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The One Essential Phrase

(The Writings of Nichiren Daishonin, pp. 922-23; Gosho Zenshu, pp. 1402-03)

The following is an excerpt from “The One Essential Phrase,” the study material for June study meetings in the SGI-USA.

The spirit within one’s body of five or six feet may appear in just one’s face, which is only a foot long, and the spirit within one’s face may appear in just one’s eyes, which are only an inch across.  Included within the two characters representing Japan is all that is within the country’s sixty-six provinces:  the people and the animals, the rice paddies and the other fields, those of high and low status, the nobles and the commoners, the seven kinds of treasures and all the other precious gems.  Similarly, included within the title, or daimoku, of Nam-myoho-renge-kyo is the entire sutra consisting of all eight volumes, twenty-eight chapters, and 69,384 characters, without the omission of a single character.  Concerning this, Po Chü-i
 stated that the title is to the sutra as the eyes are to the Buddha.  In the eighth volume of his Annotations on “The Words and Phrases of the Lotus Sutra,” Miao-lo states, “When for the sake of brevity one mentions only the daimoku, or title, the entire sutra is by implication included therein.”  By this he means that, although for the sake of brevity only the title of the sutra is spoken, the entire sutra is contained in the title alone.  


Everything has its essential point, and the heart of the Lotus Sutra is its title, or the daimoku, of Nam-myoho-renge-kyo.  Truly, if you chant this in the morning and evening, you are correctly reading the entire Lotus Sutra.  Chanting daimoku twice is the same as reading the entire sutra twice, one hundred daimoku equal one hundred readings of the sutra, and one thousand daimoku, one thousand readings of the sutra.  Thus, if you ceaselessly chant daimoku, you will be continually reading the Lotus Sutra.  The sixty volumes of the T’ien-t’ai doctrines
 give exactly the same interpretation.  A teaching this easy to uphold and this easy to practice was expounded for the sake of all living beings in the evil world of this latter age.  A passage from the Lotus Sutra reads, “In the Latter Day of the Law . . .”


Another reads, “If a bodhisattva or mahasattva in the latter age hereafter, when the Law is about to perish, should accept and embrace, read and recite this sutra . . .”  A third states, “In the evil age of the Latter Day of the Law if there is someone who can uphold this sutra . . .”


A fourth reads, “In the last five-hundred-year period you must spread it [the Lotus Sutra] abroad widely.”
  The heart of all these passages is the admonition to embrace and believe in the Lotus Sutra in this Latter Day of the Law.  The learned authorities in Japan, China, and India have all failed to comprehend this obvious meaning and have slandered the sutra.  They follow and practice the Hinayana and the provisional teachings upheld by the Nembutsu, True Word, Zen, and Precepts schools, thereby discarding the Lotus Sutra.  They misunderstand the Buddha’s teachings, but the people are ignorant of their mistakes.  Because they appear to be true priests, the people trust them without the slightest doubt about what they preach.  Therefore, without realizing it, the people who follow them have become enemies of the Lotus Sutra and foes of Shakyamuni Buddha.  It is obvious from the sutra that not only will all their wishes remain unfulfilled, but their lives will be short, and after this life, they will be doomed to the great citadel of the hell of incessant suffering.

Background

Nichiren Daishonin sent this letter from Minobu in the seventh month, 1278, to the lay nun Myoho, 
 who lived in Okamiya Village in Suruga Province.  Very little is known about Myoho.  This letter was written in response to one she had sent the Daishonin asking whether enlightenment can be attained by chanting Nam-myoho-renge-kyo alone.


Myoho received several letters from the Daishonin, who apparently placed great trust in her.  Her inquiry was most likely made on behalf of her ailing husband, for we learn in a subsequent letter from the Daishonin that her husband died shortly after the letter we focus on here was written.  Myoho survived her husband and her elder brother.  

Commentary

Myoho, the recipient of “The One Essential Phrase,” had asked Nichiren Daishonin:  “Can I attain enlightenment only by chanting Nam-myoho-renge-kyo?”  In an era when much of anything Buddhist was associated with elaborate rituals and esoteric doctrines, we might surmise the subtext of her question to be:  “Can attaining enlightenment be this simple?”  “Can we as ordinary people ever attain enlightenment?”


