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Abstract: Stories of saints and heroes must speak to their auditors to
be effective. Over time, as circumstances change, episodes in sacred
biography may be reinterpreted, even deleted, or their historicity
may be disputed. This paper examines this process by tracing the
reception history of an episode in the life story of the Japanese Bud-
dhist teacher Nichiren (1222-1282). By his own account, Nichiren
dramatically escaped beheading at the hands of hostile officials when
a luminous object streaked across the night sky, terrifying his would-
be executioners. For centuries, this scene has featured prominently in
biographies, plays, woodblock prints, historical fiction, movies, and
graphic novels about Nichiren. Since the modern period, however,
its historicity has been debated by scholars both inside and outside
Nichiren Buddhist circles. Those eager to strip Nichiren’s biogra-
phy of legendary elements question his authorship of those among
his writings referring to the incident. Defenders of the traditional
account maintain that the terrifying ‘luminous object’ was a nat-
ural phenomenon. This paper argues for treating Nichiren’s escape
from beheading and similar ‘miraculous’ episodes in hagiography as
belonging to a realm where distinctions between myth and history
cannot be clearly drawn; what ‘really happened’ may less significant
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than what the story has meant for the traditions involved.
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Stories of saints and heroes are compelling only so long as they
speak in some way to their audience. Events that once inspired
awe may come to be seen as implausible, even embarrassing. Thus
over time, as circumstances change, episodes in sacred biography may
be reinterpreted, as when a miracle is read in metaphorical terms, or
even deleted; at times, their historicity is disputed. This paper high-
lights this process by examining the modern reception of an incident
in the life story of the Japanese Buddhist teacher Nichiren H#
(1222-1282), revered as the founder of the tradition that now bears
his name. In Japan today, ‘Nichiren Buddhism’ encompasses roughly
forty incorporated religious bodies, including traditional tem-
ple-based sects and a variety of lay organizations." Nichiren is known
for his doctrine of exclusive devotion to the Lotus Sitra (Ch. Miaofa
lianbua jing/Jp. Myoho-renge-kyo WIKEHELS), a scripture widely
revered for its promise that all shall become buddhas. He had trained
in the Tendai school K& 52, which takes the Lozus as its foundational
scripture. Nichiren held the Lotus Sitra to represent the Buddha’s
ultimate teaching and the sole vehicle of liberation in the present,

' Bunkacho, Shikyi nenkan, 74-78, 116-18. The name ‘Nichirensha’ H %53
or Nichiren sect is sometimes used to designate the Nichiren Buddhist tradition
as a whole; in this article, however, I use it only in its narrower sense to refer to the
specific sect of Nichiren Buddhism having its head temple at Mount Minobu £ 4E
1} in Yamanashi prefecture. Nichirensha represents the largest of the traditional

temple-based denominations of Nichiren Buddhism in Japan today.



336 JACQUELINEI STONE

Final Dharma age (Jp. mappo Ki%). His harsh criticism of other Bud-
dhist forms as no longer efficacious in this degenerate era drew the
anger of both leading prelates and government officials. At one point
he was arrested and taken to the execution grounds. According to tra-
dition, he was saved by the sudden appearance of a luminous object
that streaked across the night sky, terrifying his would-be execu-
tioners. Nichiren’s miraculous escape from beheading represents the
most dramatic event of his tumultuous career. Over the centuries, it
has been depicted in hagiographies, kabuki plays, woodblocks, and
paintings, and more recently, in novels, movies, and manga. But since
the beginning of Japan’s modern period (1868-1945), among schol-
ars both inside and outside Nichiren sectarian circles, its historicity
has been disputed. My aim in this paper is not to take sides in that
debate and argue whether this extraordinary event did or did not
occur as the Nichiren Buddhist tradition relates it. Rather, I focus
on what is at stake in the controversy and approach it as a case study
in how modern standards of evidence-based research, rationality,
and scientific credibility have reshaped the life story of an influential
religious figure.

This paper first introduces the traditional account, its hagiographical
elaborations, and the initial doubts voiced about them in the late me-
dieval and early modern periods. It then traces three successive itera-
tions in the debate over the historicity of this episode in Nichiren’s
life from the late nineteenth century down to the present, as well
as efforts to account for the mysterious shining object in scientific
terms. In concluding, I address the limits of scholarly attempts to
separate historical facts from mythic elements and argue the value
of approaching the story as belonging to a realm where the distinc-
tion between myth and history blurs, as a narrative that, whatever
its factual basis, reveals something vital about the tradition that has
preserved it.
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The Traditional Account, Hagiographical Elaborations, and
Early Objections

At the time of his attempted execution, Nichiren was proselytizing
in Japan’s eastern provinces, based in the town of Kamakura, head-
quarters of the Bakufu /¥ (shogunate) or military government. For
years, he had preached that the disasters then afflicting the country—
famine, earthquakes, and epidemics—had resulted from the Japanese
abandoning the Lotus Sitra in favour of incomplete, provisional
teachings. Based on descriptions in the satras of the calamities that
will overtake a land whose ruler permits neglect of the true dharma,
Nichiren predicted that still worse sufferings, including foreign
invasion, were to come unless people placed their faith in the Lotus.
His censure of clerics promoting other teachings, and of government
ofhicials for supporting them, had already led to one arrest and sen-
tence of exile, to the Izu peninsula (1261-1263), but, undaunted, he
had returned to Kamakura and continued to preach. The arrival in
1268 of emissaries from Kublai Khan, demanding that Japan submit
to Mongol overlordship or face attack, seemed to bear out Nichiren’s
predictions, and he renewed his remonstrances. On the twelfth day
of the ninth month, 1271, he was arrested a second time, probably in
connection with a Bakufu directive to quell unruly elements at home
as part of the defense effort in preparing for attack from abroad.?

No independent record exists of Nichiren’s arrest and sentenc-
ing. The Bakufu chronicle Azuma kagami ¥#i [Mirror of the
East], where one might expect to find relevant entries, does not go
beyond the year 1266. Indeed, Nichiren is scarcely mentioned in
any external documents of his time;* thus one must rely on his own

> Takagi, Nichiren to sono montei, 189.

> An exception is the name ‘Nichiren’ listed in the record of an esoteric
transmission of the Rishoin branch BEFERE belonging to both Daigoji Befi<F
ifit and Ono /NEFifi lineages of Tomitsu Shingon REH & (Rishoin kechimyaku
PEPEREIMAR; see Bibliography 2d: Other Primary Sources). Scholarly opinion di-

vides as to whether this notice refers to the same or a different Nichiren as the

one under discussion here. See Takagi, ‘Futari no Nichiren’, and Dolce, ‘Esoteric
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surviving writings. By his own account, he was officially sentenced
to be banished to Sado Island in the Sea of Japan, but the Bakufu
functionary in charge of his arrest—one Hei (Taira) no Yoritsuna
FHEAA (d. 1293), deputy head of the Board of Retainers (samurai
dokoro f§Ft) for the Hojo shogunal regents—privately decided
to do away with this troublesome priest.* The chief source for
Nichiren’s attempted execution and extraordinary escape is his own
gripping autobiographical account known as the Shuju onfurumai
gosho FEREREIYRFEMEIZE [On Various Deeds], of which more will be

said below.
Nichiren’s Account

In this work—which takes the form of a long letter to a follower—
Nichiren describes how he was he escorted by night from Kamakura
under armed guard. Exiting the town along Wakamiya Avenue, the
main north-south road, they passed the Tsurugaoka shrine #5225 FLf#
#t dedicated to the god Hachiman J\if. Said to be an apotheosis of
Emperor Ojin EMIK R (r. ca. 270-310), Hachiman was both kam:
and Buddhist deity, having been granted bodhisattva status by the
court in 781, an early instance of the identification of kami or local
deities with Buddhist divinities. Later Hachiman was adopted by the
Minamoto ¥ house, founders of the Kamakura shogunate, as their
tutelary god and thus acquired military associations.” His shrine in Ka-
makura—actually administered by Buddhist priests—was Kamakura’s
most prominent religious institution. Here Nichiren halted his horse
and addressed the warriors surrounding him, saying, ‘Don’t make a

fuss. I won’t cause any trouble. I merely wish to say my last words
to Great Bodhisattva Hachiman’ H# =784 XbHE4E7 12, Nb
() OFE R L, NI KEREICREBICHA*XZHDHD. Dismount-

Patterns’, 68-69. Dolce’s research into Nichiren’s early esoteric training strongly

suggests connections with Tomitsu priests.
4

For example, Shimoyama goshosoku, Teihon 2: 1332, and Myoho Bikuni
gobenji, Teihon 2: 1562.

5

On the early history of Hachiman, see Bender, “The Hachiman Cult’.
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ing, he cried out in a loud voice: ‘Is Great Bodhisattva Hachiman
truly a god?” and proceeded to rebuke the deity, reminding him that
all gods had vowed to Sikyamuni Buddha at the assembly where the
Lotus Sitra was preached to protect its devotees. ‘If I am beheaded
tonight and go to the Pure Land of Eagle Peak, I will first report to
Lord Sikyamuni that the gods Hachiman and Amaterasu Omikami
[REEGKH, the sun goddess] failed to honour their oaths. If you think
that will go hard with you, you had better do something about it
right away!” W /NBEREE XL Z L DD, ... H## SRS 7
TEILNFLEAFTVDTHLARFIX, FO R K- 1E )% Z 2
ZHeRDPAIZTRETINE  SLEDTHEREICH” LIEIZATS
ZoWUB) LEBIFIRX, WEXWE XTI H B L.C Further
along, the party reached the beach at Yuigahama H1F231%, where
criminals were executed. Nichiren again asked his guards to halt again
while he sent a messenger to his follower, the warrior Shijé Yorimoto
PUMEERE RS, also known as Shijo Kingo PHfE<EE (d. 1296), who came
rushing together with his three brothers. Yorimoto seized the bridle
of Nichiren’s horse, determined to die by his side.” Soon they reached
the execution grounds at a place called Tatsunokuchi FE[.

Finally we came to a place that I knew must be the site of my behead-
ing. Indeed, the soldiers stopped and began to mill around in excite-
ment. Shijo Kingo, in tears, said, “These are your last moments’. I
replied, “Why are you all so disconcerted? What greater joy could
there be [than to give one’s life for the Lotus Sitra]? Don’t you
remember what you’ve promised?” No sooner had I said this than a
brilliant orb as bright as the moon burst forth from the direction of

¢ Shuju onfurnmai gosho, Teihon 2: 965—66; Watson, Selected Writings, 325,
modified. ‘Eagle Peak’ (Skt. Grdhrakita; Jp. Rydjusen B I1LI) near Rajagrha
in the ancient Indian state of Magadha is said to have been where Sikyamuni
preached the Lotus Sutra. The ‘pure land of Eagle Peak’ is its apotheosis as a tran-
scendent buddha realm or postmortem destination.

7 Another of Nichiren’s writings says that his disciple Sanmi-bo =75 was
among the party (Yorzmoto chinjo, Tethon 2: 1351). Hanano suggests that his dis-
ciple Byakuren Ajari Nikko EI#EFTRIZYH B (1246-1333), who accompanied

him to Sado, may also have been present (‘Shuju onfurumai gosho no shingi’, 20).
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[the offshore island of] Enoshima, shooting across the sky from
southeast to northwest. It was shortly before dawn and still too dark
to see anyone’s face, but the radiant object clearly illumined everyone
like bright moonlight. Blinded, the executioner fell, prostrate. The
soldiers panicked. Some ran off into the distance; some dismounted
and huddled on the ground; and others crouched in their saddles. I
called out, ‘Here, why do you shrink from this vile prisoner? Come
closer! Come closer!” But no one would approach me. “What if the
dawn breaks? You should hurry up and behead me before daybreak,
or it will be a gruesome sight.” K T2A ATOALEDIES
k\ %kt?ﬁ%ij‘ ﬂ:z‘: HIBLFIIDIOEILIX, LM R~ %

5. A5 ee (D) HEH 5, A D D623, Zh
FEDTZIXDOOADL L, WRITRLZL (W) 2137555
Z.EHBLIF ILOLE(B) DD HDZ L Unh 759,
FD ) DRSS TRED BT LD HXD BTNV RO DTS
TZHORDODHIFI SO HKRFI)  AND HDANIOLY, YD U»D
H Jju(zggg)’@ﬁ 2T AA DS HLAD, KITHH K HA TS 4LE
L. 4t BHih, 53 (BfE) T0JE I 3E 0 i3S LD
ZDTHLIED, 837 J:L.“CDT( FN2HHD, HEH S,
WIZEDIXS, > Zﬁ(kﬂfﬁ%ﬁ/\bdit%(%) DLZE, I7FT7
IR AT LN, e XiIXDbhED, WEEXDEADRL,
STETD) HIFECDIT DI, Y REDVWZEY) XL, T
BRIEBSBL (B E) DDA ET>D(E) LHED, EHLKDAAL
b,

The execution thus foiled, Nichiren, still under guard, was taken
to the chief residence at nearby Echi of Honma Rokurézaemon no
jo Shigetsura ARI/NERAERFRIEZE, the deputy constable of the
island province of Sado, there to await further instructions from the
Bakufu. The next day brought another mysterious event. According
to a later passage in the same autobiographical work, on that eve-
ning, the thirteenth, around the hour of the Dog (7:00-9:00 p.m.),

S Shuju onfurumai gosho, Teihon 2: 967; Watson, Selected Writings, 326, slightly
modified.
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Nichiren went into the main garden, where scores of warriors were
stationed. The moon was radiant and full. Facing it, Nichiren recited
portions of the Lotus Stitra and then discoursed to the moon deity
on the meaning of the Lozus and its superiority over other teachings.
In the same manner that he had rebuked the bodhisattva Hachiman
the night before, he now upbraided the moon for failing to uphold
the promise made by all gods in the Buddha’s presence to protect
Lotus devotees:

‘Now that you see me in these straits, you should gladly hurry to ful-
fill the Buddha’s command [to receive the sufferings] of the votary of
the Lotus Sitra in his place and give some sign of fulfilling your vow....
How can you go on shining with such a complacent face?’ ... Then as
though in reply, a large star, bright as the morning star, fell from the
sky and hung in the branches of the plum tree before me... Immediately
the sky clouded over and a fierce wind arose, raging so violently that
the whole island of Enoshima seemed to roar. The sky shook, echoing
with a sound like pounding drums. 5 2>> 23 2R, W2 Fi*
ZRUTEEKDITEICOPIED B ZdIE L TESDLAL
(%ﬁ)%&i&b?%‘%z‘wl\b ...... INULMBZITE ELELHL X VD
1o HL B LTS, 7&4:b%%@tzﬂ’ﬁ%ki?%nu@ﬁ@ﬁ@
B THBIL ... RDTHI" Ko < b DTAEIR KT,
LOBDRDETEDVULH, ks IHEIT HTEL,

Nichiren remained at Echi for some twenty days while Bakufu offi-
cials debated what to do with him. In the end, in accordance with the
original sentence, he was sent into exile on Sado Island in the Sea of
Japan, where he would remain until the spring of 1274.

