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THE SIN OF “SLANDERING THE TRUE DHARMA”"
IN NICHIREN’S THOUGHT

Jacqueline L. Stone

In considering the category of “sin” in comparative perspective, certain

acts, such as murder and-theft, appear with some local variation to be
. proscribed across traditions. Other offenses, while perhaps not deemed
such by the researcher’s own culture, nonetheless fall into recognizable
categories of moral and ritual transgression, such as failures of filial piety
or violations of purity taboos. Some acts characterized as wrongdoing,
however, are so specific to a particular historical or cognitive context
as to require an active exercise of imagination on the scholar’s part to
reconstruct the hermeneutical framework within which they have been
abhorred and condemmned. Such is the case with the medieval Japanese
Buddhist figure Nichiren HI (1222-1282) and his fierce opposition to
the sin of “slandering the True Dharma” (hihé shébé BEsEEIE, or sim-
ply habo FE1%). Originally trained in the Tendai school KE%5% of Bud-
dhism and the initiator of the Nichiren sect that came to bear his name,
Nichiren taught a doctrine of exclusive devotion to the Lotus Siitra and
promoted the practice of chanting the siitra’s daimoku FEE or title in
the formula Namu-mycho-renge-kyo TEEIDIEHEZERE, which, be said,
contained the entirety of all Buddhist truth within itself and enabled the
direct realization of Buddhahood. The Lotus Sitra was widely revered
in Nichiren's day as the Buddha’s ultimate teaching, and in his eyes, it
was the only teaching that could lead all persons to liberation now in the
degenerate Final Dharma age (mappd 7<i%). Based on this conviction,
Nichiren harshly criticized other forms of Buddhist practice as no longer
soteriologically efficacious. And because, he argued, only faith in the Lotus
Sitra leads to Buddhahood, to reject the Lotus in favor of other, “inferior”
‘teachings was in effect to slander the True Dharma and led inexorably
o rebirth in the Avici Hell. To the evil of “slandering the Dharma” he
ttributed all the calamities facing Japan in his day: famine, epidemics,
-earthquakes, outbreaks of civil unrest, and the threat of invasion by the
ongols. Nichiren is by no means the only Buddhist teacher to have lev-
ed charges of “Dharma slander” against his rivals. But he is unusual in
“the extent to which he built this idea into the structure of his message,
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making it the basis of his lifelong preaching career. A perceived need to
counter slander of the Dharma runs throughout his corpus, from his earli-
est known essay, written at age twenty, to his very last writings some forty
years later. It prompted his denunciations of prominent religious leaders
and of government officials for supporting them, which in turn brought
down on him the wrath of the authorities; he was repeatedly attacked,
twice arrested and sent into exile, and once very nearly executed. Oppos-
ing slander of the Dharma was for Nichiren a form of Buddhist practice
in its own right and a debt owed to the Buddha, to be discharged even at
the cost of his life. Yet, despite its formative role in his doctrine, this con-
cept has rarely been explored in studies of Nichiren, even among Nichiren
sectarian scholars.! Neglect of “Dharma slander” as a category integral to
his thought may owe to its lack of resonance, or more properly, outright
conflict with modernist religious sensibilities as well as a desire to defuse
widespread perceptions of Nichiren as “intolerant.” This essay attempts
to clarify Nichiren’s idea of Dharma slander as the worst imaginable of
all sins. Rather than tracing his development of this concept in a strictly
chronological way, I will address recurring themes in his treatment of it.

“Nenbutsu Leads to the Avici Hell”

The term “slander of the Dharma” did not originate with Nichiren but
appears in Buddhist canonical sources. In the broadest sense, it means
disparaging any of the three jewels—the Buddha, his teaching, or his
order. But the term occurs most frequently in the Mahayana siitras, where
it often carries the specific meaning of speaking ill of the Great Vehicle
scriptures and was evidently intended to deflect criticism from the Bud-
dhist mainstream that the Mahayana was not the Buddha’s teaching? A
warning against the horrific karmic retribution awaiting those guilty of
this offense occurs, for example, in the verse section of the “Parable” chap-
ter of the Lotus Sitra, which represents the Buddha as saying:

! The most detailed study of this topic to date is Watanabe Hoyd, “Nichiren Shonin no
shikyd ni okeru ‘'hdbd’ no igi.”

2 BD 5:4327¢—28¢. Sanskiit terms for ‘slander of the True Dharma’ include saddharma-
pratiksepa, saddharma-pratiksipta, saddharmipavadaka, saddharma-pratiksepévarana-krta,
and others (Digital Dictionary of Buddhism, accessed May 8, 2012, http://www.buddhism-
dict.net/cgi-bin/xpr-ddb.pl?8axmi+id( b8abg-8b17-6b63-6¢ds’)).
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If someone, not believing,/maligns this scripture,/then he cuts off the seeds
of Buddhahood in 2ll the worlds.... /Such persons, at life’s end,/shall enter
the Avici Hell,/where they shall fulfill one kalpa./When the kalpa is ended,
they shall be reborn there,/in this way, spinning around,/for kalpas without
number.®

The passage continues for numerous verses, detailing how such wretched
offenders, at last emerging from the Avici Hell, will be born as wild dogs,
scabrous and emaciated, or as monstrous snakes, “deaf, stupid, and leg-
less™; at last ascending to the human realm, they will repeatedly be born
poor, deformed, and afflicted with disease, never to hear the Dharma for

- kalpas numberless as the sands of the Ga.nges River. Even this, the Buddbha

declares, is a mere summary, for the"evﬂ recompense incurred by those
who malign the Lotus could never be’\,explamed in full, not even over the
course of a kalpa.#

For a number of Japan’s leading scholar-monks around the turn of
the thirteenth century, the offense of “slandering the Dharma” was no
abstract scriptural category but an evil that had seemingly appeared
before their eyes, in the form of the exclusive nenbutsu doctrine (senju
nenbutsu HAZRH) of Genku-bo Honen JFZE FEIEAR (n33-1212). Origi-
nally a Tendai monk, Honen is known as the first of the teachers of the so-
called “new Buddhist” movements of Japan’'s Kamakura period (1185-1333)
and the founder of the Jodoshi {157 or independent Pure Land sect.
Honen taught that now in the period of the Final Dharma age, human
religious capacity has declined to a point where most people are no lon-
ger capable of achieving liberation through traditional practices such as
precept observance, meditation, or doctrinal study. Only by chanting the
nenbutsu, the name of Amida Buddha (“Namu Amida-butsu” FgZEERa 5
Fz{#s), and relying upon that Buddha's aid could people in this evil age
escape the miserable round of deluded rebirth and be born in Amida’s Pure
Land, where their enlightenment would then be assured. Honen advanced
this claim in his Senchaku hongan nenbutsu shii BEARRAREE
(Passages singling out the nenbutsu of the original vow; hereafter
Senchakusha). Birth in the Pure Land (g6 {F4E) was a common soterio-
logical goal, and the chanted nenbutsu was practiced across lineage and
sectarian lines, by monastics and lay devotees of all social levels. But most
people believed that the merit of any religious practice could be directed

3 Miaafa lianhua jing ¥P¥ESHZERR, Tno. 262, gasbaz—cy; Leon Hu.rv1t7, trans., Scripture
of the Lotus Blossom of the Fine Dharma, 77, slightly modified.
* Miaofa lianhua jing, T 9asc1-16ag; Hwxvits, Scripture of the Lotus, 77-80.
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to achieving birth in the Pure Land, and many who chanted the nenbutsu
also conducted esoteric rites or engaged in siitra copying and recitation
as well as other practices. In his Senschakushii, however, Honen urged
that all practices other than the nenbutsu, and all sitras other than the
three major Pure Land siitras upon which his school was based, should
be set aside as no longer leading to liberation in this age.> This assertion
outraged clerics of the Buddhist mainstream, who perceived it as a direct
attack on their religious disciplines and institutions, and they demanded
the suppression of Honen’s teaching. Monks of Mt. Hiei, where the Ten-
dai school was headquartered, seized 'and burned the woodblocks used
to print the Senchakushii, and Hénen and his leading disciples were sent
into exile.®

By 1233, when Nichiren as a boy entered the monastic order at the
temple Kiyosumidera JE755F in Awa province in eastern Japan, more
than a generation had passed since Honen's death, and the exclusive nen-
butsu teaching had begun to gain considerable ground. Nichiren’s own
teacher at Kiyosumidera, Dozen-bd JEZEZE, was a nenbutsu devotee;
Nichiren would also have encountered the exclusive nenbutsu during an
early period of study in nearby Kamakura, where a few decades earlier
the Bakufu or military government had established its base. By his own
account Nichiren himself chanted the nenbutsu in his youth.” Early on,
however, he became critical of this practice, as seen in his very first extant
essay, Kaitai sokushin jobutsu gi FXEEEN B F#3% (The meaning of the
precept essence and the realization of Buddhahood with this very body).
In this work, based on Tendai Lotus and esoteric teachings of nondual-
ity and the interpenetration of the dharmas, Nichiren attacked Honen'’s
doctrine for teaching aspiration to a pure land apart from one’s own
body and mind, a position he saw as contravening both Hinayana and
Mahayana siitras. “Its teacher is a devil and his disciples, the devil’s people,”
he asserted.® Nichiren’s objections were reinforced during his studies at

5 Honen designates the “three Pure Land siitras” in chap. 1 of his Senchakushii (T no. 2608,
83:2a4—7).

5 On the persecution of Honen and his disciples, see James C. Dobbins, /odo Shinshi,
n—20. For Buddhist mainstream opposition to Honen’s exclusive nenbutsu, see James L.
Ford, jokei and Buddhist Devotion in Early Medieval Japan, 159-84, and Christoph
Kleine, Honen Buddhismus des Reinen Landes. Nichiren’s Nenbutsusha tsuiho senjaji
BHBIBIEIRE (Teihon 32258—72) reproduces a number of petitions and edicts
against Honen'’s teaching.

7 See for example “Sado gosho” AT, Teifon 1:615; “Myoho bikuni-ama gohenji”
1ykEL e fRAERR 3, 20553.

8 Teihon 1m1.
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Mt. Hiei and other temples in the region of the imperial capital (present-
day Kyoto). Tradition holds that, on Mt. Hiei, Nichiren studied with the
Tendai scholar-monk Shunpan {24 (fl. mid-thirteenth century), then the
master of instruction on the mountain, who was known for his opposition
to the exclusive nenbutsu. While a master-disciple connection between
Shunpan and Nichiren has not been definitively established, quotations
and extracts in Nichiren'’s early writings show that he had access to a
collection of petitions to both the court and Bakufu protesting Honen’s
teaching as well as edicts banning its dissemination—documents that
he could well have received from Shunpan.? By 1253, Nichiren returned

" from the capital to Kiyosumidera, where his growing opposition to the

exclusive nenbutsu placed him at odds with the local Bakufu-appointed
steward (/ito $15H). Forced eventually to leave the temple, Nichiren went
to Karmakura to launch his preaching career. There he again encountered
disciples of Honen, who were beginning to build a patronage base among
Bakufu warriors. These Pure Land followers were Nichiren’s first polemi-
cal opponents, and his early teachings were in no small measure formu-
lated in opposition to them.1?

Several of Nichiren’s early writings, up until his first exile in 1261, focus
on why, in his view, the Senchakushi amounted to a work of Dharma
slander. He was well aware of earlier criticisms of this work, such as
Zaijarin FEFTEg (Wheel to smash heresy) by Myoe HEF (73-1232), or
the famous Kofukuji petition (BL#E3FZ2IR), in which Jokei BB (u55-
1213), on behalf of the monks of the prominent Nara temple, Kofukuji,
petitioned the court to take action against the exclusive nerbutsu. But in
Nichiren’s estimation, these earlier rebuttals were inadequate,

like a little rain falling in a time of severe drought, which leaves trees and
grasses more parched than ever, or a weak force dispatched against a power-
ful enemy, who is only emboldened thereby.1r

9 This has been suggested by Taira Masayuki (Nikon chiisei no shakai to bukkya, 358).
Shunpan is mentioned in Nichiren's Nenbutsusha tsuifid senjcji (Teihon 3:2261) and Jodo
kuhon no koto ¥+ G0 BF (3:2310), both times in connection with his opposition to
Honen's exclusive nenbutsu.

