LB Article:  Page 1
   Re

 Reply to the Lay Nun Nichigon - LB Article:  Page 5

“Reply to the Lay Nun Nichigon”

(The Writings of Nichiren Daishonin, P. 1079; Gosho Zenshu, P. 1262)

The following is the entire text of Nichiren Daishonin’s letter “Reply to the Lay Nun Nichigon” and is the study material for February study meetings in the SGI-USA.

I placed the written petition, dated the eighth day of the eleventh month in the third year of Koan (1280), in which you expressed your prayer, along with your offerings of one thousand coins
 and an unlined robe made of thread spun from bark fiber, before the Lotus Sutra, and I spoke to the gods of the sun and moon about it.  Now there is no need to attempt to surmise yourself how things will go.  Whether or not your prayer is answered will depend on your faith; [if it is not] I will in no way be to blame.


When water is clear, the moon is reflected.  When the wind blows, the trees shake.  Our minds are like the water.  Faith that is weak is like muddy water, while faith that is brave is like clear water.  Understand that the trees are like principles, and the wind that shakes them is like the recitation of the sutra.

With my deep respect,

Nichiren

The twenty-ninth day of the eleventh month

Background

This letter was written at Mount Minobu in the eleventh month of the third year of Koan (1280) in response to a petition from the lay nun
 Nichigon.  She is thought to have been either a relative of the lay priest
 Takahashi, a central figure among the believers in Fuji District of Suruga Province, or the mother of Nichigen, a priest of Jisso-ji temple in the same province who converted to Nichiren Daishonin’s 

teachings.  Lay nuns and lay priests have been tonsured but continue live in society.  It signifies one who has entered the “way of the Buddha.”

Commentary

Outside of Nichiren Buddhism, self-reliant faith may sound like an oxymoron since we often associate faith with belief in something outside ourselves and beyond our control.  Or self-reliant faith may strike us as absurd since we find it difficult to see anything worthy of complete trust within our feeble existences.  Whether we believe in someone else controlling our lives or we think of ourselves as unworthy of trust, we usually equate faith with dependence.  In “Reply to Lay Nun Nichigon,” however, Nichiren Daishonin transforms the idea of faith from dependence to self-reliance.  This view of faith the Daishonin taught his followers was even more radical in thirteenth century Japan when the clergy 

thrived upon people’s dependence on religious authority to offer prayers and conduct rituals in exchange for patronage.  Today the Daishonin’s idea of self-reliant faith continues to present us with a new challenge as we try to overcome our deep-seated sense of powerlessness to effect a meaningful change in a world full of violence and misery.


The circumstances surrounding Nichiren Daishonin when he wrote “Reply to Lay Nun Nichigon” were difficult — both for himself and his followers.  The Daishonin wrote this letter in the twenty-ninth day of the eleventh month — which would correspond to the mid-winter months of December or January in the Gregorian calendar.  The year was 1280, two years before his death when the Daishonin was 58 (or 59 according to the traditional Japanese system of calculation).  He lived in the recesses of Mount Minobu, training his disciples in the Buddhist life-philosophy and encouraging lay followers in the smoldering aftermath of the Atsuhara Persecution one year earlier in which twenty peasants were arrested and tortured because of their faith in his teachings.  


Though they were relatively new converts, those Atsuhara peasants never abandoned their faith.  As a result, three were beheaded, and the rest banished from their native village of Atsuhara in Fuji District of Suruga Province, where Lay Nun Nichigon, the recipient of this letter, is believed to have lived.  Only four days before the Daishonin wrote this letter, his two priestly disciples, Nichiben and Nisshu, had to be evacuated from Atsuhara to Toki Jonin’s estate in Shimosa Province.  Judging from this event, those who took faith in the Daishonin’s teaching and provided him with support were still facing hostility and harassment from the government and the religious establishment in the area.  The Atsuhara Persecution and its ensuing adversity added to the Daishonin’s harsh living conditions in the remote mountains as well as to his steadily declining health.


Furthermore, in 1280, Japanese society was terrorized by rumors of a second attack by the Mongol Empire — one of the largest empires in history, stretching from East Asia to Southern Russia.  In the second month of this year, the imperial court ordered Buddhist temples to pray for victory over the Mongols.  Indeed, in the following year, the Mongol forces attacked Japan’s southern island of Kyushu.  The invading forces, however, withdrew after most of their fleet was destroyed by a storm.  When the Daishonin was writing this letter, with an imminent attack from the world’s superpower, the entire nation was gripped by the terror of violence and death.


Under those circumstances, Lay Nun Nichigon, who maintained her faith despite the oppressive atmosphere of the time, had sent Nichiren Daishonin a petition, that is, her “wish list,” along with the offering of money and a robe, and asked him to pray for her.  Asking a priest to pray for the fulfillment of one’s wishes was commonplace.  The ruling aristocrats and warriors were asking Buddhist temples to pray for anything from their personal prosperity and salvation to the nation’s victory over a foreign power.  In this sense, Nichigon’s dependence on clergy for the attainment of her wishes was indicative of the spiritual climate of the times.