The luminous object whose sudden appearance saved Nichiren’s
life is explicitly mentioned in two other writings in the Nichiren
collection. One is a brief letter to Shijo Kingo dated the twenty-first
day of the ninth month, a little more than a week after the event,
which states, ‘Of the three luminary deities, the moon deity appeared

? Shuju onfurumari gosho, Teihon 2: 969-70; Watson, Selected Writings, 327
28, slightly modified.
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as a shining object and saved my life at Tatsunokuchi, and four or five
days ago, the star b(%e@ity descended to visit me [at Echi]” =Y¢RKFD
HIZARFIEOY e Hoidh OO 2 -3 IHE R F XN A
HEATZ FCHEIZ RS LS. The other is a longer, 1278 letter,
containing autobiographical recollections, to a woman identified as

‘the nun Myoho™ #hiAEL FJE. It reads in part,

On the twelfth day of the ninth month at the hour of the Ox [1:00-
3:00 a.m.], I was taken to the execution grounds at a place called
Tatsunokuchi near Kamakura. Strangely, an object like the moon
flew from the direction of Enoshima and passed over the executioner’s
head. Terrified, he was unable to behead me. $fEFHE’ 1 ¥ H R IC,
NHATZHOHOMICHD BTG TFANSNTIES, WA LT
B3 A A ORI IS % X UIITT B & D TR T TR S~
DELME fiszhTEsd, "

Nichiren clearly believed that, with the failure of the execution at-
tempt, he had in some sense undergone a death and rebirth. In the
letter to Shijo Kingo just quoted, he wrote, ‘In this life, as the votary of
the Lotus Siutra, I have been sentenced to exile and to death—exile, to
It6 [on the Izu peninsula], and death, at Tatsunokuchi. Because Tatsu-
nokuchi in Sagami province is the very place where I gave up my life
[for the Lotus Sutra], how could it be less than the buddha land?’ 5 &
FHZDITHELELT LIRSEIE 1T e 5 IIRIIF R FEFR D DL B,

M 7=oDBbZ% Elii?b) A ’Ei‘%ﬁéfﬁﬁﬁ HticBrs (&)L
%." And a few months later, he wrote to his followers from Sado: ‘On
the twelfth day of the ninth month of last year, between the hours of
the Rat and the Ox [11:00 p.m.—3:00 a.m.]...a person called Nichiren
was beheaded. This is his spirit that has come to the province of Sado
and, in the second month of the following year, is writing this amid the

SNOW as a Memento to his close disciples’ H# & Wb L# bifﬁhﬁ
+= H?ﬂ@ﬂ?k@&i@%ﬂl@ AR T o Bl W=D T 18 E

10 Shijo Kingo-dono goshosoku, Teihon 1: S0S.
" Myoho Bikuni gobenji, Teibon 2: 1562.
2 Shijo Kingo-dono goshosoku, Teihon 1: S04.
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DHBHLALTAGDHFAZLAUZ......" And in fact, the in-
cident at Tatsunokuchi marked a profound turning point in his life
and thought. On Sado, suffering from cold, hunger, and the hostility
of the locals, Nichiren wrote some of his most important works and
developed his mature teachings.

Nor did Nichiren ever forget his gratitude to Shijé Kingo for his
actions on that night. In the above-cited letter written shortly after
the incident, Nichiren wrote to him: ‘At the time of my arrest on the
twelfth last, you not only accompanied me to Tatsunokuchi but
vowed you would commit seppuku [to accompany me in death]. I can
only call it extraordinary...When I go to Eagle Peak, I will report first
of all how Shij6 Kingo was resolved just as I was to give his life for the

Lotus Sitra’s sake’ b%ﬁ“: Ho#or x 8587205 FEH) £T
OB LrDARLTEZYVIOA M N LHEZZ, AEGEEE
HHENILD BTN HETBUNZE W) TEONIESE 22, EHEL
DI H i L % 2 U BEYIA L HifEE72D " And years later, he wrote,

Over and over I recall the moment, unforgettable even now, when I
was about to be beheaded and you accompanied me, holding the
reins of my horse and weeping tears of grief. Nor could I ever forget
it in any lifetime to come. If you should fall into hell for some grave
offense, no matter how Lord Sikyarnuni might urge me to become a
buddha, I would refuse; I would rather go to hell with you. If you
and I should enter hell together, we would find Sikyamuni Buddha

and the Lotus Sutra there. R*R* S IZm A FHE %iﬁﬂﬁ,}:ﬁ‘b
R, B e D () LTHR OIS T, E L (AR A4 L%E
WD RBMICHE R A BB DIES L LTI N 51,
H#E 2 Wiz E R Z Lo B A S84712d HoFw
SEAERDPST, [/ 1k 2L, HE L @ e N 7o
R RS IC 2 R IR L E X T oD,

13 Kaimoku sho, Teibon 1: 590.

' Shijo Kingo-dono goshosoku, Teibon 1: 504, S05.

5 Sushun Tenno gosho, Teihon 2: 1394-95; Watson, Letters of Nichiren, 334—
35, slightly modified. Nichiren again expresses his gratitude to Shijo Kingo in the
Shijo Kingo-dono gobenyz, Teihon 2: 1800.
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The attempted execution is known in Nichiren Buddhist circles as
the Tatsunokuchi Persecution (Tatsunokuchi honan or Ryitko honan
RE17LEE). It is cited in the first accounts of Nichiren’s life written
by his disciples, dating to the early fourteenth century. Nichiren’s
miraculous escape would be celebrated thereafter in hagiographies,
reenacted on the stage, and depicted in artwork; it represents an iconic
moment, famous not only among Nichiren Buddhist practitioners
but also among educated Japanese who know Nichiren, not only as
a religious figure, but as a cultural hero. Since early modern times, it
has also been the subject of controversy, which continues to this day.

Hagiographic Elaborations and Early Critics

The earliest retellings after Nichiren’s death of the Tatsunokuchi Per-
secution are bareboned. The 1325 Nichiren Shonin gogutsi shidai H
HEE NfEIBAE RS [An Account of Nichiren Shonin’s Propagation]
says only, ‘On the twelfth day of the ninth month in the eighth year
of the Bun’ei era [1271], the metal-sheep year, [Nichiren] was taken
to the place of execution at Tatsunokuchi in Sagami.... That night
there was an extraordinary event in the sky. A luminous object ap-
peared from Enoshima and passed over the head of [Nichiren’s]
horse’ Xk J\AEELH + Z HES -l e -S04 7..... SR R 2 57
S R RB I B B 74T 7. Sanshi goden dodai = HlifElE 4%
[Lives of the Three Teachers, hereafter, Goden dodai], an early bi-
ographical account by Nichido HZH (1283-1341) traditionally dated
to around 1333, quotes briefly from Nichiren’s own description in
the Shuju onfurumai g05b0.17 Soon, however, hagiographical embel-
lishments begin to appear, as in the apocryphal Hokke honmonshi
yosho TEHEARFREER) [Essential Teachings of the Lotus Honmon
Sect], attributed to Nichiren but probably composed about forty to
fifty years after his death." Here, in an effort to create verisimilitude,

' Rissho Daigaku, Nichirenshi shigaku zensho 1: 340.

7 Rissho Daigaku, Nichirenshi shiigaku zensho 2: 241.

'8 Rissho Daigaku, Nichiren Shonin ibun jiten, s~., ‘Hokke honmonshi yosha’,
1042d-43c.
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the executioner is given a name (Echi no Saburézaemon #% 0 =
1=, who does not seem to have been historical person).19 Also, a
new detail is added: Just as this man was about to behead Nichiren,
the sword shattered and fell from his hand. This element was proba-
bly intended to evoke the promise in the ‘Universal Gate of Bodhisat-
tva Kanzeon’ chapter of the Lotus Sitra that, if anyone about to be
murdered should call upon this bodhisattva, his attackers” swords
and staves will be broken in pieces.20 Still further elaboration occurs
in Nichiren Daishonin chigasan HERKEENGEEH [[llustrated Biog-
raphy of Nichiren Shonin] (hereafter, Chigasan) of Enmy6in Nitcho
[EIRHRE H{E (1440-1510), the most famous of the medieval Nichiren
biographies and the first to be illustrated. Here, in addition to the ele-
ment of the sword shattering, the luminous object is identified as a
manifestation of the moon deity or a transformation of Great Bodhi-
sattva Hachiman. As it passes overhead, the earth moves, thunder re-
sounds and lightning flashes, and a voice from the sky declares, ‘If
you lose the votary of the true dharma, your descendants wiﬁlcl[ come
to ruin and the country will be destroyed!” &2 E#E17& 2 W T
%2 T2 B+ 7. In fact, it was not Nichiren’s own account but these
later elaborations that first drew criticism.

The first on record, a rather mild expression of doubt, was an
internal one, expressed by Nissei H## (1600-1683), seventeenth
chief abbot of Taisekiji Kfi5F, a major temple of the Fuji lineage
of Nichiren Buddhism. In a detailed chronology of Nichiren’s life,

Y Teibon 3: 2161.

» The satra passage is at Miaofa lianhua jing, T no. 262, 9: 7.56¢c16-17.
Nichiren himself cites this Lotus Sitra passage and a similar one (9: 5.39b17) in
connection with the Tatsunokuchi Persecution: “The “Peaceful Practices” chap-
ter says, “Swords will not touch him”. The “Universal Gate” chapter says, “The
sword will break in pieces”. These saitra passages are in no way false” Z4E1T =
RZTIRAM . B2 T] S BB, WFE ORI DEFICTIIMEIIT (Shijo
Kingo-dono goshosoku, Tethon 1: 505).

*' Nichirenshu Zensha, Nichiren Shonin denkishi, 141. Nitcho evidently
derived the element of the voice in the sky from the Hokke honmonshi yosho
(Tedhon 3:2162).
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Nissei questioned some of the elements found in medieval hagiogra-
phies. It was hard to believe, he said, that the sword had broken in
the executioner’s hand, or that a voice had declaimed from the sky.”
More vociferous criticism came from persons hostile to the Nichiren
sect. One was Shincho H (1596-1659), a former Nichiren Bud-
dhist priest who had converted to the Tendai school and nurtured
a deep rancor toward his former affiliation. Shincho asserted that,
although his followers represent the attempted beheading as a per-
secution inflicted on Nichiren by enemies of the true dharma, the
whole affair had resulted from Nichiren’s own false teaching and
maligning of other schools; it was not due to the executioner’s ill
intent. The element of the sword breaking was a ‘great lie’, a baseless
fiction concocted in Nitchd’s Chigasan and the writings of later
disciples. Shinché noted that none of Nichiren’s own works refer-
ring to the episode says that the sword broke. He asked: ‘Had such
a marvel truly occurred, why would Nichiren, who loved self-praise,
have omitted to mention it in his writings?’ & > EIZY YV /TR 5
MY HET 2/ HENG /sEE= /8% 7 %. The real reason that
Nichiren’s sentence was commuted from execution to exile, Shincho
concluded, was because the wife of the shogunal regent, H6j6 Toki-
mune JEfEIRFSR (1251-1284), was pregnant, and an amnesty had
been declared to ensure her safe delivery.”

A similar criticism came from a later, much more famous figure:
Hirata Atsutane “FHEEJEL (1776-1843), a leading Nativist scholar
and Shinto theorist. Atsutane was generally antagonistic toward Bud-
dhism and particularly disliked the Shin and Nichiren sects for their
clear subordination of the Japanese kami to the Buddha dharma.

Nichiren Buddhist believers say in all sincerity that when their founder
Nichiren was taken to the execution grounds at Tatsunokuchi in

> Nichiren Shonin nenpu, in Hori, Fuji shiigaku yoshi 5: 98.
» Kindan Nichirengi, 102-03. Nichiren himself mentions the pregnancy
of Tokimune’s wife as an explanation being circulated for his stay of execu-
tion (Shuju onfurumai gosho, Teihon 2: 973; Watson, Selected Writings, 331).
Granting amnesty to ensure the safe delivery of a ruler’s child was an estab-

lished practice.
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Sagami province and was about to be beheaded, he was saved when the
executioner’s sword suddenly broke. How pitiable! They have been
made by their priests to swallow this whole, when in fact it never hap-
pened.... Buddhist priests these days all tell bare-assed lies, and when
exposed, they show no shame but brazen it out with impudence. The
Nichiren priests are among the worst. H# 78 D A& LW IE 7T D
LI AR BB D RE D T i B B, B i
NAL Z T RIS K T DR 72 KTI DX ZIE S Zi‘@};ﬁ})i)gﬁ
RESEFLDIRTHRUETH, ZHUIRDFHE R LR, I —HE

Ly 334
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Atsutane’s criticism was more substantial than Shinchd’s, in that he
offered a seemingly plausible explanation for the story of the sword
breaking. Nichiren priests, he claimed, had stolen it from Genpei
seisuiki JRFEEFERL [The Rise and Fall of the Minamoto and Taira
Clans], a version of the medieval epic Hetke monogatari “V-ZV)sk
[Tale of the Heike]. Atsutane referred to an episode concerning one
Taira no Morihisa *F#/A, who is saved from beheading by the power
of the bodhisattva Kanzeon #i{{H# or commonly Kannon #{# (Skt.
Avalokite$vara), which causes the executioner’s sword to shatter.
The Morihisa story, Atsutane said, had in turn been based on an
account—which he did not identify—taken from the Fozu tongji
t#H#i4 [Chronicle of the Buddhas and Patriarchs] (7" no. 2035) by
Zhipan &% (ca. 1220-1275).» However, the Morihisa story makes
no mention of a luminous object but says only that the executioner’s
sword broke just as he attempted to strike. Since Morihisa was a devo-
tee of Kannon, this element in the narrative was doubtless intended
to evoke the promise in the Lotus Sitra, mentioned above, that if
anyone about to be murdered should call upon that bodhisattva, his

* Shutsujo shogo furoku 1: 202-03.
»  The Morihisa episode occurs in the Nagata-bon & H i version of the Hezke.