1 On Nichiren's polemics against Pure Land teachers, see Kawazoe Shoji, “Nichiren no
shitkyd keisei ni okeru nenbutsu haigeki no igi,” and Nakao Takashi, “Nichiren Shonin no
Jodoshi hiban to sono igl.”

4 Shugo kokka ron gﬁﬁﬁi?ﬁ, Teihon 1:90; see also “Nenbutsu mugen jigoku sha”
PRI 2D, 130.
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1ey-did not go to the heart of Hénen’s error. In pursuing this issue,
chiren’s twmed against Honen a major hermeneutical strategy that
onen himself had relied on in establishing his claim for the sole efficacy
of the nenbutsu now in the Final Dharma age: use of a comparative clas-
sification of the Buddhist teachings.

“Projects of comparative doctrinal classification (Ch. panjiao #1#{ or
Jiaopan B#Y; Jpn. kyohan) developed to a high degree in Chinese Bud-

of Buddhist texts introduced to China from India and Central Asia. Such
schemas presupposed that the siitras were all expounded by a single
enlightened figure, Sakyamuni Buddha, and that discrepancies among
them were therefore -only apparent, not fundamental, and could be
resolved by uncovering their proper relation. Peter Gregory has noted that
kybhan systems served three kinds of aims: hermeneutical, sectarian, and
soteriological. Hermeneutically, they attempted to establish an underlying
principle that would order the mass of diverse, even contradictory, Bud-
dhist teachings within a unifying framework. Often that framework took
the form of a hierarchy or graded sequence of teachings and thus served a
sectarian aim by enabling particular schools to claim their teaching as the

highest. And soteriologically, classification schemes functioned as mod-

els of the path, in which successive stages of teaching corresponded to
individual practitioners’ varying levels of capacity or attainment.> Honen
could claim legitimacy for the Pure Land school in part because he had
established a new kydhan to support his argument for the sole efficacy
of the chanted nenbutsu in the evil latter age. Honen's doctrinal classi-
fication system drew together the claims of earlier, Chinese Pure Land
masters for the superior accessibility of Pure Land practices. Daochuo
JE#E (562—645) had distinguished between the teachings of the Path of
the Sages (shadomon BESEFT), which stress pursuit of liberation through
personal efforts in religious cultivation, and the Pure Land teachings
(jodomon ¥ -F9), which encourage reliance on the Buddha Amida’s

compassionate vow that all who place faith in him will achieve birth in

his Pure Land. Tanluan F%% (476-542) had drawn a similar distinction,
labeling these two kinds of teachings respectively the ways of “difficult
practice” (nangyo HE{T) and of “easy practice” (igyo ZfT) by which

2. Tsung-mi and the Sinification of Buddhism, 1s; see also g3—114.

dhist scholasticism and represent attempts to systematize the vast body
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bodhisattvas in training might attain the stage of non-retrogression.*® And
Shandao ¥ (613-681) had divided practices leading to birth in Amida’s
Pure Land into “main practices” (shdgyd IE{T), or those based on the
Pure Land sutras, such as reciting those stitras, contemplating Amida’s
land, or chanting his name, and “sundry practices” (z6gyé #£1T), or those
not directly connected to Amida; among the “main practices,” he gave
the chanted nenbutsu special prominence. Uniting these distinctions
into a schema of progressive selection and rejection, Honen argued that
Amida himself had singled out the chanted nenbutsu as the sole practice
according with his original vow, and that it should replace all teachings

" of the Path of the Sages, difficult practice, and sundry practice categories.**

Honen legitimated this radical move by invoking the concepts of time and
human capacity. While acknowledging that teachings of the Path of the
Sages had greater doctrinal sophistication, he argued that because people
living now in the benighted mappd era lacked the spiritual ability to prac-
tice them, they were in effect soteriologically useless.’> Only the nenbutsu
would remain efficacious throughout the Final Dharma age and save even
the most ignorant and evil. Honen was by no means the first teacher to
argue that the chanted nenbutsu was particularly suited to sinful persons
of the latter age, but he was the first to explicitly urge that all other teach-
ings be rejected in its favor.

Nichiren countered with the same weapon of doctrinal classification,
drawing upon the far older and better established kydhan of the Tendai
school, in which both he and Honen had been trained. According to this
classification system, the Buddha had for forty-two years preached pro-
visional teachings (gonkys #E#{) in accordance with his listeners’ vary-
ing capacities, revealing only partial or expedient truths; only in the last
eight years of his life did he preach the true teaching ( jikkyo TI2X) of the

13 These term derive from the “Easy Practices” chapter of the Ten Stages Treatise attrib-
uted to Nagarjuna, which famously recommends birth in a pure land as an “easy” path of
achieving the stage of non-retrogression by chanting the names of the various buddhas
and relying on the power of their vows, as opposed to relying solely upon self-cultiva-
tion through personal effort (Shizhu piposha lun EERIZIEE, T no. 1521, 26:41a13-b6).
Tanluan assimilates these terms specifically to practice for achieving birth in Amida’s Pure
Land.

- ¥ Senchaku hongan nenbutsu shii, especially the first three chapters (7' 83:1b6-6cg.). In
English, see Senchakushii English Translation Project, ed. and trans., Honen’s Senchakushi,

. esp. 5681

-15 Hgnen uses the phrase, often quoted by his followers, “The principle is profound but

‘ [buman] understanding is shallow” (rijin gemi FELREFIN). This expression is taken from

Daochuo's Anle ji Z234E (T no. 1958, 4713¢8, ‘quoted in Senchakushii, T 831b12-13, 2a22).
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Lotus Siitra, perfectly unifying all partial truths within itself and opening
the possibility of Buddhahood to all beings.’® The Lotus was the sitra of
which the Buddha himself had said, “In these forty years and more [before
preaching this sitra], I have not yet revealed the truth,” and, “Frankly dis-
carding expedient means, I will preach only the unsurpassed Way.”7 This.
schema assigned the Pure Land siitras to a lesser category of provisional
Mahayana, and provisional teachings, Nichiren asserted, did not represent
the Buddha’s true intent. The nenbutsu practice set forth in these stitras
was only a temporary expedient, like the scaffolding erected in building
2 stlipa; once the stipa—that is, the Lotus Satra—had been completed,
the scaffolding (the nenbutsu) should be dismantled and discarded.’®
Honen, Nichiren charged, had “taken the 637 scriptures in 2,883 fascicles
of the Lotus Siitra, the esoteric teachings (shingon E“E—f), and all the other
Mahayana teachings preached by the Buddha in his lifetime, as well as
all buddhas, bodhisattvas, and deities of the world, and relegated them
to the Path of the Sages, difficult practice, and sundry practice categories,

urging people to ‘discard, close, put aside, and abandon’ them. With these

four injunctions, he has led everyone astray.”? In insisting that all of these
teachings of the Buddha, including the Lotus, were to be rejected, Honen

16 For the complex Tiantai/Tendai doctrinal classification system, known in its entirety
as the "five periods and eight teachings” {goji hakiyd FLHF/\#X), see David W. Chappell,
ed,, Tien-t'ai Buddhism. The division of the Buddha's teaching into five periods (55-82) is
particularly relevant here, especially the discussion of the Lotus and Nirvana stitras, which
constitute the fifth and final period {62-67). Nichiren would eventually expand the stages
of comparison in the traditional Tendai doctrinal classification in clarifying his own inter-
pretation of the Lotus Satra and the daimoku (see Stone, Original Enlightenment, 265), But
the distinction between true and provisional teachings, already established in the Tendai
kyéhan, remained fundamental to his criticism of other schools.

Y Wuliangyi jing $EREHR, T no. 276, 9:386b1~2; Miaofa lianhua jing, T gomg. The
Wuliangyi jing, in which the first passage appears, has traditionally been considered a
prefatory scripture to the Lotus. For scholarly debate over its provenance, see Mitomo
Ken'yd, “Murydgikyé Indo senjutsu-setsu.”

18 “Nenbutsu mugen jigoku sho,” Teifon 1:35. Nichiren uses the same analogy of scaf-
folding in writings spanning the course of his career, for example, “Homon mdsarubekiyd
no koto" JEFTRI R HE L B, 1447; Yorimoto chinjs $HFZEECR, 21357; and “Ueno-dono
haha ama gozen gohenji” - EFEGSFEHEIFIHEEREE, 21812.

19 Rissho ankofu ron, Teihon 1:216; Selected Writings, 24, slightly modified. Honen uses
the verbs “discard” (sha #2), “close” (kei Ef]), “put aside” (kaku [#]), and “abandon” (k5 $i)
in different passages of the Senchakushi to express the exclusion of other practices in
favor of the renbutsu. The use of these four injunctions as an abbreviated expression of
Hénen's “Dharma slander” appears in a number of Nichiren's writings, of which “Nenbutsu
mugen jigolu shd” appears to be the earliest (Teihon 1:39). Ironically, scholars within the
Pure Land school would later appropriate the phrase “discard, close, put aside, and aban-
don” in a positive sense as an expression of Honen’s mature thought (Mark L. Blum, “Kosai
and the Paradox of Ichinengi,” 68-69).
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himself had in effect maligned the Dharma, Nichiren said. He repeatedly
drew attention to the text of Amida Buddha's original vow in the Larger
Sitra, which promises birth in his Pure Land to all who place faith in
him—"except those who commit the five heinous offenses or slander the
True Dhanma.”?® Honen, he insisted, had violated the teaching of one
of his own sacred texts. Nichiren argued that, in slandering the Lotus Siitra
by consigning it to a category of teachings that are to be set aside, Honen
himself must have been abandoned by the very Amida Buddha to whom
he looked for salvation and must even now be languishing in the Avici
Hell.?*

* Over time Nichiren would put forth 2 number of criticisms of the exclu-
sive nenbutsu. Based on traditional Tendai interpretations of emptiness,
nonduality, and the interpenetration of the dharmas, he rejected the notion
of a pure land apart from one’s present reality. “The originally enlightened
Buddha of the perfect teaching abides in this world,” he wrote.

people of our day, who have not yet formed a bond with the Lotus Sitra, to
aspire to Amida’s Pure Land is to aspire to a land of rubble.??

Alternatively, he insisted that people of this world have no karmic con-
nection to Amida, the Buddha of another realm. Only Sakyamuni Buddha
possesses the virtues of sovereign, teacher, and parent with respect to the
beings of the present, Saha world. Thus to give one’s allegiance to Amida,
the Buddha of another land, is to be disloyal and unfilial.2® All these criti-
cisms, however, were ultimately rooted in the traditional Tendai kyGhan
and its distinction between true and provisional teachings. For Nichiren,
the Lotus Sitra, representing the true or perfect teaching, sets forth the
mutual inclusion of the Buddha realm and the nine realms of ordinary
unenlightened beings (jikkai gogu 55 E), thus clarifying the onto-
logical basis upon which all persons can achieve Buddhahood, while the
provisional teachings reveal only partial aspects of this truth.2* Honen
had stressed the issue of human capacity: because the teachings of the
Path of the Sages were too profound for people in the mappd era, he had

- 20 Wuliangshou jing $ERFERE, T no. 360, 12:268a27—28, emphasis added.
# “Rokurd Sanenaga goshosoku” FEFHEENSE, Teihon 1443 “Shijo Kingo-dono
gohenji” IS ERHAHIX T 1:663; Yorimoto chinjé 2:3348.
22 Shugo kokka ron, Teihon 1229, 130. See also Kaitai sokushin jobutsu gi, 1.
23 Eg., “Nenbutsu mugen jigoku sho,” Teifion 1:34~35; “Shu shi shin gosho” £ BT
1:45-46; “MyShd bikuni-ama gohenji,” 2a557-58.
2+ See Stone, Original Enlightenment, 266.
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argued, those attempting to practice them were bound to fail and would
therefore fall after death into the evil realms. Only the chanted nenbutsu,
accessible to all, could save people in this latter age. For Nichiren, how-
ever, the key issue was the distinction between true and provisional; only
the Lotus embodied the Buddha’s real intent, which was to lead all others
to become buddhas like himself. Precisely because the Lotus is profound,
Nichiren insisted, it can save even the most evil and ignorant.?°

Well before Nichiren's time, in promoting the exclusive nenbutsu,
Honen’s followers appear to have singled out the Lotus Sitra for particular
criticism. According to the Kofukuji petition, some among them claimed
that persons who embraced the Lotus Satra would fall into hell, or that
those who recited it in hopes of achieving birth in Amida’s Pure Land—an
extremely common practice—were guilty of slandering the Mahayina.?6
Not only was the Lotus Satra widely revered across sectarian boundaries
and honored in particular in the Tendai school as the teaching integrating
all doctrines and practices in the one Buddha vehicle, but, before Honen,
its recitation had been closely linked to Pure Land aspirations. The main-
stream of Japanese Pure Land thought during the Heian period (794-185)
had developed chiefly within Tendai circles, and all three of Mt. Hiei’s
pagoda precincts had halls for both Lotus recitation and nenbutsu chant-
ing. The two practices were often combined in temple ritual programs
and in the personal practice of both monastics and lay people.?” Because
of this close association, pointed rejection of the Lotus Satra in particular

may have appeared to some among Honen’s followers as a necessary step

in establishing the rnenbutsu as an exclusive teaching.

