Why I Came to America

Stuntryu Suzuki Roshi
September 16, 1969 San Francisco

TE)DAY I will talk about my personal history—why [ came to America, why
I became a priest.

My father was a priest, and his temple was a very poor temple. We had
a very difficult time. Even though my father wanted to give me some better
clothing, he didn’t have much money.

I remember my father made candles. When I came to America, | made
candles with the wax of left-over candles. No one makes candles to sell; but
he made a lot of candles and he sold them—not near my temple, but he
went to Oiso City, maybe four or five miles from my temple. I can imagine
how poor we were by that story.

Even children wear hakama. Do you know hakama?' When we have a
celebration, we would wear hakama. But I didn’t have any hakama, so I
attended the ceremony at my school without hakama. 1 didn't feel so good,
because [ had no hakama to wear; but somehow he bought a hakama and
gave it to me to wear for the ceremony. When [ wore that hakama as my
friend did, my father said: “That is not the correct way to wear it. You
should wear it like this, and you should tie the hakama this way.” No one
tied the hakama in that way. It was too formal.

Even though our temple was very poor, there was a big gate. As soon as
I got out of the gate, I untied the hakama and tied it as my friend did, not
knowing that my father was watching me. He was very angry with me; he
untied the hakama and tied it in the formal way.

I remember he was very short-tempered. I noticed he was running out
of the temple after me with a stick or something, and [ started to run. After
a great effort, he bought a hakama for me, but I didn’t appreciate his kind-
ness so much and untied the hakama and changed the style. I think that
was why he was so angry. | think T understand how he felt.

The background of this kind of difficulty for priests was the policy of
the Meiji government. At the time my father was born, most Buddhist tem-
ples were destroyed, and the properly which belonged to Buddhist temples
was offered to Shinto shrines. Before the Meiji period, a Shinto shrine and a
Buddhist temple were on the same site. A Buddhist was taking care of the
Shinto shrine. But the policy of the Meiji government was to make
Shintoism the national religion. What they did was to take away the prop-
erty which belonged to Buddhist temples and make the property Shinto.
Buddhists lost almost all their property at that time,
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