems with Sensei would be even better. So I took my cliffhanging couplets and began to expand the collection of sonnets from there. Enjoy!

      

      
        
        Gloria Ng

        Unceded Ohlone

        November 10, 2023
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      The place on which I live and work is the occupied and unceded territory of the Ohlone, Muwekma, Confederated Villages of Lisjan, who are seeking to rematriate the land.

      
        
        Native land look-up: https://native-land.ca/

        Ohlone land rematriation: https://sogoreate-landtrust.org/shuumi-land-tax/
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      Since this collection of poetry is in English, readers may find it odd that I pair each poem with Chinese characters. So I will strive to explain why I felt the intuitive necessity to pair the English poem with a set of Chinese characters by furnishing this Yes poem.

      Yes, I am Buddhist

      
        
        Yes, I learned about Buddhism in English.

        Yes, this Buddhism was exported from Japan.

        Yes, the Japanese pronunciation is based on Chinese characters.

        Yes, Buddhist sutras that reached Japan were written in Chinese.

        Yes, the original Buddhist sutras were recorded in Sanskrit.

        Yes, many of those sutras were translated into Chinese.

        Yes, Nichiren Daishonin’s Buddhism is an international Buddhism that draws from Sanskrit, Chinese, and Japanese contexts.

        Yes, I am American.

        Yes, I am Hong Kong-born Chinese.

        Yes, I am an immigrant who lives and works in the occupied and unceded Ohlone territory.

        Yes, I am affirming my heritage when I include Chinese characters.

        Yes, I had to look up Buddhist concepts in the Soka Gakkai dictionary.

        Yes, the dictionary had Japanese characters.

        Yes, I had to look up the Chinese equivalent of the Japanese characters at times.

        Yes, I managed to find Chinese characters I wanted to pair up with my poems.

        Yes, the Chinese characters are complex, aka “traditional,” not simplified.

        Yes, Hong Kong Chinese is often printed or subtitled using traditional Chinese characters.

        Yes, the Chinese characters in this book are traditional Chinese characters.

        Yes, alongside the Chinese characters are Hanyu pinyin, transliterated Mandarin.

        Yes, pinyin makes it easier for my kids to read aloud the Chinese characters in Mandarin.

        Yes, pinyin has accent marks to denote the tones.

        Yes, my kids speak Mandarin that they have been learning since kindergarten.

        Yes, alongside the Chinese characters are Yale Jyutping, transliterated Cantonese.

        Yes, jyutping makes it easier for me to read aloud the Chinese characters in Cantonese.

        Yes, jyutping is also tonal, so I used tone numbers to distinguish from pinyin.

        Yes, I need the jyutping, because I did not learn to read and write Cantonese like my parents.

        Yes, I also need the jyutping as reference since I also did not learn about Buddhism from my parents.

        Yes, I seek to affirm my Chinese heritage as well as one of the language roots of Buddhism.

        Yes, let the Chinese characters in this book speak to you in STKaiti or brush script.

        Yes, let the English in this book and poem speak for itself in Arial or serif script.

        Yes, so it is.
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