Such criticisms were evidently still current in Nichiren’s day. He him-
self mentions exclusive nenbutsu practitioners of his own time who
mocked Lotus devotees for attempting to practice a teaching beyond their
capacity, like a small boy trying to wear his grandfather’s shoes, or who
advised others to discard the Lotus Sitra on the grounds that forming a
karmic connection with it would obstruct one’s birth in the Pure Land.?®

%% For example, Shugo kokka ron, Teihon 1109.

% Kofukuji s§jo, article 4, in Kamata Shigeo and Tanaka Hisao, eds., Kamakura kyi
bukkys, 34. Muju $#{F (1226-1312) mentions nenbutsu devotees who threw copies of the
Lotus Satra into the river or asserted that persons who recited the Lotus would fall into hell
{Watanabe Tsunaya, ed., Shasekishii 1:10, 86-87; trans. Robert Morrell, Sand and Pebbles,
101-102). .

%7 Shioda Gisen, “Asa daimoku to yit nenbutsu’; Kiuchi Gydd, “Asa daimoku yu
nenbutsu.”

% Kaitai sokushin jobutsu gi, Teihon 112; Shugo kokka ron, 1:7.
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By Nichiren’s account, these nenbutsu practitioners often denied that
remarks of this kind amounted to slander of the Lotus Siztra. Their point,
they said—invoking Honen’s argument against the Path of the Sages more
generally—was simply that the Lotus Sttra was too profound for persons
of the present, benighted Final Dharma age; if they attempted to practice
it, far from attaining Buddhahood, they would only fail in their efforts
and fall into the lower realms. Thus one would be far better advised to set
aside the Lotus Sittra in this life and instead chant the nenbutsu in order
to achieve birth after death in Amida’s Pure Land, where conditions are
more favorable for attaining insight; then one could gain the enlighten-
‘ment of the Lotus Sitra there.2®

In Nichiren's view, however, discouraging people from practicing the
Lotus Siitra as too profound for their capacity was a sin far greater than
direct verbal abuse of the sitra, as it functioned to drive the Lotus into
obscurity, closing off the one teaching able to rescue persons of this age
from their grave soteriological hindrances. It was in opposition to argu-
ments of this kind from Honen'’s disciples that he first expanded the defi-
nition of Dharma slander to include not only verbal disparagement, as the
term suggests, but the mental act of rejection or disbelief. “To be born in
a country where the Lotus Siifra has spread and neither to have faith in
it nor practice it, is Dharma slander,” he wrote.30 This understanding of
“Dharma slander” appears in his earliest known writing and would remain
constant throughout his life.

In promoting faith in the Lotus Sitra, Nichiren went beyond simply
reasserting the traditional Tendai distinction between true and provisional
teachings and began to develop his own message of devotion to the Lotus
as an exclusive practice. Many Tendai scholar-monks of his time main-
tained that, because the perfect teaching of the Lotus Siitra integrates all
others within itself, any form of practice—whether esoteric ritual, sitra
copying, or nenbutsu chanting—in effect becomes the practice of the

- Lotus Sitra when carried out with this understanding. This interpretative

stance supported the widespread participation of both monastics and lay
people in multiple forms of religious devotion. For Nichiren, however,
the integration of all teachings into the Lotus Sitra meant that they lose
their separate identity, just as the many rivers, emptying into the ocean,

29 Jchidai shogyo taii —REEFKTE, Teihon 1v5; Shugo kokka ron, 1233; “Jisshé sho”
D 1:490.
30 Kaitai sokushin jobutsu gi, Teihon 132,
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assume the same salty flavor and lose their original names.3 He also
began to promote the particular practice of chanting the daimoku or title
of the.Lotus Sitra, which in later times would become associated almost
exclusively with his following. Scholars have long pointed out the similar-
ity between Nichiren’s daimoku and Honen'’s exclusive nenbutsu; both are
simple invocations, accessible even to the unlettered, said to be uniquely
suited to human capacity in the Final Dharma age and able to save even
the most sinful persons.®? Some caution is in order here, as it would be
an oversimplification to think that Nichiren put forth the daimoku solely
as a counter to Honen's nenbutsu: The practice of chanting the title of
the Lotus Siitra predates Nichiren,3® and the Lotus Sitra, by virtue of its
internal references to an evil time after the Buddha’s nirvana, was already
associated with notions of the Final Dharma age. More importantly, the
doctrinal basis in which Nichiren grounded the daimoku—the interpene-
tration of the dharmas and the realization of Buddhahood in one’s present
body—also differs markedly from Honen’s teaching of aspiring to birth
in the Pure Land solely by relying on Amida’s vow. Yet his emphasis on
a single, universally accessible practice that alone suits the capacities of
all persons in the Final Dharma age does indeed appear to be a structure
that Nichiren absorbed at least in part from Honen'’s teaching, even as he
opposed its content. More precisely, one might say that he appropriated
Honen's logic of exclusive practice and assimilated it to a Lotus-specific
mode. The earlier unity of Lotus and Pure Land teachings had been bro-
ken by Honen’s declaration of the exclusive nenbutsu and reinforced by
his disciples’ criticism of devotion to the Lotus Satra. Nichiren’s teaching
of exclusive Lofus devotion, reinforced by his accusations of Dharma slan-
der leveled against Honen's followers, now brought the two teachings into
mutual opposition. As Nichiren summed up the matter, “The nenbutsu

3! Shoshit mondd sho SESEEE S, Teihon r2s. These two positions represent oppos-
ing poles of interpretation of the notion of kaie BH<, the opening and integration of all
other teachings into the one vehicle of the Lotus Siitra. From an absolute standpoint, once
all teachings are “opened and integrated” into the Lotus, the distinction between “true”
and “provisional” dissolves, and all practices become expressions of the one vehicle. But
from a relative standpoint, the distinction between true and provisional is maintained; for
Nichiren, who held the latter position, the opening and integration of all other teachings
into the Lotus Satra meant that they were no Jonger to be practiced independently. See
Stone, Original Enlightenment, 15, 169—70, 308, and the Japanese sources cited there.

32 E.g, lenaga Saburd, Chissei bukky shisoshi kenkyi, 71-8z.

33 On the antecedents of Nichiren’s daimoku practice, see Lucia Dolce, “Esoteric Pat-

terns in Nichiren's Interpretation of the Lotus Sutra,” 2g4-315, and Jacqueline 1. Stone,
“Chanting the August Title of the Lotus Satra."
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is the karmic cause for falling into the Avici Hell. The Lotus Sitra is the
direct path of realizing Buddhahood and attaining the Way. One should
quickly abandon the Pure Land sect and embrace the Lotus Sitra, free
oneself from birth and death, and attain awakening (bodhi)."3*

- Nichiren’s opposition to the exclusive nenbutsu not only provided
him with the conceptual framework within which he began developing
his teaching of Lotus exclusivism but also committed him to an adver-
sarial path of rebuking “slander of the Dharma” that would shape his
later thought and conduct, leading him in time to expand his criticisms
to include other Buddhist forms as well. Eventually his opposition to per-
ceived Dharma slander would pit him against the entire religious estab-
lishment and the government that patronized it and provoke the repeated
persecutions that marked his tumultuous career.

A Nation of Dharma Slanderers

In 1256 a massive earthquake devastated the town of Kamakura, where
Nichiren was living. The earthquake was the latest in series of recent
calamities, including drought, famine, and epidemics. Prayer rites and
government relief efforts brought no help. By his own account, Nichiren
tumed to the Buddhist sittras to clarify the cause of these repeated trou-
bles. There he found multiple passages predicting various disasters that
will occur in a realm whose ruler fails to protect the True Dharma and
instead allows it to be neglected or maligned. These scriptural predictions,
Nichiren observed, were materializing in Japan at present. “When prayers
are offered for the peace of the land and still the three disasters occur
within the country, then one should know that it is because an evil teach-
ing bas spread,” he wrote.%5 In a group of essays written between 1259
and 1260, Nichiren attributed these disasters and the grief they caused
to the spread of Honen’s exclusive nenbutsu teaching. The most famous
of these essays is his Rissh ankoku ron 37IEZZE5R (On bringing peace
to the land by establishing the True Dharma), submitted as a memorial
to the Bakufu in 1260. Here Nichiren argued that the offense of slander-
ing the Dharma not only carries fearsome soteriological consequences
for the perpetrator but has repercussions for society at large. Because the
Lotus Sttra and the esoteric teachings had been set aside in favor of the

3 “Nenbutsu mugen jigoku sho,” Teifion 1:34.
35 Shugo kokka ron. Teihon 1m16.
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nenbutsu, he said, the protective deities, no longer able to taste the sweet
nectar of the Dharma, had abandoned the country, enabling demons to
enter in their stead and bring destruction to the people. Passages from
Nichiren’s Risshé ankoku ron and other writings suggest that, by this time,
the exclusive nenbutsu was not only gaining ground but had begun to
displace other practices. For example, he wrote, people were cutting off
the fingers of statues of Sakyamuni Buddha and reshaping them to form
the mudra of Amida, thus changing the identity of those images. Halls
dedicated to the Buddha Yakushi Nyorai ZEET{[I3& had been converted
to Amida halls. On Mt. Hiei, the ritual copying of the Lotus Siitra, carried
out for more than four hundred years, had been replaced by the copying
of the three Pure Land siitras, and the annual lectures on the teachings of
the Chinese Tiantai (Jpn. Tendai) founder Zhiyi %88 (538-597) had been
supplanted by lectures on the works of the Pure Land master Shandao,
whom Honen had claimed as a patriarch of his Pure Land school. Chapels
dedicated to the Japanese Tendai founder Saicho B P% (766/ 767-822) and
other Tendai patriarchs were allowed to fall into disrepair, and lands once
designated for their support had been confiscated and offered to halls
newly erected for nenbutsu practice.36 The spread of the Senchakushii's
message, in Nichiren’s eyes, had in effect twrned Japan into a nation of
Dharma slanderers. “The world as a whole has turned its back upon the
right; people give themselves entirely to evil,” he wrote. “Rather than offer-
ing up those myriad prayers [for relief], it would be better to ban this one
iniquity!™7

Japan’s dire situation, as Nichiren saw it, was the fault not only of
Honen's followers but of govermment officials for supporting them. For
that reason, he submitted the Rissh6 ankoku ron specifically to H5jo Toki-
yori JCHEREFRE (1227-1263), the former regent to the shogun. Although
formally retired from office, Toikyori was at the time the most powerful
figure in the Bakufu. Nichiren seems to have envisioned a return to the
classic Buddhist ideal of state-saiigha relations, in which monks advise
the ruler and the ruler protects the sangha—if necessary, by purifying
it of undesirable elements. To drive home both the gravity of the sin of
slandering the Dharma and the ruler’s responsibility to hold it in check,
he cites in his Risshd ankoku ron a provocative episode from the Nirvana

38 Risshd ankoku ron, Teihon 1:223; Kaitai sokushin jobutsu gi, 1:12; “Nanjo HyGe Shichird-
dono gosho” IR ILMT-RPFRANTE, 1:302-23.

