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Suffering

The esoTeric
Jack kerouac

Being  wiTh suffering:
is freedom PossiBle?

Thomas merTon on
The gifTs of suffering

 {Where Spiritual Traditions Meet}



Let me respectfully remind you

Life and death are of supreme importance

Time swiftly passes by and opportunity is lost

Each of us should strive to awaken

Awaken, take heed do not squander your life.

Zen Buddhist Chant
      

ThE EvEning gAThA is hEArd every 
night in Zen temples around the 
world. The words constantly guide 
me to the urgency of the moment. 
They helped guide me on my journey 
to becoming a Zen Buddhist Priest 
and chaplain. They encouraged 
me to co-found the New York Zen 
Center for Contemplative Care 
(www.zencare.org) and to find ways 
to teach students how to take their 
Buddhist practice off the cushion and 
out into the world to be of service 
to others. This chant enlivened me 
in new ways when I was invited to 

Island Hospice in Zimbabwe and 
South Africa to share our model of 
contemplative care. It is impossible 
for me to speak of the magnitude 
of personal and cultural hardships 
and desolation in a broad way. This 
encounter in Zimbabwe is just one 
of the experiences that remains with 
me as a reminder as to why I do this 
work.

Zimbabwe’s population is about 
ten million, with an HIV infection 
rate in the double digits and 
widespread poverty and hunger. It 
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is the home of Africa’s first hospice 
program, Island Hospice. I spent a 
week at Island Hospice working with 
all the staff – administration nurses, 
social workers, volunteers, and visitors.  
The overall theme of the visit was to 
explore  different models of spiritual 
care with them. 

The nurses make their daily rounds 
driving out to visit with the sickest 
of patients.  On my first morning, 
I accompanied Tando, a seasoned 
professional nurse with deeply held 
Christian values. I could sense that 

she was more than a little curious and, 
perhaps skeptical of my reasons for 
being in Zimbabwe. “I’ve never heard 
of Buddhism, there is only one God 
and he is my savior” were the first 
words she said as we set off  on our 
rounds for the day.

The first patient we visited was a 
pastor in his sixties with end stage 
stomach cancer. From the outside 
the cement and wood single-story 
house looked small and gloomy, with 
a jumble of pots, pans, and household 
appliances in the yard, all in various 

stages of repair, and of course the 
requisite chickens scurrying about. 
A woman I presumed to be his wife 
answered the door and showed us into 
a surprisingly spacious living room. 
The pastor was inside, slowly rising 
from his chair. He smiled at seeing 
Tando and was immediately courteous 
to me, offering me his chair. I was 
formally introduced as a pastor from 
America and he then sat on the couch 
with Tando. What followed was the 
most exquisite care giving I have seen 
from a nurse. We sat in silence while 

Tando gently held his hand and gaze 
for five full minutes. The room was 
bathed in beautiful quietude.  And 
then she asked him, “How is your 
stomach today?” He replied, “Today I 
am blessed with some relief. The Lord 
has taken the pain away for an hour 
or two.” His dark brown eyes, wide as 
saucers, filled with tears.

 Tando, turning to me, explained to 
the patient, “Chodo would like to talk 
with you, as a fellow pastor. Would 
you like that?” The patient reached 
out to hold my hand and the three of 
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us sat together again in silence, 
and we began to talk. 

At this point the pastor was 
scheduled for another round 
of chemo. He didn’t want to 
continue treatment, which 
would put further financial 
burden on his congregation. 
He told us that most of the 
time he was in great pain. 
Tando explained calmly and 
quite simply, as if she were 
discussing the weather, that 
the pain would increase and he 
should take the limited supply 
of Tylenol only when it became 
unbearable. Tando made it clear that 
the pastor would quickly become bed-
bound, and she inquired if his wife 
was going to be with him twenty-four 
hours a day from now on. 

Our conversation revealed to me 
his resilience, his absolute faith in 
God, and his resignation about what 

lay ahead for him. With no money, no 
access to chemotherapy, and a brief 
window of time to enjoy his church 
and community, his plight made me 
almost ashamed to think how we 
complain here in the U.S. of how 
our healthcare system is so broken. 
He told me how much support his 
congregation had given him over the 
recent months, including a collection 
to send him to Johannesburg to see 
an oncologist, and his first round of 
chemotherapy.  I asked him what gave 
him the strength to continue with 
his preaching.  He began to cry. “Up 
until last month I was able to walk to 
the church and give the sermon, but 
now I don’t have the strength to walk 
more than half way. Then I have to 
rest and just return home.”

“Is there anyone who will come 
and fetch you in a car or taxi?”

“I don’t want to be a burden. I will 
stay home now and pray for God’s 
mercy.”

“Perhaps God would want you 
to give your congregation the 

opportunity to help you, by coming 
here and taking you to church,” I 
suggested. Suddenly, a rush of tears as 
he looked directly into my eyes.

“Thank you, Thank you.”
Tando squeezed his hand and mine, 

and with a nod she signaled it was time 
to leave. I asked him if he would like 
a prayer, and he said yes. I prayed for 
him, his wife, and his two sons, who 
are living with an aunt somewhere 
because he and his wife can no longer 
afford to send them to school or feed 
them. I prayed for him to continue to 
wonder what God’s will is. 

As we readied to leave he shook my 
hand. Both of us knew we wouldn’t 
see each other again. He held my gaze 
and we both smiled. He thanked me 
for the visit and the prayer. Tando 
handed him Tylenol for the pain that 
was looming on his physical horizon.  
As we made our way back to the 
car she said, “We have run out of 
morphine and there’s no funding for 
more.” I asked, “How long before he 
will get some morphine?” She shook 
her head with a sigh. “He will die in 
great pain, but his suffering will be 
over in two weeks—three at the most.”

Standing at the gate with a smile 
Tando said, “ I think your Buddha 
must have been one of God’s children.” 
I took this as acceptance. I told her, 
“Perhaps Jesus was a Buddha.”  She 
nodded and laughed, and we got into 
the car under the watchful eyes of the 
curious kids playing with an old tire in 
the dirt street and drove to the next 
house on the list. 
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Robert Chodo Campbell (above left) 
is a Soto Zen Buddhist Priest He is a 
student of Roshi Enkyo O’Hara
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