See Yang, ‘A Miracle at Morihisa’s Execution’.
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attackers’ swords and staves will be broken in pieces.* Interestingly,
the correct source of the element of the sword breaking was identi-
fied by a less widely known contemporary of Atsutane, the merchant
and economic thinker Shoji Koki 1E 7] # (1793-1858), who wrote,

The ‘Universal Gate’ chapter [of the Lotus Sitra] says, ‘If one is
about to be killed and thinks on the power of Bodhisattva Kannon,
then the swords and staves of those attacking him shall be broken.” It
is said that when the founder Nichiren was in Kamakura and about
to be executed, the sword raised against him suddenly broke. But
neither the priests nor lay persons accompanying him were fighting.
How could the sword have broken spontaneously? At that time, the
wife of Ho6jo [Tokimune] was pregnant, so a special amnesty was
declared [and Nichiren was not beheaded]. Because Nichiren was a
virtuous priest, he obtained this divine favour. ¥ /= EEHIA
K RMBE . TS BRBEE NI a HATH E SRS IR T
E =L =AY P2V bR HPOLRT T T B A =i v v b 4
ENE R =R e, BRI ERY R MIFT, BT
Vv, BERFIERE, RN, ZE=H T IR =R A, 2HIHE
NERE G, REFEHAF T, 7

One should note that, at this point, even vociferous critics of
Nichiren such as Shinché and Atsutane focused only on the ha-
giographic element of the sword breaking in the executioner’s hand.
Not until the modern period did the historicity of the Tatsunokuchi
Persecution itself come into question.

Critics and Defenders

Modern debates over whether the Tatsunokuchi Persecution really
happened began in the late nineteenth century and continue down

% Miaofa lianbua jing, T no. 262, 9: 7.56c16-17. See note 20 above.
7 Keigai mondo hiroku 18: 34-35; also quoted in Tsuji, Nzhon bukkyoshi,
Chuser 2: 24-25.
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to the present. One can identify three successive iterations of this
controversy. This section addresses the first two, which took the form
of exchanges between external critics and defenders within Nichiren
Buddhist circles. They centred on the reliability of sources and large-
ly set the terms by which this issue is still debated.

The Shigeno Affair

The first to deny that Nichiren had ever been sentenced to death was
the historian Shigeno Yasutsugu H¥f44# (1827-1910), a scholar
of Chinese studies and one of Japan’s first professional historians.
In 1875 Shigeno had been appointed deputy director of the Meiji
government’s Bureau of Historiography (Shashikyoku &5 JF; later,
Shashikan fE5fE), the precursor to the present Historiographical
Institute at the University of Tokyo. There, Shigeno and his col-
leagues devoted themselves to assembling primary documents in
order to compile the Dai Nibon hennenshi KHAR#RER [Chronol-
ogy of Great Japan] as the basis for a new national history. Instru-
mental in the adoption of modern evidence-based historiographical
methods, Shigeno was determined to rely solely on unimpeachable
sources and to strip away legendary accretions. He had, for example,
denied the historical existence of Kojima Takanori o B =i, a samurai
hero in the medieval epic Tazbeiki KF-ic [Tale of the Great Pacifica-
tion] who was celebrated as a model of loyalty to the imperial cause;
Shigeno had also questioned traditional accounts of the battles of
Kawanakajima JIIFE &K (1553-1564) waged between the great
warlords Takeda Shingen HH{SZ (1521-1573) and Uesugi Ken-
shin EAZE#ME (1530-1578) that figured among the country’s most
popular war tales. This positivist stance had earned him the epithet
massatsu hakushi K&+ (‘Dr. Erasure’, or perhaps, in today’s
parlance, ‘Dr. Cancel’).?® Shigeno had no particular animus toward
Nichiren Buddhism, but he was committed to the method of relying
solely on verifiable documents. While searching for historical sources,
he investigated the archives of Honmanji AIifi<f, a prominent

2 QOtani, Kindai Nibon no Nichirenshugi undo, 61.
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Nichiren Buddhist temple in Kyoto, where he found a brief letter in
Nichiren’s hand dated the fourteenth day of the ninth month, 1271,
just two days after his arrest, and addressed to his follower Toki Jonin
BEBARHER (1216-1299). It reads in part:

At the hour of the Rooster [5:00-7:00 p.m.] on the twelfth, I
received an official sentence. Having been remanded to the custody
of the governor of Musashi province [H6jo Nobutoki L& B IR
(1238-1323), also the constable of Sado province], I left Kamakura
at the hour of the Ox [1:00-3:00 a.m.] on the thirteenth and am to
be exiled to Sado....Your grief [at my exile] is understandable but,
having known this to be inevitable from the outset, there is no
reason to lament. It is against my own wishes that up until now I
have not yet been beheaded. Had I been beheaded in the past for the
Lotus Sutra’s sake, I would surely not have been born as such a lowly
person. But by meeting successive persecutions, as expressed in the
[Lotus Sutra’s] words, “We shall be banished repeatedly’, I can erase
my past grave offenses and realize buddhahood. Thus I have under-
taken this harsh practice [i.e., rebuking enemies of the Lotus Sutra]
of my own volition. Jtt+ = H P4~ IR il & 5l sUBSF IRl 50 22D
TP EHRBRZOELSEZWT > ML DA AUED..... 18
MAIIXZHIZEALD, 2T —E e AR LD 2 ) LTiEAIZ R
A58 WEETHOY) 82 ZZ AT IR BN TEEERZ DD NI
BEICHES LARNEBIE, 7 20 B D& () W TREN & o XL
BRBEHE DN T EARICHIDTEEZ T LTI ZMICHRD
IEFA TR, RETT 2 VTGO ARD, Y

Shigeno noted that this letter made no reference to an attempted
execution. He concluded, based on this single text, that a death sen-
tence had never been issued and the Tatsunokuchi Persecution had
simply not occurred. Because that persecution is related in detail in
the medieval biography Chigasan, Shigeno argued that it must have
been fabricated by Nichiren’s later followers. Shigeno published his

¥ Toki-dono gobenji, Teibon 1: 503. The Lotus Sitra passage is at T no. 262, 9:
4.36c22.
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argument in 1889, and the following year, lectured on the topic to
leading academic historical societies.*

Because of Shigeno’s high professional standing, his assertion
caused consternation among the leadership of the various Nichiren
Buddhist sects. Several individuals wrote to him in protest and even
enclosed copies of Nichiren’s writings referring to the Tatsunokuchi
incident, secking a retraction. Among them was Tanaka Chigaku
HHRTEE (1861-1939), founder of the Rissho Ankokukai 37 1FEZZ[2
& (later Kokuchikai BIt¥ &, Pillar of the Nation Society), who was
not quite thirty at the time. Tanaka, who had abandoned his training
for the Nichirensha priesthood to become a lay evangelist, is known
for his role in promoting Nichirenshugi H#F#& (‘Nichirenism’),
a lay Nichirenist movement independent of temple organizations
espousing a reading of Nichiren’s teachings geared to practical issues
of modernization and nation-building. For Tanaka, Shigeno’s public
erasure of an event of crucial significance to Nichiren Buddhism
carried an impact far greater than any one scholar’s personal opinion;
as the lead figure in the Bureau of Historiography, Shigeno in effect
spoke for the state and thus had to be countered. Perhaps, Tanaka
reflected, the situation could even serve as ‘an excellent means by
which the light of Nichirenism will truly come to fill the world’.*' On
June 6, 1890, having arranged a meeting by letter, Tanaka called on
Shigeno, accompanied by one Ishikawa Seiryd 4)II1#5E, who recorded
their conversation.*

% Shigeno’s arguments appear in his ‘Nichiren Shénin Tatsunokuchi no

gonan’ and ‘Nichiren Shonin Tatsunokuchi no gonan: Zoku’s; see also Shigeno’s
comments on the above-mentioned Toki-dono gobenji in his ‘Shicho bokuho kosho
sho’, 127-28.

3V Tanaka Chigaku jiden, 2: 127.

3> The transcript is reproduced in Tanaka’s autobiography, Tanaka Chigaku
jiden, 2: 128-36, and as an appendix to his Ryzko honan ron, the book version of
his public rebuttal of Shigeno, mentioned below. Shigeno recorded his own rec-
ollections of their conversation more briefly in ‘Nichiren Shénin Tatsunokuchi
no gonan: Zoku’, 575-77. The following summary of their points of disagree-
ment follows the account in Tanaka Chigaku jiden, supplemented by the more
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Shigeno’s denial of the Tatsunokuchi Persecution rested chiefly
on two points. One was that, historically, Japan’s rulers had not
imposed the death penalty on priests; exile was the usual sentence
for offending clerics. He suggested that Nichiren’s two sentences of
exile—first to Izu and then to Sado—were in line with prior exam-
ples, such as the controversial priest Mongaku % (fl. late twelfth
century), who had also been exiled, first to Sado Island and later to
the island of Tsushima.”® Tanaka pointed out that executing priests
was not entirely unheard of: Anraku %% and Jaren 1%, disciples
of the Pure Land teacher Honen (1133-1212) had been beheaded
by order of the retired Emperor Gotoba &5 L& in 1207.3* He
also noted that, by Nichiren’s own account, his official sentence had
indeed been exile; the decision to behead him was made privately by
the official in charge.”® A second, more complex issue involved the
letter to Toki Jonin. Here was a missive in Nichiren’s own hand,
written from Echi to a devout lay follower two days after Nichiren’s
arrest. For Shigeno, the absence of any mention in this document
of the aborted execution attempt could only mean that it had never
happened. Tanaka countered that because no word had arrived from
Kamakura about the disposition of his case, Nichiren wrote only
the bare essentials of his situation, waiting until later to give a full
account.*® He pointed out that several of Nichiren’s later writings,
including holographs, refer to the attempted beheading; Shigeno
had only to consult the archives of those Nichiren Buddhist temples
where they were stored. More broadly, however, he took issue with
Shigeno’s categorical denial of the evidentiary value of works that

detailed treatment in Tanaka’s Rysizko honan ron. See also the discussion in Kawa-
saki, ‘Shuju onfurumar gosho ni kansuru ichi késatsu’, 120-29.

3 Tanaka Chigaku jiden 2: 131.

* Tanaka, Ryako honan ron, 122-23. This incident took place as part of
the Jogen-era persecution (Jogen no honan HICDILEE), an attempt to suppress
Honen’s exclusive nenbutsu (senju nenbutsu SAEZM) teaching (see Dobbins,
Jodo shinshi, 14-18).

% See note 4 above.

3¢ Tanaka, Rysko honan ron, 23-25.
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did not survive in Nichiren’s holograph. He noted that several of
Nichiren’s originals, although known to have existed, had been
destroyed in a fire at the Nichirensha head temple at Mount Minobu
HElll in 1875—including, unfortunately, the Shuju onfurumai
gosho itself, which contained Nichiren’s own detailed account of the
Tatsunokuchi Persecution. Others had been lost over the centuries
due to fires, flooding, and the general vulnerability of material
objects. But Shigeno remained obdurate: Unless and until he saw
an authenticatable text in Nichiren’s hand that spoke of the Tatsu-
nokuchi Persecution, he would not alter his opinion.”” This aspect
of their disagreement—over the evidentiary weight of writings that
survive only as copies by later disciples—would have enormous con-
sequences for the modern scholarly study of Nichiren and remains
contentious to this day.

Tanaka also took issue with Shigeno’s reading of texts. First,
Shigeno had read Atsutane as denying the historicity of the entire
execution attempt, when in fact he had only criticized the later
hagiographical element of the executioner’s sword breaking in his
hand.*® Shigeno also misunderstood a key passage in the brief letter
to Toki on which he had based his argument. For Shigeno, the words
‘up until now’ in the phrase ‘up until now I have not yet been be-
headed’ meant that thus far the Bakufu had not pronounced a death
sentence against Nichiren and that no execution attempt had been
made. Tanaka pointed out that Shigeno had overlooked the context:
The next sentence—‘Had I been beheaded in the past for the Lozus
Sitra’s sake, I would surely not have been born as such a lowly
person’—clearly shows that ‘up until now’ encompassed not only
recent events but also Nichiren’s past lifetimes. It was ‘against his
own wishes’ that ‘up until now’ Nichiren had been unable to offer
up his life for the Lotus Sitra and did not imply that no execution
had been attempted.”