37 Rissho ankoku ron, Teifion 1:208, 217.
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Satra in which the Buddha recalls a prior lifetime when, as a powerful
king, he once put to death a number of Brahmans who were maligning
the Mahayana siitras. “As a result of that act,” the Buddha says, “I never
thereafter fell into hell.”®® Nichiren quickly proceeds to clarify that he is
not advocating killing anyone; slanderers of the Dharma can be effectively
suppressed by the simple expedient of denying them material support.
“Restraining persons who slander the Dharma and valuing monks who
follow the correct way will assure stability within the country and bring
peace to the world at large,” he urges, and adds, “Now with all speed you
must simply revise your faith and at once devote it to the single good of
the true vehicle. Then the threefold world will all become the Buddha
land, and how could a Buddha land decline?"3® This last passage repre-
sents an early articulation of the causal relationship that Nichiren posited
between the spread of faith in the Lotus Siitra and the peace of the realm,
which was to inform his mature vision of a Buddha land to be established
in the present world.

The Risshé ankoku ron sounds a note of urgency in calling for the sup-
pression of Dharma slander. Nichiren pointed out that already violent
storms, crop failure, starvation, disease, and ominous celestial portents
had occurred, just as the siitras foretell. If the situation was not promptly
rectified, then, judging by these scriptural predictions, two further disas-
ters might be expected: internal revolt and foreign invasion. Both would
surely occur, he wamed, if the exclusive nenbutsu continued to spread
unchecked.#0

As noted above, Nichiren's RisshG ankoku ron was by no means the
first work composed in rebuttal to Honen's Senchakushii. Nichiren’s claim
that the exclusive nenbutsu had caused protective deities to abandon the
country, leaving it vulnerable to. demons, had, for example, already been
advanced by Myde in his 1212 Zaijarin.** But by Nichiren’s time, exclu-
sive nenbutsu followers had gained considerable influence in Kamakura
and evidently pressured their patrons in the Bakufu to silence Nichiren’s
objections. Nichiren writes that, not long after submitting the Rissho
ankoku ron, he defeated in debate two leading Pure Land clerics in Kama-
kura, Noan 822 and Déamidabutsu 3B FE# (ak.a. Dokyd-bd Nenkit

38 Da banniepan jing (Mahdparinirvana-sitra) AARIEELER, Tno. 374, 12:434c20; quoted
in Risshd ankoku ron, Teihorn 1:220—21.

39 Teihon 1:220, 226.

40 Teihon 1:225.

A Kamata and Tanaka, Kamakura kyii bukkys, 47.
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JB# P57528, d.1287), whose lay supporters then spread malicious rumors
about him to local authorities. A mob attacked his residence, forcing him
to leave Kamakura for a time. On his return, in 1261, he was exiled to the
Izu peninsula, where he remained until 1263.4
Nichiren’s writings from the Izu period increasingly emphasize the
Lotus Siztra as the sole vehicle of liberation in the Final Dharma age. This
was when he explicitly formulated his “five principles” (gogi FL#%), or
five interrelated perspectives from which he argued the exclusive valid-
ity of the Lotus Siitra: the teaching, human capacity, the time, the coun-
try, and the sequence of propagation. The first four together develop the
claim that the Lotus Sitra represents the complete and perfect teaching
that alone guarantees the Buddhahood of all and suits the capacities of
everyone living in the present time (mappd) and place (Japan). The fifth
principle expresses Nichiren’s conviction that to propagate in any par-
ticular countxy a teaching inferior to those that have already spread con-
travenes the Buddha’s intent. Since the true teaching of the Lotus Siitra
bad been established in Japan by the Tendai founder Saichd, Nichiren
maintained, to spread provisional teachings such as the nenbutsu was an-
offense against the Dharma.#? Along with his growing emphasis on exclu-
sive devotion to the Lotus Sitra, Nichiren also worked to clarify more fully
the offense of Dharma slander, which obstructs that devotion. His 1262
Ken hobo sho TEFETRSD (A clarification of Dharma slander) argues that
“slander of the Dharma” entails failing to abandon an inferior teaching in
favor of a superior one, or holding a lower teaching to be equal or even
superior to a higher one. Definitions of “superior” versus “inferior” doc-
trines in Nichiren’s view represented, not a historically contingent human
evaluation, but a metaphysical principle that informed the sequence of
the Buddha’s preaching as set forth in the traditional Tendai kyéhan.
Following the text of the Lotus itself, he insisted that “all buddhas of the
three time periods [of past, present and future] observe the same order
in expounding their teachings,” first giving provisional teachings to culti-
vate their auditors’ understanding and only at the end revealing the true
and complete teaching that alone leads to Buddhahood for all.** One may

42 “Rondan tekitai gosho” EREAMUHIHIEY, Tethon t274 Shimoyama goshdsoku
TLLEENALE, 2a330.

4% On Nichiren's five principles, see Stone, Original Enlightenment, 252-55.

44 Ken hobo sho, Teihon 1:259. Nichiren refers to the Lotus Sitra passage: “Frankly dis-
carding expedient means/ ... Like all buddhas of the three time periods/in their order of
Dbarma preaching,/now I toe in the same way/preach the Dharma without discrimina-
tions” (Miaofa lianhua jing, T gomg, 22-23).
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know the superiority of the Lotus, Nichiren said, by the Buddha’s words in
its introductory scripture, ‘In these forty years and more, I have not yet
revealed the truth."5 Since, for Nichiren, only the Lotus Satra represented
the true and perfect teaching, appropriate to the present time and place,
within the context of Japan in his day only the Lotus could become the
object of Dharma slander. For exponents of the provisional teachings rep-
resented by the Kegon, Sanron, Hossd, Shingon, Zen, or Pure Land schools
to criticize one another’s doctrines in order to promote their own, he said,
does not amount to slander of the Dharma. But to assert that any of these
teachings equals or surpasses the Lotus Sitra most definitely does.46
Nichiren also sought to convey the gravity of this sin. It is, he says,
like the five heinous offenses (gogyakuza: 7 5E)—killing one’s father,
mother, or an arhat; causing the body of the Buddha to bleed; or foment-
ing disunity in the sangha—in that it leads to the Avici Hell, or the Hell
without Respite (mugen jigoku $E[E]#52t)—a place so terrible that the
Buddha refrained from describing it in detail, because ordinary persons,
on merely hearing of its sufferings, would vomit blood and die. But because
the sin of Dharma slander works to block the path of Buddhahood for all
living beings, it is 2 thousand times worse than the five heinous offenses.
Moreover, the five heinous offenses, in Nichiren’s opinion, were charac-
teristic of the Buddha's age rather than his own. At present, he wrote,
there is no Buddha in the world, so one cannot injure his person; there is
no unity in the sangha, so one cannot disrupt it; and there are no arhats,
so one cannot kill them. Of these five grave sins, only killing one’s parents
remains possible, and this offense is constrained by the sanctions of secu-
lar law. Today, he asserted, it is not for wrongdoings such as these but for
the error of rejecting the Lotus Siitra that people fall into the Avici Hell.47
Concern with the sin of Dharma slander and the perceived need to
counter it also informed Nichiren’s growing self-identification, during his
banishment to Izu, with specific passages in the Lotus Sitra that seemed
to speak directly to his own situation in describing the difficulties of
upholding the siitra in a future evil age. The “Dharma Preacher” chapter
of the Lotus says, “Hatred and jealousy toward this siitra abound even

* Wuliangyi jing, T 9:386bi—2.

¢ Ken hGba sho. See especially Teihon 1:256~72 passim.

47 Ibid., 253—56. Nichiren does, however, acknowledge sins current in his own day that
“resemble the five heinous offenses,” such as destroying buddha images or votive stitpas,
appropriating temple lands, or killing wise persons; those who commit these sins, he says,
are born in one or another of Avici’s sixteen ancillary hells {254)
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during the Buddha’s lifetime; how much more so after his nirvina!™*® And
the “Fortitude” chapter speaks of eminent monks, revered by the. world
at large, who will revile, persecute, and oust Lotus devotees and induce
the authorities to take action against them. These passages may have
reflected experience on the part of the sutra’s redactors, as followers .of
the minority Mahayana movement, in being ostracized by the Buddhist
mainstream. But the siitra casts these passages in the form of predictions,
and Nichiren saw them as foretelling the slander of the Lotus Siztra that
had spread in Japan in his own time and the hostility that he himself
encountered in rebuking it. At this point he began referring to himself
as the gyoja 173 —practitioner or votary—of the Lotus Siitra, one who,
in opposing slander of the Dharma, incurs the very persecutions that the
siitra describes and thus confirms the truth of its words. Nichiren now
claimed that he was reading the sitra with his body (shikidoku ), not
merely verbally reciting its words or mentally contemplating its teachings
but actually living them in his conduct and experience. N ichiren’s con.cept
of “bodily reading” of the Lotus Satra was in effect a circular or mirror
hermeneutic in which the Lotus Siitra legitimized his own actions and his
actions fulfilled the siitra’s predictions, sutra and practitioner simultane-
ously reflecting, validating, and bearing witness to each other#? .
Pardoned in 1263, Nichiren return to Kamakura where he resumed his
preaching activities. As his emphasis on the exclusive efficacy of the Low{wxs
Satra increased, his polemical targets expanded. By now they were begin-
ning to include not merely the exclusive nenbutsu but also the emergent
Risshil £252 or precept revival movement as well as the Zen % and'Shin—
gon schools. All these forms of Buddhism fell within his understanding of
“Dharma slander” as the rejection of a higher teaching in favor of a lower
one. Like Saichd before him, Nichiren repudiated the full complement
of the shibunritsu T943E or Dharmaguptaka-vinaya monastic precepts
as “Hinayana”; since the Mahayana ordination platform and the “pt?n'ect
precepts” (enkai [EIFX) of the Lotus Satra bad already been eSt&bll.ShE(_i
on Mt. Hiel, to return to full observance of the vinaya rules as the Risshii
revivalists urged amounted in his eyes to the offense of disca.rding th.e
superior for the inferior. Zen teachers also maligned the Dharma, n 'hlS
view, by rejecting the sitras altogether as no more than “a finger pointing
at the moon.” The esoteric teachings too were only provisional Mahayéna,

48 Miaofa lianhua jing, T 9:31b20—2L
49 Ruben L. F. Habito, “Bodily Reading of the Lotus Sutra, 158-99.
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and yet Kitkai Z2¥§ (774-835), founder of the Shingon school, had explic-
itly ranked them above the Lotus Sifra. Indeed, embracing any form of
Buddhist devotion, other than to the Lotus alone, represented “slander of
the true Dharma.” Nichiren's rejection of the other Buddhist schools was
summed up by his later followers in sloganized form as the so-called “four
admonitions” (shika kakugen VHTE#%E ), drawn from various passages in
his work: “Nenbutsu leads to the Avici Hell, Zen is a devil, Shingon will
destroy the nation, and Ritsu is a traitor.”>° By 1269, he would write that
“all people of the entire country of Japan, high and low, without a single
exception are guilty of slandering the Dharma.”!

