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The Four Virtues

IHAVE a question about the arti-
cle “Buddhist Concept for To-

day’s Living (1)—The Four Virtues
of the Buddha: Breaking out of the
lesser self,” in the January 1999
issue of Living Buddhism [pp. 8–9].

In summary, the “four virtues”
of the Bodhisattvas of the Earth are
True Self, Eternity, Happiness, and
Purity (November 1992 Seikyo
Times, pp. 8-11), whereas the
“three virtues” of the Buddha are
Parent, Teacher, Sovereign (The
Major Writings of Nichiren Dai-
shonin, vol. 1, p. 90). In 1264,
Nichiren Daishonin explained that
only Shakyamuni was endowed
with the three virtues (MW-6, 22).
He also explained that other Bud-
dhas, such as Amida and Yakushi
were not endowed with these three
virtues (MW-6, 22).

I have found no reference [in
the Major Writings] to a Buddha
endowed with the “four” virtues of
True Self, Eternity, Happiness and
Purity, and no reference to a set of
four virtues of a Buddha.

On page 8 of the article in the
January issue there is the statement
that Mahayana Buddhism views
the four virtues of True Self,
Eternity, Happiness, and Purity as
the four virtues of the Buddha. Is
there a text or reference to support

this statement? The Lotus Sutra, a
Mahayana text, presents Bodhi-
sattvas Jogyo, Jyogyo, Muhengyo,
and Anryugyo to embody these
four virtues, rather than a Buddha
to embody these virtues.

The article suggests that Nichi-
ren Daishonin attributes the four
virtues of the Buddha to the four
leaders of the Bodhisattvas of the
Earth. In which text or reference
did Nichiren Daishonin refer to
these four virtues of the Bodhi-
sattvas of the Earth as being virtues
of a Buddha? 

There is an incredible amount of
praise for the Bodhisattvas of the
Earth in the Major Writings, in the
Lotus Sutra and in the writings of
President Ikeda. Nichiren Dai-
shonin claims that no one but the
Bodhisattvas of the Earth could
appear to propagate Nam-myoho-
renge-kyo (MW-1, 90), whereas he
could have claimed that Buddhas
could accomplish this. There are
several descriptions explaining that
the heritage of the ultimate law of
life was transferred to the Bodhi-
sattvas of the Earth, whereas the
Daishonin could have said that it
was transferred to a Buddha.
Instead, he praises the Bodhisattvas
of the Earth thoroughly.

In conclusion, the four virtues
of the Bodhisattvas of the Earth
should not be attributed to any

CORRECTION: In the February 1999 issue the photo caption on page 26 should have
identified the fifty-ninth high priest as Nichiko.

Due to the volume of letters we receive, not all can be printed, and all letters are sub-
ject to condensation. Letters printed here do not necessarily reflect the views of the
SGI-USA or Living Buddhism. Please include signature, mailing address and telephone
number with all correspondence. Mail to: Letters, Living Buddhism, 606 Wilshire
Boulevard, Santa Monica, CA 90401 or e-mail: LivingB1@aol.com
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Buddha(s). To automatically assume that Buddhas are
praiseworthy, and that Bodhisattvas can be a bit praise-
worthy after-the-fact is to treat the Bodhisattvas of the
Earth in a condescending manner.

JON CUMMINGS,
A City in the USA

As you suggest, Nichiren Daishonin attributes the four
virtues of true self, eternity, happiness and purity to the four
leaders of the Bodhisattvas of the Earth in “The Record of
Orally Transmitted Teachings” (Gosho Zenshu, p. 751).
The same passage describes “the actions of the essential
bodhisattvas [i.e., the Bodhisattvas of the Earth]” as “Nam-
myoho-renge-kyo” and their function as “leading all people
of Japan to the pure land of Eagle Peak” (Ibid.). In other
words, here and elsewhere the Daishonin equates the func-
tion of the Bodhisattvas of the Earth to that of Buddhas—
those who manifest the Law of Nam-myoho-renge-kyo in
their lives and thereby lead others to happiness.

In addition, in his writing “The Fourteen Slanders,”
the Daishonin states: “All Buddhas and bodhisattvas will
be present in complete joy, caressed by the breezes of eter-
nity, happiness, true self and purity” (MW-3, 217). Here
the Daishonin associates the four virtues with both
Buddhas and bodhisattvas.

Attributing the four virtues to a Buddha or to
Buddhas in general is appropriate and accords with the
Daishonin’s meaning.

I think it is safe to say that any Buddha who is real—
who is a human being living in this world and who man-
ifests his or her innate Buddha nature—manifests these
four virtues. This is what we mean when we refer in gen-
eral to “a Buddha” in our study articles. Amida and oth-
ers do not fit this description. The Daishonin describes
Amida as follows:

Amida Buddha dwells in a region ten billion Buddha

lands away and has not the slightest connection with

this saha world. However one may claim [that such a

connection exists], there is no basis for it. It is like trying

to mate a horse with an ox, or a monkey with a dog!

(MW-6, 102)

We can interpret the above to mean that Buddhas
such as Amida are no more than god-like images with no
connection to the real world—not real persons. Since the
four virtues are very real qualities—real potentials with-
in human life—only a real person could possibly mani-
fest them.

It is best to view the four virtues as a function of a
person’s emerging Buddha nature—also, an expression
of that person’s identity or function as a Bodhisattva of
the Earth.

—J.K.



WHERE is the power
of Buddhism found?
I think we can safely

say that it is found in the lives of
the people who practice it. It does
not come from any special person
or entity. In fact, SGI President
Ikeda recently commented that
he feels his struggle as a Buddhist
has been one of challenging those
who consider themselves special.
When ordinary people become
convinced of their true power,
those who consider themselves
superior will feel threatened and
insecure. It then takes a person of
courage to stand up against their
attempts to undermine the peo-
ple’s confidence.

Last month, I had the wonderful opportunity to visit
members in the newly formed Caribbean Region. What
impressed me most was the power, passion and richness
of the hearts of the members throughout that region,
which is now part of SGI-USA’s new Southern Zone.

With unemployment rates as high as twenty per-
cent, economic and social conditions are often harsh.

In spite of these difficult condi-
tions, the members often go far
out of their way to participate in
SGI meetings and activities. For
instance, to attend the Carib-
bean Area General Meeting on
the island of St. Maarten, mem-
bers flew in from the islands of
Antigua, Aruba, Bonaire, Nevis,
St. Croix, St. Lucia and St.
Thomas—some from as far as
three hours away by air.

In Puerto Rico, members on
the far side of the island char-
tered a bus at their own expense
to travel three hours to attend a
meeting. Regardless of their dif-
ficult circumstances, none of
these members appeared poor.

All were wealthy in terms of the “treasure of the heart”
that is their faith in Nichiren Daishonin’s Buddhism.
They were rich in spirit and in their shared pride, joy
and determination as SGI members. To me, this was
a concrete expression of the energy and power of
ordinary people, which has always been the SGI’s
pillar and strength.
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Be Extraordinary
Ordinary People

The hope that burned

in the Daishonin’s

heart has been made

real in this age solely

through the efforts of

SGI members.



After World War II, President Toda vowed that by
propagating the Daishonin’s Buddhism, he would rid
Japan of poverty and misery. In the early days of the Soka
Gakkai, the organization was ridiculed by the press and
others as an organization of the poor and the sick. Yet
these “poor” and “sick” people created a powerful foun-
dation of fortune in their lives and in society, to the extent
that Gakkai members today are criticized for being too
influential—in a sense, too “healthy.” This condition is
none other than the collective good fortune of individual
members who have dedicated their lives to kosen-rufu.
Clearly, President Toda’s vow has been fulfilled.

Today people are anxious and even afraid about
what the upcoming turn of the millennium will bring.
While this sort of “millennium fever” may have its
roots in Judeo-Christian thinking, a similar atmos-
phere prevailed in Japan around the Daishonin’s time.
Society was gripped by disasters, and people feared
that with the onset of what Buddhist scriptures
termed the evil Latter Day of the Law, things would
only get worse. While other Buddhist leaders used
people’s fear to gain support and profit for them-
selves, the Daishonin made a bold and optimistic dec-
laration based on his enlightened state of life: The
present calamities were not simply signs of an evil age,
but sure signs that a Great Pure Law was about to
spread and bring great fortune to all humanity as the
Lotus Sutra taught.

The hope that burned in the Daishonin’s heart has
been made real in this age solely through the efforts of
SGI members. They have cherished it as their dream
and, without concern for profit or fame, worked over the
decades to build a foundation of peace, happiness and
good fortune for themselves and for society. And what-
ever fear or doubt prevails in the world today, whatever
difficulties may await us, it is our mission to inspire hope
in those around us that the coming century is in fact the
Century of Life.

The Daishonin himself said that he was “born poor
and lowly to a chandala family” (The Major Writings of
Nichiren Daishonin, vol. 1, p. 37), meaning that he came
from the lowest, most ordinary class of society. He
also said, “The true Buddha is the common mortal”
(MW-1, 91). The Buddha, he declared, is an ordinary
person—an enlightened ordinary person.

Today, we are flooded with media images of high
style, wealth and status. The need to be “special”—pret-
tier, richer and more popular than others—has become
ingrained in our collective psyche. In fact, many have
interpreted the “American Dream” to be the pursuit and
acquisition of wealth, property and prestige. But recent-
ly even science has been demonstrating the shortcom-
ings of such an approach to life.

In February The New York Times reported the con-
clusions of the latest research: “Not only does having
more things prove to be unfulfilling, but people for
whom affluence is a priority in life tend to experience
an unusual degree of anxiety and depression as well as
a lower overall level of well-being…. Researchers
sketch an increasingly bleak portrait of people who
value ‘extrinsic goals’ like money, fame and beauty.
Such people are not only more depressed than others,
but report more behavioral problems and physical
discomfort….”

From such reports, I think, we can take pride that
being an “ordinary” person is in tune with the times.
And our goals and focus—to create friendship and
trust based on shared “treasures of the heart”—are
increasingly sought, even by those with wealth or power.

The Daishonin writes: “When it comes to under-
standing the Lotus Sutra, I have only a minute fraction
of the vast ability that [the great teachers] T’ien-t’ai
and Dengyo possessed. But as regards my ability to
endure persecution and the wealth of my compassion
for others, I believe they would hold me in awe” (MW-
2 [2nd ed.], 100).

Rather than think ourselves special, when we strive
to make a special degree of effort and show special con-
cern for others, we ordinary people will discover with-
in us extraordinary treasures of the heart.
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This attitude—that all in life is predetermined or
inalterable—is not limited to people of old; it exerts an
influence on the hearts and minds of many living
today. Expressing frustration over this tendency, British
author and essayist George Orwell wrote: “For the ordi-
nary man is passive. Within a narrow circle . . . he feels
himself master of his fate, but against major events he
is as helpless as against the elements. So far from
endeavoring to influence the future, he simply lies
down and lets things happen to him.”1

The idea that something other than ourselves con-
trols our destiny can in one sense be seen as a form of
avoidance—a rationalization to escape facing and
challenging real problems and suffering. It may also
be an expression of a deep, subconscious sense of
helplessness.

Buddhism teaches the solution to human suffering
and provides a way to overcome or transform this
sense of helplessness. Ultimately, it teaches that the
cause of misery lies not with any external force or cir-
cumstance, but with ourselves. Buddhism looks
nowhere beyond the sufferer for both the cause and
the solution to suffering.

According to Shakyamuni Buddha: “If a person
commits an act of good or evil, he himself becomes the

heir to that action. This is be-
cause that action actually never
disappears (Udana).”

The Sanskrit word karma
means action. And Buddhism

divides the actions that constitute karma into three cat-
egories: actions of the body (behavior), actions of the
mouth (speech, language) and actions of the mind
(thoughts).

The latent force of both 
our good and bad actions 
remains in our lives.

ONCE committed, any human action, whether
good or bad, does not simply vanish into the past

with time. Each act remains in one’s life at the present
as a potential force or energy, influencing the course of
one’s existence from the point of that action forward.
In this sense, rather than simply viewing karma as
“action,” it may be more appropriate to think of it as
action plus that action’s potential influence on one’s
life. Or, in simpler terms, karma may be seen as life’s
ingrained habits, leanings or tendencies—actions that
tend to repeat themselves, or that we tend to repeat.

Buddhism teaches of the eternal or unending nature
of life as a cycle of birth and death. So when people
speak of “past karma,” they really mean the present
influence on one’s life of actions taken in the past (in
past lives). Buddhism also teaches that actions (karma)
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Buddhist Concept for Today’s Living (3)

What Is Karma?

UMAN BEINGS HAVE LONG ASCRIBED TO FATE, destiny

or even God’s will problems they felt powerless to resist,

resigning themselves to these perceived forces. 

The ancient Greeks envisioned three elderly goddesses—the Fates—

who controlled people’s lives. The goddess Clotho determined birth,

spinning the thread of human life; Lachesis dispensed that thread,

steering the path a person would follow in life; and Atropos cut the

thread thus determining an individual’s moment of death. 

H



can be either good or bad; good actions (good karma)
give rise to happy, positive effects, and bad actions (bad
karma) give rise to unhappy, negative effects.

Further, some actions yield specific results that will
appear at a set time—this is known as fixed or im-
mutable karma. Other actions yield results that are not
set or specific in their nature or timing—this is non-
fixed or mutable karma. Immutable karma is often
used to describe a person’s life span, because the time of
one’s death is viewed in Buddhism as fixed or set by the
influence of past karma.

What kind of actions form immutable karma? In the
Buddhist scripture A Treasury of Analysis of the Law
(Jpn. Kusha Ron ), they are described as:

1. Actions arising from strong earthly desires (delu-

sions, illusions); or conversely, actions arising from

a very pure heart and mind.

2. Actions that are continually repeated over time.

3. Actions taken toward the correct teaching of Bud-

dhism.

4. Actions taken toward one’s mother or father.

While human beings cannot avoid the results of
their actions in past lives, Buddhism does not teach
that we should simply resign ourselves to the effects of
karma, be they good or bad. Submission to fate, to
“one’s lot in life” or to some will outside our own is not
a correct Buddhist view. Rather, Buddhism is correctly
understood as a forward-looking, empowering teach-
ing that stresses personal responsibility and hope. “If I
am the one who made myself what I am today, then I
am the one who will create the ‘me’ of the future,” is the
ideal attitude of a Buddhist.

