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From a Jodo Shinsha perspective, I believe dialogue is not simply about exchanging opinions or trying
to prove that we are right. It begins with recognizing our own limitations and opening ourselves to the
reality of another person. Compassion does not require us to become the same. Rather, it allows us to

encounter differences with respect, humility, and an openness to learning.

As someone whose home country is the United States and who has spent many years living in Japan, I
see Joe's work as part of a larger American conversation about diversity and belonging. The United
States has always been a place where many cultures, histories, and identities meet. Those encounters
have not always been easy, but they have also inspired people to continue searching for ways to live
together with greater understanding. My own life between the United States and Japan has taught me
that encountering people who are different from ourselves can sometimes challenge us, but it can also

expand our understanding of who we are.

My hope is that others who encounter this photograph will enjoy its playful spirit while also taking a
moment to reflect on diversity, connection, and the possibility of standing together despite our
differences. And, as I continue my work at Ryukoku University, I hope to keep doing what I can to serve
as a bridge between cultures—remaining open to the people I encounter and mindful of the many

unexpected ways in which our lives are connected.



outpouring of love and support from his family, friends, and the many people whose lives he had
touched. Through Mary and her family, I had the opportunity to receive a copy of this particular
photograph. When I learned of Joe's death, I felt the sadness of a community that had lost someone

deeply loved and respected.

Yet, as I have reflected on the photograph since then, I have also come to see something hopeful in it.
Joe's work was not only about taking photographs; it was about seeing people, finding connections, and
encouraging others to look at the world from a different perspective. His images often combined humor,
imagination, and compassion. Through his creative work, he encouraged people to pause, smile, and
reconsider things that might otherwise seem ordinary or familiar. He also traveled the world as an
educator to seek dialog with individuals of various backgrounds. His friends and family continue to keep

his spirit alive with the slogan “Live Like Joe” .

At first glance, the image of two LEGO Stormtroopers holding a Pride flag and flowers is simply playful
and unexpected. Yet beneath the humor is a message that resonates deeply with the spirit of dialogue:
beings from different worlds can stand together. The photograph invites us to consider how we welcome

people whose experiences, identities, or backgrounds may differ from our own.



illustration of this idea: two LEGO Stormtroopers standing together, holding a small Pride flag and a
bouquet of LEGO flowers. You may wonder what this playful image has to do with the teachings of
Shinran. For me, however, the photograph carries a deep personal story about friendship, loss,

connection, and the unexpected ways that encounters continue to shape our lives.

The photograph was conceptualized and captured by American photographer Joe Shymanski, the
brother of my graduate school classmate and dear friend, Mary. After spending a few years living in
Japan, I returned to the beautiful U.S. state of Vermont to pursue graduate studies. [ remember feeling
somewhat like a fish out of water as I adjusted to being back in the United States. Mary was kind,
welcoming, and positive, and her friendship helped me feel at home during that time. In subsequent
years, | came to know Joe and his work. Joe was a well-known photographer in Washington, D.C.,
whose work ranged from playful and imaginative images like this one to photographs of extraordinary
individuals, including the 14th Dalai Lama of Tibet. In 2000, Joe opened a small photography studio on
Capitol Hill, officially launching his full-time career as a fine art, portrait, and event photographer. Joe’
s images appeared in Harper’ s, Hamptons Magazine, The Washington Post, and other national

publications.

Tragically, Joe lost his life three years ago. In the aftermath of his death, there was an enormous



Encountering Others Through the Lens of Compassion
Karen Lee TAWARAYAMA

(Center for the Promotion of Global Education)

Having been raised in a relatively rural town on the East Coast of the United States of America, aside
from a study abroad period in India (where I spent more time volunteering and learning about local
languages and Hindu philosophy), I did not have many opportunities to learn about Buddhism before
coming to Japan. Since then, and particularly through my work at Ryukoku University, [ have had many
opportunities to explore how Buddhist ways of thinking can provide a philosophy for living our lives in

relation to others.

One idea that has particularly resonated with me is the Jodo Shinsha teaching that our lives are shaped
through our encounters with others. As I have come to understand it, we do not exist as isolated
individuals. Rather, we come to understand ourselves through our relationships with others and through
the compassion we receive from them. Every encounter, even one that may initially seem small or

unexpected, has the possibility of revealing a deeper connection between us and the world around us.

Recently, I donated a photograph to the university that, at first glance, may seem like an unusual
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