Nichiren now pressed this point with mounting urgency. Several years
earlier, in the Rissho ankoku ron, he had predicted that foreign invasion
would ensue if people persisted in their slander of the Dharma. Now that
prophecy appeared to be coming true. Word had reached Japan of the
Mongol conquests that had toppled the Song dynasty in China and subju-
gated the Korean peninsula. In 1268, envoys from Kubhilai Khan arrived
demanding that Japan, too, submit to Mongol overlordship. These develop-
ments, according as they did with the scriptural predictions of calamities
that would befall a country where the True Dharma is slighted, under-
scored for Nichiren the righteousness. of his message. While the country
readied its defenses against the threat of Mongol attack, he intensified his
preaching, and his message of the unique salvific power of the Lotus Sitra
became increasingly intertwined with rebukes against the sin of Dharma
slander. As both court and Bakufu began to sponsor esoteric prayer rites
to repel the enemy, Nichiren'’s criticisms focused increasingly on shingon,
by which term he designated the esoteric teachings and practices of both
Shingon and Tendai schools. Esoteric rites, being based on provisional
teachings, could only bring about still worse calamities, he asserted.5 He
also insisted that the Buddhist tutelary deities, Brahma and Indra, as well
as Hachiman /\I&, the Sun Goddess Amaterasu Omikami 7 F& A 18, and
the other kami of Japan could not be relied on for protection; rather, these

50 For the textual sources of the four admonitions and the reasoning behind Nichiren’s
criticism of these schools, see Asai Endd, “Shika kakugen.” Nichiren's later work also
expands his criticisms to include Pure Land teachers before Honen, such as Shandao and
Genshin JE{E (942-1017), as well as the Tendai Buddhism of his day.

51 “Homon mdsarubekiyd no koto,” Teihon 1:454.

52 See for example Senji sho BERFHD, Teihon 2:1053. Nichiren faulted teachers of Tendai

esoteric Buddhism for ranking the esoteric scriptures as equal or even superior to the
Lotus Satra.
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deities had deliberately instigatéd the Mongol attacks in order to reprove
Japan’s slander of the Lotus Siitra. “The whole country,” he wrote:

has now become the enemy of buddhas and kami.... China and Korea, fol-
lowing the example of India, becarne Buddhist countries. But because they
embraced the Zen and nenbutsu teachings, they were destroyed by the Mon-
gols. Japan is a disciple to those two countries. If they have been destroyed,
how can our country remain at peace?....All the people in Japan will fall
into the Avici Hell 53

These themes continue throughout Nichiren's second exile (1271-1274),
to Sado Island in the Japan Sea, and his subsequent period of reclusion
at Mt. Minobu in Kai Province, up through the end of his life. Failing to
convince the authorities of his views, he at last reluctantly concluded that
only a disaster on the scale of foreign invasion could rouse his contempo-
raries from their error; compared to the long-term karmic retribution that
results from slander of the Dharma, even Mongol conquest would, after
all, be the lesser evil. “The destruction of our country would be grievous,”
he wrote.

But if [the invasion] fails to materialize, the people of Japan will disparage
the Lotus Sitra more and more, and they will all fall into the Avici Hell.
Should the enemy prove more powerful, the country may be destroyed, but
slander of the Dharma will all but vanish.5

The Choice of Shakubuku

In a letter written to his followers from Sado Island in 1272, Nichiren
makes reference to disciples who had begun to doubt him or even parted
ways with him when he was arrested and sent into exile under criminal
sentence. He reports them as saying, “Nichiren is our teacher, but he is too
obstinate. We will spread the Lotus Siitra in a gentler manner.”® One can
well imagine that Nichiren’s disciples might have urged him to moderate
his attacks on other forms of Buddhism, if only for the purely pragmatic
consideration of avoiding government suppression. Some indeed may
have felt that he had brought his hardships on himself. Nichiren, however,
saw his uncompromising stance as mandated by canonical references to
proper discrimination between two methods of Dharma teaching: shdju

53 “Homon mosarubekiyd no koto,” Teifion 1:454-55.
54 Jtaj doshin no koto” FLHREL{EL, Teihon 1:830.
55 “Sado gosho,” Teikon 1:618.
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53, or leading others gradually without criticizing their present stance,
and shakubuku FT{R, or assertively rebuking attachment to false views.56
For him, the exigencies of his own time and place demanded the “harsh”

method of teaching by shakubuku, over the more accommodating shgju
approach:

When one must face enemies, one needs a sword, a staff, or a bow and
arrows. When one has no enemies, however, such weapons are of no use
at all. In this age, the provisional teachings have turned into enemies of
the true teaching. When the time is right to propagate the teaching of the
one vehicle, the provisional teachings become enemies. When they are a
source of confusion, one must refute them from the standpoint of the true
teaching. Of the two types of practice, this is shakubuku, the practice of
the Lotus Stitra. With good reason, Tiantai [Zhiyi] said, “The shakubuky of

the Lotus Sutra is to refute the doctrines and principles of the provisional
teachings.”57

Nichiren did allow that, even in mappd, the accommodative, shéju
approach could be appropriate in a country where people are merely igno-
rant of the Dharma, but in a country where the true Dharma is actively
maligned, only shakubuku would serve. Japan, in his view, clearly fell into
the latter category.58

Nichiren’s choice of the shakubuky method meant that, for him, pro-
moting faith in the Lotus Sitra would of necessity entail rebuking “Dharma
slander,” or attachment to other teachings. And inevitably, his criticisms
of other Buddhist schools invited punitive measures from the authorities.
Banished to the bleak northern island of Sado, Nichiren represented his
exile as something he had foreseen in the light of predictions in the Lotus
and other siitras and deliberately chosen with full knowledge of the con-
sequences. He alone, he believed, had come to see clearly how people are
deceived into abandoning the Lotus Sitra in favor of provisional teachings
and fall in consequence into the evil paths.

% While often associated with Nichiren, the word “shakubuku” is by no means his
Invention. A cursory search of the SAT DaizokyG Text Database yields 170 occurrences
of the term shakubuku and go occurrences of shakubuku and shaju paired (accessed
May 6, 2012, http://z1dzlcLu-tokyo.acjp/SATfindex html). Nichiren seems to have drawn
particularly on the Srimala-devi-siitra, which describes these two methods as “enabling the
Dharma to long endure” (Skengman jing #5248, Tno. 353, 12:217¢13), as well as the works
of the Chinese Tiantai patriarchs Zhiyi and Zhazxan YR (71-782) (see “Shakubuku” in
NJ, 172b-1732).

57 Nyosetsu shugyo sho QUERIETTED, Teihon 1:735-36; Letters, 68, slightly modified. The
quote from Zhiyi is at Miofa lianhua jing xuany: 5 EEHEEAB 2%, T no. 116, 33:792b17.

58 Kaimoku shd FE B ¥, Teifon 1:646.
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But if I utter so much as a word concerning it, then parents, brothers, and
teachers will surely criticize me, and the government authorities will take
steps against me. On the other hand, I am fully aware that if I do not speak
out, I will be lacking in cornpassion. ... If I remain silent, I may escape harm
in this lifetime, but in my next life I will most certainly fall into the Avici
Hell....But of these two courses, surely the latter is the one to choose.5°

On one hand, shakubuku was for Nichiren an act of bodhisattva-like com-
passion, carried out for others’ sake. To rebuke another's slander of the
Dharma was, potentially, to save that person from rebirth in the Avici
Hell. He explained:

If a bad son who is insane with drink is threatening to kill his father and
mother, shouldn't you try to stop him?...If your only child is gravely ill,
shouldn’t you try to cure him with moxibustion treatment? To fail to do so
is to act like those people who see but do not try to put a stop to the Zen
and nenbutsu followers in Japan. As [Zhiyi's disciple] Guanding ¥ writes,
“If onte befriends another but lacks the compassion to correct him, one is in
fact that person’s enemy.”8?

At the same time, meeting persecution for opposing enemies of the Lotus
Siitra embodied for Nichiren the bodhisattva’s resolve to give up his life
if necessary in defense of the Dharma. The sittras tell of bodhisattvas of
old who sacrificed eyes, lirubs, even life itself for the Dharma’s sake. For
Nichiren, to rebuke slander of the Lotus Sitra and endure the great trials
that resulted was to follow in their footsteps.5!

In addition to such lofty self-negating motives, Nichiren frankly
acknowledged more interested reasons for his commitment to shakubuku.
In his understanding, no matter how earnestly one might recite the Lotus
Sitra or how learned in its doctrines and meditative practices one might
become, to seek Buddhahood without speaking out against Dharma slan-
der was not only a futile undertaking but a betrayal of the buddhas and
patriarchs. This reprehensible omission would in effect negate the merit
of one’s own practice and cause one to fall into the Avici Hell together
with those slanderers of the Dharma whom one had failed to rebuke.%?

59 Tbid., 1:556-57; Selected Writings, 79, slightly modified.
. 89 Kaimoku sho, 1:608; Selected Writings, 146, slightly modified. Guanding’s statement is
at Da banniepan jing shu KHFIEEEFBER, T no. 1767, 38:80b1
61 See Jacqueline I. Stone, “Giving One's Life for the Lotus Sitra in Nichiren's
Thought.” :
" 62 For example, “Gassui gosho” FH 7K, Teihon 1:289-90; Shdgu monds sha BEGfE
£ 1:385; “Sdya-dono gohenji” T AEHER T, 2125455

THE SIN OF “SLANDERING THE TRUE DHARMA" 135

Nichiren illustrated this by analogy to the situation of a court official who
sexrves with dedication for ten or twenty years but knowingly fails to report
an enemy of the ruler; his lapse supersedes the merit of his long service,
and in addition, he becomes guilty of a crime.$® No threat of persecution,
in Nichiren's view, could excuse failure to admonish Dharma slander:

When the Buddha himself has declared that the Lotus Siztra is foremost,
if one learns of a person who ranks it second or third, and fails to speak
out because of fear of others or of the government authorities, then, [as
Guanding says,] “One is in fact that person’s enemy” and a terrible enemy
to all living beings....To speak out without fear of others, without flinch-
ing before society, is precisely what the [Lotus] Siitra means when it says,
“We do not cherish bodily life. We value only the supreme way.”. .. Because
I wish to avoid the offense of complicity in slander of the Dharma, because
I fear the Buddha's reproach, and because I understand my obligations and
wish to repay the debt I owe my country, I have made all this known to the
ruler and to the people.$4

Nichiren’s stated reasons for adopting the shakubuku method thus unite
compassion for others, concern for one’s own karmic destiny, and response
to the demands of loyalty and gratitude—both to the Buddha and the
Dharma and, in a more worldly sense, to one’s ruler and country.
Nichiren also addressed a different, soteriological objection to his
preaching methods: namely, that assertively preaching the Lotus Satra
to persons who are instead attracted to the nenbutsu or other teachings
would simply cause them to denigrate the Lotus all the more and thus
form the karmic cause for future bad rebirths. According to the siitra itself,
the Buddha himself had not preached the Lotus from the outset because
living beings, mired in delusion, would fail to take faith in the sfitra and
instead revile it, and in consequence would fall into the evil paths. Pre-
cisely because of the homific retribution awaiting those who malign the
Lotus, th_e Buddha admonishes, “I say to you, Sariptura,/... [When you are]
in the midst of ignorant men,/Do not preach this scripture.”s5 This raised
the question: Wouldn't one do better to lead people gradually through
provisional teachings as $akyamuni Buddha himself had done, rather
than insisting on immediately preaching the Lotus Sitra to persons whose
minds are not open to it? For Nichiren, however, the scriptural warning

63 “Nanjo HyGe Shichirg-dono gosho,” Teifion 1:321-22.
8¢ “Akimoto gosho” FKTCHENE, Teifon 21734, 1735; Writings 11017, 1019, modified. The

quotation from Guanding is cited in n. 60 above. The sitra passage is at T g:36¢18.