Karma, then, does not so much apply to our cir-
cumstances as to our thoughts, words and deeds.
Things do not happen to us, we make them happen—
or we act in a habitual way when they do happen that
leads us to habitual situations. We made what we are
and experience now, and we are at this moment mak-
ing what we will be and experience in the future. That
is karma. So to change karma means to change our lives

right now; that is, the way we think, speak and do
things. The best way to positively transform the effects
of our past bad karma, enjoy the effects of past good
karma, and create good karma for the future is to
inform our actions with fresh life force and wisdom.

Fortunately, the Daishonin’s Buddhism provides us
with a way to bring forth this powerful life force and
wisdom. The power of our Buddhist practice also
enables us to transform negative karma or circum-
stances into a motivating force for creating great
future benefit and reward.

Faith and practice
enables a change of destiny and the
accumulation of good fortune.

THE key to breaking through the wall of our bad
karma and creating future happiness lies only in

ourselves—in our own actions.
Nichiren Daishonin writes in “On Prolonging Life”

that “sincere repentance will eradicate even immutable
karma, to say nothing of karma which is mutable” (The
Major Writings of Nichiren Daishonin, vol. 1, p. 229).

“Sincere repentance” here means to repeatedly
refresh our determination to dedicate ourselves to the
Law of Buddhism by continually carrying out the prac-
tice of chanting Nam-myoho-renge-kyo for our sake
and for that of others. This is the purpose of our SGI
organization—to provide many people with support in
doing just this. When we freely engage ourselves in
chanting daimoku and in SGI activities, powerful vital-
ity will emerge from within us. Not only will we break
the restraints of our past karma, we will also build a
rock-solid foundation of good fortune and happiness
for the future.

By Jeff Kriger, SGI-USA Vice Study Department Leader

Based on the book Yasashii Kyogaku [Easy Study].

Tokyo: Seikyo Press.

1 George Orwell (1903–50), British author. Inside the Whale and Other
Essays, “Inside the Whale” (1940).
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WHEN I left graduate
school, I knew that I
was destined for pub-

lic life. Many of the ideals that
motivated me to take responsibil-
ity in the SGI-USA caused me to
seek out a career in public service.
I believed that the only way for me

to have a significant impact on
society was to forsake the profit
motive and work in a career dedi-
cated to the public interest. I also
felt that by doing so I could fulfill
my mission to support SGI Presi-
dent Daisaku Ikeda’s vision for
global peace. I wanted to create,

through my actions, pathways of
understanding and trust toward
the humane ideals of Buddhism.

Something I have learned in my
career is that while many enter
public life with strong ideals, the
proximity to power and prestige
can be intoxicating and lead us to
veer from our initial purpose. It
takes commitment and strength to
carry through with our chosen
mission. I guess that is why it’s
important to have a solid, pro-
found philosophy and a mentor in
life, someone who shares our
ideals and who can continually
steer us back on course.

During my fifteen years in the
public sector, I have had some
extraordinary opportunities to
work closely with those in posi-
tions of high visibility. I have
worked directly on the staff of
three mayors, been chief of staff to
the president of our county Board
of Supervisors, headed up city
departments, and managed nu-
merous projects with high public
exposure and citywide implica-
tions. Each of these brought with
them unique challenges and an
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opportunity to learn more about
the power structure in our coun-
try. I learned firsthand how it can
be exhilarating to wake up in the
morning and read your quotes in
the newspaper or hear your voice
on the radio as you’re driving
home. I’ve also learned how, if you
live for these accolades, you can
forget why you have undertaken
such a mission.

WHEN I was hired into my
first job after graduate

school, I was filled with great
enthusiasm and ideals. I assumed
that every employment opportu-
nity would be like my SGI youth
division activities, filled with indi-
viduals working tirelessly and in
unity to achieve a shared goal.
Well, I was in for a huge surprise.
My first job was to work as a staff
planner for the Municipal Rail-
way, the transit agency for the City
of San Francisco. I was hired to
work alongside individuals who
had been at their jobs for twenty,
thirty and in one case, forty years.
I soon found out what happens
when one is filled with cynicism
and defeat. It was a debilitating
environment in which many had
long ago given up. Inevitably,
when I would suggest a new way
of doing something, I would be
met with great apathy.

Undeterred, I would persist in
writing memos to those in charge

about how we could do things bet-
ter. It was because of this persis-
tence that I caught the attention of
a senior in the organization. This
individual took me under his wing
and became the first of many sup-
portive individuals who would
take the time to train me.

This person, fifteen years my
senior, had already had a great
career in public service, serving
previously in presidential, guber-
natorial and mayoral administra-
tions. He hired me, even though
many more capable individuals
were seeking a position with him.
It was from here I learned the im-
portance of persistence in reaching
my ideals and working to improve
the system.

In 1988 I received my formal
introduction into politics. I was
hired by Art Agnos, then the
recently elected mayor of San
Francisco. Mayor Agnos was a for-
mer assemblyman and social

worker who was elected mayor of
San Francisco on a platform that
he would “shake things up” at city
hall. As a young idealist with tons
of ideas and virtually no experi-
ence in politics, this was an excit-
ing and intimidating world for me
to be thrown into. I remember sit-
ting through my first staff meeting
with the mayor and wondering if
the people in the room were even
speaking the same language I was.
For the first few meetings I was
afraid even to open my mouth.

FORTUNATELY, once again I
felt that forces in my environ-

ment were watching out for me. I
became the personal project of the
mayor’s chief of staff, a career
politician who had a reputation as
someone whom you did not cross.
I would routinely run ideas by the
chief of staff before bringing them
to the mayor. More often than not,
he would point out some flaw in

LIVING BUDDHISM • April 1998 9

MAKING A DIFFERENCE

Larry Florin (left) with former mayor
of San Francisco, Art Agnos.
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my position and challenge me to
talk with more people and think it
through more thoroughly. It be-
came a tutorial in politics.

I resolved to use this opportu-
nity to gain as much experience as
I could. First, mostly out of sheer
terror and with the realization that
I was in way over my head, I em-
barked upon a campaign of chant-
ing as much as I could to the Go-
honzon. The goal of my prayer was
to manifest the wisdom to avoid
saying anything stupid.

In addition, I always tried to
pray with a conviction I had
learned early on in my Buddhist
practice. On one occasion, an SGI-
USA leader to whom I was close
reminded me of the passage where
Nichiren Daishonin writes: “The
belief of some is like fire while that
of others is like water. When the
former listen to the teachings, their
passion flares up like fire, but as
time goes on, they tend to discard
their faith. To have faith like water

means to believe continuously
without ever regressing. Since you
pay frequent visits to me regardless
of the difficulties, your belief is
comparable to flowing water. It is
worthy of great respect!” (The
Major Writings of Nichiren Dai-
shonin, vol. 2 [2nd ed.], p. 250)

THE point here is that persis-
tence is more important than

raw enthusiasm or excitement.
However, this leader said, once you
understand that faith like flowing
water is important, it’s better to
make it “boiling water.” I took this
to mean that with both persistence
and passion, I could accomplish
anything. From that time on, I al-
ways prayed to have a spirit like
“boiling water”—and have tried to
approach both my work and Bud-
dhist activities with passion and
tenacious persistence.

I volunteered for every assign-
ment. When the government liai-
son officer left, I volunteered to be

the mayor’s liaison to the Board of
Supervisors; when the ballpark
project manager left to take a job
in the private sector, I volunteered
to take on his duties. I let it be
known that I was available when-
ever and wherever anyone needed
assistance. It was an incredible
experience that provided me with
training that would help me for
many more years to come.

In 1989 the mayor decided to
put on the ballot his proposal to
build a new ballpark for the San
Francisco Giants, an initiative
intended to keep the team from
leaving San Francisco. It was dur-
ing this campaign that I got my
first lesson in the true “hardball”
tactics that can come into play in
an election. It was my job to travel
with the mayor to his campaign
appearances, prepare him for each
event, take notes during the discus-
sions that would inevitably ensue,
and follow up with answers and
commitments that he made. To me
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there was no question on this issue
of the ballpark. It seemed obvious
that this was a brilliant proposal,
and that few things were more
important than keeping baseball in
San Francisco. Unfortunately, not
everybody agreed.

The campaign became a refer-
endum on the job that the mayor
was doing for the city. For some
individuals, especially those who
felt they had been excluded from
the decision-making process, it
was an opportunity to teach the
mayor a lesson. While generally
believing that our policies were in
the best interests of the public, we
did not have a reputation for lis-
tening. There developed a percep-
tion within our office that those
who disagreed with the policies
coming from City Hall were being
influenced by self-interested peo-
ple looking to even a score. The
opposition seized upon this sense
of paranoia and elitism with the
result that the initiative narrowly
lost. I was devastated. It was the
first campaign that I had worked

on, and our initiative had lost by
fewer than a thousand votes.

Rather than reflecting on the
lessons of the campaign, however,
some on the staff became dedi-
cated to excluding those who had
worked against the initiative. It
was here that I got my next big les-
son in politics: that is, how easy it
is to lose perspective and become
convinced that there are those who
are simply out to destroy you. My
closest friend in the administra-
tion, a man with a lot more experi-
ence than I, saw the signs and
resigned. I simply couldn’t under-
stand how someone could aban-
don ship. I was so consumed with
being in the limelight, at the center
of attention, that I, like many on
the staff, forgot the reason that we
had entered public life. Rather
than listening, we excluded people
and increasingly saw the situation
as one of us versus them. The neg-
ative results would manifest them-
selves in the next campaign.

In the midst of the ballpark
campaign we got an unexpected

breather, and I got an opportunity
to gain a whole new perspective on
public service. Three weeks before
the election, the city of San Fran-
cisco was hit by a major earth-
quake. The 1989 Loma Prieta
earthquake destroyed homes and
left thousands of people homeless.
Moments before the earthquake I
had left the mayor and was head-
ing for the ballpark to see the
World Series game between the
Giants and the A’s. When the
earthquake hit I was in my car dri-
ving, and as a result I didn’t feel a
thing. When I went to my seat I
was told for the first time what had
happened. At that point I was in
disbelief, hearing reports that the
Bay Bridge had collapsed and that
many people had died.

ALTHOUGH emergency pre-
paredness was part of the

mission of the Mayor’s Office, it
was at that moment the furthest
thing from our mind. Conse-
quently none of us had any idea
what to do. Instinctively, and be-
cause of my experience as an SGI-
USA leader, I knew that I had to
take decisive action and initiate
communication. I had to find the
mayor and be there to provide any
necessary assistance. After making
sure that my family was safe, I
headed down to the Command
Center, a building I barely knew
existed that is supposed to act as a
center for all city departments and

LIVING BUDDHISM • April 1998 11

MAKING A DIFFERENCE

C
R

A
IG

 LE
E

Larry (eighth from right) with staff
of San Francisco Event Summit
and Mayor Willie Brown (tenth
from right).



the mayor in case of emergency.
There I volunteered to do whatever
was needed.

Over the next few weeks I found
myself briefing national and state
elected officials, convening special
meetings of the Board of Super-
visors, delivering blankets to families
who were without heat, procuring
thousands of flashlights for China-
town residents left without electrici-
ty, and hundreds of other assign-
ments. My SGI experience as a
youth division member and leader
planning and executing many events
had taught me not to wait to be told
what to do, but to take the initiative
and do what had to be done.
Watching people who had lost
everything and helping them to res-
urrect whatever was left of their lives
was a very sobering experience.

MY final lesson in my four-
year tutorial was perhaps my

most important. Despite the nar-
row loss of the ballpark ballot ini-
tiative, I thought things were going
well. I was no longer intimidated by
my colleagues, and I was function-
ing as a contributing member of
the staff. I had been told by the
mayor that I would have additional
responsibilities in the second term
and I looked forward to my new
assignments. Unfortunately the sec-
ond term was not to come. The
individuals I mentioned earlier,
who felt they had been excluded
from the decision-making process,
decided to fight back.

They found a very unlikely can-
didate—the former police chief of
the city. After convincing him to
run, they ran a brilliant campaign
that exploited perceptions that the

administration had isolated itself
from the concerns of the average
citizen. The result was that the
administration I had been part of
was thrown out of office after just
one term. It was simply unfath-
omable to me that this could
occur. I had become so oblivious
that I could not believe people
could think that we were acting in
anything other than the public
interest. In retrospect it was a good
lesson in what can happen to elect-
ed officials. I have heard President
Ikeda continually talk about how
important it is for those who are
elected to public office to under-
stand that it is their mission to
serve the people. After this experi-
ence it became clear to me how
easy it is to fall short of that mis-
sion without even realizing it, and
how critical it is to continuously
remind oneself of that.

Despite being fired very publicly
by the new administration, a move
that was announced on the front
page of the San Francisco Chronicle,
I found myself with other opportu-
nities over the next few years. I
became chief of staff to the presi-
dent of the San Francisco Board of
Supervisors, a role in which I
worked with the supervisor in initi-
ating legislation on everything from
controlling litter to landmark gun
control. I also served as director of
the Office of Military Base Closure
for the City and County of San
Francisco, a position from which I
managed the transition of three
facilities in the city from military to
civilian use. Ironically, I was hired
for this position by Mayor Jordan,
the man who had beaten Mayor
Agnos in 1991.

In 1995 Mayor Jordan was de-
feated by Willie Brown, the long-
time speaker of the California
State Assembly. On Mayor Brown’s
first day in office I received a
phone call from his secretary ask-
ing me to meet with him at 8:00
a.m. the next day. I had never met
the new mayor and so I had no
idea why he would want to see me.

The new mayor informed me
that I had been recommended by
some people, and he wanted to get
to know me. We had a very nice
conversation after which I left and
returned to my office. Later that
afternoon I started to receive a
flood of phone calls from the
press. It seems that the mayor had
held a press conference later that
day and announced that he had
appointed me to be the executive
director of the San Francisco
Economic Summit. I not only had
no idea that I was to be appointed
to this position, but, more impor-
tant, I had no idea what the
Economic Summit was. I soon
found out. Mayor Brown had pro-
posed, during the election, to con-
vene a gathering of the city’s key
decision makers and constituen-
cies to develop a plan for the eco-
nomic revitalization of the city.