Unsurprisingly, the two also held different attitudes about the

37 Tanaka Chigaku jiden 2: 120, 129-31, 132-33; Ryitko honan ron, 38-39.
3 Tanaka Chigaku jiden 2: 118, 134; Ryiko honan ron, 63-64.
¥ Tanaka Chigaku jiden 2: 118-19, 132; Ryitko honan ron, S0-53.
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consequences of Shigeno’s assertion. Shigeno saw himself as merely
following the dictates of evidentiary scholarship; he did not see how
his position could substantially affect Nichiren Buddhists, who
were free to believe whatever they wished. From Tanaka’s perspec-
tive, however, because of Shigeno’s role in the government Bureau
of Historiography, his denial of the Tatsunokuchi Persecution
amounted to its erasure by state authority. This was far worse in his
eyes than the carping of someone like Atsutane, who was known for his
anti-Buddhist prejudices; Shigeno, in contrast, carried the imprimatur
of modern objective scholarship.® For Tanaka, Nichiren’s wondrous
escape from death at Tatsunokuchi was the key episode in his life,
comparable to Christ’s crucifixion, and confirmed his identity as the
teacher of the Lotus Sutra for the present, mappo era. And because
Nichiren had set forth the teaching that would protect Japan and
assure its spiritual leadership on the world stage, the erasure of this
critical event would entail the gravest consequences for the nation
and could not be allowed to stand.*

Unable to persuade Shigeno in direct dialogue, Tanaka decided to
pursue the matter in an open forum and hastily arranged to rent the
Kaseikan in Kobikicho ARHHT DJEAERE, at the time, Tokyo’s largest
public hall, seating between two to three thousand. A date little
more than a week later was available, and in the brief time remaining
Tanaka hastily assembled lecture materials while his followers worked
round the clock to make and distribute advertisements. On June 15,
1890, he delivered a scathing rebuttal to Shigeno in a public lecture
before a full house, including noted scholars, clerics, and govern-
ment officials. Mounting the podium, Tanaka was struck by what
initially appeared to him to be a sea of butterflies—the handheld
fans of the audience moving in the humid summer heat—and was
heartened.* By all accounts a compelling speaker, Tanaka spoke for
about five hours. He was driven to oppose Shigeno, he insisted, not

9 Tanaka Chigaku jiden 2: 129, 134-35.
# This theme runs throughout Tanaka’s lecture. See for example Ryziko
honan ron, 14-15, 32-34, 69, and 80. The crucifixion reference is at 32.

2 Tanaka Chigaku jiden 2: 137-38, 142.
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as an aggrieved Nichiren Buddhist devotee, but out of dismay that
this prominent historian had dismissed a matter of such importance
to religion and to the nation without adequately considering the
available evidence.* Tanaka adduced no fewer than thirty-four pas-
sages from Nichiren’s writings that bore directly or indirectly on his
rebuttal of Shigeno’s assertions, twenty-three of which, he said, had
been transmitted in Nichiren’s holograph.* Tanaka spoke eloquently
of the need to consider all relevant documents, whether or not they
survived in Nichiren’s hand. If all works whose originals had been
lost to the ravages of time were excluded from consideration and
dropped from catalogues, he said, then no matter who the author,
they would in effect eventually cease to exist.*” Repeatedly he drove
home that Shigeno had leapt to a premature conclusion without
adequately considering the evidence. Tanaka also took the opportunity
to discourse more broadly on the background of the Tatsunokuchi
Persecution and its significance in light of Nichiren’s teachings. In
1890, he published his lecture in book form.

Shigeno never amended his view and declined to further engage
publicly with Tanaka or to answer his criticisms.* Tanaka, for his
part, would not let the matter drop. In 1905, he published a list of
questions to Shigeno in his organization’s journal Myashiu #5757 (Sect
of the Wonderful Dharma) and also sent them to Shigeno personally
but received no response. In 1915, at the Oeshiki ceremony HHI
commemorating the date of Nichiren’s death at the temple Ikegami
Honmonji it EARMSF in the suburbs of Tokyo, Tanaka gave a lec-
ture accompanied by magic lantern slides and went so far as to show
one that depicted Shigeno bowing before Nichiren in apology. When

43

Tanaka, Ryiko honan ron, 19.

*  Tanaka, Ryitko honan ron, 37. Several of these passages do not touch on the

execution attempt itself but describe Nichiren’s arrest, the surrounding circum-
stances, and other related matters.

45

Tanaka, Ryiko honan ron, 39.
“  However, some further written communication seems to have taken place
between them (Kawasaki, ‘Shuju onfurumai gosho ni kansuru ichi kosatsu’, 122—

24).
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Shigeno heard about it, he remarked, “This Chigaku fellow certainly
does entertaining things!™*’

The clash between Shigeno and Tanaka had both immediate
and long-term consequences. At the time of Tanaka’s lecture, a
majority of the Nichirensha leadership was downplaying Nichiren’s
exclusivist stance and criticism of other Buddhist teachings in an
effort to support transsectarian cooperation, believing that to be
the best course for ensuring the future of Buddhism in the modern
era. Tanaka, in contrast, parlayed the Shigeno incident into a revival
of the aggressive proselytizing (shakubuku #71K) that Nichiren had
urged, insisting on the unique truth of the Lotus Sitra. The inci-
dent played a formative role in Tanaka’s Nichireshugi movement
and won him support within the Nichiren temple denominations.*
Leading figures within Nichirensha admired Tanaka’s principled
stance. Writing years later, in 1932, Asai Yorin PeH 2 h (1883-
1942), a leading Nichirensha scholar who pioneered the modern
text critical study of Nichiren’s works, praised Tanaka for his spirit-
ed response:

I think it was around 1890 when the lay devotee Tanaka Chigaku
and Dr. Shigeno Yasutsugu debated whether the Tatsunokuchi
Persecution really happened, but it is still fresh in people’s memory.
One must acknowledge Tanaka’s substantial contributions in
silencing the prominent Dr. Shigeno by his youthful enthusiasm, his
passionate arguments, and his bold display of historical proofs that

# “Nichiren Shonin Tatsunokuchi no gonan: Zoku’, 577. The incident of the
lantern slides is related by Tanaka’s disciple Yamakawa Chio LLJI| % }f€ in an essay
accompanying a 1915 reprint of Tanaka’s Ryiko honan ron as vol. 4 in the series
Nichirenshugi kenkyi sosho H# TF#MFt## (Shinchosha #ri#fitt), quoted in
Rytamonji, Fukashigi taiken, 172-75. Yamakawa represents the episode as an
expression of Tanaka’s frustration at Shigeno’s refusal to respond and criticizes
Shigeno for scholarly irresponsibility in not acknowledging the flaws in his own
argument. Yamakawa’s comments are also quoted in part in Kawasaki, ‘Shuju on-
furumai gosho ni kansuru ichi kosatsu’, 121-22.

s Otani, Kindai Nibon no Nichirenshugi undo, 61-66.
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confirmed for the general public the historicity of the Tatsunokuchi
Persecution.?’

What the general public may have thought is hard to assess. But in
the Buddhist academic world, it was a different story. After the
Pacific War, the famous historian of Japanese Buddhism Tsuji Zen-
nosuke i3 2B (1877-1955) noted three major flaws in Shigeno’s
argument: He had conflated the hagiographical account of the sword
breaking with the execution attempt itself; he had not consulted
other relevant writings in the Nichiren collection; and he misread
the one that he had examined.’® However, as Tanaka had feared,
Shigeno’s opinion proved influential and has long outlived him. In
the postwar era, the prominent historian Kuroda Toshio FH &K
(1926-1993) would state concerning the sudden appearance of the
luminous object said to have foiled Nichiren’s beheading: ‘Not a
single piece of reliable evidence exists that would support the occur-
rence of this marvelous event.”!

The Second Round: A Question of Textual Authenticity

A second attack on the historicity of the Tatsunokuchi Persecution
took place in the early decades of the twentieth century. It was
launched by two scholars affiliated with the Jodo Shin or True Pure
Land school #t 1+ E%%: Washio Junkyo R4 (1868-1941) and
Sakaino Koyo Biffpei¥ (1871-1933), who together with their
colleague Murakami Sensho A R4 (1851-1929) had founded
the journal Bukkyo shirin #H#EM [Buddhist History], one of
the earliest scholarly journals in Japan for the humanistic study of
Buddhism. Significantly, both Washio and Sakaino addressed—not
traditional hagiographies such as the Chigasan, whose account
of the sword shattering in the executioner’s hand had provoked
Atsutane and Shigeno—but Nichiren’s own account of the affair

4 Asai, “Tatsunokuchi no kubi no za’, 561.
0 Tsuji, Nibon bukkyoshi, Chisei 2: 31.
L Kuroda, Moko shiarai, 80.
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in his autobiographical Shuju onfurumai gosho. This shift in focus
probably had to do with increased availability of modern printed
versions of Nichiren’s writings.>* ‘From our standpoint, this writing
is a later forgery’, Washio wrote. The Bakufu, he said, had never
deemed Nichiren a threat sufficient to warrant his execution: His
sentence had been exile from the beginning, and the Tatsunokuchi
Persecution had never happened.® Sakaino similarly wrote, “Within
the Nichiren sect, [the Shuju onfurumai gosho] is regarded as a reli-
able work that almost no one questions, but from our standpoint,
it is a blatant forgery, a laughable production of later persons intent
on convincing others of [Nichiren] Shonin’s dignity and marvels’.>*
Sakaino’s objections to the Shuju onfurumai gosho were threefold: It
did not sound like Nichiren. Its sentences were weak, not powerful,
like those of Nichiren’s famous Kaimoku sho FiH¥Y [Opening of
the Eyes]. Second, it was full of exaggerated descriptions and its tone
was boastful, inconsistent with Nichiren’s personality. And third,
the narrative was excessively dramatic and contained implausible
miraculous happenings. The depiction of Nichiren’s remonstrance
with Hachiman in particular struck him as absurd.

This time, it was not Tanaka who stepped up to respond but
his disciple, Yamakawa Chio LLJIIFFHE (1879-1956). Like Tanaka,
Yamakawa was an ardent Nichiren devotee, but he also had academic
credentials, having received a doctorate in Religious Studies from
Tokyo Imperial University in 1934. Yamakawa played a leading
role in the doctrinal studies and publishing activities of Tanaka’s
Kokuchtkai and edited some of Tanaka’s major doctrinal works.
Prompted chiefly by the criticisms of Sakaino, Yamakawa wrote two
essays defending the authenticity of the Shuju onfurumai gosho and
the historicity of the Tatsunokuchi incident.® Yamakawa, who

2 In particular, the Nichiren Shonin goibun HHZENFHE S [Writings of
Nichiren Shénin] edited by Inada Kaiso fiH#E3 (1869-1956), a compact edi-
tion of Nichiren’s writings (shukusatsu ibun Hili|Z L) first published in 1904,
made Nichiren’s work more readily accessible than it had been before.

33 Washio, ‘Tatsunokuchi honan ni kansuru gimon’, 793.

4 Sakaino, ‘Nichiren Shonin’, 157-58.
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belonged to a later generation than Tanaka, recognized that, in the
absence of an original, the mere fact of early notices and importance
to the subsequent tradition were not sufficient to establish the
Shuju onfurumai gosho’s legitimacy. He analysed the work from
text-critical, historical, and stylistic perspectives and also examined
its intellectual content. It was, he asserted, fully consistent with
Nichiren’s thought and with the style of his authenticated writings;
he also found it to be remarkably detailed and accurate in its refer-
ences to contemporaneous events and its use of the language of
Nichiren’s time. Sakaino’s stylistic criticism of the Shuju ofurumai
gosho he deemed overly subjective. Not everyone agreed that its sen-
tences were ‘weak’. Yamakawa noted that the literary figure Takayama
Chogyt millIFE 4 (1871-1902), a fervent admirer of Nichiren, had
found it compelling and powerful and often read aloud from it to his
visitors.”® Yamakawa also asserted that the scene in which Nichiren
rebukes Hachiman was not inconsistent with his conduct or state-
ments in others of his writings in which he reproves the deities for
their failure to protect the Lotus Sitra and himself as its devotee.”
Yamakawa also traced the Shuju onfurumai gosho’s history of
transmission and compared its extant versions—its passages cited
in Nichido’s fourteenth-century Goden dodaz; the earliest extant
transcription, by the scholar-priest Gyogakuin Nitcho 175k H
5 (1422-1500), eleventh chief abbot of Mount Minobu; and the

5 Yamakawa, ‘Shuju onfurumai gosho wa gisho ni arazu’ and ‘Rytuké honan
jiseki kosho’.

¢ Yamakawa, ‘Shuju onfurumai gosho wa gisho ni arazu’, 315.

57 For example, in the Konichi-bo gosho YEH EfIZ [Letter to Konichi-bs],
Nichiren describes himself as climbing a mountain on Sado Island and calling
out his remonstrations to the gods (7ezhon 2: 1154; see also the Kangyo Hachi-
man sho, Tethon 2: 1831-50, in which Nichiren upbraids Hachiman for failing
to protect the Lotus Sitra). Whether the episode of Nichiren rebuking Hachi-
man in the Shuju onfurumai gosho represents his authentic account or a later
interpolation has been argued extensively. For additional references on both sides
of the debate, see Kawasaki, Shuju onfurumai gosho ni kansuru ichi kosatsu’,

142—46, and Hanano, ‘Shuju onfurumai gosho no shingi’, 34-36.
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modern version edited and published by the lay scholar Ogawa Taido
/MIZEH (1814-1878). Yamakawa found numerous small differences
among these versions at the level of individual words and phrases and
in their use of the phonetic kana syllabary versus Chinese characters.
The quotations in Goden dodai, for example, employed simpler,
shorter expressions and made heavier use of kana.>® Overall, however,
Yamakawa found the weight of the evidence to support the Shuju
onfurumai gosho’s authenticity. His arguments are by no means
flawless, as we shall see, but he initiated the serious modern textual
study of this work, and some issues that he raised are still being
debated. Yamakawa also succeeded in persuading his colleague and
mentor, the Religious Studies scholar Anesaki Masaharu ffilli (£6
(1873-1949), that the work was genuine, although its present form
might contain some later interpolations.”