5 Miaofu lianfiua jing, T 9:16a8—10; Hurvitz, Sitra of the Lotus Blossom, 8081
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against preaching the Lotus Siitra to the ignorant applied only to the
Buddha’s lifetime and to the subsequent two thousand years of the True
and Semblance Dharma ages (shdb6 135, 2666 8:7%), when people still
had the capacity to achieve Buddhahood through provisional teachings.
Now in the Final Dharma Age, he argued, no one can realize liberation
through such incomplete doctrines; therefore the Buddha had permit-
ted ordinary teachers such as himself to preach the Lotus Sittra directly,
so that people could establish a karmic connection with it, “whether by
acceptance or rejection.” Here Nichiren invoked the logic of “reverse con-
nection” (gyakuen 3¥i%%), the idea that even a negative relationship to the
Dharma, formed by rejecting or maligning it, will nonetheless eventually
lead one to liberation. Persons who have formed no karmic connection
to the Dharma may perhaps avoid rebirth in the hells but lack the con-
dition for attaining Buddhahood, while those who slander the Dharma
nevertheless form a bond with it. Though they must suffer the terrible
consequences of their slander, after expiating that offense, they will be
able to encounter the Lotus Sitra again and achieve Buddhahood by vir-
tue of the very karmic connection to the siitra that they formed by slan-
dering it. Now in the Final Dharma age, Nichiren argued, most persons
are so burdened by delusive attachments that they are already bound for
unfortunate rebirths.

If they must fall into the evil paths in any event, it would be far better that
they do so for maligning the Lotus Sitra than for any worldly offense. ... Even
if one slanders the Lotus Siitra and thereby falls into hell, [by the relation-
ship to the Lotus Sutra that one has formed,] one will acquire a hundred,
thousand, ten thousand times more merit than if one had made offerings to
and taken refuge in Sakyamuni, Amida, and as many other buddhas as there
are sands in the Ganges River.56

Thus in this age, Nichiren maintained, one should persist in urging peo-
ple to embrace the Lotus Sitra, regardless of their response, for the Lotus
alone can implant in them the seed or cause that enables one to become
“a buddha.%”
Nichiren’s choice of the assertive shakubuku method thus arose from
his perception of Japan and his own era as a place and time when people
as a whole rejected the only teaching that could lead to Buddhahood.

56. Ken hoba sho, Teihon 1:260—61 See also the discussion of this issue in Hokke shdoshin
Jobutsu sha FRIERNEAHED, 2042426, .

7 On Nichiren's idea of the daimoku as the seed of Buddhabood, see Stone, Original
Enlightenment, 270—71, and the Japanese sources cited there.
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When considered in terms of karmic causality operating across present
and future, the right course, he believed, could only be to preach this mes-
sage without compromise, regardless of short-term consequences. Even if
others might slander the Lotus Siitra as a result of one’s preaching, they
would thereby form the karmic connection for attaining Buddhahood in
the future. And even if the practice of shakubuku were to cost one’s life, it
would free one from the sin of complicity in others’ acts of Dharma slan-
der and prevent one’s own fall into the Avici Hell. In addition, as Nichiren
frequently pointed out in his later writings, opposition of the kind that
he incurred was predicted in the Lotus Sitra itself, which describes the
hostility that its votaries will encounter in the evil age after the Buddha's
passing. “Look around you in the world today,” he wrote.

Are theremonks other than myselfwho are cursed and vilified, orattacked with
swords and staves, for the Lotus Sitra’s sake? Were it not for me, the proph-
ecy made in this verse of the siitra would have been sheer falsehood!68

That his rebukes of Dharma slander invited persecution was not, in
Nichiren’s eyes, a reason to abandon the shakubuku method, but rather a
sign that he had made the right choice in adopting it.

Rebuking Dharma Slander and Expiating Sin

Nichiren’s second exile, to Sado, proved a far worse ordeal than his earlier
banishment to Izu, and initially he suffered terribly from cold, hunger, and
the hostility of the locals. He also worried about his followers, many of
whom had been arrested in his absence. His writings from the Sado period
take an introspective turn and show him wrestling with the question of
why, when the Lotus Satra promises its devotees “peace and security in
the present life,” he should have to encounter such hardships. In general,
he said, people meet with contempt because they slighted others in the
past, in accordance with the ordinary law of karmic causality. However,
Nichiren concluded that his own past sins must have been of an alto-
gether different magnitude and that he himself, in prior lifetimes, must
have committed the very act of disparaging the Dharma that he now so
implacably opposed.

-

88 Kaimoku sha, Teihon i:559; Selected Writings, 83, slightly modified. Nichiren alludes
to 2 passage in the verse section of chap. 13 of the Lotus Sitra, which describes the trials
that those who spread the siitra will encounter in an evil age after the Buddha’s nirvina
(Miaofa lianhua jing, T 9:36ba1—37a; Hurvits, Seripture of the Lotus, 204—7).
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From the beginningless past I have been born countless times as an evil
ruler who deprived the practitioners of the Lotus Sitra of their clothing and
food, paddies and fields, much as the people of Japan in the present day go
about destroying temples dedicated to the Lotus Satra. In addition, count-
less times I cut off the heads of Lotus Sitra practitionexs.®

Ordinarily, he said, the karmic retribution for such offenses would torment
a person over the course of innumerable lifetimes. But thanks to his efforts
in denouncing slander of the Dharma, that retribution was being sum-
moned into the present so that it might be eradicated in his present life:

When iron is heated, if it is not strenuously forged, the impurities in it will
not become apparent. Only when it is subjected to the tempering process
again and again will the flaws appear....It must be that my actions in
defending the Dharma in this present life are calling forth retributions for
‘the grave offenses of my past.” :

From this perspective, Nichiren’s rebuking of slander of the Dharma was
not only an act of compassion, to save others from the consequences of
their present offense, but also an act of repentance, to expiate that very
same offense on his own part in the past.

Toward the end of his period of exile on Sado, Nichiren even began to
represent himself as having deliberately courted his ordeals as an act of
expiation:

Now if I, insignificant person that I am, were to go here and there through-
out the country of Japan denouncing [slanders of the Dharma, .. . the ruler,
allying himself with those monks who disparage the Dharma, would come to
hate me and try to have me beheaded or order me into exile. And if this sort
of thing were to occur again and again, then the grave offenses that I have
accumulated over countless kalpas could be wiped out within the space of
a single lifetime. Such, then, was the great plan that I conceived; and it is
now proceeding without the slightest deviation. So when I find myself thus
sentenced to exile, I can only feel that my wishes are being fulfilled.”

Banished and despised, Nichiren was in this way able to conceive of and
represent himself, rather than his tormenters, as the agent of his trials. In
the same vein, he even expressed gratitude toward the eminent clerics

69 Kaimoku shd, Teihon 1:602; Selected Writings, 139, slightly modified. See also Sado
gosho, 1:616-17.

70 Kaimoku shd, Teihon 1:602-3; Selected Writings, 139, slightly modified.

7l “Rashaku hobd metsuzai sho” I FEIHIESD, Tethon 1:781; Letters, 285, slightly
modified.
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and government officials who had persecuted him, calling them his “best
allies” in attaining Buddhahood.”

Nichiren's Sado writings also show a growing identification with two spe-
cific bodhisattva figures who appear in the Lotus Sitra. In that he strove to
disseminate faith in the Lotus Sitra in the mappd era, Nichiren saw him-
self as a forerunner of Bodhisattva Superior Conduct {Skt. Visistacaritra,
Jpn. Jogyd E7T), leader of a vast throng of bodhisattvas who, in chapter 15
of the Lotus, emerge from beneath the earth and receive $akyamuni Bud-
dha’s mandate to spread the siitra in an evil age after his nirvina. But in
that he saw himself as expiating his own past offenses against the Dharma
by enduring persecution, Nichiren identified with Bodhisattva Never Dis-
paraging (Sadaparibhiita, Jofukyd ¥ -1~8%) described in chapter 20 of the
Lotus, who had persevered despite opposition in spreading the Dharma.
This bodhisattva (eventually revealed as the Buddha Sakyamuni in a prior
life) was dubbed “Never Disparaging” because he bowed to everyone he
met, saying, ‘I respect you all deeply. I would never dare disparage you.
Why? Because you will all practice the bodhisattva path and succeed in
becoming buddhas!” People mocked and reviled the bodhisattva, beat him
with staves, and pelted him with stones. Nonetheless, as a result of his
practice, he was able to encounter the Lotus Siira and acquire the great
supernatural penetrations. Those who mocked him suffered for a thou-
sand kalpas in the Avici Hell, but after expiating this sin, they were again
able to meet Never Disparaging and were led by him to attain supreme
enlightenment.”

Nichiren read the story of Never Disparaging in a way that reflected—
or perhaps even prompted—his understanding of his own ordeals as
expiation of past acts against the Dharma. In his reading, Never Dispar-
aging, like Nichiren himself, had spread by means of shakubuku a teach-
ing embodying the essence of the Lotus Satra and encountered hostility
as a result. Those who harassed the bodhisattva fell into hell for many
kalpas for having persecuted a practitioner of the Lotus, a fate that Nichiren
certainly believed awaited his own enemies. In the Lotus Satra text, the
phrase “after expiating this sin” clearly refers to those who maligned and
attacked Never Disparaging and who, after expiating the grave offense of
their Dharma slander, were able to reencounter him and achieve supreme
awakening through the Lotus Satra. But even while accepting this reading,

72 Shuju onfiurumai gosho FARRIASREEEITY, Teihon 2:973.

7 Miaofa lianhua jing, T g:50c16-51by; Hurvitz, Scripture of the Lotus, 280-82.
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Nichiren offered another, in which the grammatical subject of “after expi-
ating this sin" was not those who persecuted Never Disparaging but the
bodhisattva himself. “Bodhisattva Never Disparaging was not abused and
vilified, stoned and beaten with staves without reason,” Nichiren wrote,
“He had probably slandered the True Dharma in the past. The phrase ‘after
expiating this sin’ means that because he met persecution, he was able to
eradicate his sins from prior lifetimes.”™ In this way, Nichiren interpreted
the scriptural account of Never Disparaging in terms of his understanding
of his own experience of persecution as a form of atonement for his past

offenses against the Dharma and as a guarantee of his future Buddhahood.
He wrote:

The past events described in the “Never Disparaging” chapter I am now
experiencing, as predicted in the “Fortitude” chapter; thus the present fore-
told in the “Fortitude” chapter corresponds to the past of the “Never Dis-
paraging” chapter. The “Fortitude” chapter of the present will be the “Never
Disparaging” chapter of the future, and at that time I, Nichiren, will be its
Bodhisattva Never Disparaging.”’s

The “Never Disparaging” chapter tells of a Lotus practitioner who met
great trials in spreading the siitra in the past, while the “Fortitude” chapter
 predicts the trials of practitioners who will spread it in the future. Based
on his reading of these two chapters, Nichiren saw himself and his oppe-
nents as linked together via the Lotus Sitra in a vast soteriological drama
of sin, repentance, and the realization of Buddhahood. Those who malign
a practitioner of the Lotus Sitra must undergo repeated rebirth in the
Avici Hell for countless kalpas. But because they have formed a “reverse
connection” to the siitra by slandering it, after expiating their offense,
they will eventually be able to encounter the Lotus again and attain Bud-
dhahood. By a similar logic, the practitioner who suffers their harassment
must encounter this ordeal precisely because he himself maligned the

Lotus Sitra in the past. But because of his efforts to protect the Lotus

by opposing Dharma slander in the present, his own past offenses will
be wiped out, and he too will attain Buddhahood. In short, whether by
embracing or opposing it, all who encounter the Lotus Satra eventually
“succeed in becoming buddhas.”