The summit was to be modeled
after a similar gathering held by
President Clinton after he had been
elected president, and I was to run
it. I spent the next four months
putting together the event. It cer-
tainly called upon all of my training
and experience in both the youth
division of the SGI-USA and in pol-
itics to pull this off. I was responsi-
ble for everything from the logistics
and staging of the event to getting
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traditionally opposing groups
to sit down at the same table
and plan an agenda. It was an
exhilarating experience. I had
to continuously remind every-
body throughout this process
that we had to think about
why we were gathering, and
that was for the greater good
of the city. Learning from
previous mistakes, I insisted
that we go throughout the
city and listen to the con-
cerns of individuals ex-
pressed in public forums.

The mayor agreed to chair
each of these meetings. We got
a great deal of good feedback
and, more important, real-life
experiences that helped us to
focus our agenda on issues
that mattered to the people.
The resulting summit was a
complete success and a histor-
ical event for our city. Ad-
dressing this gathering of 500 were
three members of President Clin-
ton’s cabinet, mayors from major
metropolitan cities, noted busi-
ness and labor leaders and acade-
mics. Each challenged the partici-
pants to think about new ways of
doing things.

THE most impressive speaker by
all accounts was an individual

from Pittsburgh named Bill Strick-
land, who worked with the home-
less and the economically disadvan-
taged. Mr. Strickland had created a
community where he trained those
who were less fortunate to survive
on their own. His message was filled
with hope. Many of the principles
he talked about reminded me of
themes consistent with the mission

of the SGI, ideas like how one indi-
vidual can make a difference, how
no person is beyond hope. What
made this speech so moving was
that Mr. Strickland was living this
life and instilling hope in so many
people who had been abandoned by
society. Everybody gave him a
standing ovation.

I have certainly learned a great
deal from the tremendous opportu-
nities that I have had over my years
of public service. Each one has been
a learning experience, and each one
has deepened my understanding of
how important it is to have the faith
in humanity that Buddhism instills
in us, as well as an excellent mentor
in life. One experience crystallized
for me the importance of the role
that President Ikeda is playing daily

through his meetings with
public officials and his con-
stant encouragement to us. I
had the opportunity to wit-
ness in 1993, during President
Ikeda’s visit to San Francisco,
his dialogues with some of our
locally elected leaders. I
watched these politicians, who
had perhaps to some degree
been jaded by their positions
and sense of self-importance,
immediately let down their
guard upon meeting President
Ikeda. Something in his life—
his open-hearted demeanor or
genuine respect for them as
human beings—caused them
to immediately open their
hearts, listening attentively as
students and asking him ques-
tions about problems they
faced and what he perceived
their missions to be. I wit-
nessed a political official,

trained to be stoic and unemo-
tional, break down in tears as he
then sincerely expressed his per-
sonal convictions after the en-
counter.

It made me realize that the real
compassion of Nichiren Dai-
shonin’s Buddhism is completely
blind to position, power or status;
it is directly conveyed to people’s
hearts through the sincerity of
those who practice it.

My years of public service have
given me great opportunities, but
perhaps most important, it has
made me realize that there is a mis-
sion more valuable than being a
public official, and that is being a
Bodhisattva—someone genuinely
dedicated to the well-being and
enrichment of ordinary people. ❏
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“I
was searching for my real
self,” says Elisabeth Augus-
tin, an actress with Aus-

tria’s distinguished Royal Theater
(Burgtheater).

In sharp contrast to the storms
of applause that greeted her stage
performances, Ms. Augustin felt a
profound sense of solitude when
she left the stage. It was as if there
was a gap between Elisabeth Au-
gustin the actress and Elisabeth
Augustin the person.

Ms. Augustin’s father was a gov-
ernment official, and her mother, a
graphic designer. On weekends
during her childhood, she, her two
younger sisters and her brother
used to hold family concerts for
friends, as they were all very musi-
cally inclined.

On entering elementary school,
Ms. Augustin joined a children’s
ballet company run by the Wiener
Staatsoper (Vienna State Opera),
and at 10 she entered a dance
school. There she learned a wide
range of dancing styles, from clas-

sical to Russian and East European
ethnic dancing.

However, at over five-foot, eight
inches, she was so tall that she stood
out from the other students, so she
switched from dance to theater.
After finishing high school in 1971,
she passed the entrance examina-
tion for Austria’s top national
drama school, the Max Reinhardt-
Seminar. Almost immediately she
had the opportunity to appear in a
TV program which turned into a
big hit. She won an award in the
process. Her talent was soon recog-
nized by a famous director who
came to the school to see her. After
graduating from drama school with
honors, she was given a contract
with the Royal Theater, a long-cher-
ished dream, thanks to the strong
recommendation of this director. It
seemed that there was no end to her
good fortune.

AS she challenged every role
given to her with youthful pas-

sion, Ms. Augustin’s reputation con-

tinued to grow. In 1980, she married
Rudolf Melichar, another experi-
enced actor. The next year, at 28, she
was selected to play the title role of
Empress Maria Theresa in a TV
drama. It was a wonderful part, that
of the dynamic empress who set in
motion the transformation of the
feudal system of the Habsburg dy-
nasty into a powerful modern
nation. The program was a sensa-
tion and it was repeated many times.

However, at the gala reception cel-
ebrating the success of Maria
Theresa, the show’s star was nowhere
to be seen. Utterly exhausted, Ms.
Augustin couldn’t find the energy to
face a large group of people on such
a grand occasion. It was as if her
heart was enveloped by dark clouds.

Left alone after each brilliant per-
formance, she was struck by a deep
sense of solitude. Ms. Augustin’s very
success was causing her distress in
her private life, especially because of
the envy she aroused among her
peers. Offstage, the actors and
actresses were fiercely competitive,
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fighting each other for roles or to
keep each other from succeeding.

She thought of the self who per-
formed on stage as a different per-
son from her private self, so prone
to exhaustion and weakness. Which
one was real?

Ms. Augustin’s first daughter
was born in 1982. Having to man-
age both family and professional
life further increased the pressure
on her. She tried meditation and
therapy, but to no avail.

Around that time she started
receiving letters from a friend in
America, full of talk about Bud-
dhism. At first she wasn’t interest-
ed, but the letters kept coming—
followed shortly by the friend her-
self, returning to Vienna on vaca-
tion. Despite her friend’s enthusi-
asm, Ms. Augustin didn’t decide to
begin practicing Buddhism. But
later, while on a trip to Greece, she
again felt a deep sense of solitude
as she sat staring at the ocean.
Without realizing it, she started
chanting like her friend had taught

her to do. She felt a warm sense of
fulfillment and openness, and so
she decided to try practicing Bud-
dhism regularly.

HER husband also started to
chant with her, and they

received the Gohonzon in 1986.
The next year, she was asked unex-
pectedly to perform at a major the-
ater in Munich, Germany, on a
long-term, two-year contract. This
was a big challenge in terms of both
time and physical strength, since it
was not long after the birth of her
second child. Ms. Augustin decided
to use her practice to challenge her-
self. Since her husband could not
leave Vienna because of his work,
she took the two children with her
to Munich. Every day was a strug-
gle. She contacted local SGI mem-
bers in spare moments from her
work and participated in Buddhist
discussion meetings whenever she
could. She also managed to find
time to take part in an SGI seminar
at Trets in the south of France.

When she returned to Vienna,
bigger jobs and a busy schedule
were waiting for her, including a
domestic tour, and performances at
the famous festivals, Salzburger
Festspiele and Festspiele Reichenau.
She threw herself into her work, and
every job was greeted with acclaim.
She received a letter from an un-
known fan saying that he had been
encouraged by seeing her perform
and hearing her voice. For her fel-
low actors, it was her energy as
much as her performances that
attracted them. Many of her col-
leagues started to participate in dis-
cussion meetings, so she began talk-
ing about Buddhism whenever she
had the opportunity.

According to Ms. Augustin, her
Buddhist practice has become a
source of power that sustains her
on stage: “In most cases, actors and
actresses play their roles in a cer-
tain style, but I am trying to move
away from artificial styles like that.
My ambition is to express human-
ity naturally and directly. Every
performance is a fight to discover
the truth. When I’m playing a vil-
lain, disguising myself to look like
an evil woman is not what it’s
about: only when I can find and
express that woman within me
does the character find her soul.

“While chanting, I realize that I
am facing my weak self. This used to
be scary, but weakness, and the
courage to overcome it, are part of
the reality of being human. Learning
to express this is my struggle.” ❏

Courtesy SGI Graphic
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THE voice tells much of the
person within. The voice of
Dr. J. Forbes Munro, pro-

fessor in economic history and
Clerk of Senate of the University of
Glasgow, resounded with vibrant
clarity through the time-honored
Scottish institution’s Bute Hall. He
was delivering his nominating
speech on the occasion of my
receipt of an honorary doctorate at
the University of Glasgow on June
15, 1994 (photo at left). It was a
grand and dignified ceremony.
Seated in the traditional black stone
chair reserved for the recipients of
honorary doctorates, I sensed the
firmness of Dr. Munro’s convictions
in the timbre of his voice.

In 1990, four years earlier, Dr.
Munro had visited Soka Uni-
versity and the Soka Gakkai Head-
quarters, and also given a lecture
in Kansai [for the Culture Lecture
Series sponsored by the Soka Gak-
kai newspaper, Seikyo Shimbun].
He remarked to those who had
come to see him off at the airport
just before his departure from
Japan that the Soka Gakkai mem-
bers he had met in Kansai were
wonderful people devoted to the
cause of peace. Why, he wanted to
know, didn’t the Soka Gakkai
protest the false and inaccurate
reports and attacks that it was

constantly subjected to? He de-
clared that he would take action to
make the truth known based on
what he had seen.

I share this incident with you
because I want to demonstrate Dr.
Munro’s integrity and sense of
righteousness and justice. He is
acutely intelligent, decisive and
abhors dishonesty. He is a man of
courage and principle who refuses
to be fazed by position or authority.

Scotland, Dr. Munro’s native land,
is renowned for its frequent rain. Yet
when the rain lifts, it gives way to
truly lovely rainbows—so much so
that the Scots even call their country
“the land of rainbows.”

The beautiful Highlands where
Dr. Munro was born bring to mind a
poem by Robert Burns (1759–1796),

the beloved national poet of Scot-
land of whom the professor is also
a great admirer:

My heart’s in the Highlands,

my heart is not here;

My heart’s in the Highlands

a-chasing the deer;

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. . . . . . . . . .

The birthplace of valour, the

country of worth;

Wherever I wander, wherever I

rove,

The hills of the Highlands for

ever I love.

(“Highlands”)

Dr. Munro grew up surrounded
by mountains and lochs [lakes].
He also spent large parts of his
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J. Forbes Munro, Clerk of Senate of the
University of Glasgow, Scotland
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childhood with his maternal grand-
parents, who lived in Northern
Scotland. In the late nineteenth and
early twentieth century—during
the years when Japan began its
drive to modernization following
the Meiji Restoration in 1868—
many Japanese sailors made port
calls at the Shetland Islands which
lie north of the Scottish mainland.
His grandmother was also ac-
quainted with some of the visiting
Japanese.

As an undergraduate at Edin-
burgh University, Dr. Munro
planned to enter into a career in
commerce and industry. However,
his encounter with the brilliant
scholar and teacher of African mod-
ern history, Dr. George Shepperson,
changed the whole direction of his
life. His teacher introduced him to
exciting new horizons and vistas.
Stimulated by the practical rele-
vance of Dr. Shepperson’s lectures
on Africa, at the age of twenty-four
he found himself doing academic
research in the newly independent
Kenya. He also studied with Dr.
Philip Curtin (who later became
head of the American Academy of
History) and Dr. Jan Vansina at the
University of Wisconsin, Madison,
in the United States. Dr. Munro
attributes his academic achieve-
ments to the fine teachers with
whom he had the privilege of study-
ing. In every realm of human
endeavor, he agrees, the relationship
between teacher and student, men-
tor and disciple is key to achieving
greatness.

After the conferment ceremony,
an officer of the university, cere-
monial staff in hand, led the way
out of the hall to the solemn
strains of a pipe organ. I and the
other recipients followed him in a
slow and stately procession.

FOUNDED in 1451, the Uni-
versity of Glasgow became a

leading center of scientific re-
search in the eighteenth century
and contributed greatly to the
Industrial Revolution, which
transformed our world. It was also
a benefactor to Japan’s modern-
ization. Many professors and
teachers from the University of
Glasgow came to Japan, including
Dr. Henry Dyer who helped set up
an institute for the study of engi-
neering and industrial sciences.

This school was known as
Kobu Daigakko (College of En-
gineering) and was later incorpo-
rated into the Tokyo Imperial
University, forerunner of today’s
prestigious University of Tokyo.
From these teachers of the Uni-
versity of Glasgow, Japanese stu-
dents learned the satisfaction of

studying practical subjects and
experienced the joy of scientific
experimentation. This served to
strengthen Japan’s respect and
appreciation for professions that
entailed such practical creativity
and craftsmanship.

A society that values people
who produce things through their
own labor, those who actually
build and create things with their
own hands, is a healthy society. A
nation that makes much of showy
but essentially shallow and mean-
ingless endeavors is, on the other
hand, in peril.

The Scots embraced the spirit
that a person’s position, authority or
popularity is not important. Rather,
what matters is that you use your
own eyes, brain, hands and the
sweat of your brow. This practical
and earthy Scottish spirit opened
the door for the establishment of
the mighty British Empire.

JAMES Watt (1736–1819), the
Scot who invented the steam

engine that served as the central
impetus behind the Industrial Re-
volution, was also a person who

April 1999 • LIVING BUDDHISM18

The University of Glasgow became a
leading center of scientific research

in the eighteenth century

W
W

W
.C

O
R

B
IS

.C
O

M
/A

D
A

M
 W

O
O

LF
IT

T



LIVING BUDDHISM • April 1999 19

RECOLLECTIONS

(Left to right) Robert Burns (1759–1796), “Caledonia’s Bard.” James Watt (1736–1819), the inventor of
the steam engine. Adam Smith (1723–1790), the “father of modern economics.”

put his own hands and ingenuity to
work. Adam Smith (1723–1790),
the “father of modern economics,”
who studied and later lectured at
the University of Glasgow, helped
the young James Watt secure
employment at the Scottish uni-
versity, contributing in no small
way to the blossoming of his talent
and the fruition of his hard work
and effort.