A second line of attack on the historicity of the Tatsunokuchi
incident to appear during this period focused, not on whether the
Shuju onfurumai gosho was actually Nichiren’s writing, but on the
reliability of its account. To my knowledge, the first such criticism
was leveled by Saki Akio #EARFKK (1906-1988), a leftist-leaning
scholar of Japanese Buddhism, in a 1938 study of Nichiren. Saki pre-

5% Scholarship divides over whether the Goden dodai abbreviates the passages it

quotes from the Shuju onfurumai gosho or Nitchd’s transcription expands them.
Yamakawa rejected the idea that the Goden dodai was more trustworthy because
it was composed roughly a century earlier. He found that it shortened its quo-
tations from others of Nichiren’s writings as well, rather than reproducing their
precise wording. (This characteristic of the Goden dodai has been noted
more recently by Takahashi, Nichiren Shoshi shi no kenkyi, 381, 383). Yamakawa
also held that the Goden dodar’s greater use of kana represented Nichidd’s style
and did not necessarily reflect Nichiren’s original (‘Shuju onfurumai gosho wa
gisho ni arazu’, 301-14). His argument for the superior reliability of Nitchd’s
transcription has been upheld by Asai (Nichiren Shonin goibun kogi 10: 34)
and Hanano (‘Shuju onfurumai gosho no shingi’, 62-71). In contrast, Kawasaki
deems the Goden dodai to be closer to the original (‘Shuju onfurumai gosho ni
kansuru ichi kosatsu’, 160).

57 Kawasaki, ‘Shuju onfurumai gosho ni kansuru ichi késatsu’, 139-40.
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sented himself as an objective scholar intent on liberating Nichiren
from the confines of sectarian hagiography and placing him in his
proper historical context. At present, he said, because of the efforts
of Nichiren’s followers, the Tatsunokuchi Persecution was accepted
as historical fact, but there was ample reason to question it. Saki
claimed, as had Shigeno, that there had been no death sentence,
and he reiterated Shigeno’s argument about the lack of mention
of an execution attempt in the letter to Toki Jonin written just two
days after the supposed event. The most detailed descriptions of the
attempted beheading, Saki said, appear not in Nichiren’s letters dated
shortly after it purportedly occurred but in letters he wrote some
years later. He suggested that the entire event was an illusion or au-
tosuggestion that took root in Nichiren’s mind and that he gradually
reconstructed in memory to accord with his self-image as the teacher
of the Lotus Sitra for the present age; the incident was then reified by
his followers as a matter of historical fact.*” Saki repeated this argu-
ment in an article in a 1938 issue of the newspaper Yomiuri Shinbun
wtoepE, where he wrote: “The Tatsunokuchi Persecution cannot
be confirmed as historical fact....[In this account] we can glimpse
[either] the workings of autosuggestion by a mind driven to extremity,
or the traces of a process of subsequent legend-making.®' The Yom-
urt solicited and published a response from Yamakawa Chio, who
wrote that, while claiming to place Nichiren in his historical context,
Saki perpetuated a materialist view of history that did not correctly
grasp its object but simply dismissed the Tatsunokuchi Persecution
by treating Nichiren as a case of mental aberration.*

Nonetheless, the suggestion has persisted that, for whatever
reason, Nichiren was—to use a more recent expression—an ‘unreliable
narrator’ of his own experience.’ Variations on this theme would

0 Saki, Nichiren, 305-07.
¢t Saki, ‘Nichiren z6 o hagu’.
> Yamakawa, ‘Seit6 naru Nichiren den’. The exchange continued for another
round in the Yomiurs’s June 12 and 19 issues. See also Rytmonji’s discussion of
this episode (Fukashigi taiken, 188-91).

¢ The term was first used by Wayne C. Booth in his Rbetoric of Fiction.
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recur decades later, in the 1970s and 80s. Koike Nagayuki /Mt
Z, a scholar of Japanese religion, wrote that, in delivering Nichiren
to the custody of the Sado deputy constable Honma Shigetsura,
his escort paused to rest at the execution grounds at Tatsunokuchi,
which was on the way. Nichiren, Koike suggested, arbitrarily
assumed that he was about to be beheaded.”* In a similar vein,
Momose Moji HiiBHI& proposed that the official in charge, Hei
no Yoritsuna, so detested Nichiren that he resented the thought of
simply turning over his prisoner to the Sado deputy constable’s
custody. Instead, he deliberately stopped at Tatsunokuchi and
feigned preparations for a beheading in order to torment him, and
Nichiren presumably took the deception at face value.” Such theo-
ries, however, are entirely speculative, with no supporting evidence,
and can be neither verified nor disproven. Significantly, they are often
presented as one of two alternative possibilities: Either the account
of Nichiren’s escape from beheading as set forth in the Shuju onfu-
rumai gosho is the creation of later followers, o7, whether made con-
sciously or otherwise, it is Nichiren’s misrepresentation. This binary,
I would argue, points to a deep-rooted and distinctively modern
rationalist discomfort with the idea of a supernatural event and an
inability to grasp it as anything other than a fabrication—if not by
later followers, then by Nichiren himself.

The Internal Debate

A third phase in the controversy over the historicity of the Tatsu-
nokuchi persecution emerged shortly before and developed after the
Pacific War and continues to the present. Like the second phase, it
focused on the reliability of the Shuju onfurumai gosho. This time,
however, the debate was no longer between Nichiren Buddhists and
external critics but among scholars within the Nichiren sect. Ironically,
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Koike, ‘Ichigyd senchaku’, 88-89. Ryamonji quips that the ‘arbitrary
assumption’ (bitorigime — NE ®) was on Koike’s part (Fukashigi taiken, 117).

% Momose, Nichiren no nazo, 166.
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it arose through the importation into Nichiren Buddhist sectarian
studies of the same modern text critical approach that Shigeno had
espoused. Before considering how this development has unfolded, it
is appropriate that we say something further about the context that
informed it, namely, the vexed issue of authenticity in Nichiren’s
writings, and the place of Shuju onmfurumasi gosho within that con-
troversy.

Nichiren wrote voluminously. More than four hundred personal
letters, essays, and other works are attributed to him.® Scholars
both inside and outside Nichiren Buddhist circles now generally
acknowledge that some among them may be not Nichiren’s own work
but rather that of later disciples, produced and attributed to him after
his death. In an overview discussion of this issue, Sueki Fumihiko &
A3 has grouped the writings in the Nichiren collection into
three categories that he terms Nichiren A, Nichiren B, and Nichiren
C. Nichiren A comprises (1) writings that exist or are known to have
once existed in Nichiren’s holograph or in transcriptions by early dis-
ciples and are thus considered authentic, and (2) writings that, while
not surviving in Nichiren’s hand, do not contradict his authenticated
writings, have aroused no controversy, and are therefore treated as gen-
uine. Nichiren B consists of works that do not exist in holograph or
early transcription and whose authenticity is disputed. And Nichiren
C consists of obvious misattributions and apocrypha. The Nichiren
B category has emerged largely in the wake of text critical studies
beginning in the twentieth century, and in consequence, a clearcut
line between Nichiren A and B categories has in some cases become
difficult to draw.” The Shuju onfurumai gosho is just such an instance.

¢ The sethen 1E4m (Main Division, vols. 1 and 2) of the 1988 revised edition
of Showa teihon Nichiren Shonin ibun (Teihon), the critical edition of Nichiren’s
writings used for scholarly reference, contains 434 writings, of which 113 com-
plete works and 87 fragments survive in Nichiren’s holograph (Rissho Daigaku,
Nichiren Shonin ibun jiten, s., ‘Ibun’, 72a); an additional nine, recently dis-
covered seihen works also appear in vol. 4, bringing the count to 443. This does
not include Nichiren’s charts and diagrams or numerous holographic fragments
(vols. 3 and 4).
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The goal of weeding out apocryphal works, transcription errors,
interpolations, and other problems in the Nichiren canon goes
back to the early modern period. It prompted the work of the nine-
teenth-century lay scholar Ogawa Taido, mentioned above, who
devoted his life to the task of compiling and editing a critical edition
of Nichiren’s work.®® But the name most closely associated with
the adoption of text-critical methods in the study of the Nichiren
corpus is Asai Yorin, also mentioned above, who espoused the goal
of producing a purified collection of Nichiren’s writings based
solely upon authenticated texts. This project has been carried on by
Asai’s successors and today represents the mainstream within the
academic wing of Nichirensha, which among the various Nichiren
Buddhist organizations has dominated the modern scholarly study of
Nichiren. Their work forms the context for the present debate about
the Shuju onfurnmari gosho. To better understand the controversy, it
will be helpful to give a brief overview of how this writing has come
down to us.

A Checkered Transmission History

The Shuju onfurumai gosho is Nichiren’s autobiographical account
of his arrest, escape from beheading, activities in exile on Sado
Island, eventual pardon, and return to Kamakura. He wrote it
at his retreat on Mount Minobu in 1275 or 1276 and sent it to a
follower, traditionally said to have been the lay nun Kénichi-bo ¢
HJ% or Konichi-ama Yt HJE, who lived in Nichiren’s home province
of Awa. The honorific oz f#l indicates that this title was added by
a later disciple and not provided by Nichiren himself. Notices of
this work appear quite early: As noted above, it is quoted in the
earliest Nichiren biography, the fourteenth-century Goden dodai

¢7  Sueki, ‘Nichiren’s Problematic Works’, 263—-64. Works in Sueki’s Nichiren
A and B categories together form the sezben division of the critical edition of
Nichiren’s writings (see preceding note), while Nichiren C works are included in
the zokuben %if (Supplementary Division).
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On Ogawa, see Ishikawa, ‘Ogawa Taido’.
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of Nichidé. However, Nichiren wrote his letters on multiple sheets
of paper that sometimes became separated and were transmitted
independently. This one, an unusually long work, became separated
early on into three writings that were given individual titles: 1)
Shuju onfurumasi gosho, detailing Nichiren’s arrest and the foiled
beheading; 2) Sado gokanki sho VeI TD, which includes the
star descending at Echi, the journey to Sado Island, and Nichiren’s
activities while in exile there;*” and 3) Amidado Hoin kin no koto [
TR EENMT RS, which relates Nichiren’s return from Sado and
his final interview with the Bakufu official Hei no Yoritsuna, during
which he predicted—accurately, as it turned out—that the Mongols
would attack within the year. This portion of the text is named
for its account of rain-making prayers performed by the Shingon
adept Kaga no Hoin fIEIREN (1185-1280), which resulted in a
violent storm. In addition, 4) the work’s concluding paragraph
was later determined to have been inadvertently switched with the
conclusion of a different letter to Konichi-b6.”” All three portions
with their individual titles are attested in the second earliest index
of Nichiren’s writings, compiled in 1344 by Jogyo-in Nichiya 47T
BEH# (1298-1374) of the Nakayama lineage, indicating that they
had already become separated by this time.”

¢ Not to be confused with another of Nichiren’s writings titled Sado gokank:
sho (Teibon 1: 510-11), dated the tenth month, tenth day, of 1271.

7% On the transmission history of the Shuju onfurnmai gosho, see Suzuki,
Nichiren Shonin ibun no bunkengaku-teki kenkyi, 325-35; Kawasaki, ‘Shuju on-
furumai gosho ni kansuru ichi kosatsu’, 103-15; and Hanano, ‘Shuju onfurumai
gosho no shingi’, 3-12. Yamanaka suggests that Nichiren wrote this work over
time and may himself have sent separate portions of it to different followers from
the outset (Nichiren jiden ko, 36); however, this theory awaits corroborating evi-
dence.

"' Hongon shogyo roku, Tethon 3: 2738, 2741. Nichiya’s catalogue does not
list these works under the category of ‘holographs’ (goshinpitsu #IIE), so they
were probably copies. Nichiya made pilgrimages nearly every year to Mount
Minobu in Kai province, where Nichiren had spent his last years, and which also

housed his gravesite. Yamakawa suggested that that Nichiya could have copied
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The originals were kept at Mount Minobu and are listed in a
catalogue compiled by the eleventh chief abbot of Minobu, Gyoga-
kuin Nitcho, mentioned above.”” The continued presence of the
three works in the Minobu archive is attested by several catalogues
compiled between the seventeenth and nineteenth centuries.
During that period, scholar-priests began to suspect that the three
separately titled writings were in fact parts of a single work. In 1605,
Minobu’s twenty-second chief abbot Shinshoin Nichion /OMBEH
3 (1572-1642) suggested that the writing titled Sado gokanki sho
(2) was actually a continuation of the Shuju onfurumasi gosho (1).”
In 1731, one Nichimyo H#), the twenty-seventh abbot of Chéonji
R%<F in Kai province, further claimed that the Amidado Hoin kiu
no koto (3) was a continuation of the same, single work, which had
become separated into three; this conclusion was affirmed in 1814 by
the scholar-priest Chiei-in Nichimyo &9t H (1747-1816), who
also noted that the ending had been switched with that of another
letter to Konichi-bo.™ Chiei-in Nichimyo had undertaken to compile
and edit a complete collection of Nichiren’s writings but died before
finishing the task. It was the lay scholar Ogawa Taido who fulfiled
that goal, completing the first modern critical edition of Nichiren’s
writings, the Kaso ibunroku &t 8% [Collection of the Founder’s

these texts while at Minobu (‘Shuju onfurumai gosho wa gisho ni arazu’, 284).

7> Minobu Choshi-bon gosho mokuroku, Teihon 3: 2770, 2771. The switching
of the concluding portion of the dmidado Hoin kin no koto with that of a differ-
ent letter had already occurred by the time of Nitché’s successor Enkyoin Nichii
BB H i (1444-1519) (Hanano, ‘Shuju onfurumai gosho no shingi’, 9).

7 Minobusan Kuonji Renso goshinkan nyikan no shidai, 546. According
to Suzuki, this may have been asserted earlier by Myokoin Nichii #)6k H &
(1421-1473) of Hiraga (Nichiren Shonin ibun no bunkengaku-teki kenkyi, 328).
The relevant source is an editorial comment in Nichii’s catalogue Hiraga-bon
gosho mokuroku, Teihon 3: 2774.

