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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION

Some Disputed Writings in the Nichiren Corpus:

Textual, Hermeneutical and Historical Problems

by

Jacqueline Ilyse Stone
Doctor of Philosophy in East asian Languages and Cultures
University of California, Los Angeles, 1550

Professor William R. LaFleur, Chair

This dissertation addresses some contrcversial
texts among those attiibuted to the Japanese Buddhist
teacher Nichiren (1222-1282). These texts present
Nichiren's doctrine of salvation through faith in the
Lotus Sitra in terms of original enlightenment thought
(hongaku shisé), a discourse then current within the
dominant Tendai sect. Once highly valued, they are now
deemed possibly apocryphal by some leading Nichiren
scholars in Japan who argue that, in breaking with
Tendai to start a new school, Nichiren also rejected or
substantially revised the Tendai hongaku doctrine.

The problems involved here are explored by
considering representative writings in three genres:

essays, personal letters and purported records of

xiv



Nichiren's oral teachings (translations are included).
Reasons are cited for regarding these texts as
problematic: Few survive in Nichiren's holograph, and
several use terminology not attested in his
authenticated writings. However, the evidence is seen
to be inconclusive, and an argument is developed, based
on historical data, that reference to original
enlightenment thought alone may not constitute reliable
grounds for questioning Nichiren's authorship.
Arguments both for and against including these writings
in a consideration of Nichiren's ideas are shown to have
been influenced by various hermeneutical agendas,
including sectarian interestedness in asserting
Nichiren's independence from Tendai, scholarly
assumptions about original enlightenment thought and
Kamakura Buddhism, and conflicting doctrinal
interpretations within Nichiren Buddhism.

In these texts, one cannot distinguish conclu-
sively between Nichiren's thought and its interpretation
by members of his early community who might have forged
the documents. Thus they encourage a shift in emphasis
from Nichiren as the founder of a sect to how the
tradition emanating from him developed. They also show
the early Nichiren community to have been embedded in a

broader tradition. of Lotus-related discourse, one not

readily classifiable along denominational lines.
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E.g., Wei-mo-chieh so-shuo ching (Vimalakiti-nirdeda) 2,
T 475.14:475a25-26. In the case of the Lotus Sitra
alone, I have given Qiig or chapter numbers rather than

chuan numbers, as the identification of individual

chapters is often helpful in the context of the
discussion. For writings by or attributed to Nichiren,
I have used the four-volume, 1989 revised version of the
Shéwa teihon Nichiren Shénin ibun [ShSwa-period standard
edition of the works of Nichiren Shénin]. 1Individual

writings are cited in the text of this essay by volume



and page number; sequence numbers are also provided in
the Appendix of Works Cited.

In speaking collectively of the many traditions
that have emanated from Nichiren, I have used the
expression "Nichiren sect" or simply "Nichiren
Buddhism." Specific denominations within this broader
tradition are referred to by name, e.dg., Nichirenshi,
Nichiren Shésh@i, Kempon Hokkeshd, etc.

Months and days for the pre-modern period are given
according to the lunar calendar. When Japanese era
names are used, Western equivalents are provided in
parentheses, for example, the twenty-eighth day of the
fourth month of Kenché 5 (1253). To avoid discrepancy
with traditional biographies, Nichiren's age at the time
of various events is given according to the old East
Asian system, at which one is considered to be a year
old at birth. The expression "medieval period" is used

to refer from roughly the beginning of the insei or

Cloister Government period in the late eleventh century
to the beginning of the Edo period (1600) . The term
"medieval Tendai" {chiko Tendaj) technically indicates a
somevhat longer historical span, extending to the late
seventeenth-early eighteenth centuries.