In medieval Japan, for a lay believer, especially a woman, to ask a priest about Buddhist matters could be taken as lack of deference to priestly authority.  While her inquiry was most likely made on behalf of her sick husband, Myoho must have felt uneasy having to choose between seeking a deeper understanding of her faith or merely keeping to her prescribed place in society.  


Sensing this, Nichiren Daishonin first praises Myoho for her seeking mind.  Indeed the opening portion of the letter is filled with praise and appreciation:  “For you to inquire about the Lotus Sutra and ask its meaning is a rare source of good fortune.”  “Your asking a question about the Lotus Sutra is among the six difficult acts.  This is a sure indication that, if you embrace the Lotus Sutra, you will become a Buddha in your present form.”  “You asked whether one can attain Buddhahood only by chanting Nam-myoho-renge-kyo, and this is the most important question of all.”  The Daishonin was keenly aware that knowledge and understanding give rise to confidence and self-reliant faith while the suppression of doubt, which arises naturally in the course of our practice, leads to blind faith riddled with fear and anxiety.  So the Daishonin encourages Myoho to challenge her doubts and freely ask questions in search of Buddhist truths.  


Explaining that Nam-myoho-renge-kyo, as the essence of the Lotus Sutra, contains all the benefits of Buddhism, the Daishonin teaches Myoho — and all of us — that when we ordinary people chant daimoku with faith in our innate Buddhahood, we can cast the light of hope into even the darkest corners of our hearts like a lantern illuminating “a place that has been dark for a hundred, a thousand, or ten thousand years”; that we can change whatever we long thought impossible and enjoy undreamed-of happiness; that we can surely attain enlightenment regardless of our present circumstances.

“Similarly, included within the title, or daimoku, of Nam-myoho-renge-kyo is the entire sutra….  the title is to the sutra as the eyes are to the Buddha.”

The single phrase Nam-myoho-renge-kyo contains the entirety of the Lotus Sutra, which is the culmination of Shakyamuni’s teachings.  Using metaphors and citing other scriptures, the Daishonin explains why this is so.  Prior to this passage, he writes that since the Lotus Sutra reveals our bodies, minds and actions as those of Buddhas, those who uphold and believe in even a phrase or verse from the sutra may attain Buddhahood.  


While it is the title of the sutra, Nam-myoho-renge-kyo also encompasses its essence.  The Daishonin likens it to how people’s essential character may be revealed in their eyes or how an entire nation may be expressed in its name.  Then he concludes:  “Similarly, included within the title, or daimoku, of Nam-myoho-renge-kyo is the entire sutra consisting of all eight volumes, twenty-eight chapters, and 69,384 characters, without the omission of a single character.”  He supports this conclusion with passages from Po Chü-i, a famous Chinese poet; and Miao-lo, a scholar of China’s T’ien-t’ai school.


The Lotus Sutra teaches the universal potential for Buddhahood within the lives of all people.  In the second chapter, Shakyamuni declares to his disciple:  “Shariputra, you should know / that at the start I took a vow, / hoping to make all persons / equal to me, without any distinction between us” (The Lotus Sutra, Burton Watson, trans. P. 36).  Here Shakyamuni indicates that all people can reveal themselves as Buddhas.  For this reason, the life of each person, no matter how she or he may appear at this moment, is worthy of the utmost respect.  According to the Lotus Sutra, therefore, happiness lies in self-actualization, not in pursuit of an external deity’s blessings.  What matters most is faith in our true potential and our efforts to reveal it to the fullest extent.


Each person’s potential for compassion, wisdom and courage is equal to the Buddha’s.  Shakyamuni, as the founder of Buddhism, began expounding his profound teachings after becoming enlightened to the supreme potential in all people including himself.  Though their supreme potential may not yet be realized, all people deserve our deepest respect for possessing it.  Furthermore, those striving to awaken to their Buddhahood by upholding the Lotus Sutra are to be honored for their noble efforts.  As Shakyamuni’s injunction ends the sutra:  “If you see a person who accepts and upholds this sutra, you should rise and greed him from afar, showing him the same respect you would a Buddha” (LS28, 324).


