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V
anessa P

reston,14,helps her friends through difficult tim
es w

ith her B
uddhist

practice.

D
o you know

 w
hat it’s like to be alone? D

o you know
 w

hat it’s like to have a split
personality w

here one holds a knife to your w
rist and the other pushes it aw

ay? T
his w

as
a question I w

as asked by a friend w
ho desperately sought m

y help. It’s scary, isn’t it?
I’ll never know

 w
hat drove N

ancy, S
ue and a total of eight of m

y good friends to hurt
them

selves as their only w
ay out of their struggles. I looked at their lives, searching for

w
hat w

ould m
ake them

 so desperate to take such drastic actions. I didn’t realize that w
hen

you are on the outside looking into another person’s life, things that seem
 m

inor to you
could be traum

atic to them
. 

I didn’t w
ant them

 to know
 that I knew

 the cuts on their w
rists w

ere self-inflicted. I w
as

sure that it w
ould m

ake them
 feel em

barrassed around m
e, or they m

ight think that I w
ould

think differently of them
. T

his perception w
as about m

e and not about helping them
.

C
hanting N

am
-m

yoho-renge-kyo has alw
ays w

orked for m
e. I w

as born into a fam
ily

that practices N
ichiren D

aishonin’s B
uddhism

, and based on the past six years of personal
experience w

ith chanting, I knew
 that anytim

e I needed help I could turn to the G
ohonzon. 

I didn’t alw
ays have this confidence in m

y B
uddhist practice. B

ut through m
y efforts to

overcom
e struggles w

ith school, friends and at hom
e, I have learned that all m

y prayers
are answ

ered in a w
ay that is best for the situation. I m

ay not realize it at the tim
e, but

looking back I know
 that I have been fortunate that the answ

ers to m
y prayers alw

ays
turned out for the best.

W
hat I hadn’t learned w

as that I also have the pow
er to help m

y friends through m
y

B
uddhist practice. T

his past sem
ester in high school, I had the opportunity to use m

y
practice in a w

ay I never had before. W
ithin a w

eek’s tim
e, I found out that at least eight

of m
y friends w

ere so desperate in their suffering that they w
ere physically inflicting pain

on them
selves. T

hen on Friday of that sam
e w

eek, m
y friend M

ax told m
e that m

y best
friend N

ancy had slit her w
rists the night before. Fortunately, she survived but still needed

m
ental and em

otional help.
I didn’t know

 w
hat to do. I felt discouraged and ultim

ately scared out of m
y m

ind to
know

 that the lives of m
y friends w

ere in danger, and that they w
ere looking to m

e for help.
W

hat if I tried to help them
, but they got angry w

ith m
e? W

hat if I did the w
rong thing?

T
hen I rem

em
bered a quote from

 second S
oka G

akkai president Josei Toda that m
y m

other
often uses to encourage m

e. H
e says, roughly, that if you put a pot of rice on to cook and

chant for it to boil, it w
ill never boil until you turn on the flam

e. In other w
ords, you can’t

just chant for som
ething to happen. Y

ou m
ust also take action.

I
decided

thatI
should

definitely
talk

to
N

ancy
I

found
her

in
the

lunchroom
and

asked



about how
 this situation w

ould affect m
y relationship w

ith m
y friends rather than taking

quick action to help them
?

N
ancy and I spoke for som

e tim
e and I finally convinced her to see our teacher. L

ater
that sam

e day, m
y other friend S

ue approached m
e and w

anted to go w
ith us to see the

teacher. I had no idea that S
ue w

as also hurting herself. T
he three of us w

ent to M
r.

S
m

itters, w
hom

 w
e knew

 had helped other kids w
ith the sam

e problem
. T

here w
as another

teacher w
ho w

as not supposed to be there. S
he overheard our conversation w

ith M
r.

S
m

itters and took it upon herself to tell the school principal and the counselor about S
ue

and N
ancy. T

he principal called them
 to the office and m

ade them
 both call their parents.

W
hen I found out about this, I becam

e m
ad and upset; I knew

 that neither of them
 w

as
ready to talk to their parents.

W
hen I got hom

e, I desperately needed to chant. I w
as now

 even m
ore confused. I had

chanted all w
eek as m

y friends approached m
e, and now

 that I finally had the courage to
take action, I w

asn’t sure that I had taken the right action. It seem
ed like everything had

gone w
rong. I chanted desperately for them

 to be okay and for their parents to understand. 
H

ow
ever, late that night I got a phone call from

 S
ue. S

he w
as calling from

 a phone
booth. S

ue’s parents thought that she w
as a failure and a disgrace to their fam

ily. H
er

m
other kicked her out of the house, and S

ue had to call her grandm
other to com

e and pick
her up. I still hadn’t heard from

 N
ancy and didn’t know

 how
 she w

as.
N

ow
, I w

as even m
ore discouraged, but m

y m
other kept encouraging m

e. W
e spent m

ost
of the w

eekend chanting for N
ancy and S

ue. I chanted to understand w
hy this had all

happened. I thought I had it all figured out: I w
ould help m

y friends and everything w
ould

turn out fine. B
ut it didn’t. N

othing seem
ed to com

e out the w
ay I had planned.

B
y S

unday, I realized through all m
y chanting that S

ue’s grandm
other w

as providing her
the loving hom

e that she needed. In less than a w
eek, her m

other called her begging her
to com

e hom
e. T

hey now
 go for counseling, and S

ue’s doing fine. 
N

ancy called m
e that S

unday evening and told m
e how

 she spent the entire w
eekend

having quality tim
e w

ith her m
om

. N
ancy and her m

other now
 have a better relationship,

and she can tell her m
om

 things that she never could before. A
fter the w

hole ordeal, I
asked N

ancy if I had helped her, and if I had done the right thing. S
he said, “Y

es, I’m
 not

alone anym
ore.”

T
hrough this experience, I learned tw

o things. I knew
 that even though things don’t

alw
ays turn out how

 I plan them
, m

y prayers are alw
ays answ

ered. B
ut this tim

e it w
as

m
ore difficult to hold on to m

y faith. I learned that especially w
hen I’m

 confused and
things don’t seem

 right, I have to chant even harder to not give up. 
T

he second thing I learned w
as the im

portance of not only practicing for m
yself but also

for others. W
ith m

y practice of N
ichiren D

aishonin’s B
uddhism

, I know
 I helped m

y
friends overcom

e their sufferings. B
ut w

ithout chanting, I w
ould not have looked beyond

m
y selfish perspective of the situation and sincerely reached out to m

y friends. 
I am

 currently studying S
G

I P
resident Ikeda’s poem

 “S
oar Into the V

ast S
kies of

Freedom
! Into the N

ew
 C

entury!” and I feel there is a connection here for m
e: 



or discrim
inate am

ong them
w

hoever they m
ay be—

this w
ise and clever friend;

this person w
racked by 

poverty’s pain; 
the person plagued 
by the deepest sleeplessness;
this person isolated
in the rem

ote regions of being different…
I share life w

ith them
 all,

live in profound m
eaning, 

live as a good friend to each.”

—
A

ug. 11
W

orld Tribune 


