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Visit with Elise Boulding

May 9, 2010

Ginny Benson

I had a wonderful time visiting with Elise yesterday on Mother’s Day morning.  It was sunny, but quite cold and windy, so the nurse thought it best that I not take her out on the patio. Of course, Elise was eager to go out and tried to persuade me otherwise, but I held fast to the nurse’s wisdom on this issue. Eventually, after pill-taking and a few other necessities, we did find a way to almost be outdoors. I positioned her new blue reclining wheelchair in the empty dining room right in front of a window overlooking the back yard.  An aide brought Elise a light blanket since there was a bit of a draft in that spot.  With cups of coffee and tea in hand, we finally settled down for a brief but meaningful conversation as we looked out the window at the trees swaying in the wind. 
Picking up the thread of our last conversation, we focused again on peace cultures. What she said next was so cogent and clear, I knew she must be in a special place today.  She said, “I wrote a book about peace cultures. I’m glad I had the opportunity to do that. Most people thought of peace as somewhere other than where they lived, and war as over there, and government somewhere else. But, I saw that peace-making is woven into every aspect of our lives. I felt this was a very important book to write.”

I had brought a poem that the Center’s founder, Daisaku Ikeda, had written about his mother (and in a way, about mothers in general) to read to Elise on Mother’s Day.  I told her that this poem is the basis for a beautiful song that was created by Soka Gakkai women and would be sung in Japanese on Thursday by a friend of mine at our Into Full Flower celebration for her at North Hill.  Elise enjoyed the poem, which spoke of the strong nurturing quality of women and about how our appreciation of mothers’ love and their prayers for the happiness of children will help create a century of peace on earth. Elise affirmed the sentiments expressed by the poem and then asked me about how my family is doing. I was surprised at this unexpected interest in my family life.  I told her about my move to Somerville and Don’s work and my parents’ passing, a bit about my siblings and their children. 

Then, I asked about how she is feeling.  Gathering her thoughts, she remarked on how long the azalea bushes on the other side of the patio had been in full bloom.  She said, “I’ve gone too far. It’s time to go.”  She paused a minute and then added, “But it’s been a good life. I’m part of a wonderful universe; and a wonderful God has made us all. No one can live forever, but I want to thank God for this life, for the world.” Glancing out the window, she smiled, “There’s a little bird that just flew down to say this with me.” Enjoying her vantage point, she observed, “It’s wonderful to be just inside and enjoy the world out there.  We can use our imagination this way!”

From an even deeper place, she said, “I don’t know where I’m going next but I trust.” We spoke of trust and faith for a bit, and then she said, “I can’t make anything happen that shouldn’t happen, but if I’m making it, it should happen.” We spoke about how her faith and trust in the universe has deepened over time.  She said she knows now that “there’s so much to understand in the world; and each minute more that we live, we add to our understanding.” She went on, “At this point, I don’t see any end, but that’s not for me to decide. Beginnings and endings aren’t up to me. I’m just there in the middle of it all.” I loved hearing this from Elise, because several years ago at the time when her Alzheimer’s disease first began, she was so distressed about losing her memory and becoming dependent on others that she had teetered on the edge of somehow planning an end to life.
I commented on how much more peaceful she seems to be now than in years past when, for example, she used to express lots of frustration with her heart condition and trying to keep up the pace of peace activities she used to engage in.  She agreed that her state of life has changed, but this talk of struggle seemed to remind her of a struggle to come.  She blurted out, “It may be time to swim across the Atlantic Ocean again. I feel a long journey coming on. I don’t have to sit and figure anything out. It just comes to me where I should be and what I should do.”

Our conversation turned to nature again, briefly.  I observed that her love of nature became really strong only in the last decade or so. Though she has always loved people, her love of nature emerged in a powerful way more recently. She agreed, and then again seemingly out of the blue, she blurted, “ I’m in the Arctic Ocean. There are great sheaths of ice rising straight up into the air.  I’ve been there before; and I feel I’m still there.  I can’t really see anything now. I can’t rely on what I see any more.”

We paused for a while. Then, we began to reminisce about the peacework we’ve done together over the years.  In the midst of our remembrances—of the Abolishing War seminars, the peace camp for children, our book on Subverting Hatred—she suddenly called me by name, “Ginny.”  When I spoke of our friendship and how it developed, I told her that it was because of Mr. Ikeda that we got together in the first place.  At this point, she said, “Oh yes, Daisaku Ikeda.”  I don’t think I’ve ever heard her pronounce Mr. Ikeda’s first name on so fluently.  
I recalled how Elise and I met: that Mr. Ikeda first learned of her husband Kenneth’s work through Mr. Hirano, a Seikyo Shimbun reporter who did interviews with him on peace issues and shared insights with Mr. Ikeda.  They exchanged books, too, and then Elise studied the peace activities of Soka Gakkai women when she lived in Japan. 
Kenneth died in 1993, the same year in which Mr. Ikeda established the BRC (now Ikeda Center).  Then, in 1994, because of Mr. Ikeda’s respect for Elise’s work, the Center gave its first Global Citizen Award to her. At that time, none of us knew that she would move to the Boston area to live with Christie the very next year.  When she did move, she told us that she needed to slow down because of her heart condition but she wanted to stay active and felt she had another book to write. Given this confluence of events and interests, it was wonderful for us and for her when we established a connection with her as an informal adviser to the Center in our peacework.  She enjoyed this bit of history, observing, “We were very fortunate to have met at that time.”
I feel our meeting was especially fortuitous for me. As a woman without much background in international affairs, I was thrilled to have a strong woman model of peacemaking to work so closely with and learn from.  Elise said, “I learned from you, too. You inspired me, too.”  I said it was courageous of Mr. Ikeda to choose a woman to head the first peace center that SGI established outside of Japan, especially considering my personal struggle with self-esteem, which he must have understood. I told her that President Ikeda was always very happy and grateful to Elise for all the support and collaboration she offered his dialogue center unstintingly over the years, taking the staff by the hand and teaching us about cultures of peace.  He was also delighted to see women leading the way in developing the Center’s work, because he has always firmly believed that spiritual women will take a lead role in creating a century of peace and humanism.
When I expressed my gratitude to Elise for helping me in those early years of the Center’s development, she said, “But you’re very bright.  You yourself always knew the right thing to do!”  Unused to such praise and recognition from Elise, I awkwardly referred it all back to her, but I really felt elated to be in such a state of mutuality with Elise—something that had been hard for me to achieve in the past. 
Often, though I learned much from her in a spirit of friendship, I could feel a bit invisible in her presence, like an extension of her. I often struggled to keep up with her expectations of constant activity. Of course, at the base of this struggle, fuelling it, was an all-too-familiar feeling of unworthiness that could be activated in many of my close relationships, especially with people I admired—a hopeless sense that I could never do enough, never be good enough, never be fully accepted for who I am.  Elise again told me that I inspired her during those years. She said, “I see things now that I was never able to see before.”  I wasn’t sure what she meant by this, but I didn’t question her because I simply enjoyed being fully “seen” by her at this moment.
I said, “Mr. Ikeda wants to empower women to lead the way to peace.  That’s why we met! As a Buddhist, I believe you and I will meet again in our next lifetime, and connect again with Mr. Ikeda.”  Elise seemed delighted and relieved, “You mean I can be a baby again?”  She looked very happy…and exhausted.  People began to enter the dining room for lunch at this point, so I took Elise over to her table setting and we both agreed that a long nap would feel very good after lunch.