:‘5‘ “"Tenjﬁ kydju homon” 4@};’,@%‘5_&[3'1 Teihon v507; Letters, 161, slightly modified.
Teradomari gosho” SFHEIFE, Teihon vsis; Letters, 170, slightly modified.
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Eliminating Dharma Slander in One’s Personal Practice

In keeping with his understanding that he himself had slandered the
Dharma in the past, Nichiren often cautioned his followers that this
offense had to be countered not only in others but also in oneself. Like a
number of other Buddhist teachers of his time, Nichiren did not accord
morality a central role in his soteriology. He accepted as a given the tradi-
tional Buddhist ethic with its prohibitions on killing, stealing, sexual mis-
conduct, and false speech, but he did not stress observance of the moral
precepts as a condition for liberation. He seems to have believed that per-
sons of genuine faith would not do evil gratuitously (“One who chants [the
daimoku] as the sittra teaches will not have a crooked mind”);?® he also
maintained that ordinary, unavoidable wrongdoings would be outweighed
by the merits of embracing the Lotus and would not pull the practitioner
down into the evil realms.” “Whether or not evil persons of this latter age
attain Buddhahood does not depend upon whether their sins are heavy or
slight but rests solely upon whether or not they have faith in this sttra,”
he wrote.”® This assurance, however, assumed that practitioners had fully
eliminated any slander of the Dharma on their own part. Traces of this
offense might remain even in the actions of committed devotees, and, if
unchecked, could obscure the merits of their practice and topple them
into the evil realms in lifetimes to come. Nichiren likened this to a leak
sinking even a seaworthy ship or a small ant hole eroding the embank-
ments between rice fields, and urged followers to “bail out the water of
Dharma slander and disbelief, and reinforce the embankments of faith” in
their personal practice.”

Nichiren's letters to his followers suggest multiple ways in which a
Lotus devotee might still be implicated in Dharma slander. One obvious
way was by engaging in other practices. Nichiren was highly critical of
“the kind of the Lotus practitioner who chants Namu-mydho-renge-kyd
at one moment and Namu-Amida-butsu at the next,” an act he likened
to adulterating rice with excrement.®® Even after becoming Nichiren’s
followers, some individuals evidently continued to repeat the nenbutsu

6 “Myomitsu Shonin goshdsoku” 1% _E AN EL, Teihon 2:066.

" For example, Shugo kokka ron, Teihon 1128. See also Stone, Original Enlightenment,
297-98. .

8 “Hakii Saburd-dono gohenji” QEUK#EEE&&’@JEE, Teition 1:749.

™ “Abutsu-bd-ama gozen gohen;ji” F{f: B FEAIEITHRREE, Teihon 2muo.

80 “Akimoto gosho,” Teihon 21730.
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together with the daimoku. Viewed in light of the mainstream religious
culture of the day, this was unexceptional behavior; engaging in multiple
practices was the norm, and all religious acts were viewed as meritori-
ous deeds that would further one’s eventual enlightenment. Movements
such as Honen’s and Nichiren’s, demanding exclusive commitment to a
single religious form, were minority exceptions, and one imagines that
some among Nichiren's followers simply failed either to grasp his exclu-
sivist message or to embrace it wholeheartedly. Fears about social con-

- sequences also made some reluctant to declare themselves openly as
Nichiren’s followers, and he worried about the karmic retribution they
would have to face. “There are many such cases even among my disciples
and lay followers,” he once confided in a personal letter.

You have surely heard about the lay monk Ichinosawa —#r AJHE. Privately
he is my follower, but outwardly he remains a nenbutsu devotee. What can
be done about his next life? Nonetheless, I have [copied out and] given him
the Lotus Sitra in ten fascicles.8!

A Lotus devotee could also become implicated in the sin of Dharma slan-
der by tolerating, overlooking, or declining to admonish this offense on
the part of others. Many of Nichiren’s followers, both monastics and lay
believers, had family members or other associates who did not share their
faith. In Nichiren's view, even if one did not slander the Lotus Siifra one-
self, one participated in that offense simply by belonging to a family or
even a country whose members disparage the Dharma and making no
effort to correct them. He appears to have urged such individuals to make
at least one decisive attempt to convert family or associates who did not
embrace the Lotus. For example, to one lay follower, he wrote,

If you wish to escape the offense of belonging to a house of Dharma slander-
ers, then speak to your parents and your brothers about this matter. They
may oppose you, but then again, you may persuade them to take faith.52

And to another:

Although your heart is one with mine, your person is in service elsewhere
[i.e., to a vassal of the ruler, who opposes Nichiren.] Thus it would seem dif-
ficult for you to escape the offense of complicity [in slander of the Dharma].

81 “Abutsu-bd-ama gozen gobenil,” Tethon 2:0g. Ichinosawa evidently never became
a fully committed devotee, and Nichiren continued to express concern for hiipostmor-
tem fate after Ichinosawa's death (“Sennichi-ama gozen gohenji” T H fEMHIEHNEE,
211547)-

82 “Akimoto gosho," Teihon 221738.
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How admirable that you have nonetheless informed your lord about this
teaching! Even though he may not accept it now, you yourself have escaped
offense. But from now on, you had better be circumspect in what you say.?

The “offense of complicity” {yodozai 5[E]JE) was a term found in the
legal codes and warrior house rules of the day. It designated those cases
when, although not personally guilty of the crime, someone has knowl-
edge of treasonous or other criminal behavior but fails to speak out or
to inform the authorities.3* Nichiren imported this term into a Buddhist
context to describe Lotus devotees who kept faith themselves but failed
to admonish the Dharma slander of those around them. It appears in let-
ters to his warrior followers, who were probably already familiar with this
concept it in its legal sense.

The requirement that one speak out against others’ disbelief posed a
particular hardship for those devotees whose social superiors—parents
or feudal lords—actively opposed their faith. Followers in this position
found themselves caught between their commitment to the Lotus Siira
and a social ethos of filial devotion and loyalty, which demanded obe-
dience to parents and rulers. A few such cases are known to us from
Nichiren’s letters. The father of the warrior Ikegami Munenaka #f_[Z=%{H
disowned him for his allegiance to Nichiren, forcing Munenaka’s younger
brother Munenaga 5%4%, also a Lotus devotee, to choose between uphold-
ing his faith in solidarity with his brother or abandoning it in order to
seize the unexpected opportunity to supplant Munenaka as his father's
heir. Another follower, Shijo Kingo I9{§&45 75, incurred the displeasure of
his lord, Ema Chikatoki YT.[57%:FF, who confiscated part of Shijé Kingo's
landholdings and came close to ousting him from his service altogether
on account of his association with Nichiren.®> The husband of a woman
known as the lay nun Myoichi-ama #—/8 had his small landholding
confiscated for the same reason.86 Nichiren was keenly aware of the emo-
tional and social costs to those who followed him against the wishes of
superiors, and his surviving letters show the pains he took in guiding dis-
ciples who confronted such situations. In general he counseled them that,
while abandoning one’s practice of the Lotus Siitra in conformity to social

8 “Shukun ni nyl shi homon men yodézai ji" EEE AMIERZ S FTEE, Teiton
1834

84 See NJ, 413¢c~d, 740c—d.

85 For more on these two cases, see Takagi Yutaka, Nichiren to sono montei, 221-53, and
Jacqueline L Stone, “When Disobedience is Filial and Resistance is Loyal,” 267—74.

86 “Mybichi-ama gozen goshosoku” #9— [EHEIFTENE &, Teifon 2n00L
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dictates about the obedience owed to superiors might seem prudent from
a short-range view, that course would only confirm those superiors in
their present error and amount to slander of the Dharma on one’s own
part, causing all parties involved to fall into the Avici Hell. True loyalty
or filial piety, Nichiren insisted, was to maintain one’s faith without com-
promise and declare it to lords or parents who opposed it. In so doing,
one would free oneself from complicity in Dharma slander and be able
to eradicate the karmic consequences of one’s own slanders against the
Dharma comumitted in prior lifetimes. At the same time, efforts to convert
one’s persecutors—even if their immediate response should be hostile—
would establish a karmic connection between them and the Lotus Siitra,
enabling them to attain Buddhahood at some future point. Thus Nichiren
appropriated to his Lotus exclusivism the values of filial piety and loy-
alty in a way that could in some cases legitimate, or even mandate, an
individual’s defiance of those values in their more conventional sense of
obedience to parents and rulers. His stance on this issue in effect empow-
ered devotees in a weaker or subordinate position by identifying their
agency—expressed in the act of “rebuking Dharma slander’-—as enabling
the eventual Buddhahood of the social superiors who opposed them.

Nichiren also stressed to his followers, as he had to himself, the impor-
tance of recognizing present suffering as both the consequence of past
slander of the Dharma and also as an opportunity to eradicate it. To the
Ikegami brothers, urging them to stand fast in the face of their father’s
opposition, he wrote, “Never doubt but that you slandered the Dharma in
past lifetimes. If you doubt it, you will not be able to withstand even the
minor sufferings of this life....”®” He also applied this principle to per-
sonal tribulations that that did not stem from external pressures. To his
follower Ota Jomyd A HIFERH, a warrior turned lay monk who was suf-
fering from painful skin lesions, he wrote:

Although you were not in the direct lineage [of the Shingon school], you
were still a retainer to a patron of that teaching. For many years you lived
in a house devoted to a false doctrine, and month after month your mind
was inflaenced by false teachers. ... Perhaps the relatively light affliction of
this skin disease has occurred so that you may expiate [your past offenses]
and thus be spared worse suffering in the future...These lesions have
arisen from the sole offense «of slandering the Dharma. [But] the wonder-
ful Dharma that you now embrace surpasses the moon-praising samadhi
(gatsuai zanmai F} B —BR) [by which the Buddba cured King Ajatasatru of

87 “Kyodal sho” b 55489, Teihon 1:924-25.
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the vile sores resulting from his sins]. How could your disease not be cured
and your life extended?88

In this way, Nichiren stressed that present trials are not only retribution
for past slander of the Lotus Sitra but also an.opportunity to eradicate
this offense in toto, receiving its karmic consequences far more lightly and
over a much shorter period of time than would otherwise be the case. Like
the doctrine of karmic causality more broadly, this perspective ultimately
attributes suffering—illness, in Ota Jémyd'’s case—to the sufferer’s own
prior deeds. However, in linking the cause of affliction to slandering the
Lotus Sitra and its eradication, to upholding the sittra, Nichiren invested
the concept of karmic causality with a specifically Lotus-centered soterio-
logical meaning, one thus directly connected to his followers’ immediate
practice. This may have encouraged them not only to persevere in their
own faith despite personal hardships and afflictions but to redouble their
commitment in spreading it to others.

Lastly, eliminating Dharma slander in oneself seems, in Nichiren’s view,
to have entailed treating fellow practitioners with respect. Stressing the
siitra’s admonition that speaking a single word against its devotees is
worse than abusing Sakyamuni Buddha to his face for an entire kalpa, he
admonished:

Remember that those who uphold the Lotus Siitra should never abuse one
another. Those who uphold the Lotus Siztra are all certainly buddhas, and in
slandering a buddha one becomes guilty of a grave offense.8°

Conclusion

Among the complaints leveled against him by his contemporaries,
Nichiren once wrote, was that he overemphasized doctrinal categories
(kyomon ZY[")—presumably, at the expense of meditative practice
(kanjin FE»)-3° Taken collectively, his extant writings do indeed devote
considerably more space to clarifying the distinction between true and
provisional teachings than to explicating the practice of chanting the

88 “Ota Nyido-dono gohenji” KH AEEHBEKH, Teifon 2an7-18. The “moon-praising
samadhi” by which the Buddha healed King Ajatasatru appears in the Da banniepan jing,
T 12:480c27-481b15.

89 “Matsuno-dono gohenji” PAEFEREHRR TS, Teifon 2:1266. The sitra passage to which
Nichiren refers is at Miagfa liankua jing, T g:30c29~31383.

90 “Teradomuari gosho,” Teihor 1:514.
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daimoku, the form of meditative practice that he advocated—although
within his community, the latter may have been conveyed primarily
through oral instruction. Nichiren’s emphasis on “doctrinal categories”
both reflected and informed his conviction, reached early on, that only the
Lotus Sitra leads to Buddhahood now in the Final Dharma age. Because
it is the true and perfect teaching, encompassing all the Buddha's virtues
within itself, the merit of embracing it overrides all lesser, worldly offenses
and blocks the path to rebirth in the lower realms. But for that very same
reason, Nichiren asserted, to set aside the Lotus in favor of some lesser
teaching amounts to “slander of the Dharma.” This was not in his view
an ordinary sin such as taking another’s life or property but an infinitely
more terrible act that cut off the possibility of Buddhahood both for one-
self and others and led to countless rebirths in the Avici Hell. So appall-
ing was this evil in his eyes that he could convey its magnitude only by
analogy to exaggerated forms of the most reprehensible worldly offenses;
slandering the Lotus Siitra, he said, was worse than killing everyone in all
the provinces of China and Japan or murdering one’s parents a hundred
million times.** Thus in his understanding, asserting the unique truth of
the Lotus Sittra and denouncing slander of the Dharma were inseparable
aspects of correct Buddhist practice.