7 Choonji Nichimy® attributes the opinion that the three works were origi-
nally one to someone he identifies simply as K6 & (Nichik6?), who in 1687 had
perused the originals at Minobu (Gosho shin mokuroku, Teibon 3: 2805). Chiei-in

Nichimy6’s comments appear in his Shinsen kosei sosho mokuji, Teihon 3: 2829.
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Writings], published in 1876. The task consumed more than four
decades, during which time Ogawa travelled throughout Japan to
temples holding Nichiren’s writings, comparing variant transcrip-
tions and, where possible, reading them against the originals. He
eliminated obvious apocrypha, rejoined portions of writings that
had become separated, and separated others that had mistakenly
been joined together. Examining the originals in the archives at
Mount Minobu, Ogawa affirmed the earlier opinion that the Shuju
onfurumai gosho properly comprised three writings that had become
separated and an ending inadvertently switched with that of another
letter. Ogawa was the one who reassembled this work in its present
form, writing in his editorial notes that he had thereby ‘removed the
cause for a thousand years’ regret’.”

Then, disaster. Early in the morning of January 10, 1875, during
the New Year’s ceremonies at Mount Minobu, a fire broke out and
raged uncontrollably, destroying ancient temple structures. Many
temple treasures were lost, including twenty-five of Nichiren’s
holographic writings, the Shuju onfurumai gosho among them. For
some later scholars, that loss has relegated this work to an ambiguous
category: An original certainly once existed but can no longer be con-
sulted. Whether there were later interpolations or other changes, and
how extensive they might have been, is all but impossible to assess.

Asai Yorin’s Project and Its Problematic Aftermath

Let us turn now to the work of Asai Yorin #&H 2 (1883-1942),
professor at Nichirensh’s Rissho University Z1IEK%E: in Tokyo,
whose work was instrumental in establishing the hermeneutical
framework within which the Onfurumasi gosho is considered today.
Asai called for Nichiren doctrinal studies to adopt the objective
stance of inductive reasoning, following the logic of the physical and

7> Ogawa, [bunroku sakki, 175. This composite version is the form in which

the Shuju onfurumai gosho appears in the Showa teihon Nichiren Shonin ibun
HAAIE A H 8 N [Showa-Era Critical Edition of the Works of Nichiren
Shonin] used by scholars today.
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social sciences. For him, this translated into distinguishing between
true and apocryphal writings in the Nichiren canon. It had long
been noted that some of Nichiren’s works contained inconsistencies
and contradictions. No longer, Asai argued, could such matters be
resolved by sectarian dogmaj; the objective, scientific method of text
criticism was needed. Only by clearly determining which writings
were genuine and which were false could the study of Nichiren’s
teaching proceed on a sound basis.”

Asai’s scholarly reflections on the Shuju onfurumai gosho appear
in his 1933 commentary on selected works of Nichiren.” Here he re-
viewed both the arguments against and in support of its authenticity,
represented respectively by Sakaino and Yamakawa. Asai’s evaluation
was even-handed: Sakaino’s criticism he saw as fragmentary, and,
while expressing deep admiration for Yamakawa’s scholarship, he also
noted flaws. Some of Yamakawa’s arguments simply did not hold.
The close resemblance of expressions in the Shuju onfurumai gosho
to those of other, authenticated writings by Nichiren, as well as its
accuracy of historical detail and faithfulness to the written language
of the period, could argue just as well for a clever forgery as for the
work’s authenticity.”® What most concerned Asai, however, was
Yamakawa’s readiness to accept that the three writings comprising
the Shuju onfurumai gosho and once held at Minobu were originals.
Assuming that Konichi-bo was the recipient, it was logical to assume,
as Yamakawa had suggested, that Nichiren’s disciple Minbu Niké
Ajari REFHMIBTEZAL (1253-1314), who was said to have been
Kénichi-bo’s nephew, had taken the originals to Mount Minobu,
where he became doctrinal instructor (gakuro £258) and eventually
second chief abbot after Nichiren’s death.” However, Asai noted,
not until the catalogue compiled by the scholar-priest and twelfth
Minobu chief abbot Enkyoin Nichii [EIZbt H & (1444-1519), some
two centuries after Nichiren’s death, were they explicitly labeled

76

Asai, Nichiren Shonin kyogaku no kenkyi, 124-28 passim.
77 Asai, Nichiren Shonin gotbun kogi 10: 1-38.
78 Ibid., 27.

7 Yamakawa, ‘Shuju onfurumai gosho wa gisho ni arazu’, 277.
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as Nichiren’s holographs (onfude gosho TIZEMHIZE).*° Asai also had
doubts about other writings identified in Nichii’s catalogue as origi-
nals. It was his bitter experience, he said, that writings and mandalas
held in Nichiren Buddhist temple archives that were said to be
Nichiren’s holographs often proved otherwise on examination.* In
short, there was no way to prove definitively that the three writings
Ogawa Taido examined on Mount Minobu had actually been in
Nichiren’s hand.

Asai had other reservations as well, which were shared, he said,
by other colleagues. He repeatedly stressed their tentative nature;
research was still in progress, and thus no definitive conclusion could
be reached. Nonetheless, he felt the Shuju onfurumasi gosho read, not
like Nichiren’s own statement, but rather like a third person rever-
ently depicting Nichiren’s sublime conviction in his mission as the
votary of the Lotus Stitra. Asai acknowledged that highly confident,
almost boastful statements appear in several of Nichiren’s other writ-
ings, for example, where he terms himself the ‘pillar of Japan’ HA®
¥ or “father and mother to the reigning emperor’ &7 DR EE But
for Asai the Shuju onfurnmai gosho seems to have crossed some unspec-
ified line in terms of degree. He also saw it as stylistically inconsistent;
the ‘power’ of the initial portion did not carry through to the end,
and its descriptions of events were exaggerated, yielding an excessively
dramatic, staged effect.” Although more respectfully stated, these
comments differ little from the objections raised earlier by Washio and
Sakaino, suggesting that Asai and his colleagues had begun to adopt
the same modernist perspective held by those earlier critics.

Asai’s approach would prevail within the academic wing of
Nichirensha. Since his time, what began as a reasonable attempt to

% Daishonin onfude mokuroku, Teibon 3: 2742.

U Asai, Nichiren Shonin goibun kogi 10: 24-26, 29-32. Asai also objected to
Ogawa’s editing style, which he thought too modern, and based the version of
Shuju onfurnmai gosho appearing in his commentary series chiefly on Nitchd’s
transcription (10: 34).

82 Kaimoku sho, Teibon 1: 601; Senji sho, Teihon 2: 1018.

8 Asai, Nichiren Shonin goibun kogi 10: 21-23, 26.
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sort out apocrypha from genuine writings has steadily reified into a
near obsession with authentic texts, a progressive narrowing of the
number of works considered reliable, and a paralyzing hermeneu-
tics of suspicion that considers only thoroughly unimpeachable
writings as a reliable window onto Nichiren’s life and thought.
Accordingly, many contemporary scholars of Nichiren—inside
and outside Nichiren Buddhist circles—base their studies solely
on his holographic works. Ironically, such an approach is possible
only because of the historical accident that so many of Nichiren’s
writings—well over a hundred complete letters and essays, along
with many dozens of fragments—survive in his own hand.** While
a detailed critique would exceed the scope of this article, certain
problems with this approach should be noted here. First, reliance
solely on writings that exist in holograph is not the hermeneutically
‘safe’ option that it appears to be, as genuine writings might thereby
be excluded, thus potentially narrowing the scope of Nichiren’s
thought and closing off interpretive possibilities. As Suguro Shinjo
JB5 {5 has noted, where authenticity has not yet been determined,
there exists on average a fifty-fifty chance that any given work might
be authentic.¥® Second, this approach is not, in practice, the scien-
tifically objective undertaking that it claims to be. In most cases,
where individual works have been flagged as possible forgeries or as
containing later interpolations, those criticisms have arisen based, not
on self-evident textual problems, but on content judged subjectively
to be problematic. For example, the Sandaibibo honjoji = RKHh%
EKH [On the Transmission of the Three Great Secret Dharmas]
has been questioned because it mandates the future establishment
of a court-sponsored precept platform (kaidan #IH), a concept
that postwar Nichiren sectarian scholars, eager to disavow wartime
state-centred readings of Nichiren, deemed awkward.*® Several letters
to one of Nichiren’s converts on Sado, the Tendai scholar-priest
Sairen-bo ¢ /5, have come under suspicion as possibly apocryphal

84 See note 66 above.

% Suguro, ‘Goibun no shingi mondai’, 90.

8¢ Sueki, ‘Nichiren’s Problematic Works’, 264—69.
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because they adopt terminology from the medieval Tendai discourse
of original enlightenment (bongakn homon A%5i%M), which Asai
and his successors saw as inconsistent with or at least peripheral to
Nichiren’s main thought.*” In such cases, the argument becomes cir-
cular: Some particular element is predefined as marginal, extraneous,
or contradictory to Nichiren’s teaching and then used as grounds to
question the authenticity of those works in which it appears.*
Arguments from style or tone prove especially slippery in this
regard. As Yamakawa Chio noted, such judgments are personal and
subjective: Where Sakaino found the sentences of the Shuju onfu-
rumai gosho to be lacking in power, Takayama Chogya saw them as
imbued with Nichiren’s lifeblood. Asai’s observation that the work
reads like a third-person account intent on magnifying Nichiren’s
personal courage and dignity does not necessarily mean that someone
else authored the text. Suguro suggests that this impression may arise
from the fact that the Shuju onfurumai gosho was composed retro-
spectively, some years after the fact, and that in writing it, Nichiren
represented his prior self in light of his subsequent understanding.*
It may also be heightened by Nichiren’s references to himself in the
third person, by no means unusual in that period but frequent in
Nichiren’s writings.” The exaggerated expressions, which Sakaino
and others saw as boastful and excessively dramatized, can be found
in other, fully authenticated writings: for example, where Nichiren
describes his narrow escapes from ‘thousands’ of nenbutsu followers
who descended in a night attack on his dwelling at Matsubagayatsu
in 1260 and from ‘hundreds of men’ attacking him and his small
party of followers at Komatsubara in T6j6 in 1264.”" But such in-
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Stone, ‘Some Disputed Writings’, especially chapter 1, and Original En-
lightenment, 67-72.

5 Stone, ‘Some Disputed Writings’, 227, 252, 338. See also Hanano’s related
argument in ‘Shuju onfurumari gosho no shingi’, 41-61 passim.

% Suguro, ‘Goibun no shingi mondai’, 98.
? Yamanaka, Nichiren jiden ko, 26-27.
91

Shimoyama goshosoku, Teihon 2: 1330; Nanjo Hyoe Shichiro-dono gosho,
Teihon 1: 326; noted by Yamanaka, Nichiren jiden ko, 31-32.
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flated expressions were far from uncommon in the literature of his
day. Nichiren seems often to have appropriated phrasing, cadence,
style, and other elements from early medieval war narratives (gunk:
monogatari BELYIsE), which were recited aloud.”” He may in fact
have intended the Shuju onfurumai gosho and others of his writings
to be read aloud among his followers. During the years of his reclu-
sion on Mount Minobu (1274-1282), many among Nichiren’s fol-
lowing were unable to meet with him directly but communicated by
letters carried by his closest clerical disciples, who traveled back and
forth between Minobu in Kai province and their own local congrega-
tions. Some disciples had never even met Nichiren personally. Suguro
suggests the Shuju onfurumai gosho would have served to convey to
such persons an understanding of who he was and what he stood for
as their teacher.”

Whatever the case, Nichiren was a master storyteller. His versions
of narrative episodes from the satras and Buddhist didactic tales
(setsuwa FiEk), recounted in letters to his followers, are often more
compelling than their original versions, and he recasts them so as to
underscore the unique power of the Lotus Sitra as the only teaching
efficacious in the Final Dharma age.”* The same may well apply to his
accounts of his own experience, which he shaped to communicate

2 Sueki, Nichiren nyamon, S6-57; Yamanaka, Nichiren jiden ko, 32-35. Sev-
eral of Nichiren’s writings contain passages, expressions, and episodes also found
in Heike monogatari “V-23¥)5k [Tale of the Heike]. At one time, scholars assumed
that Nichiren had read the Hezke and took him as a benchmark in dating its forma-
tion. However, Imanari has argued that Nichiren read, not Hezke monogatari itself,
but shorter, precursor accounts and other lore that were eventually compiled into
this medieval epic (Hedke monogatari ruden ko, especially 143—-48).

? Suguro, ‘Goibun no shingi mondai’, 99.

** On Nichiren’s extensive use of Buddhist didactic tales, see Takagi, Nichiren
to sono montei, 105-50, and Okada, ‘Nichiren to setsuwa’. Rodd draws on
Takagi in her discussion of Nichiren’s refiguring of the story of the father and
son calligraphers, Wulong 55#E and Weilong %, from the Tang-period collec-
tion Fahua zhuanji K850 [Biographical Accounts Related to the Lotus Sitra)

(Rodd, Nichiren, 47-52).
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to his followers his self-understanding as the teacher of the Lozus
Sitra for the present era and their shared mission to spread faith
in it. Especially during the Minobu years, Nichiren wrote several
works, such as the Shuju onfurumai gosho, containing passages of
vivid autobiographical recollection, with precise references to the
dates and times of particular events. In them, Nichiren depicted his
experiences ‘not as mere chance, but based on his conviction of their
historical necessity to make manifest in Japan, in the Final Dharma
age, the truth taught by the Buddha’.” Several modern interpreters,
as we have seen, have found the grandiloquent tone of the Shuju
onfurumai gosho distasteful. Yet to say that its language is boastful,
its narrative dramatically contrived, or its description of miraculous
events beyond credibility are subjective opinions; they are not, in and
of themselves, evidence against Nichiren’s authorship. Thus Hanano
Judo fE¥F 54, probably the most vocal critic of Asai’s approach to
date, argues that designations of any particular Nichiren-attributed
work as ‘suspicious’ (gisho 5E=) or ‘apocryphal’ (gisho ##3) should
not rest on matters of style or presuppositions about Nichiren’s
thought but on obvious textual problems. They should also, he
urges, be accompanied by some reasonable hypothesis about who
specifically, if not Nichiren, could have written the work in ques-
tion—or at least, what lineage within his following might have pro-
duced it—and for what reason.”

