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“The Gift of Rice”
(The Writings of Nichiren Daishonin, pp. 1125-26; Gosho Zenshu, pp. 1596-97)

The following is an excerpt from “The Gift of Rice,” the study material for April study meetings in the SGI-USA.


Life is the foremost of all treasures.  It is expounded that even the treasures of the entire major world system cannot equal the value of one’s body and life.
  Even the treasures that fill the major world system
 are no substitute for life.  Life is like a lamp, and food is like oil.  When the oil is exhausted, the lamp goes out, and without food, life will cease.


In worshiping all the deities and Buddhas, the word namu is put ahead of their names.  To explain exactly what namu means, namu is a word from India.  In China and Japan it is translated as “dedicating one’s life.”  “Dedicating one’s life” means to offer one’s life to the Buddha.  In accordance with their status, some have wives and children, relatives, fiefs, and gold and silver, while others have no treasure.  Whether one has wealth or not, no treasure exceeds the one called life.  This is why those known as the sages and worthies of ancient times offered their lives to the Buddha and then became Buddhas.


The boy Snow Mountains offered his body to a demon to receive a teaching composed of eight characters.
  Bodhisattva Medicine King
 burned his arms as an offering to the Lotus Sutra.  In our own country too, Prince Shotoku peeled off the skin of his hand and copied the Lotus Sutra on it, and the sovereign known as Emperor Tenji
 burned his third finger as an offering to Shakyamuni Buddha.  Because these things are the affairs of worthies and sages, they are impossible for us to do.  


However, as for the matter of becoming a Buddha, ordinary people keep in mind the words “earnest resolve” and thereby become Buddhas.  When we carefully consider what exactly earnest resolve refers to, it is the doctrine of observing the mind.  When we inquire into what exactly the doctrine of observing the mind refers to, it means that offering one’s only robe to the Lotus Sutra is equivalent to peeling off one’s skin; and that in a time of famine, offering the food that is the only means for sustaining one’s life that day to the Buddha is offering one’s life to the Buddha.  The blessings from this are in no way inferior to those Bodhisattva Medicine King gained by burning his arms, or the boy Snow Mountains gained by offering his body to a demon.  Thus, what is appropriate for sages is offering in actuality [offering one’s life itself for the Law].  What is appropriate for ordinary people is offering in principle [sincerely offering what is important to one’s own life].  This is the teaching called the paramita of almsgiving
 for the observation of the mind that is set forth in the seventh volume of Great Concentration and Insight.

Background


This letter is missing the name of its addressee and the date of composition.  The title, The Gift of Rice, derives from the opening passage of the letter, in which Nichiren Daishonin gives thanks for the offerings made.  It also indicates the theme for this letter, which addresses the spirit of offering in Buddhism.  While sages of old practiced “offering in actuality,” giving their very lives for Buddhism, ordinary people in the present age practice “offering in principle,” giving what sustains or is of value to their lives.  Ultimately, the Daishonin says, “earnest resolve” is what makes offering, or almsgiving, in Buddhism a meaningful act.  The Daishonin thus equates the polished rice he has received to life itself.  


Life at Mount Minobu was harsh, and the Daishonin and his disciples were often in need of food and other provisions.  Fortunately, he had a loyal group of lay supporters who helped provide him with necessities.


*Please note that the two concluding paragraphs of this letter in the previous edition — as they appeared in The Major Writings of Nichiren Daishonin, vol. 1, pp. 269-70, (“Because the regent would not taste the sumptuous food….  With my deep respect.”) — have been removed from the current revised edition, The Writings of Nichiren Daishonin, because it has since been determined that those paragraphs belong to the end of another letter (Gosho Zenshu, pp. 1589-90).

Commentary

“Life is the foremost of all treasures.”


To thank the recipient for the offerings of polished rice, yams and river laver, Nichiren Daishonin here explains the importance of food as sustenance for life, which he considers to be “the foremost of all treasures.”  The Daishonin values one’s possessions in terms of their importance to life.  Life, in other words, is the basis of his value judgment.  This simple perspective is more difficult to act on than to say.  Most of us are long accustomed to a way of living in which life is not exactly treated as “the foremost of all treasures.”  


Our society is driven by competition and fueled by consumption.  Money, which is the pure abstraction of exchange value, tends to be the standard of judgment.  Everything is measured by its monetary value, and its relative value is mistaken as absolute.  We often esteem ourselves for our “net worth” and judge others for their “shelf life.”  A marketplace becomes a metaphor for society and we the commodities for sale.  