The universality of Buddhahood as expounded in the Lotus Sutra is embodied in Nam-myoho-renge-kyo, the fundamental law of life and the universe.  Therefore, Nam-myoho-renge-kyo is more than a symbolic representation of the sutra, it is the foundation upon which the sutra stands.  As the Daishonin writes, “Nam-myoho-renge-kyo is not only the core of the Buddha’s lifetime teachings, but also the heart, essence, and ultimate principle of the Lotus Sutra” (“This Is What I Heard,” WND, 860).  

“Everything has its essential point, and the heart of the Lotus Sutra is its title, or the daimoku, of Nam-myoho-renge-kyo.  Truly, if you chant this in the morning and evening, you are correctly reading the entire Lotus Sutra…”

The question that prompted Nichiren Daishonin to write this letter arose amid the general atmosphere of the Buddhist community of the day.  This was an era in which Buddhist priests emphasized esoteric rituals and formalities.  People were taught that the proper Buddhist practice included copying sutras or attending prayer services or hearing the sermons of an eminent priest, so that such rituals and formalities became the norm.  Religious experience in Buddhism, accordingly, was viewed as something requiring the mediation of priests.  Buddhism became something that ordinary people watch experts do, not something that they themselves experience directly.  In this spiritual climate, it was only natural for Myoho to wonder if one’s own chanting of Nam-myoho-renge-kyo would suffice.


Shakyamuni traveled from city to city to share his teachings with the people, slaves and kings alike.  Many centuries later, however, his teachings had become the exclusive property of priests.  By the time Buddhism flourished in medieval Japan, Shakyamuni’s teachings had devolved into mere spiritual ornament, a status symbol for the ruling class.  Amid these conditions, the Daishonin revealed the gem of all Buddhist teachings.  It was hidden in the Lotus Sutra as Nam-myoho-renge-kyo, and he taught the practice of chanting that phrase for the happiness of oneself and others.  This teaching and its practice were simple and accessible to the ordinary people, whose majority were illiterate and could neither copy nor recite the sutras written in classical Chinese.


But isn’t it too simple to only chant Nam-myoho-renge-kyo?  Addressing such doubt, the Daishonin explains in this letter the profundity of his simple practice.  


 “Everything has its essential point.”  Here the Daishonin explains that Nam-myoho-renge-kyo is the essence of the Lotus Sutra; therefore, when we chant Nam-myoho-renge-kyo, it is same as reciting the entire sutra.  “Thus,” the Daishonin continues, “if you ceaselessly chant daimoku, you will be continually reading the Lotus Sutra.”  The voluminous works of China’s T’ien-t’ai school also attest to the profundity of the daimoku, says the Daishonin.  


A simple thing does not have to be simplistic.  Just as we can benefit from a super-computer simply by turning on its switch, we can reveal ourselves as Buddhas simply by chanting Nam-myoho-renge-kyo as an affirmation of our own innate Buddhahood.

“A teaching this easy to uphold and this easy to practice was expounded for the sake of all living beings in the evil world of this latter age.”

In the so-called Latter Day of the Law, it is said that the truth of Shakyamuni’s Buddhism is obscured by clerical corruption, and the suffering of people abounds because of their spiritual confusion.  In the Latter Day of the Law, therefore, a profound teaching is needed to alleviate people’s confusion.  Its practice, however, must be easily understood and carried out by the ordinary people, as the Daishonin explains here.


The union of the simple and the profound in Nam-myoho-renge-kyo is an expression of the Daishonin’s immense compassion as the Buddha of the Latter Day.  It may be said that because the Daishonin’s desire to enable all people of the Latter Day to attain Buddhahood was so great, he summoned his profound wisdom to perceive the essential reality of all people as their innate Buddhahood.  The Daishonin understood that through the simple practice of chanting Nam-myoho-renge-kyo coupled with an earnest expectation to reveal the supreme potential from within, ordinary people no matter their level of Buddhist knowledge could bring forth the same state of life that Shakyamuni and the Daishonin had attained.