Nichiren’s admonition to remonstrate against Dharma slander worked
both to maintain devotion to the Lotus Sitra in an exclusive mode and to
encourage its propagation. Had he not taken this stance, pitting himself
against all other Buddhist forms and urging his disciples to do likewise, in
- all probability his following would not have long survived him, let alone
emerged as an independent sectarian tradition, but would have been
reabsorbed into the larger religious culture. Devotion to the Lotus alone
and the accompanying mandate to counter “slander of the Dharma” were
central to the self-definition of the Hokkeshii YEFESE, as the medieval
Nichiren tradition was known. We see this vividly in the hagiographic
accounts of those Hokkeshi monks who, following Nichiren's exam-
ple, carried out the practice of “admonishing the state” (kokka kangyo
BRIZEEIE) by petitioning the emperor, the shogun, or lesser officials to
cease patronage of other Buddhist schools and to support faith in the
Lotus alone. Such acts of remonstration were often occasioned by natu-
ral disasters or other crises, which Nichiren’s followers, like their teacher
before them, perceived as collective retribution for the sin of slighting the

A Kaimoku sho, Teihon 1:604: "Kytdai sho,” 1:920.
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true Dharma. Yet, like Nichiren's Lotus exclusivism itself, a thoroughgoing -
opposition to “slander of the Dharma” proved difficult to institutionalize.
As the Hokkesh@ became firmly established in medieval Japanese soci-
ety, compromises were often made with the shrines and temples of other
schools and with local religious practice in order to win patronage and
avoid persecution. Still, a purist “Lotus only” stance and the rejection of
“Dharma slander” remained official ideology and were periodically revived
by Hokkeshit leaders eager to launch reformist movernents within the tra-
dition or to legitimize newly founded lineages. Such figures sometimes
leveled charges of “Dharma slander” not only at other Buddhist schools

~ but at rival branches within the Nichiren tradition, thus bolstering their

own claims to superior orthodoxy and fidelity to Nichiren’s example.?2
Aggressive shakubuku was discouraged by government religious policy
during the early modern period (1603-1868) but resurfaced with vigor in
the late nineteenth century. And in Japan’s modem and contemporary
periods as well, one finds examples of Nichiren Buddhist followers com-
mitted to rebuking “slander of the Dharma.” No doubt the best known
example is the postwar Soka Gakkai ElfffiZ2<4, which began as a lay
organization of the Nichiren Shosht HETESZ sect of Nichiren temple
Buddhism before a schism separated the two in 1991 In the immediate
aftermath of the Pacific War, Soka Gakkai leadership attributed the human
misery brought about by militant imperialism and Japan’s defeat to karmic
retribution for widespread slander of the Lotus Siitra, and embarked on
an aggressive proselytization campaign. Soka Gakkai youth division mem-
bers sometimes challenged Buddhist priests of other sects and the leaders
of other religious movements to confrontational public debates, and, in
the name of “clearing away Dharma slander” (h666 barai 251700 3), new
converts were required to remove from their homes all religious appur-
tenances belonging to other traditions.®® Since the 1970s, however, Soka
Gakkai has gradually adopted a more moderate stance and today even
engages in interfaith dialogue. At the same time, another former Nichiren
Shoshu affiliate and rival movement, Kenshokai JHIEZX, has emerged as
representative of the hardline Nichirenist position, promoting a rigorous
Lotus exclusivism and the elimination of “Dharma slander” for the wel-
fare of Japan and the world. Kenshokai now numbers among the fastest

9 On the practice of “admonishing the state,” see Watanabe Hoyd, Nichirenshi
shingy@ron no kenkyi, 13557, and Stone, “Rebuking the Enemies of the Lotus,” 237—40.
% Kiyoakd Murata, fapon'’s New Buddhism, g9, 105-6.
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growing religious movements in Japan, a fact that should give pause to
anyone tempted to assume that exclusivistic religious orientations could
have but little appeal in the contemporary developed world.®*

Still, when one takes into account the more than forty temple organi-
zations, lay societies, and new religious movements within Nichiren Bud-
dhism today, moderates appear to predominate; the majority of Nichiren
Buddhist adherents do not engage in confrontational shakubuku or publicly

denounce other forms of Buddhism as “Dharma slander.” But the decision -

to set aside a literal reading of Nichiren’s mandate to rebuke adherence
to other teachings——whether made as the result of conscious deliberation
or not—-is informed by factors other than the chiefly prudential consid-
erations that led many pre- and early modern devotees to relax or even
abandon Nichiren’s exclusive truth claim. One such factor is the modem-
ist ethos of religious tolerance, along with the accompanying conviction
that faith is a matter of personal choice in which others should not inter-
fere. Another is the humanistic tum, rooted in Enlightenment perspec-
tives, that sees religion as grounded, less in cosmology and metaphysics
than in culture and history. Yet another.is the influence of the text-critical
study of sacred scriptures. Modern Buddhological scholarship has shed
light on the processes of scriptural compilation, calling into question the
status of the sitras in general and the Mahayana in particular as a direct
record of the Buddha's preaching. Doctrinal classification schemas that
purport to uncover a comprehensive design or graded sequence in the
Buddhist teachings have been shown to represent, not historical realities,
but retrospective constructions. Those embracing modemist perspectives
of this kind find it hard to sympathize with, let alone embrace, the idea
that one form of religious devotion alone could be valid and all others
lead to hell—a place they are unlikely to believe in, except perhaps in
metaphorical terms.

The question of how contemporary Nichiren Buddhist practitioners
with modernist commitments reinterpret their tradition is an intriguing
one, but addressing it properly would demand a serious ethnographic
investigation; here I can offer only cursory impressions. Some individuals
occasionally call for a reinterpretation of Dharma slander according with

54 Little scholarly research on Kenshokai has been conducted as yet. For introductory

information, see the group's website http://www.kenshokai.orjp and the two informa-

tional pamphlets provided for download by the Nichirenshti Gendai Shiikyd Kenkyiijo.

H SEERIR AR BTETRR http:/ /www.genshu.grjp/DPJ/beoklet/booklet hiom (both accessed
May 6, z012).
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contemporary outlooks, and a few have even attempted to offer doctrinal
justifications for so doing, for example, by invoking Nichiren’s assertion
that the choice between shdju or shakubuku must depend upon the times.?®
For the most part, however, such re-rereadings proceed in an unofficial,
non-explicit fashion within the practice of ordinary devotees, who, like
followers of any religion, tend to minimize or ignore uncongenial ele-
ments of their received tradition and stress those that for them are most
relevant-—such as the value of Nichiren Buddhism as their family religion,
the efficacy of the daimoku as a practice for self-cultivation, oxr Nichiren’s
aim, variously interpreted, of realizing an ideal Buddha land here in this
world. There may also be some reluctance to tamper in any official way
with a teaching that has been formative of traditional Nichiren sectarian
identity. At the same time, informal conversations with priests and lay
believers of multiple Nichiren Buddhist groups suggest to me that at least
some practitioners privately consider the mandate to oppose “slander of
the Dharma” to be a major obstacle to the wider recognition of Nichiren’s

~ teaching as a legitimate form of Buddhism—a tradition often represented
- in modernist readings as an especially “tolerant” religion. The condemna-

tion of all Buddhist forms except devotion to the Lotus Sitra as “Dharma
slander” alienates outsiders, who see it as dogmatic self-righteousness,
while insiders with more fundamentalist leanings tend to view the exter-

- nal criticisms that it provokes, not as a reason to reconsider their adver-

sarial stance, but rather as a validation of it, in that such criticism seems
to bear out scriptural prophecy that those who spread the Lotus Sitra in
the latter age will meet hostility. It is ironic that Nichiren’s implacable

~ opposition to the “sin of Dharma slander,” which in no small measure

enabled his small following to take shape and develop as an independent
school, should become a hindrance in contemporary times. But it is not
an isolated case; the thorny hermeneutical probleros of reinterpreting an
exclusive truth claim in light of the modernist ethos touched upon above
are by no means limited to Nichiren Buddhists.

~ The frequent characterization of Nichiren as “intolerant” in both schol-
arly and popular literature stems from precisely that ethos. Purely as a
descriptor, the term is accurate enough; to use the contemporary expres-
sion, Nichiren had “zero tolerance” for the practice of other teachings.

—— <
-+ 95 For an example of a re-reading of Nichiren's four admonitions by a North American

Nichiren Buddhist minister, see http://fraughtwithperil.com/ryuei/2om/og/27/the-four-
admonitions/ (accessed May 6, 2012).
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But the category of “intolerance” is grounded in a particular set of norma-
tive modernist assumptions about religion that did not exist in medieval
Japan; criticisms leveled again Nichiren by his contemporaries were based
on very different grounds. Dismissing Nichiren as intolerant thus obscures
the interpretive context within which he understood slander of the Lotus
Sitra to be the most frightful of sins. This aspect of his thought, which I
have attempted to retrieve in this essay, is difficult to grasp—not because
it is doctrinally complex, but because it is embedded in a view of reality so
different from that which dominates intellectual discourse today. None-
theless, the modernist stance is far from universal, and religious convic-
tions such as Nichirer’s, that embracing any but one particular teaching is
an appalling evil to be opposed at all cost, have neither vanished from the
world nor ceased to bring about far-reaching consequences. Beyond the
narrower desire of the historian of Japanese Buddhism to “get Nichiren
right,” that fact alone makes his concept of “slander of the True Dharma”
as the worst of sins worth making an effort to understand.
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RITUAL FAULTS, SINS, AND LEGAL OFFENCES:
A DISCUSSION ABOUT TWO PATTERNS OF JUSTICE IN
CONTEMPORARY INDIA

Daniela Bertil

Legal scholars have shown how the history of contemporary criminal
procedures in the West is bound to religious history and in particular to
medieval Christianity. They argue, for example, that the jury trial is a con-
sequence of the decline in practices based on God’s judgment as revealed
through the procedure of the ordeal. Once the judge, and not the deity,
had ‘to make the final decision regarding the guilt or innocence of the
accused, the jury trial was introduced as a way of sparing the judge the
full responsibility of passing judgment and of allowing him to share this
responsibility with the jurors. In his work on the theological xoots of the
criminal trial James Q. Whitman goes even further, arguing that one of
the crucial legal rules of contemporary criminal procedure, “reasonable
doubt”, is to be seen as a vestige of a very widespread pre-modern anxiety
about judging and punishing.® The author shows how the original func-
tion of reasonable doubt was not, as it is today, to protect the accused, but
to protect jurors against the potential mortal sin of convicting an innocent
defendant. The rule of reasonable doubt was, he argues, a “technique of
moral comfort”, aimed at protecting the judge from damnation.*

In India the religious dangers attendant upon judging had been men-
tioned in Sanskrit texts since the early centuries of the common era.
Phyllis Granoff has shown, for example, that while certain texts warned
the king that he must punish the guilty lest he take on himself the offend-
er’s sin, other texts warned him that in punishing the innocent, he would

! This work is part of the ANR (Agence Nationale de la Recherche, France) programme,
“Justice and Governance in India and South Asia,” http://just-India.net. )

2 ]. Fitzjames Stephen, A History of the Criminal Law of England {London: Routledge,
1996). On this topic see also Robert Jacob, “Le serment des juges,” in Le Serment, ed. Ray-

- mond Verdier (Paris: CNRS, 1991).

3 James Q. Whitman. The Origins of Reasonable Doubt. Theological Roots of the Criminal

- Trial. (Yale: Yale University Press, 2008).

4 Whitman, The Origins of Reasonable Doubt.
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