The pronunciation of the names of persons, temples
and texts, as well as the preferred titles for some of

Nichiren's writings, varies to some extent from one



Nichiren denomination to another. In these matters I
have followed the Nichiren Shénin ibun jiten and the
Nichirenshi jiten. Chinese names have been romanized
'according to the Wade-Giles system; a modified Hepburn
has been used for Japanese. Sanskrit words appearing in
Webster's Third New International Unabridged Dictionary
are not italicized, but diac;itics have nevertheless
been provided for the reader's convenience. Buddhist
terms are given in the language of currency (usually
Japanese). |

Unless otherwise indicated, all reférences to the
Lotus Sdtra refer to Miao-fa lien-hua ching,
Kumidrajiva's Chinese translation of the Saddharma-
pundarika-sQtra, which Nichiren and his contemporaries

regarded as authoritative. Nichiren and his followers
used the title of this sutra, Myohé~-renge-kydé in
Japanese pronunciation, to indicate both the sitra
itself and also as a designation for the ultimate
reality; where this latter usage is Clearly indicated, I
have not italicized it.

Translations of works discussed in the dissertation
appear in Part II of the dissertation. Where passages
from these translations are quoted in the main body of
the discussion, only the location of the passage is
cited; explanations of material within the text are

provided in footnotes in Translations section.



PREFACE

Great thinkers and'religious leader may write down
their own ideas, but their words are also recorded by
their immediate disciples, whose recollections of the
master's thoughts may in turn be recorded by their
disciples. Long afterward, later followers of the
school may then retrospectively attribute their own
compositions to the great man, in order to invest them
with authority. Thus a teacher's collected works may
include not only his own writings, but redactions by
several generations of disciples as well as later
apocrypha, and where one layer of material ends and
another begins may not always be easy Or even possible
to distinguish. In attempting to trace the life and
thought of a particular figure, it is sound methodology
to identify, where this can be done, those works that
are authentic and accord them the greatest weight in
one's interpretive work. However, works whose
authenticity cannot be definitively determined also have
their story to tell, sometimes one that merits close
scholarly attention. Such is the case with a number of
problematic writings attributed to the medieval Japanese
Buddhist teacher Nichiren (1222-1282).

Nichiren wrote prolifically; his collected works



comprise more than five hundred writings. These
represent a variety of forms, including essays of
varying lengths, personal letters and recorded oral
teachings and ranging from learned doctrinal expositions
in literary Chinese to sermons for lay people in the
vernacular language--all developing Nichiren's doctrine
of salvation through exclusive devotion to the Lotus
Sitra and the direct accessiblity of Buddhahood for
anyone, man and woman, foolish or wise, who takes faith
in the sQtra and chants its daimoku or title in the
formula, Namu-myéhé-fenge-kyé. Yet not all these
writings are equally reliable as genuine works of
Nichiren. At one end of the spectrum, well over a
hundred documents that survive in his holograph or can
be otherwise verified are indisputably authentic; while
at the other end, we find a few that are almost
certainly redactions by his close foilowers or
pseudographic works attributed to him by disciples
writing after his death. In between, however, lies a
gray area of texts whose authorship remains uncertain,
possibly written by Nichiren or possibly by his
disciples. This essay will focus on a portion of this
ambiguous material, specifically, a dgroup of texts that
illustrate Nichiren's idea of the immediacy of
enlightenment via the Lotus by drawing on the vccabulary

and symbol system of original enlightenment thought



(hongaku shisé).

Original enlightenment thought formed the topic of
a major discourse in the medieval Japanese religious
world. Traditionally associated with esoteric Tendai
Buddhism and also having roots in Shingon, this doctrine
helds that Buddhahood is not something "attained" at all
but originally inherent in all beings, sentient and
insentient alike. In the Tendai literature, depending
upon the text, the original enlightenment discourse is
associated with various religious acts, including faith,
meditation, sidtra recitation and the chanting of
mantras. Tiie crucial point seems to be, not which
practice one undertakes, but that one awakens to being
Buddha inherently. In the corpus of works attributed to
Nichiren, howeVer, original enlightenment thought is
welded to the exclusive practice of chanting the daimoku

of the Lotus Sitra: In that act, we are told, the

practitioner is identified with the primordially
enlightened Buddha whose body is the entire universe,
and that person's dweliing place becomes the Buddha
land. Of the works in the Nichiren corpus dealing
extensively with this discourse--close to forty in all--
some are very powerfully written, and a few have
traditionally been revered as numbering among Nichiren's
most important writings. Over the last several decades,

however, this group of texts has been problematized by



some of the leading scholars of Nichiren doctrine in
Japan, who maintain that Nichiren, in breaking away from
the Tendai sect, also rejected or substantially revised
its original enlightenment teaching. Thus many of these
writings are now considered possibly apocryphal or at
least not representative of Nichiren's primary thought.