The Daishonin’s life-centered perspective encourages us to rethink such a topsy-turvy approach to living and anchors us with a sense of life’s dignity.  In his honest appreciation of food, we can see what we need in order to enjoy the simple things.  Not only must we understand that “life is the foremost of all treasures,” but also we need to start treating life as such.


The sanctity of life expounded by Buddhism is not merely a dogma or ideology; it is the essence of a way of living defined by respect for oneself and others as well as for the whole environment.  Concretely, to act on our awareness of the sanctity of life depends on our courage to recognize the supreme value of our lives and on our strength to project the love and respect for our own lives to others.  


In the Lotus Sutra, Shakyamuni lays an important philosophical foundation for the Buddhist view of life’s sanctity.  In the “Expedient Means” chapter, Shakyamuni addresses a 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, trans. Burton Watson, P. 36).  Here Shakyamuni suggests that all people, regardless of their diverse circumstances and abilities, share the same potential to become Buddhas.  Without recognizing this potential — that is, that the Buddha nature exists in all people — Shakyamuni would have never made such a vow.  The teaching of the universal Buddha nature expounded in the Lotus Sutra gives substance to the Buddhist view of life’s sanctity, because the very real potential of Buddhahood exists within us all.  Our lives are equally worthy of supreme respect.  


The following story, taken from The Book of the Kindred Sayings, part I (the Sagatha-vagga from the Samyutta-nikaya, trans. Rhys Davids, pp. 101-02), tells of the importance of cherishing life, both our own and others.  


King Pasenadi was with Queen Mallika on the terrace of his palace in Kosala.  Expecting a confession of love for himself from the woman who had benefited so much from him, the king asked the queen:  “Is there anyone dearer to you than yourself?”  


The queen replied:  “There is no one dearer to me than myself.  And to you, is there anyone dearer than yourself?”  Prompted by the queen’s unpretentious honesty, the king also admitted that his life was the most important to himself.  


When the king told Shakyamuni about this conversation, the Buddha presented the following verse:  


The whole wide world we traverse with our thought,


And nothing to man more dear than the self.


Since aye so dear the self to others is,


Let the self-lover harm no other man.  


In another conversation with the king, Shakyamuni reminded the king of the meaning of loving oneself.  He taught the king that a person who loves and cherishes himself most is “the conscientious man who in all ways practices self-control” (ibid., P. 99).


In an early Buddhist scripture, Shakyamuni states:  “All beings fear before danger, life is dear to all.  When a man considers this, he does not kill or cause to kill” (The Dhammapada, trans. Juan Mascaro, P. 54).  He continues:  “He who for the sake of happiness does not hurt others who also want happiness, shall hereafter find happiness” (ibid., P. 54).  To respect life, in other words, is to understand that one’s happiness is not separate from the happiness of others.


As attested to in these scriptures, the Buddhist view of life’s sanctity teaches us to transcend the fundamental distinction between self and other and unite them in the mutuality of happiness.  To practice this Buddhist teaching is not to invoke the sanctity of life as an external law or to bind ourselves with a moral code.  Rather, it is to internalize and embody the sanctity of life in our actions, in how we treat others and ourselves.  The Buddhist practice, based on the sanctity of life, lies in striving to feel and experience the precious wellspring of hope within others and ourselves through developing faith in life.

“‘Dedicating one’s life’ means to offer one’s life to the Buddha.”


Here the Daishonin explains the fundamental meaning of religion as indicated by the Japanese word namu, which is the transliteration of the Sanskrit word namasu.  It is the prefix often added to an object of devotion in Buddhism.  The Daishonin explains that the word namu means “dedicating one’s life” or “offering one’s life to the Buddha.”  He then continues that since life is the greatest treasure of all, whether rich or poor, the saints and worthies of the past attained Buddhahood through offering their lives to the Buddha.


If life is so precious, why should we give up our lives for anyone or anything?  In this seeming contradiction of the Daishonin’s reasoning lies the key to the attainment of Buddhahood, that is, the realization of life’s sanctity.  Regarding the meaning of the word nam[u] of Nam-myoho-renge-kyo, the Daishonin writes in the “Record of the Orally Transmitted Teachings”:  “‘Namu’ derives from the Sanskrit, and here [in Japan] it means to ‘dedicate one’s life’ in terms of the person and the Law.  In terms of the person, one dedicates his or her life to Shakyamuni, and in terms of the Law to the Lotus Sutra.  Furthermore, to ‘dedicate’ signifies to dedicate oneself to the unchanging law of ultimate truth expounded in the theoretical teaching [of the Lotus Sutra].  ‘Life’ signifies to base oneself on the wisdom of ultimate truth manifested in changing relations.  To ‘dedicate one’s life’ is thus Nam-myoho-renge-kyo” (Gosho Zenshu, P. 708).  