THE University of Glasgow’s
greatest treasure was and still

is its open-mindedness to ac-
knowledge and support that which
is good, transcending prejudices of
class and social background. It is
also the spirit that emanates from
Dr. Munro. How this spirit enrich-
es a society! How it energizes and
improves and enlivens! The pre-
sent feeling of stagnation and suf-
focation in Japan is surely caused
by a lack of just this spirit.

The poet Robert Burns was
once taken to task by a young
nobleman for greeting a farmer as
they walked along the road. But
Burns exclaimed:

Why, you fantastic gomeral, it

was not the great coat, the scone

bonnet, and the saunders-boot

hose that I spoke to, but the

man that was in them; and the

man, sir, for true worth, would

weigh down you and me, and

ten more such, any day.

As in his poem “Scotland,” he
was praising the “virtuous popu-
lace” and criticizing “luxury’s con-
tagion”; he called out to the people
to rise up, drive away their oppres-
sors and “stand, a wall of fire,
around their much-lov’d isle.”

In the lyrics to the well-loved
Scottish song “Scots, Wha Hae,”
Burns writes:

Tyrants fall in every foe!

Liberty’s in every blow!—

This passionate blood would
seem to pulse in Dr. Munro’s veins
as well.

The northern winds were strong
on the day of the ceremony, chill
on the skin of the visitor. But Dr.
Munro’s kindness and hospitality
warmed me more than anything
else possibly could.

WHEN I arrived in Glasgow, I
was told that such clear

skies are rare at that time of year.
The legendary Loch Lomond glit-
tered like diamonds, reflecting the
cloudless blue sky.

The inexpressible beauty of the
land drenched in light; the warm,
open hearts of the people; the good-
will and friendship of Dr. Munro—
Scotland will remain for me forever
a land of shimmering light.❏
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N
OVEMBER 28, 1991, will probably be
marked as one of the most memorable days
in the history of Nichiren Daishonin’s

Buddhism. In an ultimate display of clerical authority,
the Nichiren Shoshu priesthood excommunicated the
SGI with its worldwide membership of more than 10
million. The priesthood’s sense of power rests on its
ability to exclude believers from communion with the
high priest, who, according to its new doctrine, is
identical with the Dai-Gohonzon and Nichiren
Daishonin in his spiritual properties. The priesthood

maintains that communion with or connection to the
high priest is essential for believers’ salvation; the
excommunicated have no hope of attaining enlighten-
ment. From the priesthood’s standpoint, therefore,
excommunication is a spiritual death sentence; it is a
device to evoke believers’ fear and thereby demand
their obedience.

For this device to be effective, however, believers
must be convinced that their happiness depends upon
their relationship with the high priest. Since excom-
munication is the priesthood’s last resort in its
attempt to restore its superior status over believers, all
it could do when this failed was to threaten excommu-
nication again (in 1997) to those it had already
excommunicated.
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The Untold History 
of the Fuji School:
The Origins of the
Temple Issue (14)

This series is based on The Dark History of the Fuji School:

Revealing the Origin of the Nikken Sect (Ankoku no Fuji

Shumonshi: Nikken Shu no Engen o Kiru) by Hajime Kawai, a vice

senior advisor of the Soka Gakkai Study Department.

Last month’s installment explained the tension that developed

between the Soka Gakkai and the priesthood during the 1970s,

resulting in Daisaku Ikeda’s resignation as president of the Soka

Gakkai in 1979.

Chapter 14: Toward the liberation of
Nichiren Daishonin’s Buddhism

(1) Operation C



The 1991 excommunication was unprecedented in
scale in the entire history of Buddhism and certainly
rare in any world religion. On November 7, prior to
the excommunication, the priesthood sent to the
Gakkai a notice calling for its dissolution. On July 4,
1992, the priesthood revoked Daisaku Ikeda’s status as
a lay believer of Nichiren Shoshu, that is, excommuni-
cating once again the leader of the already excommu-
nicated lay organization. On September 29, 1997,
Nichiren Shoshu held an emergency council session
and revised its rules so that believers who belong to
other religious groups would lose their status as
believers unless they terminated their religious affilia-
tions before the end of November (the priesthood
maintained that it had excommunicated the Soka
Gakkai organization but not its members). Thus,
Gakkai members were once again expelled from
Nichiren Shoshu on November 30, 1997. Those
repeated efforts to excommunicate the SGI members
demonstrate the failure of the priesthood’s measures
as well as its frustration.

Behind the priesthood’s self-destructive decision to
excommunicate the SGI was the high priest’s insecuri-
ty over the control of the ever-growing international
lay Buddhist movement as well as his animosity
toward its leader. Although it cannot be denied that
there was an underlying feeling of discontent and mis-
trust among priests toward the lay organization,
something that had continued since the 1970s, what
directly motivated the priesthood’s irrational behavior
in punishing the SGI was sixty-seventh high priest
Nikken Abe’s emotionalism.

IN February 1989, the priesthood proposed a large
increase in the fees paid by lay believers to visit

Taiseki-ji. When Gakkai representatives asked that the
priesthood reconsider the price hikes, the priesthood
retracted its proposal altogether in frustration. This
incident seemed to solidify Nikken’s resolve to dis-
band the Gakkai and gain control of its membership.

On July 16, 1990, Nikken and his close associates
met in secrecy at Taiseki-ji’s branch office in
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Nishikata, Tokyo. At this conference, they agreed on a
plan to enfeeble the Gakkai and gain control over its
membership. The plan was code-named “Operation
C” whose meaning Nikken himself disclosed to one
priest as “Operation Cut”—to “cut off Ikeda from
Nichiren Shoshu and thereby from the Gakkai mem-
bership.” The plan was scheduled to be implemented
in August 1990. The existence of Operation C, denied
by the priesthood, was proven when conference notes
taken by Jitoku Kawabe, a senior priest and partici-
pant in the Nishikata meeting, were made public.The
plan describes in detail steps necessary to achieve its
goal—control of the Gakkai membership. The basic
steps mentioned in the plan include: 1) dismiss Ikeda
from the position of chief lay representative; 2)
demand that priests be selected to comprise half of

the Gakkai’s Board of Directors; 3) prohibit Ikeda
from public appearances and bar reports on his activi-
ties in Gakkai publications; 4) if the Gakkai does not
accept these demands, excommunicate Ikeda and the
lay organization; 5) run an advertisement in major
newspapers for one week announcing that the Gakkai
is no longer associated with Nichiren Shoshu; and 6)
urge members to secede from the Gakkai and directly
join their temple parish.

The following day, July 17, the priesthood held its
regular communication conference with Soka

Gakkai representatives. There, Gakkai leaders requested
that senior officials in the priesthood admonish priests
who were displaying extravagant lifestyles. This request
from the Gakkai inadvertently put the priesthood in an
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awkward position. If it decided to launch Operation C
the following month as scheduled, the action would
reflect badly in public as an emotional reaction to the
Gakkai’s legitimate claim.

On July 18, Nikken called another conference at
Taiseki-ji and decided to postpone the implementa-
tion of Operation C until the event celebrating the
700th anniversary of the head temple’s founding was
completed in October. Meanwhile, in response to the
Gakkai’s request, the priesthood issued a notice con-
taining more than twenty points cautioning priests on
their conduct.

On December 16, 1990, the priesthood sent a letter
of inquiry to the Soka Gakkai accusing Ikeda of not
respecting the high priest and committing doctrinal
errors in his speech at a Soka Gakkai Headquarters
leaders meeting held on November 16. The priest-
hood was using Ikeda’s speech as a pretext to imple-
ment the once-delayed Operation C. The accusations
in the priesthood’s letter of inquiry, however, were
based on inaccurate transcriptions of the speech and
statements taken out of context, which the priesthood
later admitted.

The Gakkai requested a face-to-face meeting with
priesthood representatives to resolve misunderstand-
ings through discussion rather than exchanging docu-
ments. On December 26, the priesthood, however, sent
the Gakkai a letter describing the Gakkai’s response as
“insincere.” Based on the priesthood’s view of itself as
an absolute and unquestionable religious authority,
anything short of immediate supplication to its
demands would now be cast as insincere or slanderous.

On December 27, 1990, the priesthood held an
emergency council session and amended the school’s
rules to place a term limit on the offices of lay repre-
sentatives. The rule meant Ikeda’s term as chief lay
representative would expire immediately. The priest-
hood initially maintained that the loss of Ikeda’s posi-
tion was merely a result of the revisions of its corpo-
rate rules and not intended as punitive. The sequence
of the events, however, clearly indicates that it was
intended to dismiss Ikeda from the highest lay office
of Nichiren Shoshu. This was the first step in the tem-
ple’s implementation of Operation C.

On December 25, just prior to the priesthood’s
action to dismiss Ikeda, Nikken met with active anti-

Gakkai priest Kojun Takahashi and his brother Isao
Dan, an anti-Gakkai tabloid media reporter, at the
head temple. At the meeting, the high priest thanked
Dan for his long-standing critical coverage of the
Gakkai and asked him to further intensify his written
attacks. Nikken also expressed his desire to “gain
200,000 Gakkai members” as a result of expelling
Ikeda from Nichiren Shoshu. This figure, which was
enough to ensure a foundation of financial contribu-
tions for all the branch temples, indicates the calculat-
ing attitude with which Nikken executed Operation C.

On January 1, 1991, the Soka Gakkai sent a letter to
the priesthood, responding to each of the priesthood’s
allegations in its original letter of inquiry. As a result,
the priesthood acknowledged three transcription
errors and one unsubstantiated statement based on
hearsay in their allegations.

On January 16, Soka Gakkai President Einosuke
Akiya sent a letter of protest to Nichiren Shoshu
General Administrator Nichijun Fujimoto, pointing
out the priesthood’s obvious intent to trump up
charges against the Gakkai and demanding its
accountability for the incident as well as the retraction
of punitive measures taken against the Gakkai.

MEANWHILE, as the priesthood saw its initial
allegations based on Ikeda’s speech proven

unjustifiable, Nikken sought another pretext to pro-
ceed with Operation C in Ikeda’s past statements
about the Grand Main Temple (Sho-Hondo). At
nationwide chief priests’ meetings held at the head
temple on January 6 and 10, 1991, Nikken criticized
Ikeda for his statement made on October 12, 1968, at
the ceremony to mark the start of the Grand Main
Temple construction.

At that time, Ikeda described the Grand Main
Temple as “the high sanctuary of the true teaching of
the Lotus Sutra.” Nikken alleged that Ikeda had
attempted to define the significance of the Grand
Main Temple even before the sixty-sixth high priest
Nittatsu. Nikken asserted that Ikeda’s statement
demonstrated his arrogance in overstepping the
bounds of a lay believer and that the current “prob-
lem” of the Gakkai stemmed from this arrogance.

After Nikken’s speech, however, the priesthood
found out that Nittatsu had indeed made statements
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about the significance of the Grand Main Temple as
the high sanctuary prior to October 1968. Nikken’s
claim that Ikeda had done so first was shown to be
false. In spite of the revelation, the priesthood pub-
lished Nikken’s speech in the February issue of Dai-
Nichiren with a brief statement acknowledging
Nittatsu’s prior statements. In protest of the priest-
hood’s decision to publish the speech despite the fact
that the basis of Nikken’s allegations was proven
false, the Gakkai sent a letter requesting a retraction
of those allegations and the priesthood’s apology. In
an attempt to maintain its allegations against the
Gakkai, the priesthood responded in a letter dated
March 9 that some of Nittatsu’s statements had been
inappropriate and were made under the pressure
from the Gakkai. On March 30, the Gakkai then sent
a response to the priesthood, refuting in detail the
priesthood’s allegations.

Despite its unsuccessful attempts to justify its
claims against the Gakkai based on Ikeda’s
November 1990 speech and on his October 1968
statement, the priesthood proceeded with its plan. It
decided that from July 1991, it would abolish the
Gakkai-sponsored pilgrimage to the head temple
and institute a new system in which all believers

must obtain a permit from the chief priest of their
local branch temple to visit Taiseki-ji to worship the
Dai-Gohonzon. Needless to say, the measure was
devised to make Gakkai members directly depen-
dent on their temples, where they could be encour-
aged to secede from their organization and belong
directly to the temple parish. The scheme, however,
produced only small, frustrating results, which
forced the priesthood to its final phase of Operation
C—the excommunication of the SGI.

In November the priesthood excommunicated the
SGI in hopes of boosting its failing campaign to gain
direct supporters. Contrary to the priesthood’s expec-
tation, however, SGI members interpreted this intend-
ed spiritual “death sentence” as a “declaration of spiri-
tual independence” from abusive priestly authority. In
an ironic reversal of the priesthood’s intended pur-
pose, the excommunication encouraged the SGI to
rally under the theme “Soka Renaissance.”

Nichiren Daishonin’s Buddhism could now take
its place as a global religion, rather than the posses-
sion of a provincial and restrictive clergy. Its human-
itarian and egalitarian principles could now be
directly communicated, without dogmatic con-
straints, to the world.
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BESIDES Nikken’s emotionalism, there are some
additional underlying elements behind the recent

conflict. These reflect behavior patterns displayed by
the priesthood over the last seven centuries. First, the
priesthood became so preoccupied with its own pros-
perity that the spread of the Daishonin’s Buddhism
was reduced to a means for economic gain. The
priesthood’s aggressive promotion of funeral-related
rituals such as memorial tablets and posthumous
Buddhist names attests to its view of members’
bereavement merely as a source of income. Second,
the priesthood continues to view lay believers as infe-
riors and to demand an absolute obedience similar to
the feudal relationship between a lord and his vassals.
This archaic attitude, which is contrary to the
Daishonin’s egalitarian teaching, has become a source
of anxiety for the priesthood. This anxiety grew as the
importance of priests to both the practice of individ-
ual believers and to propagation diminished consider-
ably with the successful development of the lay

Buddhist movement. The more the priesthood wished
to assert its superiority and importance, the more
oppressive it became toward lay believers. Trapped in
this vicious cycle, the priesthood under Nikken’s lead-
ership has become extremely authoritarian to a level
never before seen in the school’s history.