Why are these texts important? Given how little is
known about Nichiren in the West, and that so many
autheﬁtic writings by him survive, why focus on
problematic material? Those documents that are of
indisputable authenticity of course provide the most
trustworthy index to Nichiren's ideas, and moét scholars
of Nichiren in Japan today tend to rely on thenm chiefly
or even exclusively. However, this dissertation is not
about Nichiren per se, but about a cluster of writings
attributed to him--writings that prove important and
illuminating for a number of reasons.

First of all, one can cite their literary worth.
Not every one of the texts in question could be called a
masterwork, but several of them arguably hold a place
among the most moving pieces in the Nichiren collection,
eloquently repudiating as they do the peréeived gulf
between our flawed human condition and ultimate truth
with their message of a Buddhahood originally inherent
in even the most deluded being. Regardless of

authorship, they deserve recognition as belonging to the



world's great religious literature.

Second, these texts prove historically
significant, on multiple counts. To begin with, they
tell us much about how Nichiren and his teaching of
devotion to the Lotus have been--and in some quarters,
still are--understood. Even if they should for the most
part be apocryphal, their composition nevertheless
precedes the major exegetical literature of the Nichiren
sect produced during the late Muiromachi (1336-1568) and
Edo (1600-1868) periods; thus they would in effect
constitute one of the first levels of Nichiren
"commentary," reflecting how Nichiren's ideas were
construed by the members of early community who were his
first interpreters.

However, it is by no means certain that all or even
most of these writings are apocryphal. While their
ambiguous status unsuits them as primary sources for
Nichiren's ideas, one still cannot dismiss the
possibility that they may represent certain aspects of
his thought. The Nichiren who emerges from these texts
differs markedly from those stereotypes~-Nichiren as
national prophet, martyr, fanatic, and case study in
abnormal psychology--that inhabit the pages of so much
of our Western secondary literature on Japanese religion
and history. Wwhile still adamant that only the Lotus

SQtra leads to liberation in the Final Dharma age--the



degenerate era in which many medieval Japanese Buddhists
believed themselves to be living--this Nichiren is a
teacher of sudden enlightenment, of mystical union with
a cosmic Buddha, standing far more squarely in the
mainstream of East Asian Mahayana thought than do our
conventional images of this man as a somewhat bizarre
and marginal figure. How far this Nichiren is grounded
in historical reality, and how far he represents a
construct of later disciples, cannot presently be
determined; still, the documents in question may
conceivably represent certain elements in Nichiren's
thinking, elements that should be taken into
consideration in any attempt at.a comprehensive study of
his thought.

These writings also constitute another fragment of
information that may help in the ongoing attempt to
piece together a clearer picture of those historically
crucial developments in the Japanese Buddhist world that
took place around and during the Kamakura period (1185-
1333). The new Kamakura schools, including Nichiren's,
have long been represented as a sudden break with the
dominant Tendai/Shingon establishment, independent and
radically different from what preceeded them.
Denominational scholarship, in particular, tends to
paint the Kamakura founders as aimost transhistorical

figures, minimizing their embeddedness in an existing

10



tradition. Here in these texts, however, we find the
practice associated with Nichiren and his followers-—-
chanting the title of the Lotus SiGtra as an exclusive
.form--welded to the original enlightenment discourse
central to the esoteric Tendai tradition that Nichiren
is said to have rejected. While it would be premature
to draw firm conclusions, this fusion would seem to
support a view advanced in recent Years by scholars in
both Japan and the West, that the "radical disjuncture"
model of Kamakura Buddhism needs reassessment, and that
denominational categorization of the Japénese Buddhist
tradition--e.g., into Tendai, Nichiren, etc.--may not
always be the most useful appproach in attempting to
make sense of the new doctrines, practices and
structures of religious organization that emerged during
the medieval period.

