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Introduction

Swish, swish. A bamboo broom sweeps across the street, making a gentle, refreshing sound.

From the temple’s main hall, you can hear the steady chanting of sutras.

As you walk through the temple cemetery, the scent of incense seems to carry the voices of those who have passed on, as if they are speaking to us even now.

In the temple courtyard, sparrows chirp, blending with the easy conversation of visitors. This place is filled with many sounds and voices.

Here, in these ordinary, daily moments, lies what I call People’s Buddhism – an approach to Buddhism that is woven into everyday life. I have practised People’s Buddhism for more than half of my life.

At the heart of People’s Buddhism is what is known as mindful listening. Have you ever felt joy while sweeping up fallen leaves, noticing the gentle rustle of birds or the whisper of the wind? Or have you ever sat quietly, perhaps in meditation, listening to the soft voice within yourself? Maybe you’ve spent quiet moments in a church or a temple, feeling the presence of gods, Buddhas or ancestors, as if they were speaking just beyond the silence.

Being fully present and open to these subtle voices in the here and now is the attitude we cherish as People’s Buddhists.

In today’s world, both at home and at work, we talk a lot about communication. Usually, when we think about communication, we focus on how to express our thoughts to others. But true communication is not just about relaying a message; it’s about connecting. This means listening carefully not only to the words used, but also to the person behind those words. If more people practised mindful listening, our shared life would feel richer, and the world would likely become more peaceful.

Work has become a central part of our lives. In my work as an executive mentor, I have listened to many voices: young employees in consulting firms; factory workers; global executives giving speeches. I have heard from people of all backgrounds, ages and walks of life. I believe a monk’s role is like that of a translator; not just translating between languages like Japanese and English, but also interpreting the Buddha’s words for modern times, bridging different perspectives.

This book is written as a dialogue, with two people exchanging words and listening deeply. The Buddhist understanding I have gained over many years, as well as the insights from working people I have met, are reflected in these two characters. While it may look like a story, every part is drawn from lived experiences and understandings I have gathered through real-life encounters.

Now, please, open your heart and listen to the conversation that awaits you.






Character Description


Businessperson (Narrator)

A man in his forties who often reflects deeply on the purpose of life. His grandfather was a temple priest, so he has felt a quiet closeness to Buddhism since childhood. He studied Western philosophy in college and entered the workforce at a time when jobs were limited. He joined a small, traditional company but soon struggled with the old-fashioned work style and left. Later, he earned an MBA and started his own human resources and organisational development firm with a data scientist friend. Their motto is ‘making everyday work happier for people’. Meeting with executives, HR managers and employees, he constantly searches for what it truly means to create happiness at work.





Temple Priest

A temple priest in his sixties who lives in a peaceful mountain temple. When he was young, he went through strict training as a monk. Today, he is known for his gentle smile and his warm welcome to all who visit. Though the temple is simple, it is well cared for, offering comfort and calm to people from the nearby community.








Chapter 1 People’s Buddhism
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Life Noise

Look around the city, and you’ll see many people wearing noise-cancelling headphones. In a world this noisy, it’s natural to want to shut it out and escape into your own space. It seems everyone is searching for ‘somewhere other than here’.

Noise is not limited to sounds. In the morning, before I even get out of bed, my device overflows with news, messages and updates. Scrolling through them while still half-asleep, I let a stream of information flood my mind. We are living in a time filled with more information noise than ever before.

Would everything improve if we just turned off notifications? Not really. Silencing external noise or alerts doesn’t silence the commotion inside us. If we pay attention, we realise how loud our inner chatter is – the endless stream of thoughts and desires: I need this. I must do that. What do others think of me? This inner noise, beyond our control, is the hardest kind to handle.

Perhaps this is why many people turn to mindfulness meditation, hoping for a brief moment of calm. Originally practised as part of a Buddhist monk’s training, meditation is now used by many as a noise-canceller – a way to bring calm into our overfilled inner world. Yet, for those of us immersed in daily life and work, without a serene temple to hand, shifting into a monk-like state of mind, even for ten minutes, is no simple task.




What Is Happiness at Work?

I run an organisation development company, supporting various companies in improving their organisational performance and well-being. My work includes bringing about organisational change, process improvement, talent development and team building. My mission is ‘to make work-life happier for people’.

But am I always happy with my own work? Not exactly. In today’s business world, there’s a trend towards measuring employees’ well-being through various metrics, with phrases like ‘human capital management’ or ‘well-being management’. Yet, do these approaches truly make workers happier? We try to measure people’s abilities using fancy indicators, but every person is unique, and their condition can vary from moment to moment.

As human beings, we live in a web of relationships. When someone struggles with mental health issues, it is not a form of weakness, as it was once perceived, but is often a result of their past and present relationships placing them in difficult situations. The only way to understand this is through listening to them. Are we really listening to the genuine voices of our colleagues? I find myself asking this question every day.

I once had the chance to leave the city and travel to a rural area for work.