None of this is to deny the real textual problems surrounding the
Shuju onfurumai gosho. Among experts within the Nichiren sect,
its date of composition and recipient are in dispute; so are the issues
of whether its third section, dealing with the adept Kaga no Hoin’s
prayers for rain, is really part of the same writing, and whether the
texts that Ogawa examined at Minobu and combined into a single
work were in fact Nichiren’s originals or copies containing later in-
terpolations. These questions are argued even among those specialists
who hold that the execution attempt actually happened.” None of

95

Sueki, Nichiren nyimon, 45-46.
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Hanano, ‘Shuju onfurumar gosho no shingi’, 35-36, 57.

77 These disputes are interrelated and complex. Yamanaka says that the third
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them necessarily calls into question either Nichiren’s authorship or
the historicity of the Tatsunokuchi Persecution itself.
Asai himself did not take a firm stance on the Shuju onfurumai

section of the work dealing with Kaga no Héin ‘connects smoothly in content’
with what precedes it, thus indicating that he regards it as part of the same, single
writing (Yamanaka, Nichiren jiden ko, 339). In contrast, Kawasaki argues that
this third section is an independent writing (Kawasaki, ‘Shuju onfurumai gosho
ni kansuru ichi kosatsu’, 106). In this he follows Asai, who disagreed with Ogawa
on this point (Asai, Nichiren Shonin gotbun kogi 10: 7-8). Suzuki suggested
a composition date for the Shuju onfurnmai gosho of 1276 (Suzuki, Nichiren
Shonin ibun no bunkengaku-teki kenkyi, 333). Kawasaki holds that either 1275
or 1276 is possible for the first two sections but that 1276 is more likely for the
third (Kawasaki, ‘Shuju onfurumai gosho ni kansuru ichi kosatsu’, 108-09).
Hanano, who upholds the integrity of the Shuju onfurumai gosho as a single
work, suggests the first month of 1277 (Hanano, ‘Shuju onfurumai gosho no
shingi’, 70, 80-84). Kawasaki sees Konichi-bo as the likely recipient for the third
section but suggests that the recipient of the preceding portions of the text needs
to be reconsidered (Kawasaki, ‘Shuju onfurumai gosho ni kansuru ichi kosatsu’,
115, 161). Asai thought that the recipient could not be determined independently
of the questions of the Shuju onfurumai gosho’s authenticity and whether or
not it was originally a single work (Asai, Nichiren Shonin goibun kogi, 10: 35).
Suzuki questioned Konichi-bé as the recipient and suggested that the work may
have been sent to Nichiren’s disciples at Kiyosumidera {&#=f (also pronounced
Seichoji), the temple in Awa province where he had been ordained as a youth
(Suzuki, Nichiren Shonin ibun no bunkengaku-tek: kenkys, 333). Hanano regards
Konichi-bo as the likely recipient (Hanano, ‘Shuju onfurumai gosho no shingi’,
75, 78). Kawasaki holds that the writings held at Minobu and assembled by
Ogawa into today’s single, Shuju onfurnmai gosho text were probably copies that
contained later interpolations (Kawasaki, ‘Shuju onfurumai gosho ni kansuru ichi
kosatsu’, 160). Hanano in contrast accepts the testimony of Chiei-in Nichimyo,
Ogawa, and other scholars before them who examined the texts in the Minobu
archives and identified them as Nichiren’s holographs (Hanano, ‘Shuju onfuru-
mai gosho no shingi’, 31). Another issue of dispute surrounding the Shuju onfu-
rumai gosho is whether the passages quoted from it in Nichido’s Goden dodat, or

Nitché’s transcription, are closer to the form of the original (see note 58 above).
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gosho’s authenticity, nor did he comment on the historicity of
Nichiren’s escape from beheading, an issue on which he seems to
have remained silent. But as one commentator has observed, the
doubts that Asai raised about the text, and that his successors repeat-
ed, generated a ‘mood’ in which it has gradually come to be treated

within the scholarly world as though apocryphal.”®
Impact on Nichiren Biography

That ‘mood’ of suspicion has affected depictions of the Tatsunoku-
chi Persecution in postwar and contemporary Nichiren biography.
Some authors reject the miraculous element of the shining orb but
accept the historicity of the execution attempt itself. The historian
Ono Tatsunosuke KEF3ZEZB) (1910-1984), for example, writes,
‘Even if there was in fact no luminous object, the attempt to behead
Nichiren at Tatsunokuchi and its sudden commutation to exile were
probably fact.””” Others, such as Koike and Momose, cited above, dis-
miss the likelihood of an execution attempt altogether. Many simply
repeat earlier suspicions about the Shuju onfurumasi gosho without
personally reviewing the evidence.'”

Several biographies written by scholars within Nichiren Buddhist
circles or otherwise specializing in Nichiren also reflect the doubts
raised by modern text critical studies. The historian Kawazoe Shoji /I
VNHE —. writes as follows:

It cannot be said that [the Shuju onfurumai gosho] in its present
form is entirely Nichiren’s authentic writing. Here and there are
passages that appear to be a later person’s interpolations, and one
must be cautious in their use. Both writings [Shuju onfurumai gosho
and Myoho Bikuni gobenji] record the [Tatsunokuchi] episode, so
either Nichiren wrote as he did because it really happened in that
way; or because, even if it wasn’t factual, he perceived it in that way;
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Yamanaka, Nichiren jiden ko, 39.
?  Ono, Nichiren, 125.
1% See for example Shimada Hiromi’s Honto no Nichiren, 160-62.
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or it is the addition of a later hand. One cannot judge immediately.
Whatever the case, neither work survives in its original, so one simply
cannot say for sure.'”!

Tamura Yoshiré FHA 75 (1921-1989), who specialized in the Japa-
nese reception of the Lotus Sitra, wrote in a similar vein:

The Shuju onfurumai gosho has been deemed a superbly crafted,
eloquent autobiographical account. But it is a composite of three,
originally independent works that were later combined, and that,
along with its contrived dramatic effects and its grandiloquent
recounting of miraculous happenings, has given rise to the theory
that it is in part apocryphal.... For each of these three writings [refer-
ring to the luminous object], the question of authenticity needs to
be investigated, and it may be said that the miracle at Tatsunokuchi
that they relate does not go beyond the realm of legend.'*

Other biographies by Nichiren specialists do not even mention
the tradition of Nichiren’s miraculous escape. Historian Takagi
Yutaka EARE (1928-1999), describing how Shijo Kingo and other
followers accompanied Nichiren to the execution grounds, says only,
‘Fortunately, the beheading did not take place’, citing Nichiren’s
statement in another writing, ‘For some reason, that night the
execution was postponed, and I was taken to a place called Echi’ \%»

RLTRHHITA. ,\Tﬁbio)U’CﬁE’m LWV ZAANDEN” Takagi
attributes Nichiren’s reprieve to the H6jo regent Tokimune’s wife’s
pregnancy and to the efforts of one of Nichiren’s influential follow-
ers, Daigaku no Saburd K% =H, who lobbied Bakufu officials for
his pardon.104 Another biography, by historian Nakao Takashi H1&

' Kawazoe, Nichiren to Moko shirai, 117-18. See note 4 for the Myoho
Bikuni gobenyi.

2 Tamura, Nichiren, 72, 90. Tamura refers to the Shuju onfurumai gosho,
Myoho Bikuni gobenji, and Shijo Kingo-dono goshosoku (note 10).

15 Hoon sho, Teihon 2: 1238.

104 Takagi, Nichiren, 107-08.
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&, similarly evades the question. It describes the eerie night march
to place Nichiren in the custody of Honma Shigetsura, deputy
constable of Sado:

Relying on the moonlight and feeling the cold along the sea road,
they advanced west, arriving at the execution grounds at Tatsu-
nokuchi. There they stayed for a considerable time; they placed
Nichiren in position to behead him and made as though to carry
out the sentence. In the end, however, nothing happened, and
with dawn, they departed...and arrived at Honma’s residence in
Echi.'%

Given the importance to Nichiren’s later tradition of the account of
his extraordinary escape from death, it might seem astonishing that a
biography would not even mention it. But if the luminous object is
prejudged to be a legendary accretion, then one has to question either
the authenticity of those writings that describe it or Nichiren’s own
reliability as a narrator of events. Faced with that choice, it is perhaps
not strange that silence would seem a reasonable option.

The dilemma arises from the methodological limits of attempts
to weed out legend from historical fact. Sueki Fumihiko, a leading
scholar of Japanese Buddhism and one who is open to the possibility
of some factual basis for the Tatsumokuchi Persecution, writes in his
own biography of Nichiren:

The term ‘hagiography’ is used in contrast to ‘biography’, but
whether the two can neatly be separated has recently been disputed.
This point is especially evident in the case of Nichiren. Nichiren
refutes modern, rationalistic attempts to divide the two. The reason
is that myths and legends about Nichiren originate with none other
than Nichiren himself.%

Sueki’s observation here is less than wholly precise, in that the

105 Nakao, Nichiren, 135.

1% Sueki, Nichiren nyimon, 53.
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Shuju onfurumai gosho is neither hagiography nor biography but
autobiography—a different genre, not bound by the constraints of
factual accuracy expected of modern biography but differing from
hagiography in that the subject, rather than a third person, has
shaped the narrative. Still, Sueki’s point holds: autobiography is not
a mere chronicling of events but crafted to convey a story or mes-
sage. In addition, we must consider that some version of the Shuju
onfurumai gosho is attested early on, and that a number of Nichiren’s
writings—including some surviving holographs—refer to his near
beheading and escape.'”” Thus it would strain the bounds of credibil-
ity to maintain that the entire incident was invented after his death.
To ignore or gloss over the tradition of the mysterious shining object
that foiled Nichiren’s beheading because it violates modern sensi-
bilities represents a failure of the historical imagination, a refusal to
enter into the cognitive world of medieval Japan and of Nichiren in
particular, who saw himself and his followers as living out the words
of the Lotus Sitra and shouldering a task entrusted to them by the
Buddha himself. Above we noted two problems with the approach
of relying solely on Nichiren’s indisputably authentic writings: first,
that potentially genuine writings are thereby excluded, thus narrow-
ing and possibly misrepresenting his thought, and second, that suspi-
cions raised about the authenticity of writings deemed questionable
often rest not on textual evidence but on circular arguments that pre-
judge a particular element as incompatible with Nichiren’s thought,
personality, or writing style. Here we see yet a third problem, that
dismissing works such as the Shuju onfurumai gosho erases the signifi-
cance they have held in the history of the Nichiren tradition.

197 Passages not otherwise cited in this chapter that refer to the attempted be-
heading include Shingon shoshii imoku, Teihon 1: 641; Shijo Kingo-dono goben-
ji, Teihon 1: 6645 Nyosetsu shugyo sho, Teihon 1: 736; Ichinosawa Nyido gosho,
Teihon 2: 989; Hoon sho, Tethon 2: 1222; Shimoyama goshosokn, Teihon 2: 1324,
1334; Shonin gonanji, Teihon 2: 1673; Nakaok: Nyudo goshosoku, Teibon 2: 1715;
and Hakii-dono gosho, Teihon 2: 1928. All of these works are generally accepted as
authentic, except the Hakii-dono gosho, which is in dispute. There may be other

references that I have missed.
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I will return to this point below. First, however, let us consider
another, different strand of argument about the historicity of the
Tatsunokuchi Persecution.

From ‘Miracle’ to ‘Coincidence’: The Limitation of
Naturalistic Accounts

Critical studies of the Shuju onfurnmai gosho have on the whole
worked to undermine confidence in its account of the luminous
object that saved Nichiren from beheading. In contrast, astronomi-
cal and meteorological data gathered since the postwar period seem
to offer some support. Multiple explanations have been advanced
for the mysterious object, for example, that it was a lightning flash
or thunderbolt, a meteor, a falling star, a fireball, ball lightning, an
aurora, or even a UFO.'”® Bracketing the question of UFOs, some of
the naturalistic explanations proposed for the shining object make it
difficult to dismiss the Tatsunokuchi story out of hand. This section
will introduce the chief suggestions put forth thus far and also point
out their limitations.

On the night of November 11, 1953, persons in the Tokyo-Yoko-
hama area observed what appeared to be a large shooting star, bright
as the full moon, that passed overhead and then vanished with loud
report, having either exploded or fallen to earth. It was reported in the
next day’s newspapers along with eye-witness accounts. On November
14, the Yomiuri shinbun published comments from Dr. Hirose Hideo
JRHEFERE (1909-1981), an astronomer at the Tokyo Astronomical
Observatory and also Professor of Astronomy at the University of
Tokyo, who suggested it had been an unusually large meteor.'” One
reader, Hoshino Takeo BE¥FH 5, a resident of Tokyo with a long-
standing interest in the Tatsunokuchi story, was struck by the seeming
resemblance in the newspaper accounts to the description of the
luminous object in the Shuju onfurnmai gosho. Hoshino sent Hirose

198 Kawasaki, ‘Shuju onfurumai gosho ni kansuru ichi kosatsu’, 147.

1 “Bakuhatsu shite sanpun shita dairyasei’.
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copies of that work along with other relevant passages from Nichiren’s
writings. Intrigued, Hirose investigated the matter and published his
findings the next year. He concluded that the bright object observed
over Tokyo had been a meteor originating in the Taurid meteor
shower associated with Encke’s Comet that can be observed in the
latter part of October (the date of Nichiren’s attempted execution
would have occurred in October by the present calendar). According
to Hirose, a meteor from this group, falling from the parent comet’s
orbit, had fortuitously saved Nichiren’s life at Tatsunokuchi."