From the standpoint of Buddhism, the priest-
hood’s attempt to destroy the SGI is an unavoidable
obstacle to the spread of Buddhism as foretold by the
Lotus Sutra and predicted and experienced by the
Daishonin himself. In the “Former Affairs of the
Bodhisattva Medicine King” chapter of the Lotus
Sutra, Shakyamuni says to Bodhisattva Constellation
King Flower: “After I have passed into extinction, in
the last five hundred year period you must spread 
it [the Lotus Sutra] abroad widely throughout
Jambudvipa and never allow it to be cut off, nor must
you allow evil devils, the devil’s people, heavenly
beings, dragons, yakshas or kumbhanda demons to
seize the advantage!” (The Lotus Sutra, trans. Burton
Watson, p. 288).

This sutra passage describes the Buddha’s mandate
to spread the teachings and ideals of the Lotus Sutra
throughout the world and overcome various obstacles
in the process. In Buddhist history, the SGI’s current
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state of development may be one of few phenomena,
if not the only one, that precisely correspond to the
global spread of Buddhism as foretold by the sutra. As
predicted by the sutra, only when the SGI started to
spread the humanistic ideals of the Lotus Sutra on a
global scale, did this unprecedented obstacle appear.

In the “Encouraging Devotion” chapter of the
Lotus Sutra, the descriptions of those inevitable obsta-
cles that the sutra’s practitioners must face come alive
in vivid detail. The sutra explains its practitioners will
face three kinds of obstacles. First, the practitioners
will face “many ignorant people who will curse and
speak ill” of them and attack them “with swords and
staves” (LS13, 193). Second, the sutra predicts: “In that
evil age there will be monks with perverse wisdom
and hearts that are fawning and crooked who will
suppose they have attained what they have not
attained, being proud and boastful in heart” (Ibid.).
Third, the sutra goes on to state: “Or there will be for-
est-dwelling monks wearing clothing of patched rags
and living in retirement, who will claim they are prac-
ticing the true way, despising and looking down on all
humanity” (Ibid.). Those three kinds of obstacles fac-
ing the sutra’s practitioners are called the three power-
ful enemies of Buddhism, according to the Chinese

Buddhist scholar Miao-lo (711–782). Of these three
powerful enemies, the most powerful is the third kind:
priests who are revered as saints and respected by the
general public and who, in fear of losing fame and
profit, induce the secular authorities to persecute the
sutra’s practitioners.

DURING the Daishonin’s time, Ryokan, chief
priest of Gokuraku-ji, a prestigious temple of the

Ritsu school in Kamakura, fit the sutra’s descriptions
of the third powerful enemy. Ryokan was the main
instigator behind the government’s execution attempt
on the Daishonin and his exile to Sado Island among
other persecutions. Although he was considered a
saintly priest by many for his promotion of public
construction projects, he was amassing personal wealth
behind the scenes and inciting the government to per-
secute the Daishonin and his followers.

In recent events, Nikken, with his abuse of the
office of high priest, has proven himself to be func-
tioning in the same way—as the third of the three
powerful enemies. Using his religious authority,
Nikken devised a plan to destroy the SGI and excom-
municated it to gratify his personal desires.
Furthermore, in league with Japan’s ruling Liberal
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Democratic Party as well as anti-Gakkai journalists
and activists, including Masatomo Yamazaki, Nikken
has supported various anti-Gakkai campaigns in poli-
tics and media. For example, in October 1994, the
LDP started to attack the Soka Gakkai in nationally
televised Diet sessions, calling for Ikeda’s testimony.
The political harassment toward the Gakkai proceed-
ed in accord with a plan detailed in the letter
Yamazaki wrote to Nikken in late 1994.

LDP politicians worked to incite anti-Gakkai senti-
ments in Japan, using the public’s fear of religious
organizations after the sarin gas attack in the Tokyo
subway by the Aum Supreme Truth sect. The ruling
party also attempted to revise the Religious
Corporation Act to restrict the Gakkai’s activities.
Yamazaki’s letter to Nikken indicates the priesthood’s
connection with those political attacks on the Gakkai.

Nichiren Shoshu also supported a petition drive in
April 1992 demanding that the Tokyo metropolitan
government, where the Gakkai is registered as a reli-
gious corporation, dissolve the Gakkai. The petition
was rejected by the Tokyo governor’s office, but
Taiseki-ji later paid ¥10 million to petition-organizer
Nenko Ryu, a former Gakkai leader and longtime
detractor. The priesthood also supported some weekly

tabloids during those anti-Gakkai political campaigns.
For example, Nichiren Shoshu collaborated with the
weekly magazine Shukan Bunshun in publishing arti-
cles critical of the Gakkai.

Nikken’s dismissal of Ikeda from the position of
chief lay representative and expulsion from Nichiren
Shoshu interestingly coincide with the passage from
the Lotus Sutra, which states that the sutra’s practi-
tioners “again and again…will be banished to a place
far removed from towers and temples” (LS13, 195).

As the Daishonin himself experienced through the
persecutions induced by Ryokan, the third of the
three powerful enemies manifests itself in the form of
religious authority. Referring to Ryokan, the
Daishonin states that the third powerful enemy of
Buddhism typically exhibits the characteristics of
greed, jealousy, delusion, lewdness and self-indul-
gence despite the reputation of abiding by Buddhist
precepts (Gosho Zenshu, p. 350). The third powerful
enemy invariably takes the form of religious authority
in order to abuse believers and obstruct the spread of
Buddhism. As the Daishonin explains: “It is the way
of the great devil to assume the form of a venerable
monk” (The Major Writings of Nichiren Daishonin,
vol. 6, p. 31).
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NICHIREN Shoshu’s most recent wrongdoing is
twofold. First, it excommunicated the SGI and

attempted to destroy its international Buddhist move-
ment. To destroy a harmoniously united group of
believers is considered to be the most serious of
offenses in Buddhism since Buddhism cannot benefit
people without a Buddhist order dedicated to its
spread. Second, Nichiren Shoshu has distorted the
Daishonin’s Buddhism by presenting its priest-cen-
tered authoritarian doctrine as orthodox, thus causing
profound confusion among believers.

To bolster the high priest’s authority and thus silence
criticism both internal and external, Nichiren Shoshu
has been propounding the absolute authority of the
high priest and raising his person and administrative
office to the level of an object of religious veneration.
Nichiren Shoshu asserts that believers’ faith in the high
priest is as important as their faith in the Gohonzon. In
a document dated July 30, 1991, Nichiren Shoshu senior
priests stress that the high priest and the Dai-Gohonzon
are “the inseparable object of veneration” and insist that
believers’ faith in those two must be “absolute.” In a doc-
ument dated September 6, 1991, the senior priests also
write: “The Daishonin, who is the original Buddha, the

Dai-Gohonzon of the high sanctuary, and the successive
high priests are one in their internal identity and consti-
tute an inseparable object of veneration.” In the June 1991
issue of Dai-Nichiren, a temple believer writes: “The high
priest is the modern-day Daishonin and, in his internal
identity, is the object of veneration that possesses the
entity of the oneness of the Person and the Law.” Kosei
Mizushima, Nichiren Shoshu vice Study Department
chief, claims in the eleventh issue of Fuji Gakuho, the offi-
cial publication of Taiseki-ji’s seminary: “The essence or
soul of the Law has been transmitted into the body of the
current High Priest Nikken in the same manner as in the
Daishonin’s day without the slightest difference, although
his appearance as an ordinary person and as a vessel of
the Law may be different.” Along with those doctrinal
changes, Nichiren Shoshu also revised its rules and regu-
lations so that those who criticize the high priest may be
subject to punitive measures.

With those doctrinal and administrative revisions,
Nichiren Shoshu has sought to establish the absolute
rule of the high priest. In his sermon at a chief priests’
meeting on August 28, 1997, Nikken cited a letter from
Nichikan, a chief priest of the temple Hosho-ji in the
seventeenth century (a different person from the twenty-
sixth high priest Nichikan), to Taiseki-ji’s chief parish-
ioner written to solidify the fragile position of the newly
appointed nineteenth high priest Nisshun. The letter
states: “The matter of Taiseki-ji [regarding the transfer of
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the office of high priest] is the transmission of the
golden utterances [of the Buddha]. Those who receive
this transmission, learned or unlearned, shall possess
the living body of Shakyamuni and of Nichiren.
Earnest faith in this enables the people of the Latter
Day to sow the seeds of Buddhahood” (Essential
Writings of the Fuji School, vol. 5, p. 271).

Nikken commented on this letter as follows: “Since
a long time ago, I have always thought of this docu-
ment as noteworthy because it explains precisely the
faith of Taiseki-ji.” Nikken, like Nisshun, wished to
gain advantage by supporting dogma that painted the
high priest as an absolute vessel of the Law and equal
of the Buddha.

WHEN faced with the three powerful enemies, the
Daishonin vigorously refuted their erroneous

views while expressing his powerful optimism for the
spread of Buddhism. In his well-known treatise “Rissho
Ankoku Ron,” the Daishonin sharply criticizes the
teaching of the Pure Land school: “Rather than offering
up ten thousand prayers for remedy, it would be better
simply to outlaw this one evil [doctrine] that is the
source of all the trouble!” (MW-2 [2nd ed.], 20). When
he submitted the document to the powerful retired
regent Hojo Tokiyori, the Pure Land school was spread
throughout Japan. The Daishonin points out in the
treatise that its erroneous teaching must be refuted to
alleviate the confusion and suffering of the people. As
shown in this passage, the Daishonin maintained an
uncompromising stance toward what he saw as mis-
leading teachings and corrupt religious authority.

Although he underwent numerous severe persecu-
tions perpetrated by political and religious authority,
the Daishonin’s view of the three powerful enemies was
positive and optimistic. He saw their appearance as
proof of his identity as the votary of the Lotus Sutra as
foretold by the sutra. He states: “Even if it were possible
to point straight at the earth and miss it, if the flowers
were to cease blooming in spring, still I am certain that
these three powerful enemies are bound to appear in
the land of Japan” (MW-2 [2nd ed.], 158).

The Daishonin’s confidence in the appearance of
the three powerful enemies is an expression of his
confidence in his identity as the true practitioner of
the Lotus Sutra as he states: “When I examine these
passages, I know that if I do not call forth these three
enemies of the Lotus Sutra, then I will not be a true
votary of the Lotus Sutra. Only by making them
appear can I be a true votary” (MW-4, 20-21).

The Daishonin also viewed the appearance of the
three powerful enemies as a sign of the spread of
Buddhism. The Daishonin expresses his confidence:
“Great events do not have small omens. When great evil
occurs, great good will follow. Since the worst slander
already prevails throughout the country, the supreme
True Law will spread without fail. What have any of you
to regret? Although you are not the Venerable
Mahakashyapa, you should leap for joy! Although you
are not Shariputra, you should rise and dance!” (MW-5,
161). No doubt such hope and optimism in the appear-
ance of the three powerful enemies were a source of the
Daishonin’s resilience in facing his extreme difficulties.

The essential nature of the priesthood’s recent actions
is the same as that of the corrupt religious authority that
persecuted the Daishonin in the thirteenth century. As
Ryokan was threatened by the Daishonin’s popular
Buddhist movement growing in Kamakura, the priest-
hood views the growing influence of the laity as a sign of
arrogance. The priesthood’s anxiety in losing its power
over lay believers has essentially brought about its recent
oppression of the SGI’s movement to globally spread the
Daishonin’s teachings. In this sense, SGI members may
view the excommunication and other oppressions perpe-
trated by the priesthood as proof of their identity as true
practitioners of the Lotus Sutra and a sign of the greater
spread of the Daishonin’s Buddhism in the near future.
As the Daishonin’s understanding of the three powerful
enemies’ appearance became a source of his hope and
optimism, SGI members’ understanding of the recent
temple issue will no doubt serve as a driving force behind
future development of the Daishonin’s Buddhism. The
priesthood’s excommunication of the SGI, in this sense,
will be recorded as a pivotal moment in the history of
Buddhism. It has served to announce a new era in which
the Daishonin’s humanistic ideals will flow unrestricted,
thus marking the beginning of a real renaissance of the
Daishonin’s Buddhism. ❏

LIVING BUDDHISM • April 1999 29

FUJI SCHOOL

4) Toward the renaissance of the
Daishonin’s Buddhism



April 1999 • LIVING BUDDHISM30

SL
on the

THE WISDOM OF THE LOTUS SUTRA—

A DISCUSSION ON RELIGION IN THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY

THE WISDOM OF THE LOTUS SUTRA—

A DISCUSSION ON RELIGION IN THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY

37Those Who Spread the Mystic Law Ac-
cumulate the Great Life Force

The Buddha preaches a rarely 
encountered Law,

one never heard from times past.
The World-Honored One possesses 

great powers
and his life span cannot be measured.
The countless sons of the Buddha,
hearing the World-Honored One make 

distinctions
and describe the benefits of the Law 

they will gain,
find their whole bodies filled with joy.
(The Lotus Sutra, chapter 17, p. 235)

KATSUJI SAITO: It is now three years since we
began our “journey” through the Lotus Sutra. The time
has really flown by.

PRESIDENT IKEDA: You may feel it’s flown by, but
doing this every month is wearing me out! But, since
this undertaking is vital in paving the way for the cen-
tury of life, let’s forge ahead and complete our quest.

This is the thirty-seventh installment of an ongoing discus-

sion on the Lotus Sutra among SGI President Ikeda and

Soka Gakkai Study Department Chief Katsuji Saito and

Vice Chiefs Takanori Endo and Haruo Suda. It appeared in

the February 1998 issue of The Daibyakurenge, the Soka

Gakkai study journal.

How does our life change as we come to grips with the

“Life Span” chapter’s teaching about the eternity of life? This

time the participants discuss the “Distinctions in Benefits”

(seventeenth) chapter, exploring what it means to lead a life

of value creation—a life where one is able to transform life’s

hardships into a source of value and benefit.

DIALOGUELotus Sutra



IKEDA: We now come to three chapters that all con-
tain the word benefit in their titles: “Distinctions in
Benefits,” the seventeenth; “Benefits of Responding
with Joy,” the eighteenth; and “Benefits of the Teacher
of the Law,” the nineteenth. Each provides an explana-
tion of the benefit of the Mystic Law. In particular, they
describe the great benefit of spreading that Law, and
the change and growth that one devoted to working for
kosen-rufu experiences. In that sense, it is the members
of the SGI who are truly living the teachings of these
chapters. Let us proceed with that conviction.