Moreover, precisely because they overlap twe
traditions--Nichiren and Tendai--the texts in question
illustrate the sort of interpretive problems peculiar to
those gray areas that orfien slip through the cracks
between academic categories. In addition to the reasons
for their historical importance enumerated above, these
writings provide a complex and fascinating case study of
the interaction between scholarship and texts. We shall
see, for example, how the ways in which these texts have

been evaluated have been influenced by various
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hermeneutical agendas, including sectarian
interestedness in asserting Nichiren's intellectual
independence from his Tendai matrix, modern scholarly
presuppositions about the nature of original
enlightenment thought and about Kamakura Buddhism, and
conflicting doctrinal interpretations of rival Nichiren
denominations. We shall also see how modern techniques
of textual criticism, which aim at objectivity, can and
occasionally have been manipulated to serve a distinctly
partisan intent. The object of this study, in short, is
to introduce representative examples from this
intriguing body of texts, explore what they have to tell
us about Lotus-related developments in medieval Japanese
Buddhist thought and practice, and examine what can be
learned from the politics of the scholarship concerning
them, i.e., how the biases of modern interpretive
communities have influenced the argument to include or
exclude them from a consideration of what Nichiren had
to say.

A word may also be in order here about what this
essay does pot attempt. While I have briefly outlined
certain elements in Nichiren's ideas relevant to the
discussion at hand, I have not undertaken a detailed
exposition of original enlightenment-related elements in
the structure of his thought as it emerges from his

authenticated writings--a massive task far exceeding the
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scope of what can be accomplished here. Nor have I
attempted to present any definitive conclusions about
whether or not these texts are genuine. While
questioning the assumption that reference to the
original enlightenment discourse in a particular text
can alone be considered valid reason for doubting
Nichiren's authorship, I remain uncertain about whether
he wrote these texts. After having studied these texts
for some years, I feel much less sanguine than when I
started about the possibility of any clearcut answers to
the enigma of these documents emerging in the forseeable
future. The historical and interpretive problems they
raise, as well as their intrinsic interest as religious
documents, prove in the end more compelling than the
mere question of who wrote them.

Part I of the essay, chapters one through four,
discusses the cluster of problems associated with these
writings, introducing a number of texts. Chapter one
traces the history of the controversy surrounding them
ard outlines the major problems involved--textual,
historical and hermeneutical--through a summary of the
significant voices in the debate. Chapters two through
four analyze this problematic in the context of speqific
texts. Examples are taken from different genres found
within the disputed material: chapter two deals with

doctrinal essays; chapter three, with personal letters
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addressed to followers of Nichiren; and chapter four,
with purported records of Nichiren's oral teachings.

Complete translations of the texts discussed in
these three chapters--or, in the case of the oral
teachings, translations of substantial excerpts--
comprise Part II of the dissertation. The major portion
of this material--the long essay '"Sékanmon shé," the
shorter essays "Ichinen sanzen hémon," "Jinyoze no
koto," and the excerpts from the oral teachings-~have
been translated by me here for the first time: to the
best of my kncwledge, they have never before been
rendered into any Western language. The short essay
"Isshé jobutsu shé"™ and the six personal letters have
been translated before in The Major Writings of Nichiren
Daishonin, vols. 1 and 2 (Tokyo: Nichiren Shéshi
International Center, 1979 and 1981), as part of an
ongoing project of translating Nichiren's work into
English under the editorial supervision of Columbia
University Adjunct Professor Burton Watson. My own
participation in the work for those volumes, as one of
the principal translators and editors, will account for
any similarities between the English versions contained
therein and the ones appearing here. The Major Writings
was intended chiefly for Nichiren devotees as well as
for an interested general readership. I have

retranslated these seven pieces here in accordance with
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the rather different standards of academic Buddhist
translation and my own preferences for wording. In
somes cases I have altered the interpretation of
specific passages in ways that I now feel more closely
appproximate the text. I have also worked from a
different Japanese edition of Nichiren's collected

writings.
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PART I: DISCUSSION
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CHAPTER ONE
Sects, Texts and Original Enlightenment:

Outline of a Problamatic

In the world of contemporary Buddhist studies in
Japan, it is often remarked, as one scholar notesg, that
"nowhere is [textual] authenticity argued more heatedly
thar in the doctrinal studies of the Nichiren sect."l
This may be, first of all, because much room exists for
argument: works attributed to Nichiren that have
definitively been proven apocryphal are few indeed,
while the disputed material is extensive. Second, a
great deal is at stake. What, for example, did Nichiren
teach concerning the object of worship? Did he intend
the object of worship to be the person of the Buddha, or
the Dharma immanent in one's own mind? Did he teach
transcendence or affirm the world? Did he develop his
thinking independently of the medieval Tendai esoteric
tradition, or participate in the same universe of
discourse? And, among the rival Nichiren denominations
or rival scholars within denominations, whose
interpretation of doctrine most closely reflects what
Nichiren actually taught? Responses to all these
questions and a host of others can be influenced to

varying degrees by whether certain problematic texts are
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included or excluded from a consideration of Nichiren's
thought.

The above questions may not be those that most
‘intrigue us who approach the Nichiren tradition from the
outside, as a subject of academic study. Still, the
problematic materials in the Nichiren collection prove
both fascinating and important: as religious literature
in their own right; for what they can tell us about how
Nichiren and the religion he taught have been understood
historically; and for what they suggest about one new
movement within Kamakura Buddhism and its relation to
older forms. 1In addition, the debate surrounding them
stands as an illuminating and cautionary example of how
the assumptions and agendas of modern scholarship can
influence the .interpretation of texts. This essay will
focus on the most controversial group of disputed
writings in the Nichiren canon: those closely related to
the doctrine of original enlightenment.

As a prelude to the consideration of specific
writings, this initial chapter will trace the history of
the debate concerning these texts, outline the major
problems involved in any attempt to determine whether
they are genuine or pseudographic, or whether they do or
do not represent Nichiren's thought, and point out some
of the presuppostions, hemeneutical agendas, and areas

of interestedness involved in the controversy. First,
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however, it would be well to sketch in two major areas
of background material necessary to the discussion by
providing (1) a brief history of the Nichiren corpus and
the attempts to identify apocryphal writings; and (2) an
introduction to original enlightenment thought and how

scholars interpret it today.

The Nichiren Collection

The body of texts attributed to Nichiren has
traditionally been termed the gosho (sacred writings),

sosho (writings of the founder), or jbun (bequeathed

documents). No other religious teacher of the medieval
period equalled him for the sheer volume of writings he
produced. The standard edition of his collected works,
the four-volume Shéwa teihon Nichiren shénin ibun
(Shéwa-period standard edition of the writings of
Nichiren Shénin), contains a total of 529 complete
writings attributed to him and 442 helographic fragments
of additional writings, ranging in length from a few
characters or kana syllables to full paragraphs of
text.2 These writings have come down to us in three
forms: documents in Nichiren's autograph;
transcriptions, either of individual writings or of
collections of writings; and xylographs published during
the Edo period. Of Nichiren's letters and essays, 113

complete autographs survive, and another 25 autographs,
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lost in a fire at the Nichirenshd head temple on Mt.
Minobu in 1875, are known to have existed. 1In addition,
there are 56 transcriptions of individual works made by
Nichiren's immediate or second-generation disciples.
This voluminous collection includecs doctrinal essays of
varying lengths, summaries or extracts of other works,
charts and graphs, recorded oral teachings, letters and
petitions to government officials and religious leaders,
and personal letters to disciples and lay followers.
Nichiren is not mentioned in the historical records of
his day, so these writings constitute the primary
material for understanding his life and thought. They
also provide a rich source of social, political and
cultural information for the Kamakura period. Many of
Nichiren's writings are valued for their high literary
quality, and passages from them are cited in classical
Japanese dictionaries as examples of contemporary usage.
Like many individuals later revered as religious
founders, Nichiren did not systematize his own
teachings; much of his writing was situational, produced
in response to events confronting himself or his
followers. His scathing criticism of other sects drew
the ire of the authorities, and, being repeatedly exiled
or forced to flee where he was staying, Nichiren led a
peripatetic existence for much of his career, acquiring

converts in each place he went. Thus many of his
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