He also comments on the practice of chanting Nam-myoho-renge-kyo as follows:  “Shakyamuni Buddha who attained enlightenment countless kalpas ago, the Lotus Sutra that leads all people to Buddhahood, and we ordinary human beings are in no way different or separate from one another.  To chant Myoho-renge-kyo with this realization is to inherit the ultimate Law of life and death” (The Writings of Nichiren Daishonin, P. 216).


In the above passages, the Daishonin clearly explains that when we chant Nam-myoho-renge-kyo, we are dedicating our lives to Myoho-renge-kyo, or to the Buddha, who is our true self.  “Offering our lives to the Buddha,” in this sense, is to unite ourselves with our own Buddhahood, which is often ignored or even denied by our own delusions.  The English word religion is related to the Latin verb religare — “to tie back” or “to unite.”  As this etymology suggests, the fundamental meaning of religion lies in the act and experience of unification with something from which we are alienated.  The Daishonin teaches that what we became a stranger to is ourselves, not an external deity or object.  


To reunite ourselves with our own Buddhahood, we must seek the truth of Buddhism, work to protect its integrity, and spread its message to others.  In such selfless dedication to Buddhism, the Daishonin teaches, we find our true self — the Buddha within us.  By offering our lives to Buddhism, we find the truth of life.  To illustrate this point, the Daishonin cites the Buddhist legends of saints and sages, including the well-known story of the boy called Snow Mountains.


According to the Nirvana Sutra, the boy Snow Mountains was Shakyamuni in a previous existence when he was devoting himself to the altruistic practice of bodhisattva in the Himalayas.  [The Daishonin also vividly retells this story in his “Letter to the Sage Nichimyo” (WND, 322).  The following quotes are from his retelling of the story.]  The boy had been practicing meditation for many years.  One day he heard someone reciting a Buddhist teaching in verse:  “All is changeable, nothing is constant.  This is the law of birth and death.”  Although the speaker was a fierce demon, the boy rejoiced at hearing this and begged the demon to recite the rest of the teaching.  The demon asked for the boy’s flesh in exchange.  


The boy agreed to give himself up to the demon:  “I will make you an offering of my own body, so teach me the remaining eight characters so that I can leave the whole teaching behind.”  


The demon, however, was suspicious:  “You are a cunning fellow, aren’t you?  Surely you are trying to deceive me.”  


To remove the demon’s doubts, the boy proclaims:  “If one is offered gold and silver in exchange for shards and rubble, should one not accept it?  If I die to no purpose on this mountain, then my body will be devoured by kites, owls, wolves, and tigers, and will bring me no benefit whatsoever.  On the other hand, if I give my life for the remaining eight characters, it will be like exchanging dung for food.”  


After the boy’s further efforts, the demon finally consented.  To show appreciation and respect to the demon for the teaching he was about to preach, the boy “removed his deerskin garment and spread it out for the demon to sit upon.”  Next the boy “knelt down and joined his palms together in supplication, begging the demon to be seated.”  


The demon then recited the rest of the teaching:  “Extinguishing the cycle of birth and death, one enters the joy of nirvana.”  Upon hearing the whole verse, the boy wrote down the Buddhist teaching on trees and stones for many others to see.  Then he climbed a tall tree and from atop threw himself into the demon’s mouth.  At that moment, the demon transformed himself into the god Shakra and caught the boy into his arms.  Praising the boy for his selfless dedication to Buddhism and his seeking mind, Shakra prophesied the boy’s enlightenment and vanished.  


In this Buddhist tale are contained some important implications for our practice.  First, the boy was not deterred from seeking Buddhism by the demon’s “terrifying” appearance (WND, 322).  The demon was probably the most unlikely person from whom to learn Buddhism.  The boy, however, did not judge him by his appearance.  


Second, the boy’s sincerity moved the unwilling demon to recite the Buddhist teaching.  The boy’s genuine earnestness and respect are reflected in his courtesy to the demon.  


Finally, the boy was motivated by his desire to help others, rather than to satisfy his personal intellectual curiosity.  This is why he had to record what he heard for the sake of posterity.  