From one view, the Latter Day of the Law is a time of corruption and confusion.  From the Daishonin’s perspective, however, it is the time for his true teaching — Nam-myoho-renge-kyo — to spread widely.  People must not merely be left with their sufferings as they commit themselves to empty, esoteric religious practices.  Rather, their sufferings must be transformed into the desire for seeking their true potential and serve as a springboard to developing their inner strength.  The Daishonin stresses the importance of dispelling people’s confusion about Buddhism so they can avoid prolonging their suffering without meaning.  

“Because they appear to be true priests, the people trust them without the slightest doubt about what they preach.  Therefore, without realizing it, the people who follow them have become enemies of the Lotus Sutra and foes of Shakyamuni Buddha.”

The fourth passage the Daishonin quotes from the Lotus Sutra is the famous passage from which the term kosen-rufu derives.  Kosen-rufu is the Japanese pronunciation of the sutra’s dictum to “spread [the Lotus Sutra] abroad widely” as it appears in Kumarajiva’s renowned Chinese translation.  In the sutra’s “Former Affairs of the Bodhisattva Medicine King” chapter, Shakyamuni exhorts one of his bodhisattva disciples:  “After I have passed into extinction, in the last five hundred year period you must spread it abroad widely throughout Jambudvipa

 and never allow it to be cut off, nor must you allow evil devils, the devils’ people, heavenly beings, dragons, yakshas
 or kumbhanda
 demons to seize the advantage!”  (LS23, 288).  


Kosen-rufu means the building of a peaceful society through the wide spread of Buddhism, particularly the teaching of Nam-myoho-renge-kyo, which was the Daishonin’s ultimate goal.  As he writes in a letter titled, “On Repaying Debts of Gratitude”:  “In Japan, China, India, and all the other countries of Jambudvipa, every person, regardless of whether wise or ignorant, will set aside other practices and join in the chanting of Nam-myoho-renge-kyo.  This teaching has never been taught before.  Here in the entire land of Jambudvipa, in all the 2,225 years since the passing of the Buddha, not a single person chanted it.  Nichiren alone, without sparing his voice, now chants Nam-myoho-renge-kyo, Nam-myoho-renge-kyo….  If Nichiren’s compassion is truly great and encompassing, Nam-myoho-renge-kyo will spread for ten thousand years and more, for all eternity, for it has the beneficial power to open the blind eyes of every living being in the country of Japan, and it blocks off the road that leads to the hell of incessant suffering” (WND, 736).  


According to the concept of “the five five-hundred-year periods”
 as expounded in the Great Collection Sutra, Buddhism after the Buddha’s passing goes through the various stages of spread and prosperity and of corruption and confusion.  Throughout Buddhist history, various teachings spread and declined in different periods and places.  In the Latter Day of the Law, during which the corruption and confusion of Buddhism become rampant, a profound yet easily accessible teaching is needed.  The Daishonin identified and revealed this much-needed teaching for the Latter Day as Nam-myoho-renge-kyo — the essence of the Lotus Sutra.


As the sutra passage cited above and the Daishonin’s own writings make clear, the work of Buddhist practitioners in the Latter Day of the Law is twofold.  We are required to spread the teaching of Nam-myoho-renge-kyo widely throughout the world for the sake of peace and people’s happiness.  The propagation of the Daishonin’s Buddhism, however, entails a great many obstacles, which the sutra metaphorically describes as demons.  A second and oft-forgotten aspect of kosen-rufu, therefore, is to overcome those obstacles to the spreading of the Daishonin’s teaching and to protect its integrity against confusion and corruption.  These two aspects of kosen-rufu, that is, spreading the teaching and overcoming obstacles to its propagation, are inseparable; they are integral to the Buddhist practice in the Latter Day of the Law.  We can spread Nam-myoho-renge-kyo “abroad widely,” throughout the entire world now and in the future, as the Daishonin wished and in accord with the Lotus Sutra.  But we can do so only if we do not allow the flow of his teaching to be cut off and those who obstruct its propagation to seize the advantage.  