To start with, what is the meaning of benefit? 
HARUO SUDA: Basically, the term means gain. It

also implies the Buddhist concept of the beneficial
power to produce good fortune and merit. Beneficial
power is action that creates happiness and good, while
good fortune and merit are the effects produced by this
power. Positive action, or making good causes, has in-
trinsic virtue that brings one good fortune and merit.
In some cases, the term benefit is used to refer to this
innate virtue of positive action.

We Accumulate Benefit 
Through Action

IKEDA: That’s a pretty complicated explanation!
The bottom line is, positive action has inherent bene-
fit. Benefit is definitely not something that comes to
us from the outside; rather, it wells forth from within
our lives, manifested through our own actions. It
gushes out like water rising from a spring. That’s what
benefit is.

TAKANORI ENDO: In other words, true benefit has
nothing to do with pinning one’s hopes on being favored
by an external source, like some kind of windfall.

IKEDA: Nichiren Daishonin says that benefit arises
through “purifying the six sense organs.” The purifica-
tion of the six senses of sight, sound, smell, taste, touch
and mind is itself the purification of one’s life. In other
words, it is doing our human revolution and trans-
forming our destiny.

[The section of the “Record of the Orally Trans-
mitted Teachings“ (Ongi Kuden) dealing with the “Ben-
efits of the Teacher of the Law” chapter says, “‘Benefit’
means the result and recompense of purifying the six

sense organs.… Benefit is attaining Buddhahood in
one’s present form and the purification of the six sense
organs” (Gosho Zenshu, p. 762).]

Attaining Buddhahood, that is to say, doing one’s
human revolution, is the supreme benefit. All the so-
called worldly benefits manifest as concrete proof of
happiness to the extent that we have purified our lives;
this is in accord with the principle of the oneness of life
and environment.

SAITO: So, elevating our state of life is the founda-
tion of all benefit.

IKEDA: Yes. When we change, we can, as the
Daishonin says, “gather fortune from ten thousand
miles afar” (The Major Writings of Nichiren Daishonin,
vol. 1, p. 272).

President Toda often said, “Supposing the benefit I
have received is comparable in size to this auditorium,
then what you call benefit is only about the size of the
tip of your little finger.” Mr. Toda received enormous
benefit as the result of his actions for the sake of the
Law, enduring great persecution alongside his mentor
Tsunesaburo Makiguchi, the founding president of the
Soka Gakkai, and willingly accompanying him to
prison in the struggle to promote kosen-rufu.

Nichiren Daishonin says, “The element ku [in the
word kudoku, or benefit] means eliminating evil, while
the element doku means producing good” (GZ, 762).
Benefit in the Daishonin’s Buddhism means getting rid
of the fundamental darkness in one’s life and bringing
forth goodness. To manifest benefit we need to carry
out the practice of propagating the Daishonin’s teach-
ing. Doing so means refuting the mistaken beliefs that
cause people to suffer and enabling them instead to live
based on the Mystic Law.

SAITO: Propagation is the action we take to “elimi-
nate evil and produce good.” Through carrying out this
practice for others, we also manifest the same effect in
our own life.

IKEDA: On the other hand, the Daishonin says,
“Both master and disciple will surely fall into the hell of
incessant suffering if they see enemies of the Lotus
Sutra and fail to reproach them” (MW-1, 165). Sharing
Buddhism with others is all-important.

The next three chapters that we will study mark the
start of the transmission section1 of the Lotus Sutra.
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Transmission, as the word implies, means propagation.
In other words, the chapters after “Life Span”2 explain
the benefit of propagating the teaching. We can only
become happy as much as we strive to help others
become happy through faith in the Mystic Law. This is
the concept of benefit in Buddhism.

ENDO: In terms of the mentor-disciple relation-
ship, transmission is the work of the disciples.
Therefore, from this chapter forward the focus will be
on the efforts of the Buddha’s disciples.

A Living Philosophy Must Address
the Reality of Life 

SUDA: Some mistakenly interpret the teaching of
benefit as indicating a preoccupation with material
gain, and on that account look upon Buddhism as an
inferior religion. But the Buddhist doctrine of benefit
has to do primarily with purifying and revolutioniz-
ing one’s life.

IKEDA: Perhaps it would be more accurate to look
at benefit in terms of value, or value creation. There are
three kinds of value: beauty, gain and good.3 The oppo-
sites of these could be termed anti-values. Don’t all
people aim to bring value to their lives? 

SUDA: Working, eating, reading books, trying to
cure disease—all are attempts to acquire or create some
kind of value.

IKEDA: Everyone seeks happiness, just as plants and
trees instinctively grow toward the sun. We always
strive for a better life. This is only natural. To ignore or
lose such drive is to be as good as dead.

SAITO: Consciously or not, all people seek happi-
ness, value and benefit. It seems to me that this is indis-
putable. It is from the standpoint of this truth that all
theory and explanation must begin. Any philosophy
not based on this premise is no more than dead theory
that has no bearing on reality.

ENDO: Throughout the history of Buddhism, since
the time of Shakyamuni, never has the idea of gain
been rejected. All along, Buddhism has urged that peo-
ple accumulate benefit.

The Buddhist term benefit is written in Japanese
with two Chinese characters. The first can be inter-
preted as meaning happiness and the second as mean-
ing gain.4

SUDA: Of course, benefit in Buddhism does not
refer only to the kind of gain that is visible to the eye.
But if Buddhism were to reject such gain altogether,
however, it would be no more than an abstract doctrine
divorced from actual life, an enervated religion lacking
the power to help people realize concrete improvement
in their lives.

Even Illusion Becomes Benefit

IKEDA: Many people certainly hold the bias that
religion merely pertains to the subjective realm of life.
But Buddhism is the law of life; it is a teaching for
daily life.

Viewed subjectively, life is a matter of self—of how
we experience our own existence. Viewed objectively,
from the outside, it is a matter of how we live—our
daily activities. It’s neither entirely one nor the other.
Partiality to the subjective view leads to an emphasis on
the spiritual, while partiality to the objective view leads
to an emphasis on the material.
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From the “Record of the Orally
Transmitted Teachings”

Those [bodhisattvas] who had heard in the prior

[“Life Span”] chapter about the Buddha’s true iden-

tity as the Thus Come One inherently endowed with

the three enlightened properties whose life is eter-

nal, themselves come to believe in and understand

the “inherent three enlightened properties.” The

[“Distinctions in Benefit”] chapter clarifies the ben-

efit that these bodhisattvas accrue through their

belief and understanding.

In other words, when they believe and under-

stand the inherent three enlightened properties,

they then recognize that the earthly desires of the

three poisons innate to living beings in each of the

ten worlds are the benefit of the Mystic Law. The

benefit is that they awaken to the fact that their own

life is inherently an entity of Nam-myoho-renge-

kyo. (GZ, 799)



Buddhism rejects bias toward either one of these ex-
tremes, enabling us to purify and strengthen our being
while improving our daily lives. Put another way,
through realizing improvement in daily life, we elevate
our being.

For example, Buddhism speaks of attaining a state
in which all our wishes are fulfilled. Wishes relate to
the objective world. Being fulfilled means a sense of
satisfaction experienced in the subjective realm.
When these two are fused harmoniously, we attain
the state of “fulfillment of all wishes”; this is a condi-
tion of happiness. That is how President Toda framed
the issue.

SUDA: This seems to suggest that even a person
with few wishes can readily find fulfillment.

IKEDA: I think it was Socrates who said that having
few desires is the path to happiness.

SAITO: It seems to me that practitioners of
Hinayana Buddhism seek to attain happiness through
the elimination of desire. By contrast, Mahayana Bud-
dhism, and the Lotus Sutra in particular, teaches the
principle that “earthly desires are enlightenment.” It
imparts the wisdom that enables us to channel the life-
energy of earthly desires in the direction of good rather
than something destructive.

IKEDA: The Lotus Sutra teaches that we can make
our entire being blaze with the strong desire to attain a
great objective. It teaches not that we should suppress
anger, for instance, but that anger has a role to play in
fueling our efforts to battle iniquity.

The “Orally Transmitted Teachings” read, “In the
‘Distinctions in Benefits’ chapter…they [the bodhi-
sattvas] then recognize that the earthly desires of the
three poisons innate to living beings in each of the Ten
Worlds are the benefit of the Mystic Law” (GZ, 799).

To urge people to discard the three poisons of greed,
anger and foolishness from their lives would only breed
hypocrisy. Besides, people who suppress their true feel-
ings, who are content with being docile, powerless and

merely swept along by outside influences, are perfect
candidates to be taken advantage of and used by the
negative forces rampant in the Latter Day of the Law.

The Daishonin, however, urges that we challenge
evil with great indignation and passion. When we base
ourselves on the Mystic Law, everything becomes a
source of value creation. This is the philosophy of the
Lotus Sutra.

Benefit, or gain, and loss are not exclusive to the
realm of religion. All people’s lives are, in a way, a suc-
cession of instances of gain and loss, value and anti-
value. In business, selling is gain or value. But if the
goods are sold at too low a price, the business takes a
loss. When a painter realizes his or her subjective desire
to paint a wonderful masterpiece (i.e., create the value
of “beauty”), a fusion of subject and object occurs, fill-
ing the person with a sense of happiness. And when the
painting is purchased, gain is realized.

When we are able to create value, we feel happy. The
purpose of the Lotus Sutra is to enable us to develop in
our inner, or subjective, world the great life force to
create value no matter what circumstances we may
encounter in our outer, or objective, world. That’s
what is the process called human revolution.

SUDA: That is true benefit.
IKEDA: Taking faith in the Daishonin’s Buddhism

does not mean that all difficulties will disappear.
Being alive means that we will have problems of one
kind or another. But no matter what happens, it’s im-
portant that we remain firm in our hearts. The
Mystic Law is the teaching of “earthly desires are en-
lightenment” and “the sufferings of birth and death
are nirvana.”

As long as we have the spirit of faith to dedicate our
lives to advancing kosen-rufu, everything that happens
to us will become our benefit without fail. Though we
may not realize it while it’s happening, gradually our
lives enter a path where “all wishes are fulfilled” and we
can honestly say, “Everything that I’ve gone through
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As long as we have the spirit of faith to dedicate our lives to
advancing kosen-rufu, everything that happens to us 

will become our benefit without fail.



has really been for the best.” This said, let’s begin
our study of these three chapters, starting with
“Distinctions in Benefits.”

The “Benefit of the Jigage”

ENDO: This chapter describes how those who had
heard the preaching of the preceding “Life Span” chap-
ter received benefit of different kinds according to their
state of life. This benefit is distinguished according to
twelve different levels. That is why the chapter is called
“Distinctions in Benefits.”

SAITO: The Daishonin calls this benefit collectively
the “benefit of the Jigage.”5 In “Letter to Horen” he says:

But it is not for me to describe the blessings deriving

from the Jigage. Rather I refer to the subsequent Fum-

betsu kudoku [Distinctions in Benefits] chapter, which

elaborates on them. It says that those persons who

became Buddhas after hearing the Jigage are equal in

number to the particles of dust in a minor world sys-

tem or a major world system. (MW-7, 111)

IKEDA: We could discuss this from many different
angles. But from the standpoint of Nichiren Daishonin’s
Buddhism, listening to the preaching of the Jigage and
becoming a Buddha is the benefit of worshipping the
“Nam-myoho-renge-kyo Thus Come One.” This is the
great benefit of revering the Gohonzon. It is the great
benefit of believing and understanding that since the
remote past our lives have been one and inseparable
with the life of the “Buddha of time without beginning.”

SUDA: The “Distinctions in Benefits” chapter begins
as follows: “At that time, when the great assembly heard
the Buddha describe how his life span lasted such a very
long number of kalpas, immeasurable, boundless
asamkhyas of living beings gained a great many rich
benefits” (LS17, 233).

ENDO: It explains the content of these “great many
rich benefits” as follows:
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Some abide in the stage of 
no regression,

some have acquired dharanis,
some can speak pleasingly and 

without hindrance
or retain ten thousand, a million 

repetitions of the teachings.
Some bodhisattvas numerous as the 

dust particles
of a thousand major worlds
are all able to turn
the unregressing wheel of the Law.
Some bodhisattvas numerous as the 

dust particles
of a thousand intermediate worlds
are all able to turn
the pure wheel of the Law....
Thus when living beings
hear of the great length of the 

Buddha’s life,

they gain pure fruits and rewards
that are immeasurable and free 

of outflows. (LS17, 235–36)

IKEDA: In this passage, Bodhisattva Maitreya (Jpn.
Miroku) is summarizing and restating the benefit that
Shakyamuni has described.

ENDO: Yes. Regarding the first of these benefits, that
of abiding in the stage of no regression, “no regression”
means not backsliding. In other words, it is to attain the
state in which one can advance eternally, always realiz-
ing growth and improvement.

IKEDA: That’s right. It has often been said that not
to advance or to struggle is to retreat. A person who
attains the “stage of no regression” is already a winner.

SAITO: To “acquire dharanis,” here, means gaining
the ability “to retain all that they hear” (LS17, 233–34).

IKEDA: The Daishonin says, “Few continue their
faith in the face of great obstacles” (MW-1, 127). And
“Foolish men are likely to forget the promises they have

LIVING BUDDHISM • April 1999 35

LOTUS SUTRA

SGI President Ikeda comments: “Everything in the universe is
alive. Everything is an entity of life and death, an entity of the
Mystic Law.” Like human beings, stars go through the cycle of
life and death. Above are pictures of dying stars. (From left to
right: the Egg Nebula, the planetary nebulae MyCn 18 and NGC
7027, and Southern Ring Nebula.)
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made when the crucial moment comes” (MW-2 [2nd
ed.], 180). Essentially, taking faith in this sutra means
attaining a state of life where one does not forget one’s
promises. It means correctly remembering and putting
into practice the teachings of the mentor.

The More We Speak,
The More Powerful
Our “Voice” Becomes

SUDA: To “speak pleasingly and without hindrance”
is also expressed elsewhere as gaining “the eloquence
that allows them to speak pleasingly and without hin-
drance” (LS17, 234). This is referring to the ability to
freely explain the Law without impediment and in a
manner that brings joy to listeners.

IKEDA: The Daishonin says, “The voice does the
Buddha’s work” (GZ, 708). We have to use our voices.
This means we must speak eloquently and intelligent-
ly. There may also be times when having the gift of
gab is useful! 