This tale seems to tell us that if our seeking mind is strong, we can learn the essential truth of Buddhism from anyone.  In fact, if our hearts and minds are open without prejudice, we may even encourage noble truths to come forth from those whom we least expect.  It may be understood that the boy’s pure seeking mind drew the Buddhist truth out of the demon’s life and actually transformed him into a god — just like our sincere trust and respect for others bring out their best qualities.  


His sense of mission to help others, furthermore, gave him the strength and courage he needed.  He did not (or could not) shrink in fear because he knew that the enlightenment of many others depended on him.  Through his dedication to Buddhism and to the happiness of others, the boy transformed not only the demon, but also himself.  The boy received into the god’s arms is a metaphor for his newly discovered self that transcends the suffering of birth and death.  By offering his life, he gained a new life unfettered by delusions.  Not only did the boy hear the rest of the teaching from the demon, but more importantly he embodied it.  


The Lotus Sutra also tells the story of Bodhisattva Medicine King, who, in his previous existences as Bodhisattva Gladly Seen by All Living Beings, made an offering to the Buddha Sun Moon Pure Bright Virtue for teaching him the Lotus Sutra.  The bodhisattva, after he swallowed perfumes and anointed his body with fragrant oil, “set fire to his body” with “his transcendental powers” (LS, 282).  The light from his burning body is said to have illuminated “worlds equal in number to the sands of eighty million Ganges” for the duration of “twelve hundred years” (LS, 282).  


In his subsequent lifetime, the bodhisattva — “out of his great love and longing for the Buddha,” who was now deceased — “burned his arms, which were adorned with a hundred blessings, for a period of seventy-two thousand years as his offering” (LS, 284).  With this offering, the bodhisattva helped “the numberless multitudes” to seek and attain the state of awakening (LS, 284).  The bodhisattva then made a vow:  “I have cast away both my arms.  I am certain to attain the golden body of a Buddha.  If this is true and not false, then may my two arms become as they were before!” (LS, 285).  With this, his arms reappeared.  


Shakyamuni then explains that one’s efforts to spread the Lotus Sutra after his death will bring even more benefits than those gained by sacrificing one’s body and life like Bodhisattva Medicine King, not to mention the offerings of material wealth.  The Buddha proclaims:  “The benefits gained by such a person cannot match those gained by accepting and upholding this Lotus Sutra, even just one four-line verse of it!  The latter brings the most numerous blessings of all” (LS, 285).  


The Daishonin writes in the “Record of the Orally Transmitted Teachings”:  “Regarding [Bodhisattva Medicine King’s] burning of his body and arms, ‘to burn’ indicates to illuminate.  To illuminate is the meaning of wisdom.  Wisdom burns the ‘body’ of earthly desires and the ‘arms’ of the suffering of birth and death” (GZ, 801).  Bodhisattva Medicine King’s offerings metaphorically illustrate the brilliance of wisdom he gained through his dedication to Buddhism.  He used his whole existence — the “light” of his Buddha wisdom — to guide many others to happiness.  The bodhisattva’s burning of his body and arms was neither self-abandonment nor self-denial; it was a metaphor for self-realization, which he attained through his dedication to Buddhism and to the happiness of others.  As the Daishonin interprets those episodes, when we bring forth faith in our innate Buddhahood and pray to the Gohonzon, we develop the wisdom to fully enjoy our lives through whatever obstacles we may face.  


Those legends of saints and sages cited by the Daishonin may not be taken as disregard for life or as fanatic martyrdom.  Regarding those legendary offerings, the Daishonin states:  “How, then, can we obtain this benefit?  Should we peel off our skins as the ascetic Aspiration for the Law did, follow the boy Snow Mountains’ example and offer our bodies to a demon, or emulate Bodhisattva Medicine King in burning our arms?  As the Great Teacher Chang-an stated, ‘You should let your choices be fitting and never adhere solely to one or the other.’  The practice we should perform in order to master the correct teaching and attain Buddhahood depends upon the times.  If there were no paper in Japan, then you should peel off your skin.  If the Lotus Sutra had not yet been introduced to our country and a single demon were to appear who knew it, then you should offer your body to him.  If there were no oil available in our country, then you should burn your arms.  But of what use is it to peel off our skin when the country has an abundant supply of heavy paper?” (WND, 324).  Here the Daishonin points out that the forms of offering in Buddhism may change according to times and circumstances.  What remains unchanged is the spirit behind Buddhist offerings; it is one’s earnest resolve and sincerity to seek and spread the truth of Buddhism.