In “The One Essential Phrase,” the Daishonin points out that many people of his day were fooled by the trappings of priestliness — aspects such as eminence, elaborate rituals and ceremonies, the magnificent edifices of worship in which they preach, etc.  Followers esteemed the teachings of these priests without considering the content of those teachings.  The decline of Buddhism in the Latter Day of the Law is due, only in half, to the corruption of priests and their distortion of Buddhism.  The other half of the blame goes to the people who acted out of naïveté and ignorance.  The Daishonin expresses his concerns thusly:  “Therefore, without realizing it, the people who follow them have become enemies of the Lotus Sutra and foes of Shakyamuni Buddha.”


Sincere faith is the cornerstone of Buddhism, as the Daishonin himself states, “To have faith is the basis of Buddhism” (The Real Aspect of the Gohonzon, WND, 832).  Sincerity that lacks reason, however, causes misery.  The Daishonin points out that “The people are ignorant of their mistakes.”  But, from the standpoint of Buddhism, although they may be sincere in their intent, by following misleading teachings people cannot escape their responsibility for supporting the distortion of Buddhism.  This is what is called the “offense of complicity in slander” for which people will suffer the same degree of retribution as do the actual slanderers of the Law.


For this reason, it is the responsibility of those who have awakened to the true teaching of Nam-myoho-renge-kyo to point out all distortion of Buddhism and to help others overcome their delusions about Buddhism.  While most people were evaluating Buddhist schools by how good the priests looked, Myoho and her husband discerned the truth of Buddhism in the Daishonin’s teaching and began chanting Nam-myoho-renge-kyo in order to bring forth their innate Buddhahood.  The Daishonin writes to praise them for their rare faith untainted by the confusion of Buddhism surrounding them.  Furthermore, he bolsters their confidence in the profundity and immense power of Nam-myoho-renge-kyo or “the one essential phrase.”  

Commentary by the SGI-USA Study Department

Primary and Secondary Practices

In “The One Essential Phrase” Nichiren Daishonin explains the great power and benefit of the primary practice of chanting Nam-myoho-renge-kyo.  In other works where elucidates his teachings, he explains the importance of reciting portions of the “Expedient Means” and “Life Span” chapters of the Lotus Sutra.  Together, chanting Nam-myoho-renge-kyo and reciting portions of the Lotus Sutra comprise the primary and supplementary components of daily practice before the object of devotion, the Gohonzon.  The following quotes from the Daishonin and SGI President Ikeda address the importance of reciting the sutra.

“Though no chapter of the Lotus Sutra is negligible, among the entire twenty-eight chapters, the “Expedient Means” chapter and the “Life Span” chapter are particularly outstanding.  The remaining chapters are all in a sense the branches and leaves of these two chapters.  Therefore, for your regular recitation, I recommend that you practice reading the prose sections of the “Expedient Means” and “Life Span” chapters.”  (“The Recitation of the ‘Expedient Means’ and ‘Life Span’ Chapters,” The Writings of Nichiren Daishonin, P. 71)

“I have written out the prose section of the “Expedient Means” chapter for you.  You should recite it together with the verse portion of the “Life Span” chapter, which I sent you earlier.”  (“Reply to the Lay Priest Soya,” WND, 486)

“The Lotus Sutra represents the bone and marrow of all the sacred teachings of the Buddha’s lifetime, and the verse section of the Life Span chapter represents the soul of the twenty-eight chapters of the sutra.  The various Buddhas of the three existences look upon the Life Span chapter as their very life, and the bodhisattvas of the ten directions likewise regard the chapter’s verse section as their eyes.”  (“Letter To Horen,” WND, 516)

“In light of all this, we can say that each morning, [when he recites the verse section of the Life Span chapter] the priest Horen is sending forth golden-hued characters from his mouth.  These characters are 510 in number, and each character changes into a sun, and each sun changes into a Thus Come One Shakyamuni.  They emit great beams of light that penetrate the earth and shine upon the three evil paths and the great citadel of the hell of incessant suffering.”  (“Letter To Horen,” WND, 517-18)

“As you know, chanting Nam-myoho-renge-kyo, or the daimoku of the Lotus Sutra, is termed the ‘primary practice’ and reading or reciting the  “Expedient Means” and “Life Span” chapters is called the ‘supplementary practice’ or ‘supporting practice.  ...