Of course, eloquence does not mean simply being
long-winded. Sometimes just a few well-chosen words
will suffice to deftly refute a misconception. Also, using
our voice to do the Buddha’s work means being able to
correctly respond to whatever it is that someone wants
to know in the depths of their heart. If you yourself
don’t know the answer, you can invite the person to
join you in going to talk to someone who does.
Sometimes that’s the best course to take.

What is important is to possess the ability to move
people’s hearts and to empathize with them. In short,
this is what it means to freely employ one’s voice for
kosen-rufu.

SAITO: I think this certainly describes your efforts
to write and to speak with people all over the world.
Your published dialogues with people from all areas of
society alone number approximately thirty.

IKEDA: What I have been able to accomplish is a tes-
tament to the immense power of Buddhism. The great
power of the Mystic Law is still not fully understood.

The Spirit Never Rests

SUDA: Next, the sutra says the bodhisattvas can
“retain ten thousand, a million repetitions of the teach-
ings.” In the prose section it says they gain “dharanis
that allow them to retain hundreds, thousands, ten
thousands, millions, immeasurable repetitions of the
teachings” (LS 17, 234). The expression used here liter-
ally means causing a collection of things of different
weight to spin around, and separating them through
centrifugal force. This seems to indicate the spiritual
power to separate out and sublimate earthly desires by
“rotating” them at a tremendous speed, and thereby
revealing the greatness of the Buddha. The Sanskrit
term dharani denotes the spiritual power to promote
good and thwart evil.

IKEDA: As this passage implies by its description of
things rotating at high velocity, to live a truly peaceful
existence requires diligently and vigorously challenging
the negative forces that aim to cause suffering. The bene-
fits enumerated next also contain the idea of rotation.

SUDA: Yes, the fifth kind of benefit is the ability to
“turn the unregressing wheel of the Law.” And the sixth
is the ability to “turn the pure wheel of the Law.” The
phrase “wheel of the Law” comes from the fact that the
Buddha, in expounding the Law, is metaphorically said
to “turn the wheel” of teaching. I think these passages
express an unceasing and dynamic faith—a faith dedi-
cated to conveying the Buddha’s pure teaching to oth-
ers and spreading it far and wide.

ENDO: The passage continues by saying that many
bodhisattvas “are assured that after eight more rebirths
they will be able to complete the Buddha way.”(LS17,
235) It further states that after four, three, two or one
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more rebirth, many bodhisattvas will attain the perfect
and unsurpassed enlightenment. And it concludes the
introduction of the benefit of listening to the “Life
Span” chapter by declaring, “All [living beings] are
endowed with good roots to help them set their minds
on the unsurpassed way” (LS17, 237).

SAITO: The Great Teacher T’ien-t’ai of China cate-
gorizes these benefits according to the fifty-two stages of

bodhisattva practice.6 The sutra describes various bene-
fits that bodhisattvas receive. At first, it may seem to
suggest that people can only receive benefit according to
their specific level of attainment. But, contrary to that
viewpoint, I think it actually reveals the great power of
the “Life Span” chapter to benefit any and all people.

IKEDA: All benefit that can be attained through
bodhisattva practice comes from faith in the “Life

LIVING BUDDHISM • April 1999 37

LOTUS SUTRA

FROM one perspective, what
we call benefit in Buddhism

comes from the positive relation-
ships we create with our environ-
ment and with the people and
events we encounter in life. To
create such relationships, we
must perceive things correctly so
that we may act wisely. If our
perception and grasp of our sur-
roundings is clear, we can exer-
cise wisdom and create positive
value, happiness and joy.

But if our perception is clouded,
we are more likely to bring suffer-
ing upon ourselves. This is why
Nichiren Daishonin states: “‘Ben-
efit’ means the result and recom-
pense of purifying the six sense
organs.… Benefit is attaining
Buddhahood in one’s present
form and the purification of the
six sense organs” (Gosho Zenshu,
p. 762).

When we clearly perceive the
positive meaning in our experi-
ences, even in unpleasant ones
such as unemployment, divorce
or sickness, we can find hope and
use any experience as an impetus
for growth. In other words, how
we perceive things determines

largely whether we create happi-
ness or suffering in our lives. This
is why Buddhism emphasizes “the
purification of the six senses.”

“Purifying the six senses,” how-
ever, does not mean that we elim-
inate what Buddhism regards as
life’s impurities: greed, anger,
foolishness, arrogance and doubt.
These so-called earthly desires are
always a part of us, as is our Bud-
dhahood. When we practice the
Daishonin’s Buddhism, we acti-
vate our inner state of Buddha-
hood, which imbues our lives
with the strength and wisdom not
to allow these “impurities” to in-
fluence our decisions and actions.
We no longer see things through
an impure or tainted “lens.”

And from this enlightened per-
spective, we begin to recognize our
own “impurities” and how they
cause us to suffer. The wisdom of
Buddhahood can even cause these
impure qualities to function in a
positive way. It can transform
greed, for example, into a strong
desire for happiness for self and
others; anger can become a strong
sense of justice; foolishness, spon-
taneity; arrogance, tenacity; and

doubt, a healthy skepticism or
sense of inquiry.

Some may equate purity with
innocence and innocence with
ignorance. But the Buddhist view
of being “pure” is to have total
self-knowledge; it is an ability to
see ourselves clearly for what we
are and remain uninfluenced by
our innate negativity. This is why
the Daishonin states: “Among
those who wish to become Bud-
dhas through attempting to erad-
icate earthly desires and shun-
ning the lower nine worlds, there
is not one ordinary person who
actually attained enlightenment”
(GZ, 403).

In this sense, the illusion of
imagining oneself to be a person
devoid of the potential for greed,
anger, foolishness, arrogance and
doubt is itself a great “impurity.”
So the aim of Buddhism is to
enable us take off those tainted
glasses and see ourselves and what
is around us in the light of truth.
We may not like everything we
see, but clearly perceiving reality
by “purifying the six senses” is a
first important step toward true
happiness.

Purifying Our Six Senses



Span” chapter. That’s because those bodhisattvas who
reach the stage of enlightenment almost equivalent to
the Buddha’s when they hear the “Life Span” chapter
simultaneously awaken to the Mystic Law of time
without beginning. It is at that moment that they
make the transition from the stage of common mor-
tals who have just embraced the Lotus Sutra to that of
the Buddha.

It is as though they are steadily climbing a moun-
tain with their sights set on reaching the state of
enlightenment, the life-state of the Buddha. But when
they arrive at the top, at the summit of the “Life Span”
chapter, what do they see, what kind of scene unfolds
before them? They perceive that the true Buddha en-
lightened from time without beginning is constantly
and tirelessly carrying out activities in the world to
lead all beings to enlightenment. They understand
that they themselves once received his instruction.
And they realize that they themselves were originally
united in a relation of mentor and disciple with the
Buddha who is one with the universe.

In other words, they recollect the truth of their own
lives, remembering where they had come from and
where they are going, and envision their true identity.
They recall their mission to ceaselessly work together
with the eternal and fundamental Buddha to lead oth-
ers to enlightenment.

Essentially, those bodhisattvas awaken to the truth
that Buddhahood, or enlightenment, is certainly not a
static goal. Embracing the Lotus Sutra itself is the way
to enlightenment for ordinary people. To live with the
original cause of Buddhahood as the center of one’s
life and never stop progressing is to embody the life of
the Buddha.

This is the conclusion of this sutra.
SAITO: This is not clearly stated on the surface of

the “Life Span” chapter. But the teaching that the Bud-
dha attained enlightenment in the extremely remote
past, provides us with a clue that enables us to under-
stand this.

SUDA: Shakyamuni explains that he attained en-
lightenment long ago in the remote past. Those in the
assembly who hear this and consequently reach the
stage of enlightenment almost equal to the Buddha
understand that the Mystic Law from time without
beginning, the teaching by which Shakyamuni

became enlightened, is itself the true cause for attain-
ing Buddhahood.

ENDO: I think therefore that the fundamental
teaching of the sutra is that the common mortals who
embrace it instantly arrive at a state of enlightenment
equal to that of Shakyamuni.

Celestial Bodies Exhibit
a Wide Range of Aspects
Upon Death

IKEDA: Those people return to the very core of
their own lives. They understand that they are one with
the single great living entity that is the entire universe.

This might seem like a digression, but I recently saw a
number of pictures of dying stars released by the U.S.
National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA).7

SUDA: Yes. The photographs were taken by the Hubble
Space Telescope. Interestingly, the stars exhibited a variety
of different shapes: “sphere-shaped,” “balloon-shaped,”
“sprinkler-shaped,” “butterfly-shaped,” “rocket engine
exhaust-shaped” and “pinwheel-shaped.”

ENDO: Stars also go through the cycle of birth and
death.

IKEDA: It seems that stars exhibit different kinds of
death depending on their mass. Many stars of approxi-
mately the same mass as our sun burn out completely
in the final stage and, while slowly emitting gas, even-
tually become dim stars known as white dwarfs.

SAITO: Among people, too, there are those who
completely “burn out” and quietly fade away! 

IKEDA: On the other hand, a star of several times
the mass of the sun will produce a brilliant explosion
on death.

SAITO: Such an explosion is termed a supernova.
IKEDA: That’s right. In his Meigetsuki (Bright Moon

Diary), Japanese literary figure Fujiwara no Teika
(1162–1241) discusses the great supernova that created
what today we call the Crab Nebula. On the Western
calendar, that was in the year 1054, during the latter
half of Japan’s Heian Period (794–1185).

ENDO: That’s just two years after 1052, the date tra-
ditionally taken to mark the start of the Latter Day of
the Law.

SUDA: After eruption, the luminosity of a supernova
suddenly increases millions of times its normal level.
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Some are so brilliant that they can be seen with the
naked eye even in daylight. They also grow dim in time.

IKEDA: The supernova that appeared in 1054 was
recorded by astronomers in China and Arabia. And
line drawings were found in caves in North America
that seem to record the same event.

ENDO: How far do you think the Crab Nebula is
from Earth? 

SUDA: I understand that it’s about 7,200 light
years away.

ENDO: For the death of a star so remote to have
caused such a stir on Earth means it must have been
an exhibition of enormous energy—a truly remark-
able event!

SUDA: There are no doubt people who aspire to go
out in such a blaze of glory!

SAITO: From the photos recently released, I was
intrigued by the finding that stars in the same class as
our sun seem to undergo many kinds of death.

IKEDA: Everything in the universe is alive. Every-
thing is an entity of life and death, an entity of the
Mystic Law.

Even if we only look at the material aspect, matter
that is scattered throughout the universe as a result of
the death of a star will be used in the birth of new stars
and in the bodies of biological organisms. It may be
that the atoms making up our bodies, too, were once
shining as part of a star somewhere.

Human beings are children of the stars, of the uni-
verse. Our lives are one with the great life of the uni-
verse. The benefit of Nam-myoho-renge-kyo is literal-
ly the benefit of the entire universe. It is inexhaustible.
Limitless.

The “Distinctions in Benefits” chapter says, “He will
gain immeasurable merits, boundless as the open air”
(LS17, 243).

And:
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Their virtue will be uppermost, immea-
surable and boundless, as the open
sky, east, west, north and south, in the
four intermediate directions and up
and down, is immeasurable and
boundless. The blessings of such per-
sons will be as immeasurable and
boundless as this.” (LS17, 241)

Attaining a State of Life in Which 
All Wishes Are Fulfilled

IKEDA: The benefit of the Gohonzon is infinite
and boundless, and is therefore impossible to thor-
oughly explain.

In his commentary on Nichiren Daishonin’s “The
True Object of Worship,” Nichikan, the twenty-sixth
high priest, says: “[If you have faith in this Gohonzon
and chant Nam-myoho-renge-kyo even for a short
while] no prayer will go unanswered, no offense un-
expiated, no good fortune unbestowed, and all right-
eousness proven.”8 Such absolute conviction contains
all the benefits of the four stages of faith and five
stages of practice9 described in the “Distinctions in
Benefits” chapter.

As long as we have faith, there is no difficulty we
cannot overcome. The great life force of the lion king
wells up in our lives, the Daishonin’s boundless spirit
comes pouring out. The “Distinctions in Benefits”
chapter describes the practitioners of the sutra as
“roaring like a lion” (LS17, 239) in the same manner as
the Buddha.

SAITO: Those who hear of and believe in the un-
fathomable life span of the Buddha state the following
pledge upon accepting the Lotus Sutra:

Our wish is that in future ages
we may use our long lives to save 

living beings.

Just as today the World-Honored One,
king of the Shakyas,
roars like a lion in the place

of practice,
preaching the Law without fear,
so may we too in ages to come,
honored and revered by all,
when we sit in the place of practice
describe our life span in the same 

manner. (LS17, 239)

IKEDA: “Long lives” here means living with the
unsurpassed life of the Mystic Law. The Chinese term
for lion comprises two elements: the first means
teacher or mentor, and the second disciple. “Roars like
a lion” refers to the oneness of mentor and disciple
where mentor and disciple call out in unison. This is
the true meaning of propagation.

Early on in my practice, I made the determination:
“President Toda is the mentor of propagation in the
Latter Day, and I am his disciple. Therefore, it is im-
possible that I should be unable to propagate Nichiren
Daishonin’s teaching.” With that resolve, I accom-
plished propagation of the Daishonin’s teaching sec-
ond to none.

The chapter says that the disciples are “without fear.”
We should never be afraid. We need not be fearful, or
complain or lament our situation. Rather, we must
have bright, vital faith. Then the limitless beneficial
power of the Mystic Law will flow through our lives.

All along, I have continued to spread the Daishonin’s
teaching and protect the Soka Gakkai while enduring
all manner of persecution and overcoming all kinds of
obstacles. As a result, I have received truly immense
benefit from my practice to the Gohonzon.

Although we are all chanting to the same Gohonzon,
if our faith is weak, we will not savor the truly great joy
of faith pouring out of our lives. The benefit that we
receive differs depending on our faith. Each person’s
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benefit is unique and different. This is the meaning of
“distinctions in benefits.”

Again, while the manner in which benefit manifests
differs for each person depending on their faith, life-
condition and karma, as long as we persevere in faith,
in the end we are sure to attain the state “in which all
wishes are fulfilled.” This is the profound meaning of
“distinctions in benefits.”