We don’t know the contents of Nichigon’s petition, but it is not too difficult to imagine that she had grave enough concerns that compelled her to send it to the Daishonin along with offerings.  In the letter, Nichiren Daishonin first acknowledges the receipt of her petition and offerings and tells her that he offered prayers regarding her petition, as he writes, “I placed the written petition…along with your offerings…before the Lotus Sutra, and I spoke to the gods of the sun and moon about it.”  The Daishonin placed Nichigon’s petition and offerings before the Gohonzon (“the Lotus Sutra”) and prayed for the protective workings of life and the universe (“the gods of the sun and moon”) to function in her favor.  The Daishonin warmly accepts Nichigon’s sincerity and takes care to reassure her — before pointing out her misconception of faith.


As common as Nichigon’s reliance on the clergy was in those days, the Daishonin’s idea of self-reliant faith was just as uncommon.  The Daishonin writes, “Whether or not your prayer is answered will depend on your faith; [if it is not] I will in no way be to blame.”  Nichigon probably thought that although her own prayer might be ineffective, her Buddhist teacher’s prayer had to be much more powerful because he was a priest.  “So why not ask him to pray for me?  After all, that’s what people do.”  The Daishonin explains that the idea of faith in Nichiren Buddhism is entirely different from the prevailing idea of faith as dependence on an external deity or religious authority.


Dependent faith reflects a sense of personal powerlessness, self-reliant faith an awareness of inner strength.  Because we feel powerless over events and circumstances and assume that life is beyond our control, we pray out of fear and beg some deity to grant our wishes.  The essential teaching of the Lotus Sutra, however, is the universality of Buddhahood, as expressed in Shakyamuni’s vow to “make all persons equal to me, without any distinction between us” (LS2, 36).  The Buddha sees in all people the same potential for Buddhahood, and the Lotus Sutra encourages us to praise this truth about life and admonishes us against ignorance or denial of it.  


Nichiren Daishonin identified this universal truth of Buddhahood as the law of Nam-myoho-renge-kyo and taught that chanting this phrase with faith in this supreme potential is an essential way to reveal ourselves as Buddhas in everyday life.  For this reason, our repeated chanting of Nam-myoho-renge-kyo is an act of praising and affirming our Buddhahood, causing it to manifest as wisdom, compassion and courage.  Our faith, in this sense, must be self-reliant in that we depend on no one but our true self that is hidden beneath the surface of our tumultuous lives.  


Relying on others for our happiness is easy.  All we need to do is to acknowledge that we are powerless, which does not seem to need any proof beyond our everyday experience, and point out the duty of others to make us happy.  Dependence, furthermore, comes with an added bonus of retaining our “right” to blame others whenever things don’t turn out as we wish.  As the Daishonin points out to Nichigon, a feeling of entitlement to blame and complain is a hallmark of dependence.  Put simply, it is more comfortable to remain as victims of circumstances who can always blame others for their misery than makers of fate who must take responsibility for their action and assert their will over adversity.  


Self-reliance, on the other hand, comes with the burden of responsibility to live up to the potential we see in our own lives — without being able to blame others for our misery.  This “burden” of responsibility, when viewed from an elevated perspective, is another name for “freedom” to express our unique potential and live the lives we want rather than accepting the lives forced upon us by others.  


 When things are going smoothly, we tend to forget our appreciation for the Gohonzon.  On the other hand, when we face difficulties, we often doubt the Gohonzon’s beneficial power.  These alternate attitudes of ingratitude and complaint toward the object of devotion indicate our inclination to see the Gohonzon as an external deity.  A deity that has an obligation to protect us in exchange for our worship of it — rather than a mirror reflecting our inner strength to transform any difficulty into an opportunity for growth and fulfillment.  


With dependent faith, our prayer will become irresponsible and obsequious begging, instead of an affirmation of our inner strength and an expression of our resolve for action.  This tendency is what Nichiren Daishonin saw in Nichigon’s attitude.  Mistaking faith in the Gohonzon as dependence on an external object or deity is a serious distortion of Nichiren Buddhism, for the Daishonin intended the Gohonzon to be a mirror to see our innate Buddhahood.


In the second paragraph of the letter — through the metaphors of the moon reflected on water and the wind shaking trees — Nichiren Daishonin stresses the importance of pure faith in our Buddhahood and strong personal practice to activate this supreme potential.  The smooth (“clear”) surface of water reflects the moon beautifully, but the textured (“muddy”) surface distorts its image.  Here the moon is symbolic of the Buddha’s wisdom and compassion latent in our lives, and the surface of water represents our faith in such innate potentials.  The purer and stronger our faith in our Buddhahood grows, the more clearly and vividly our lives reflect those innate truths.  