“The benefit from carrying out the primary practice is immense.  When you also recite the ‘Expedient Means’ and ‘Life Span’ chapters, it has supplementary function of increasing and accelerating the beneficial power of the primary practice.  Our basic way of gongyo is to chant daimoku as its primary component and recite the “Expedient Means” and “Life Span” chapters as the supplementary.”


(Lectures on the Expedient Means” and “Life Span” Chapters of the Lotus Sutra, Daisaku Ikeda, pp. 16-17)

“The primary practice of the Daishonin’s Buddhism is to chant Nam-myoho-renge-kyo, the ultimate truth of the highest Buddhist teaching.  Since we are carrying out the supreme primary practice, anything less than the highest supplementary practice would be of no help at all.


“The supplementary practice the Daishonin chose is the recitation of the “Expedient Means” and “Life Span” chapters of the Lotus Sutra, the purpose of Shakyamuni Buddha’s advent in this world.  Of the sutra’s twenty-eight chapters, these two represent ‘the essence of the theoretical teaching’ and ‘the essence of the essential teaching,’ respectively.


“During the Daishonin’s time, as well, his followers recited these two chapters.”  (Lectures on the Expedient Means” and “Life Span” Chapters of the Lotus Sutra, Daisaku Ikeda, pp. 18-19)

Points of Study:

1. The daimoku of Nam-myoho-renge-kyo / benefit of the daimoku

2. The formality of gongyo

3. The time of kosen-rufu / the Latter Day of the Law

4. The principle of shakubuku

Japanese:  Myoho Ama gozen Gohenji Gosho Zenshu, p. 1402, line 10, to p. 1403, line 8.

Reference: January 1998 Daibyakurenge (pp. 58-63).

� Po Chü-i (772–846): Famous Chinese poet, much admired in Japan.


� The sixty volumes … doctines: These include T’ien-t’ai’s three major works (The Profound Meaning of the Lotus Sutra, The Words and Phrases of the Lotus Sutra, Great Concentration and Insight) and Miao-lo’s commentaries on them.


� Lotus Sutra, chap. 14. The next quotation is from the same chapter.


� Ibid., chap. 17.


� Ibid., chap. 23.


� This statement is based on a passage of the “Simile and Parable” chapter of the Lotus Sutra, which reads: “If a person fails to have faith but instead slanders this sutra, immediately he will destroy all the seeds for becoming a Buddha in this world….When his life comes to an end he will enter the Avichi hell.”


� Lay nun (Jpn ama): An appellation often affixed to the name of female believers of Buddhism who have been tonsured like a nun but continue to live as lay members of society.  Lay nun is the female equivalent of lay priest (nyudo).  Name Myoho is the same Chinese characters as in myoho-renge-kyo.


� Jambudvipa:  According to the ancient Indian world view, one of the four continents situated in the four directions around Mount Sumeru.  Jambudvipa is located to the south and is the place where the Buddhas appear.  It is often used as to refer to the entire world.


� yakshas (Skt):  A type of demon. Originally, beings who served Kubera, the god of wealth in Indian mythology.  Yakshas were incorporated into Buddhism as one of the eight kinds of nonhuman beings who work to protect Buddhism.  Yakshas are regarded as followers of the heavenly king Vaishravana and are said to protect the north, though some sutras depict them as demons who torment and harm human beings.


� kumbhanda (Skt):  A class of demons.  They are said to be attendants of Increase and Growth, one of the four heavenly kings.


� “the five five-hundred-year periods”:  Five consecutive periods described in the Great Collection Sutra that predict the course of Buddhism in the first twenty-five hundred years following Shakyamuni’s death, an epoch in which Buddhism is expected to spread, prosper and eventually decline. In chronological sequence, the five five-hundred-year periods are:  (1) the age of attaining emancipation, (2) the age of meditation, (3) the age of studying and reciting the sutras and receiving lectures on them, (4) the age of building temples and stupas, and (5) the age of quarrels and disputes in which Shakyamuni’s teachings will be obscured and lost.  Periods (1) and (2) constitute the Former Day of the Law, (3) and (4), the Middle Day of the Law, and (5), the beginning of the Latter Day of the Law.
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