For example, while we should of course exercise care
to avoid accidents, the Daishonin teaches that even if
we should die in an unfortunate accident, as long as we
have embraced strong faith, then “in the space of a
moment”(GZ, 574) we will return to the ranks of those
working for kosen-rufu.

A passage from the Nirvana Sutra cited in his writ-
ings says, “Even if you are killed by a mad elephant, you
will not fall into the three evil paths. But if you are
killed by an evil friend, you are certain to fall into
them” (MW-5, 168). In modern terms, to be “killed by
a mad elephant” would be comparable to dying in a
traffic accident.

Those who die in the course of carrying out activi-
ties for kosen-rufu cannot fail to receive great effects
from their faith. The Daishonin makes this clear in
such writings as “Lessening One’s Karmic Retribution.”
This sort of death literally exemplifies the principle of
giving one’s life for the sake of the Law. This is the most
noble way to die.

A Sense of Calm and Security 
at the Moment of Death

SAITO: A little earlier it was mentioned that dying
stars exhibit a variety of different aspects. The same is
true of people’s deaths.

Akiko Kojima, the secretary of the Soka Gakkai
nurses group, expressed to me her belief that the view
of life and death that we hold while alive is a very
important factor in determining our final moments.
But if it is only a matter of theory and knowledge, she
says, it will count for absolutely nothing when that
moment comes. Ms. Kojima further remarked that
under the assault of the three poisons of greed, anger
and stupidity that come spewing forth at the time of
death, unless one feels true calm and security in the
depths of one’s heart, one cannot weather the ordeal.

Naturally, status and wealth are irrelevant; nor do
leadership positions in the organization count for any-
thing at the time of death. Ms. Kojima says that, even if
a leader goes to extreme lengths to conceal his or her
pain out of a sense of responsibility, one cannot hide
one’s suffering at the moment of death.

ENDO: There was a men’s division member who
until the moment he passed away never ceased encour-
aging those who came to visit him. As the end
approached, his wife, who had looked after him
throughout the course of his illness, began crying. No-
ticing this, he turned to her and said, “There’s no need
to cry,” adding, “I think that this is the end. Please con-
vey my thanks to all of the nurses for their hard work.”
He died encouraging his wife to the very end.

SUDA: I also heard the story of a women’s division
member whom the nurses would later compare to a
“marshmallow.” The reason they said this was that each
nurse who attended her felt as though she were being
gently embraced in a soft marshmallow. The woman
possessed abundant warmth and concern for others.
And to the very last she continued to bring joy to those
around her with her magnanimous spirit.

IKEDA: That is the life of a bodhisattva. No, of a
Buddha. Not only do such people strive to revolution-
ize their own state of life, but they constantly make
efforts to elevate the state of life of those around them
to the very end.

SAITO: The “Distinctions in Benefits” chapter
describes the benefit that accrues to those who under-
stand the importance of the long duration of the
Buddha’s life span, that is to say, the benefit of awaken-
ing to the eternity of life. This probably manifests in
their appearance at the time of death.

IKEDA: Yes. This is not mere theorizing divorced
from reality. We must live earnestly, always moving
forward energetically, proud to be able to experience
complete fulfillment in both life and death. Bud-
dhism was expounded to enable us to manifest such
great life force.

The “Distinctions in Benefits” chapter in one place
speaks of people who are “diligent and courageous,
mastering all the good doctrines, keen in faculties and
wisdom, good at answering difficult questions” (LS17,
242). Diligent and courageous—doesn’t this describe
SGI members? 
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A Life of Struggle to the Finish

SUDA: Ms. Kojima, whom I mentioned a little ear-
lier, told me that she had one patient who impressed
her more than any other. That patient, a men’s division
member, died of cancer. But no matter how dire his sit-
uation became in the course of his illness, he main-
tained a fighting spirit to the very last.

Even when he was receiving treatment, and even
when he was experiencing the most pain, his will to
fight never abated. He would tell his doctors and nurs-
es exactly how he felt and discuss methods of treatment
with them, all the while challenging his situation with
every ounce of his energy.

Ms. Kojima says that his eyes left the strongest im-
pression on her. She describes them as the eyes of a
master swordsman. At one point in his treatment he
made a recovery and was discharged from the hospital,
only to be hospitalized again when the cancer recurred.
But even at that time, she reports, his “swordsman’s

eyes” glowed with the same unshakable determination.
She also relates feeling that even though his body was
being devoured by cancer, his life itself continued to
burn as strongly as ever.

IKEDA: To live vigorously through every ordeal is
proof that someone understands the eternity of life.
Eternal life is not something that we can verify with our
eyes, but it is something that we can believe in.

SAITO: The Lotus Sutra repeatedly emphasizes the
importance of belief.

IKEDA: Belief means basing one’s entire life on the
Law. It is the state where our actions themselves mani-
fest faith. This is true of propagation and of encourag-
ing friends. By struggling to communicate an under-
standing of the Mystic Law to someone, we polish our
own life. And a life that has been thoroughly polished
can soar freely throughout the three existences of past,
present and future.

Without our even realizing it, we attain a state of
eternal freedom. Like a rocket that can traverse the
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universe, our lives store up an inexhaustible supply of
energy. We develop the great life force of the lion king.
That is the benefit of the “Life Span of the Thus Come
One” chapter.

SAITO: I am reminded of the benefit described in
“Distinctions in Benefits” of gaining the “truth of
birthlessness” (LS17, 233). Similar to the benefit of
“abiding in the stage of no regression” that we talked
about earlier, this indicates a state of confidence that
there is neither birth nor death, that, in other words,
life is eternal. It basically affirms that all phenomena
are free from birth and death.

IKEDA: Our lives are one with the eternal Buddha.
The Buddha is none other than our own lives. When we
have this great confidence, we will definitely never be-
come deadlocked. We can advance limitlessly, overcom-
ing all suffering, all sadness, all inertia. We attain a calm
state of no regression.

ENDO: That is a life imbued with the optimism of
Buddhism.

IKEDA: Buddhist optimism is not the escapist opti-
mism of those who throw up their hands and say,
“Somehow or other things will work out.” Rather it
means clearly recognizing evil as evil and suffering as
suffering, and resolutely fighting to overcome it. It
means believing in one’s own ability and strength to
struggle against any evil or any obstacle. It is “fighting
optimism.”

Speaking of optimism, I remember the smiling face
of Dr. Norman Cousins, who was known as the “con-
science of America.” Although he did not practice
Buddhism, in his belief in the power of the human
being he was no different from a Buddhist. Dr. Cousins
once wrote:

No one need fear death. We need fear only that we may

die without having known our greatest power—the

power of his free will to give his life for others. If some-

thing comes to life in others because of us, then we

have made an approach to immortality.10

When we devote ourselves to the happiness of oth-
ers, when we undertake the struggle of a bodhisattva of
our own free will, the immense force of life without
beginning or end wells up in our being. The eternal life
of the Buddha permeates our being like a rising tide.

Then, there is no way that we cannot dramatically
change our lives for the better.

In that sense, being able to chant daimoku, to
spread the Daishonin’s teaching, and to work for
kosen-rufu—that in itself is the greatest benefit. The
Daishonin states, “There is no greater happiness for
human beings than chanting Nam-myoho-renge-kyo”
(MW-1, 161). This plainly indicates that a life dedi-
cated to kosen-rufu is most noble and lofty. The
“Distinctions in Benefits” chapter imparts the wisdom
to recognize this.

To be continued

1. Transmission section: One of the three divisions of a sutra, together
with preparation and revelation. The preparation section explains
the reason a sutra is being expounded. The revelation section consti-
tutes the main body of the teaching. And the transmission section is
the concluding part where the benefit of the sutra is set forth and its
transmission to future generations is urged.

2. Strictly speaking, the first half of the “Distinctions in Benefits” chap-
ter belongs to the “revelation” section of the essential teaching, along
with the latter half of “Emerging from the Earth,” the fifteenth chap-
ter, and the “Life Span” chapter in its entirety. This portion of the
sutra is referred to collectively as the “one chapter and two halves.”

3. Beauty, gain and good: In his theory of value, the first Soka Gakkai
president, Tsunesaburo Makiguchi, argued that these constitute
the core values, in contrast to the traditional values of truth, good
and beauty.

4. “The Record of the Orally Transmitted Teachings” says, “ ‘ku’ means
‘happiness’” (Gosho Zenshu, p. 762). The Shoman Hokutsu* says,
“ ‘toku (doku)’ means ‘gain.’” (*Shoman Hokutsu: A commentary on
the Shrimala Sutra by Chi-tsang [Jpn. Kichizo, 549–623], a priest of
the San-lun [Jp. Sanron] school of China.)

5. Jigage: The verse section that concludes the “Life Span” chapter.
6. Fifty-two stages of bodhisattva practice: Progressive stages through

which a bodhisattva is said to advance, from the time of his first
resolve until he finally attains Buddhahood. They consist of ten
stages of faith, ten stages of security, ten stages of practice, ten stages
of devotion, ten stages of development, a stage almost equal to
enlightenment (togaku) and enlightenment (myogaku).

7. NASA press release, December 17, 1997.
8. Fujishugaku Yoshu (Essential Writings of the Fuji School), ed. Hori

Nichiko (Tokyo: Seikyo Shimbunsha, 1978), vol. 4, p. 213.
9. The four stages of faith are: (1) to produce even a single moment of

faith in the sutra; (2) to understand the Buddhas’ teaching in the
sutra; (3) to propagate this teaching widely to others; and (4) to real-
ize the truth expounded by the Buddha with deep faith. The five
stages of practice are: (1) to rejoice on hearing the Lotus Sutra; (2)
to read and recite the sutra; (3) to propagate the sutra to others; (4)
to practice the six paramitas while embracing the Lotus Sutra; and
(5) to perfect the six paramitas.

10. Norman Cousins, Human Options (New York: W. W. Norton and
Company, 1981), p. 45.
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IHAD two distinct impres-
sions when I first moved to
Niles Canyon, located about

forty miles southeast of San Fran-
cisco: I was immediately im-
pressed with the natural beauty of
the area and yet appalled by the
trash and debris dumped there. I

have developed a keen apprecia-
tion of the natural environment
through my training and work as a
research geologist. And as a geolo-
gist, I have traveled to some of the
world’s most pristine and remote
wilderness areas in places like
Alaska and the Arctic.

But my concern over the condi-
tion of Niles Canyon was doubly so
because I live in the canyon, next to
Alameda Creek. When I talked to
some of the neighbors about my
concerns, a long story of neglect
and bureaucratic inertia began to
unfold. The area is a jurisdictional
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nightmare in that fully six agencies
claim parts of the creek and
canyon, along with parcels of pri-
vate property. There was no unity
or agreement on what to do with
the area or how to police it.

I felt it was time to take action.
SGI President Ikeda has encour-

aged us to sink roots of trust into
the community. In the San Fran-
cisco area, SGI-USA members have
applied this guidance through a
series of community projects. In
1997 I participated in the Parks for
PEACE project in Hayward, Calif.
Seventy-five SGI-USA members

along with other interested citizens
renovated Eden Park in July. The
following September, city officials
and the mayor dedicated the park,
stating that the day was made spe-
cial through our efforts. In the
ensuing years, we engaged in sever-
al other projects in the community.
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With the experience I had
gained from those efforts, I began
to contact people in the appropri-
ate agencies regarding Niles Can-
yon and to chant for a solution. I
soon found allies in the Alameda
County Water District and East
Bay Regional Parks District. I vol-
unteered to work on a hiking trail

project and met a supervisor for
the park district. It turned out he
knew my contact at the water dis-
trict and together we discussed a
pilot clean-up project for Alameda
Creek. Things were coming to-
gether. Now I needed to rally the
community, and photography would
play a key role.

In my career as a geologist, I
photographed geologic features as
part of my mapping projects. My
abilities in this field expanded to
photojournalism when I began
volunteering as a photographer
for SGI-USA publications. I was
also inspired by President Ikeda’s
beautiful photos. In 1998, I began
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a freelance part-time job with a lo-
cal magazine and won two awards
in the Fremont Cultural Arts
Commission photo contest.

Photography has become a
great source of creativity and per-
sonal satisfaction. Photographing
a beautiful natural scene often be-
comes a spiritual experience for

me. Each time I go out to shoot, I
wonder what nature will give me
today. As a scene develops, I expe-
rience an uplifting feeling as the
sun approaches the horizon and
the colors deepen over a series of
receding ridges approaching the
ocean or as the sunlight trickles
through leaves falling upon the

water. When I feel this kind of in-
spiration I know my photos will
be great.

I began photo excursions into
Niles Canyon and met several of
my neighbors. When I explained
my plans to clean up the area, they
said they would help if I organized
the project. During some of my
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magazine assignments, I met other
volunteer groups willing to partic-
ipate. When I explained the project
to the local chapter of the Audu-
bon Society they were interested.
As a result, I have been invited to
give a slide presentation on “Re-
storing and Preserving Alameda
Creek—A Local Riparian Habitat”
in April 1999.

I worked with the water district
and parks district and, with the
support of the Audubon Society,

we came up with a plan: One hun-
dred volunteers will descend into
the canyon at the end of this sum-
mer and restore it to its natural
beauty. The government agencies
will provide equipment and trash
bags and funding for lunches and
bottled water. They are also going
to give a small memento to each
volunteer for their efforts. I am
hoping that about half of those
volunteers will be SGI-USA mem-
bers from the area.

T HIS effort has taught me that
with persistence and the con-

fidence I’ve gained through my
Buddhist practice, one person can
make a difference. I’ve learned I
can use my personal talents to
influence people in a positive
manner. If a picture is worth a
thousand words, I would like
to publish volumes of positive
visions.

I believe in the Buddhist con-
cept of dependent origination—
that everything is interconnected,
that our lives and our environment
are one. Through the Niles Canyon
project, I can give something back
to nature and, in turn, to others
who will enjoy its beauty.

President Ikeda has encouraged
us to become persons of great
good—to overcome our lesser
selves and express our greater
selves through working for the
happiness of others. I intend to
continue challenging my lesser self
and develop strong ties in my
community to create positive
images for the future. ❏

April 1999 • LIVING BUDDHISM48

Backwash: Bean Hollow State Beach, San Mateo County, California

Mike Mullen