Life needs to express its greatest potential, and we must respond to life’s own yearning from its innermost depths.  Offerings in Buddhism are not sacrifices; they represent the vital process of self-realization.  As the stories of the boy Snow Mountains and Bodhisattva Medicine King tell us, our dedication to Buddhism is a catalyst for the realization of life’s full potential.  This process of self-discovery through self-dedication is crystallized in our chanting of Nam-myoho-renge-kyo as we devote our lives to the Buddha within our lives.  

“As for the matter of becoming a Buddha, ordinary people keep in mind the words ‘earnest resolve’ and thereby become Buddhas.”  

To clarify the spirit of offering in Buddhism, the Daishonin states:  “As for the matter of becoming a Buddha, ordinary people keep in mind the words ‘earnest resolve’ and thereby become Buddhas.”  Our “earnest resolve,” however, is not a watered-down version of the physical sacrifice made by the worthies and sages.  Rather, it constitutes the essential aspect of all offerings in Buddhism.  


Whatever we offer must be based on our “earnest resolve,” for it is the sincerity behind our Buddhist practice that enables us to see our innate Buddhahood.  This is why the Daishonin explains in “The Gift of Rice,” “When we carefully consider what exactly earnest resolve refers to, it is the doctrine of observing the mind.”  


Regarding the doctrine of observing the mind, the Daishonin states elsewhere, “The observation of the mind means to observe one’s own mind and to find the Ten Worlds within it” (WND, 356).  To see the Ten Worlds within our lives means to recognize all human potentials from the suffering and despair of Hell to the compassion and courage of Buddhahood.  Put another way, it means to see ourselves not as perfect transcendental beings but as Buddhas who strive to reveal their greatest potentials while recognizing and challenging their weaknesses.  The Daishonin explains that what is essential to such self-knowledge and self-realization is our “earnest resolve.”


When sincerity is a key ingredient in all our efforts — whether we communicate the greatness of the Daishonin’s Buddhism to others or offer our precious time and money for the further development of the SGI — we begin to see our essential self, that is, Buddhahood.  Everything we do, based on our utmost sincerity, becomes a projection of our innermost will, an extension of our life itself.  In this sense, the Daishonin explains that one’s sincere offering of clothes or food for the sake of Buddhism becomes one’s life itself.

“Thus, what is appropriate for sages is offering in actuality….  What is appropriate for ordinary people is offering in principle.”


Here the Daishonin explains that there are two kinds of offering:  “offering in actuality” and “offering in principle.”  The Daishonin makes this distinction in terms of what is offered:  one’s life or one’s material possessions.  In rare extreme circumstances, people may be given a choice between their physical safety and their faith, like Tsunesaburo Makiguchi, first Soka Gakkai president.  Mr. Makiguchi refused to follow the Japanese military government’s order to worship the Shinto talisman and, as a result, died in prison during World War II.  His choice to uphold the integrity of the Daishonin’s Buddhism at the cost of his life in no way indicates any disregard for life.  For him, life was probably too precious to be lived in hypocrisy.


In most circumstances, however, Buddhist practitioners may express their “earnest resolve” by offering their material possessions for the sake of Buddhism.  Although we do not risk our physical safety, since we offer what is important to our lives, our offering — that is, “offering in principle” — may be regarded the same as “offering in actuality.”  


In making offerings, the Daishonin also cautions a disciple in “The Bodies and Minds of Ordinary Beings”:  “Though one may perform meritorious deeds, if they are directed toward what is untrue, then those deeds may bring great evil, but they will never result in good.  On the other hand, though one may be ignorant and make meager offerings, if one presents those offerings to a person who upholds the truth, one’s merit will be great.  How much more so in the case of people who in all sincerity make offerings to the correct teaching!”  (WND, 1134).  Our “earnest resolve” or sincerity counts as long as our offerings are directed toward that which accords with the spirit and intent of the Daishonin’s Buddhism.  


Simultaneously, though we may be sincere, if we support those who slander the true teaching of Buddhism, we are committing “the offence of complicity,” that is, the same degree of negativity as the slanderers themselves.  In this sense, it is our responsibility in making offerings to recognize any unjust act contrary to the Buddhist ideals of compassion and humanism and refrain from supporting those who work to destroy the spirit and intent of Buddhism.  