Looking out from the bullet train as it raced along at 300 km/h, the scenery close to the tracks blurred like abstract art. Yet Mount Fuji, far in the distance, changed shape slowly, shifting to show different faces as we passed by. Living in a fast-paced city environment, it is easy to get caught up in the daily noise that surrounds us and lose sight of the bigger, slower picture – of what truly matters. To regain perspective, we need breathing room – time to slow down, to leave space in our schedules and refresh our minds.

After finishing my work that day, I strolled slowly towards the station. On the way, I noticed a peaceful temple on a hillside and decided to stop in.

Passing through a mossy gate and crossing a small cemetery, I found an old wooden bench beside a pond. The temple grounds were a haven of nature; under a clear sky, I could hear birds singing against the backdrop of the mountain that rose behind the temple.

On a sign, a handwritten note said, ‘At 3:30 p.m., a dharma talk will be held in the main hall. All are welcome.’ It was now 3:40 p.m., so the talk had started ten minutes ago, but it would be a pleasant way to end my walk, so I decided to slip in nonetheless and listen to what the temple priest had to say.

Quietly sliding open the entrance to the hall, inside I saw folding chairs set out in two rows of three. An older woman in casual clothes – maybe a local out for a walk – and a pair of backpackers who looked like tourists were seated in the back row, facing the temple priest, who sat on another folding chair, with a life-sized Buddha statue behind him. The only empty seats were in the front row. Feeling slightly self-conscious, I sat down and tried to focus on the temple priest’s words.


‘People often ask, “Why can’t others understand me?” But since we each live lives shaped by different circumstances, it’s natural that we don’t fully understand one another. Each of us sees the world differently, and that’s our starting point. Because we can’t understand each other easily, trying to meet halfway is what matters. Everyone thinks differently, and even parents and their children don’t fully grasp one another’s inner world. When we, imperfect humans that we are, find a moment of connection, of feeling understood, that’s truly wonderful. It’s worth celebrating.’



With that, the temple priest finished his talk.




Listening First

Just as I stood up to leave, the temple priest caught my eye.


‘Welcome, and thank you for visiting. I am the head priest of this temple. If you have any questions, please feel free to ask.’



I was a bit taken aback by this direct invitation to ask questions. I had always pictured a monk’s sermon as a long, one-way lecture, so this open, interactive approach surprised me.


‘I have talked by myself for long enough. The teachings of Gautama Buddha often arose from people’s questions.

Indeed, while the Buddha gave many talks to guide people, his approach, sometimes called “tailored dharma”, meant adapting the teaching to each listener’s needs and conditions. Just as a doctor first listens to a patient and uses a stethoscope to hear and understand their body’s signals, the Buddha, known as the Great Physician, also began by listening. He would listen before he spoke.’



Even today, in business, we talk about the importance of listening.


‘However, there is much we don’t know about what the Buddha’s teaching sounded like, 2,500 years ago. What language, what words, did he use to address people from so many different backgrounds? Without microphones, how did he make himself heard by thousands?’



That is a mystery indeed.


‘There’s a fascinating idea called the “One Sound Doctrine”. In the Vimalakirti Sutra, it is said, “The Buddha spoke in one sound, and each person understood it in their own way.”’



In my work as a corporate coach, I’ve seen how the same message can be understood differently by each person, depending on their mindset and situation.


‘One way to explain this “One Sound Doctrine” is that the Buddha may have repeated the same content over and over.’



Because people’s understanding and growth depended on their own state of mind, the same repeated teaching could act like a ‘tailored dharma’ for each individual. A message can resonate differently with an individual at different times.


‘Another, more daring interpretation suggests that the Buddha may not have spoken ordinary language at all. Instead, he might have contin-uously chanted the sacred sound “om” (“aum”).’



This is an intriguing thought. Imagine that, instead of using everyday language, the Buddha conveyed his message through a single sacred sound. Each listener would then interpret this pure sound based on their own nature and circumstances. Without being limited by words, the sound itself would become the teaching, allowing anyone to receive it regardless of the language they speak.


‘The Buddha’s teachings have been passed down as countless sutras. Many begin with the phrase, “Thus have I heard”, and some sutras even seem to contradict each other.’



This could mean that the Buddha tailored his teachings to each listener, or that people heard the same message differently and shaped it into diverse teachings. The idea that the world is shaped by the observer’s perception connects with certain Western philosophical ideas as well.


‘Without modern technology, Buddha’s disciples turned his spoken teachings into written texts. When we monks chant these sutras today, we are trying to revive the Buddha’s original voice.’



In the past, when I heard sutras chanted at funerals, I wondered why they were all in Classical Chinese – a language I, and many others, cannot understand. But if the essence lies in the sound rather than their literal meaning, my perspective on this changes. I had seen the words as a barrier, instead of a conduit through which to listen to the sound.


‘In Buddhism, direct oral transmission from teacher to student has always mattered because some things cannot be captured by written words alone. Humans cannot live alone; we are relational beings, a concept we call interbeing. Buddhism teaches us wisdom on how to live together with others, even when we cannot fully understand them. Practising Buddhism is not something done in isolation in the mountains. It always involves living companions.’