Next, the Daishonin compares our Buddhist practice (“the recitation of the sutra”) to “wind.”  When the wind blows, it shakes trees.  As the Daishonin states, “trees” are symbolic of the “principles” of life.  Unless those principles become manifest to benefit our lives, however, they are of little value.  In this sense, the “wind” shaking trees represents our power of practice to manifest those beneficial principles and cause the positive transformation of our circumstances.  Here the Daishonin clarifies that when we exert ourselves in our Buddhist practice by praying resolutely and communicating the greatness of the Daishonin’s teaching to others, we can tap into our innate strength to move our circumstances in a favorable direction.  It is ultimately our faith and practice that determines the outcome of our prayer, the Daishonin explains.


In “Reply to Lay Nun Nichigon,” Nichiren Daishonin admonishes Nichigon about her misconception of faith and clarifies the true meaning of faith as self-reliance.  It is obvious, however, from this letter that the Daishonin himself prayed for Nichigon’s sake.  When we read the Daishonin’s other writings, we learn that he was constantly praying for the happiness and safety of his disciples.  For example, he wrote to one disciple from exile:  “I am praying that, no matter how troubled the times may become, the Lotus Sutra and the ten demon daughters will protect all of you, praying as earnestly as though to produce fire from damp wood, or to obtain water from parched ground” (“On Rebuking Slander of the Law and Eradicating Sins,” WND, 444).  As this passage and many others like this indicate, the Daishonin’s life was intimately connected to the lives of others as he stood alone to protect the integrity of Buddhism in the face of great persecutions.  


On one hand, the Daishonin tells Nichigon not to rely on others for her happiness.  On the other hand, he constantly prays for all his disciples, including Nichigon.  From this seeming contradiction emerges the true nature of prayer in Nichiren Buddhism.  That is, our prayer must be self-reliant, but not self-absorbed.  We must not depend on others for our happiness, but we must realize that our lives are interconnected with the lives of others.  That is, through our sincere prayer for the happiness of others, we become aware of our own innate strength to build happiness.  As we strive to see the seed of Buddhahood in others regardless of their temporary appearances, we will surely come to see our own.  Nichiren Buddhism, therefore, helps develop a self-reliant individual with an awareness of the interconnectedness of all people — the type of persons most needed for building a peaceful world in this new millennium.

Commentary by the SGI-USA Study Department

Key Points:

1. The Lotus Sutra and Nichiren Buddhism teach the universality of Buddhahood:  We all have the strength to shape our lives and create our own happiness.  The problem is that we often cannot believe in this supreme potential of Buddhahood.

2. In “Reply to Lay Nun Nichigon,” Nichiren Daishonin explains that our faith must be self-reliant and that we must not depend upon others for our happiness.  Through his own example, however, the Daishonin encourages us to pray for the happiness of others.  In other words, our prayer must be self-reliant but not self-absorbed.

3. What determines the outcome of our prayer is the strength of our faith and practice.  In this letter, Nichiren Daishonin encourages us to develop pure faith in our innate Buddhahood and practice powerfully to manifest it in our everyday life.

Questions for Reflection and Dialogue:

1. Are you begging when you pray to the Gohonzon?  Why is it so difficult to take responsibility for your happiness?  Why is it so easy to depend upon others and blame them for your misery?

2. When you accept that someone’s prayer is more effective than yours merely because of his or her status or position, what are you doing to yourself and to Nichiren Daishonin’s teaching?

3. Too little time for chanting for yourself and too much pressure to chant for others — what’s wrong with this picture?  Praying for oneself or for others — is it a balancing act between our conflicting need and obligation or is this attitude a result of our limited perspective on Buddhist practice?

Points of Study (tentative wording)

1. Self-reliant faith vs dependent faith
2. Polishing one’s life through faith

3. The power of faith and the power of practice 
4. Chanting Daimoku based on a pledge or vow

� During the time of Nichiren Daishonin, 1,000 coins bought 380 pints of rice, the average annual consumption of rice by an adult.  According to some records, 10 coins bought a bottle of sake in 1232, 100 coins bought one horse-load of charcoals in 1253, and 15 coins bought one bonito in 1305.  (Source:  Gosho to Kamakura Jidai [Nichiren’s Writings and the Kamakura Period], vol. 1, pp. 170-75.)


� Lay nun:  (Jpn ama) A female believer of Buddhism who has taken the tonsure as a nun has done, but continues to live as a lay member of society.  “Lay nun” is the female equivalent of lay priest (nyudo).  “Lay nun” was often affixed to the names of women who had been tonsured and lived a lay life.


� Lay priest:  (Jpn nyudo) One who is tonsured as a priest but continues to live as a layman.  In Japan, from the Heian period (794-1185) on, a distinction was made between lay priests and those who formally renounced the secular world and lived in temples.  The term lay priest is a translation of the Japanese term nyudo, which literally means “entering the way,” that is, “entering the way of the Buddha.”
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