“The paramita of almsgiving for the observation of the mind that is set forth in the seventh volume of Great Concentration and Insight” refers to the first of the six paramitas — the six practices required of Mahayana bodhisattvas in order to attain Buddhahood.  The Sanskrit word paramita means “perfection.”  According to T’ien-t’ai, the paramita of almsgiving is a method to overcome greed, that is, one’s inability to share his or her possessions with others.  T’ien-t’ai explains in his treatise Great Concentration and Insight that there are two kinds of almsgiving:  “in actuality” and “in principle.”  The “almsgiving in actuality” is to offer one’s possessions to others, and the “almsgiving in principle” is to offer the Law to others.  In “The Gift of Rice,” although the Daishonin uses T’ien-t’ai’s terminology, he defines “offering in actuality” as an offering of one’s body and life and the “offering in principle” as an offering of material possessions based on one’s sincerity.  


The Daishonin’s intent seems to lie in his emphasis on one’s sincerity in making offerings.  If the offering of body and life is stressed without regard for its underlying sincerity, it may lead to fanatical disregard for life, which directly opposes the Buddhist ideal of life’s sanctity.  At the same time, if the offering of material possessions is encouraged simply for its monetary value, it will give a false impression that enlightenment is reserved only for those who possess wealth and can give more.  The Daishonin unites those different forms of Buddhist offerings in terms of the single essential element of sincerity.  Sincerity or “earnest resolve” means people’s dedication to Buddhism and their faith in Buddhahood, which allows them to see their own lives in totality.  The Daishonin, therefore, encourages us that whatever we do in our Buddhist practice should be an expression of our faith.


The Daishonin keenly sensed sincerity behind the gift of rice that he received.  In this letter, therefore, he says to the recipient:  “You should realize from this that polished rice is not polished rice; it is life itself” (WND, 1126).  It is important to note that many of the Daishonin’s letters to lay believers are thank-you letters for their various offerings, and that they are not letters soliciting offerings.  When the Daishonin received those gifts, without which his life would have been very difficult, he sensed the profound sincerity of his disciples in each item, regardless of its monetary value.  This is why he always responded to them in kind — with his utmost sincerity.  


In this letter, the Daishonin explains that the sincere offerings we make to support the wide spread of Buddhism are in and of themselves the offerings of our own lives and the cause for our Buddhahood to emerge.  A genuine Buddhist offering — made out of one’s “earnest resolve” and directed toward the correct teaching — is not self-sacrifice.  It is ultimately a gift given to our true self, that is, the Buddha dwelling deep within our lives, and it is an expression of and a further cause for our joy and appreciation to practice Buddhism.

* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * *

The April study material will be in the March 2002 issue of Living Buddhism.
Points of Study:

1. The sanctity of life expounded in Buddhism

2. The meaning of “namu” or “dedicating one’s life”

3. The spirit of Buddhist offering: “offering in actuality” and “offering in principle

4. The importance of “earnest resolve” in attaining Buddhahood

Gosho Zenshu, p. 1596, line 4--p. 1597, line 4.  (Daibyakurenge, November 1994)

� A similar passage is cited in The Commentary on the Brahma Net Sutra as a quotation from The Treatise on the Great Perfection of Wisdom.


� Also, thousand-millionfold world.  One of the world systems in ancient Indian cosmology.  A world consists of a Mount Sumeru, its surrounding seas and mountain ranges, a sun, a moon, and other heavenly bodies, extending upward to the first meditation heaven in the world of form and downward to the circle of wind that forms the basis of a world.  One thousand worlds make up a minor world system; and one thousand minor world systems constitute an intermediate world system; and one thousand intermediate world systems form a major world system.  Therefore, one major world system comprises one billion worlds.  There were thought to be countless major world systems in the universe. 


� The story of the boy Snow Mountains offering his body to a demon is found in the Nirvana Sutra.  “A teaching composed of eight characters” refers to the last sentence of the following passage:  “All is changeable, nothing is constant.  This is the law of birth and death.  Extinguishing the cycle of birth and death, one enters the joy of nirvana.”


� A bodhisattva said to possess the power to cure physical and mental diseases.  The “Medicine King” chapter of the Lotus Sutra describes how he practiced austerities in a previous lifetime as a bodhisattva called Gladly Seen by All Living Beings.


� An account of Prince Shotoku (574-622) peeling off the skin of his hand is found in A Personal Commentary on Matters concerning Prince Shotoku.  An account of Emperor Tenji (626-671), the thirty-eighth emperor, burning his third finger is found in A Brief History of Japan.


� The paramita of almsgiving is one of the six paramitas, or practices, for Mahayana bodhisattvas.
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