Mindful Listening


‘Our temple follows the Nen Buddhist path.

And what is Nen Buddhism, you ask?

At its heart lies the practice of “mindful list-ening”. This does not mean just using our ears; it’s about leaning in with our hearts and giving our full attention to the person in front of us and to the moment itself. It means having an open, understanding attitude that lets us sense the Buddha’s voice and the voices of others. Through this, we discover our own true voice as well.

I would sum up the spirit of Nen Buddhism like this: “Listen mindfully, then the voice will be heard.”

The character “念” (Nen) is formed from parts meaning “now” and “heart”. By speaking and listening fully in this present moment, we guide our hearts towards the voice.

Through “mindful listening”, we tune our hearts to the Buddha’s voice. As we listen to our own voice and sense its direction, the voice of Buddha begins to be heard.’



Listening not just with the ears, but with the heart. In Japanese, there is a phrase, ‘listening to fragrance’, which encourages an opening up of the senses, beyond their physical limitations. The English word ‘scent’ comes from the Latin sentio, meaning ‘to feel’. Which means that, whether smelling or listening, you need to concentrate your attention towards the object with all of your five senses.


‘Traditionally, Japanese culture has encouraged an openness that doesn’t divide perception into separate senses. People took in everything as a whole, not isolating sight, hearing or smell. That’s why when we say Buddha listened, it goes beyond just our physical senses.’



To lean in and feel the ‘here and now’ means to watch, to listen and to sense. In Japan, this way of receiving comes naturally. Gently observing, sensing emotions beyond words, understanding the mood without explicit explanation – these are all ways we stay present, focused on subtle shifts around us.


‘In Nen Buddhism, we sum up this attitude in the word “listening” (聞).

In Buddhism, the path to awakening often involves three steps: Listen, Contemplate and Meditate. First, you listen quietly. Then you reflect on what you’ve heard. Finally, you intern-alise these insights through practice.

The first of the three steps is listening. By listening to the Buddha’s voice and noticing how it resonates within you, you begin to hear the polyphony of “interbeing” – the harmony created when all existence resonates together with an open heart. Once you truly listen, contemplation and meditation follow naturally. This is what we call “mindful listening” in Nen Buddhism.’



So, how does ‘mindful’ listening differ from ‘active’ listening?


‘Mindful listening is not just a technique; it’s a way of being. While you are still listening closely to the words, you’re not only picking up the content of what is said; you’re also sensing the speaker’s feelings, reading their facial expres-sions, feeling their energy, noticing pauses and even listening to the silences you share. Mindful listening includes all of this.’



Listening to silence, to stillness. It reminds me of John Cage’s piece 4’ 33”, a composition performed entirely in silence. Mindful listening is bringing that concept, the value of meaningful silence, into our everyday lives.


‘At first, this way of listening may feel tiring. But over time, you will realise that devoting yourself fully to listening means fully opening up to the world. Listening goes beyond personal intention. When you truly listen, you naturally begin to hear. Perhaps you will find that you grow into a vessel that can receive both explicit and implicit voices. And listening with a calm heart can also soften the inner noise bubbling within us.’



Listen until you begin to hear. I always thought ‘listening’ and ‘hearing’ were the same, but the temple priest seems to distinguish between them carefully.




Ambient Buddhism

A deep gong sounded from the temple bell. I looked over my shoulder and noticed that the people who had been sitting in the back row had gone. Now, it was just me and the temple priest. Including the Buddha statue, we were three. The light shining through the paper screens behind the Buddha had a reddish tint.

I closed my eyes softly and listened.

The rustle of leaves in the trees outside. The gentle trickle of a nearby stream. The rhythmic knock of a shishi-odoshi bamboo fountain. The hum of insects. The distant sound of a conch shell, blown by a mountain ascetic.

These sounds had been present all along, but I had not heard them.

It was like my favourite ambient music. Brian Eno, who pioneered ambient music, said it can be ‘as ignorable as it is interesting’. ‘Ambient’ means the surrounding environment, so ‘ambient temperature’ is the room temperature around us. Eno’s Music for Airports was meant to blend into the environment at the airports, enhancing the atmosphere without demanding attention.

My eyes were still closed as the temple priest spoke again in a gentle, clear voice.


‘In Japan, nature has never been something separate from us. Long ago, we used the term jinen to refer to nature, meaning things as they naturally are. It suggests that nothing exists alone – everything is interconnected, an inter-being. The meaning of jinen is close to “habitat” or “umwelt”.

In the philosophy of interbeing, we don’t see ourselves as isolated individuals. We understand that we are fundamentally connected to other humans and also to the wider world. This sense of interbeing, shaped by our surroundings (habitat) and our daily ways of being (habits), forms part of daily life and is the essence of our People’s Buddhism – to listen wholeheartedly to everything that makes up our everyday environment. And to be aware that I, as an inhabitant of this world, am part of this ambience.’
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