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Issue4 “Talking “
June 5, 2020

Hello! This is Shigeru Kohno, president of Nagasaki University.

Today’s topic is “Talking”.

First of all, I probably have a typical Japanese view of religion, going to shrines during the New
Year, going to temples and graves on Higan, and eating cake at Christmas with my family. I don’t

subscribe to any specific religion in particular. Please read today's letter from that perspective.

Have you heard of Professor Kazuko Watanabe (1927-2016), Honorary President of Notre Dame

Seishin Women’s University?

http://a07.hm-f.jp/cc.php?t=M704227&c=23867&d=2835

When she was 9 years old, she encountered the 2-26 incident, she survived the turbulent postwar
era, became a devout Christian, and her book "Bloom where God has planted you" (Gentosha,
2012) became a huge bestseller, with 2 million copies sold, and became a social phenomenon.
You probably were in elementary school. Maybe one of your elementary school teachers used it

in a class.

In another book by Professor Watanabe, "Your Heart Determines Happiness" (PHP Institute,
2015), there is a chapter called "I recommend that you fail". Professor Watanabe failed to gain

entrance to her first choice of school and refused to join the religious order.

In the end, that experience became a springboard, and she became a marvelous religious figure,

and was appointed as the president of Notre Dame Seishin Women's University at the age of 36.

Sister Watanabe taught “Your first choice may not always be the best for you”, and “There is no

life without losing heart. Losing heart is your chance to rethink yourself”.

Sister Watanabe became the school president at a young age, but she seems to have experienced
a state of depression when she repeatedly encountered big obstacles in her time with the religious
order and university management.

However, at those times, it seems that she overcame the barriers she faced by talking with other
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people.

Professor Watanabe said, “The world doesn’t typically go smoothly, so when it does, we should
be thankful”. Well, I am not living a turbulent life like Professor Watanabe, but these words really
pierce my heart. Actually, the year I entered was a powerful time for student movements, and I

couldn't study at all because the classes were boycotted by radical students.

Because of the turmoil caused by some extreme students and severe conflicts between the students
and the university, every year many students were forced to repeat a year or to leave school

entirely due to strikes and the introduction of riot police.

This was from 1968 to 1970, when most students across the country lost heart, to some degree.
18 year old me was anguished, wanting to study, to make friends, to live as a scintillating youth,

but I could not go to university, and participating in vigorous political discussions took precedence.

In this book by Professor Watanabe, there is a chapter called "What is a university for?” If you
have a chance, please read it. I understand it in this way: university is not about focusing on
memorization in order to study for exams, but rather a place where thinking is given importance,
in order to find your life goals. And, in addition, it says that a human life is a journey of

discovering oneself.

In other words, a university student is trying to find something, but is frustrated when they do not
find an answer... that is to be expected. I think it's rare for university students not to suffer, hurt,

lose their self-confidence, fall into despair, etc...

However, most people who graduate have overcome these feelings when they were students. How
did they do it?

Travelling, finding a hobby, immersing oneself in fascinating studies, diving into club activities,
working hard at a part-time job...each of us finds her own path. But all of these paths share one

thing in common: talking with others.

Talking to others nurtures and sustains us. Let me share an example from my own university days.
At that time I was a member of the Soft Tennis club, and despite my best efforts, I just couldn’t
seem to get any better at it. So I had a talk with my fellow club-members and other friends, and

once I did, it felt like a weight off my shoulders, and I thought “Why am I obsessing over this?”
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Talking with others calmed my spirit.

Then during Graduate School, there were many times when I was ready to give up on an
experiment I was working on. Then, I would talk with an older student working on a different
research-project, and it would break the impasse and allow me to find the solution by seeing my

research from a different angle.

The efficacy of talking with others has long been supported by medical research. To take one
example, for alcoholics in recovery, talking with fellow recovering addicts in peer-support

meetings is prescribed by addiction experts as an indispensable part of treatment.

Another book I would like to recommend to you is entitled “90% of the Things We Worry about
Never Happen” authored by Professor Masano Shunmyo, of Tama Art University. Professor
Shunmyo is also a Monk with the Soto School of Zen Buddhism, and his best-selling book has
sold 200,000 copies.

Professor Shunmyo advises us that “Solitude” can be healthful, but that “Isolation” is something
we should avoid. He also urges us to cherish the role “Fate” plays in our lives, and suggests that
the people we meet are put in our path by its mysterious workings. We come to each other through

the miraculous inevitability of fate, he writes.

Those words certainly capture the trajectory of my own life. Nothing I’ve achieved has been
completely on my own. At each stage of my professional life, whether it was my research, my
clinical work, or my administrative duties, people I’ve met along the way have played a crucial

part. My current position I owe in large measure to the many people fate has placed in my path.

Meeting and talking with others is indispensable. And we can also meet and talk with others online.
In my current position, I conduct my meetings online, and this has presented no serious difficulties.

I can even say that online meetings had some advantages over face-to-face meetings.

And yet, we know just how vital meeting and speaking to others face-to-face is because, as both
Professor Watanabe and Professor Shunmyo write in their books, the precious communication of

“feeling” and “heart,” is not found in words alone.

At this time, teachers from all Departments at the University are striving to facilitate opportunities
for this vital face-to-face “talking” and “meeting” to take place, while also working to maintain

strict health and safety standards. In the past, teachers could simply leave everything to the
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students who would naturally make their own plans to meet and talk, but given the unprecedented
dangers of this pandemic, they must take an active role in seeking ways to bring students together
consistent with safety requirements. Teachers, I recognize this is a completely new experience for

you as well, but I urge you to do your best to meet the challenge.

It’s been a little over 10 years since I moved from the medical department to the main campus,
but in all that time, I have never seen teachers and staff working harder on behalf of students. I
urge all of you to make the extra effort to find ways to “meet” and “talk” with each other, while

29 Ge

taking care to avoid the “three C’s” (“crowds,” “close,” and “contact”). Take a chance, put

yourself out there and find someone new to talk with!

The workings of fate have brought all of us together into the Nagasaki University family. I cherish
the fate that has brought me together with all of you, and I pray that all of you will make the most
of this unique opportunity fate has given you as you work towards your dreams.

The next message is planned for July 6.

President Shigeru Kohno
Nagasaki University