Hirose further opined that the Shuju onfurumar’s account of the
star that descended at Echi must refer to the planet Venus, appearing
around sunset and discerned through the branches of a plum tree.
This suggestion was further investigated by another astronomer,
Saito Kuniji ZEEA (1913-2003), who calculated that sunset on
the thirteenth would have occurred at 5:14 p.m., when Venus, at
a magnitude of minus 3.5, would have been at its brightest. At that
time, Sait6 said, the position of Venus would have been 36.5 degrees
east of the sun. By the hour of the Dog (about 7:00 p.m.), the time
mentioned in Shuju onfurnmari gosho, it would have appeared quite
low in the sky and might well have seemed to be suspended in a plum
tree.""" An alternative naturalistic explanation for both the lumi-
nous object at Tatsunokuchi and the star at Echi has been offered
by Ryamonji Bunzo HEFSF 30, an independent researcher, who
asserts that both were instances of ball lightning.'*?

"% Hirose, ‘Nichiren Shonin “Tatsunokuchi honan” no toki no tenpen ni tsuite’.
The above account is based on Ryamonji, Fukashigi taiken, S8-65; substantial sec-
tions of Hirose’s article are quoted on 62-65. Rymonji (53) indicates that the ‘ninth
month, twelfth day’ converted to the Western calender would be October 24. Saitd,
mentioned below, gives it as October 17 (Hoshz no kokiroku, 109).

U Saitd, Hoshi no kokiroku, 111-12.

"2 Ryamonji offers an intriguing argument against Venus as an explanation
for the star descending to greet Nichiren at Echi. The exact site where this event pur-
portedly happened cannot be identified; no fewer than three temples in Kamakura
each claim to be built on the site of Honma’s residence and say that a particular

plum tree on their grounds is the one referred to in the Shuju onfurnmai gosho
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The suggestion that these two extraordinary manifestations were
natural phenomena had preceded Hirose’s postwar investigations. In
defending the Shuju onfurnmai gosho’s authenticity against Sakaino
and other critics, Yamakawa Chio had been prompted to address the
concept of ‘miracles’ (kiscks 7). In a 1915 article, he wrote:

People often say that the luminous object appearing at the time of
the Tatsunokuchi persecution and the miracle of the star descending
at Echi were invented by later persons, or, even more egregiously,
that the Shuju onfurumai gosho, because it relates such episodes, is
itself apocryphal. But truly, what is uncanny about these events?
There are all sorts of celestial occurrences. The luminous object at
Tatsunokuchi and the star descending at Echi may well have been
among them. These are not utter impossibilities, like [accounts
of the tantric master Kakai %% (774-835)] flinging a vajra from
Tang China [to Japan] or making the sun come out at night [in
response to his prayers]. They have the character of possibility....
Whether by chance or by necessity, they occurred just when
Nichiren Shoénin was about to be beheaded and when he was
preaching the dharma to the moon.'

The modern attributing of seemingly miraculous occurrences to

account. Whatever the case, Rytimonji notes that if Honma’s residence followed
the usual pattern of a high-ranking samurai official’s dwelling, the garden would
have faced south, where Venus in the carly evening sky would not have been
directly visible; hence his argument for ball lightning as a more likely explanation
(Fukashigi taiken, 71-73).

13 Yamakawa, ‘Kiseki ni taisuru shinko’ (2), 70. Nichiren himself accepted the
existence of miraculous powers such as those attributed to Kakai but argued that
they have no necessary connection to one’s mastery of Buddhism: ‘“The truth or
falsity [of particular teachers] should be judged solely on the basis of their doc-
trines and not by their superior abilities or supernatural powers” {H{%['1% & TH
EZ 72 TR AR AN 21K R0 (Sho Hokke daimoku sho, Teibon
1: 208). See also Daimoku Mida myogo shoretsu ji, Teihon 1: 298, and Shogu
mondad sho, Teihon 1: 367.
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natural causes is not of course limited to the Tatsunokuchi Persecu-
tion. Natural causes have been posited for miracles in the Bible, for
example, that the parting of the Red Sea, which allowed the Israelites
to escape Pharoah’s army, was due to unusual geological activity
following the eruption of Thera (now Santorini) in the Aegean Sea,
or to unusual storm-force winds funneled down the Gulf of Aqaba
or the Gulf of Suez, causing the water to retreat. As the Biblical
scholar Mark Harris has observed, some such arguments seem almost
as implausible as the events they purport to explain.™* Conditions
under which storm winds could part the Red Sea are said to occur
only once in one to three thousand years. By contrast, the luminous
object at Tatsunokuchi seems almost routine: Ryamonji, perusing
the Bakufu record Azuma kagami, discovered no fewer than thirteen
references to ‘luminous objects’ (bikarimono Jt¥)) observed in the
Kamakura area between 1184 and 1256, along with a few additional
mentions in other sources of the period, suggesting that the region
was particularly prone to such occurrences.'”

However, my concern here is not the plausibility of naturalistic
accounts for the shining object that appeared at Tatsunokuchi but
the hermeneutic shift that occurs when they are invoked. As Harris
observes, once a natural cause is assumed, the miracle is no longer the
event itself but its timing."® This shift is already evident in Yamaka-
wa’s explanation: The miraculous happening was not the luminous
object itself, which he argues was an astronomical phenomenon, but
rather, the fact of its appearing just at the moment when Nichiren
was about to be beheaded.

‘Miracles’ in the West have often been understood as divine inter-
ventions in the normal order of things, following David Hume’s clas-
sic definition of a miracle as a transgression of natural law.'"” Some

14 Harris, ‘Apocalypses Now’, 1042—-43.

"5 Ryamonji, Fukashigi taiken, 16-18. Ryamonji adduces these examples to
support his argument for ball lightning as the ‘luminous object’ that appeared at
Tatsunokuchi.

"¢ Harris, ‘Apocalypses Now’, 1042.

"7 Hume, ‘An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding’, 83; McGrew,
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scholars have argued that Buddhism, strictly speaking, does not have
‘miracles’ in this sense. Buddhism has no all-powerful god who might
intervene to suspend natural laws; rather, mysterious events have
been explained as especially vivid expressions of principles thought
to be continuously at work in the world, such as karmic causality or
‘stimulus and response’ (kanno doko FRMEHEZE)—the idea that bud-
dhas, bodhisattvas, deities, and the cosmos itself respond to human
moral and ritual behaviour."® Nonetheless, these explanations share
with traditional Western understandings of ‘miracles’ the assumption
of an underlying ontological and moral order that does not figure
into modern secular or materialist understandings. By shifting the
‘miracle’ from the event itself to its timing, naturalistic explanations
bring it into the realm of coincidence, which can be understood—
depending upon one’s hermeneutical orientation—as occupying a
position anywhere along a spectrum from ‘chance’ to ‘necessity’, to
use Yamakawa’s terms. To say that the appearance of a meteor saved
Nichiren from beheading in itself expresses no particular ontological
commitment; it could have been a cosmic response manifested to
save the life of a religious hero, or purely a chance occurrence.

Harris suggests that naturalistic explanations offer ‘a uniquely
modern purchase on the transcendent quality of these [Biblical]
stories...creative and imaginative retellings ... in the language of our
scientific world.”’”” But this may not necessarily be the case. One
imagines that scientists proposing naturalistic explanations for the
parting of the Red Sea may have found their conclusions to offer less
a modern expression of the transcendent than the purely intellectual

‘Miracles’.

18 See for example LaFleur, Karma of Words, 33-34, and Teiser and Stone,
Readings of the Lotus Sitra, 34-35. While acknowledging this point, Campa-
ny argues persuasively that events related in Buddhist tales of the strange and
wondrous nonetheless function as ‘miracles’ in an epistemological sense, in that
they bring home the workings of karmic causality with a dramatic, shocking, or
awe-inspiring force seldom evident in the everyday course of events (Campany,
Signs from the Unseen Realm, 15, note 58).

"2 Harris, ‘Apocalypses Now’, 1048.
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satisfaction of accounting for a Biblical miracle in the terms of their
own discipline. To my knowledge, Hirose and Saité had no personal
stake in legitimizing the Tatsunokuchi story; their interest lay rather
in the domain of kotenmongaku iR, the study of premodern
accounts of celestial phenomena in light of contemporary scientific
knowledge. What is intriguing, however, is how their conclusions
have been appropriated.

An investigation of how Nichiren Buddhist practitioners have
received these explanations lies beyond the scope of this essay, and I
can offer only two fragmentary pieces of evidence, serendipitously
discovered. Both are taken from the literature of the Soka Gakkai £l
{ifi~f223, the largest of the postwar Nichiren-based lay movements. An
early instance appears in the Shakubuku kyoten HtAR#L [Handbook
of Conversion], first published in 1958, during the Soka Gakkai’s
early phase of aggressive expansion, as a reference for members
engaged in proselytizing. “When Nichiren Daishonin K®EA [the
“great saint”] was led to the place of execution, and he loudly urged
the executioner to hurry up and behead him as the hour was growing
late, the gods inherent in the outer world (kokudo seken no shoten
T OFR) fully extended their powers of protection so that a
great meteor manifested, destroying the demons.”* Here the appeal
to a naturalistic explanation—the ‘great meteor’—does not displace
the traditional idea that Nichiren was in the end protected by Bud-
dhist tutelary deities but simply adds an extra, scientific-sounding
layer of legitimation. Another reference appears in a dialogue be-
tween the Gakkai’s then president, Tkeda Daisaku I FHAfE (1928-),
Kimura Masayoshi ARI1JB#&, a lecturer in astronomy at Kinki
University, and Shimura Eiichi &&4$2%—, editor of the magazine
Ushio #] (Tide). Ikeda relates Hirose’s findings in considerable detail
but concludes that the meaning of the Tatsunokuchi Persecution
can only be understood ‘on the basis of one’s consistent faith and

120 Kodaira, Shakubuku kyoten, 351. Emphasis added. Kokudo seken is a Bud-
dhist term for the insentient environment, as distinct from shujo seken SRR,
the sentient beings who inhabit it; the two are nondual and thus inextricably in-

terrelated.
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practice’, and that ‘whatever the case [concerning the star at Echi],
we should bear in mind that the occurrence of this phenomenon at
that particular moment [just when Nichiren had finished addressing
the moon] has a significance that goes beyond astronomy and enters
the dimension of Buddhism’."*! Here we see an implicit assertion that
scientific explanation can help substantiate, but cannot fully explain,
such extraordinary events.

But what about scholarly treatments, the main focus of our dis-
cussion here? For some, open to the historicity of the Tatsunokuchi
incident, naturalistic explanations bolster its plausibility and argue a
need to take it seriously. Satdo Hiroo fER5AK, for example, writes in
a recent biography of Nichiren:

The shining object is mentioned by Nichiren himself in Shuju on-
furumai gosho and other writings that are reliable to some extent...
and it seems to have been widely known among Nichiren’s followers
during his lifetime. Despite the dramatic legend-like [execution]
scene, one cannot deny the possibility that some unusual astronomical
phenomenon was involved.'*

Similarly, Hanano Jado, who upholds the historicity of the Tatsu-
nokuchi Persecution, cites the existence of ‘detailed, scientific inves-
tigation of the “luminous object” as objective fact’.'® Yet at the same
time, even those most skeptical of the traditional account sometimes
acknowledge the possibility of a naturalistic basis. Momose Meiji,
mentioned above, who deemed the Shuju onfurumai gosho unreliable
and the ‘luminous object’ a later invention, qualified his doubts with
the statement, ‘Alternatively, one cannot completely deny the possi-
bility that some strange natural phenomenon actually occurred.”*
Naturalistic explanations for the ‘luminous object’ at Tatsunoku-

121 Tkeda, Buddhism and the Cosmos, 165, 197-98.

122 Satd, Nichiren, 196-97.

' Hanano, ‘Nichiren no shégai’, 40. Hanano specifically cites Ryamonji’s
research.

124 Momose, Nichiren no nazo, 164.



386 JACQUELINEI STONE

chi speak both to the role of science as today’s preeminent legitimating
discourse and to the modern fragmentation of knowledge in which
religion has been split off from other branches of human activity.
(The opposition of ‘miracles’ and ‘natural events’ is itself an artifact
of that fragmentation). Naturalistic explanations can be and are
invoked by persons representing any point along an interpretive
spectrum from literal faith to diehard skepticism; this is possible
because they open a space within which traditional accounts can
be accommodated without sacrifice of commitment to modern
norms of rationality or critical thinking. It would likely be difficult
for contemporary readers, whatever their interpretive stance, to hear
the ‘luminous object” at Tatsunokuchi explained in scientific terms
as an astronomical or meteorological phenomenon and ot concede
that perhaps it could have some factual basis. We should be aware,
however, that in that very response, we make a hermeneutical move
quite foreign to how such an event would have been understood in
Nichiren’s time. Whatever their intent, naturalistic explanations
are independent of religious meaning. Thus they seem inevitably to
attenuate the power that the mysterious events they seek to explain

would have held for the people who recorded them.

Tatsunokuchi between Myth and History

Sueki Fumihiko has addressed the need to acknowledge a mythic
dimension in the lives of founders of religious movements. He asks:
‘Can there be a purely human founder utterly divorced from myth?
No matter how one might try to separate the myth from the life
story, the founder will never be a mere ordinary person.”’* Connect-
ing this observation to the tradition of Nichiren’s miraculous escape
from beheading, he continues:

It is not appropriate to reject this account categorically. One cannot
know whether something like a meteor appeared or not, but to

% Sueki, Nichiren nyimon, 53.
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dismiss the entire matter from the standpoint of modern rationalism
is excessively simplistic. One must acknowledge that something
occurred that people of the time would have considered miraculous,
or at least, that would have appeared that way to Nichiren.'*

Sueki’s observations raise important hermeneutical questions. How
would people of the time have understood the appearance of the
luminous object that Nichiren describes? What did it mean for him,
and for his later tradition? How would one read the Tatsunokuchi
episode as myth? Myth, that is, in the sense, not of a falschood or
fabrication, but a narrative that organizes meaning in the world and
makes sense of one’s place—and that of one’s community—within it.

It is difficult, perhaps ultimately impossible, to re-imagine human
perceptions of the world before the advent of modern scientific par-
adigms. It is probably safe to say that, for people of Nichiren’s time,
there were few ‘mere coincidences’. Religion in medieval Japan was a
semiotically overdetermined realm in which virtually anything—the
flight patterns of birds, the colour of clouds, celestial movements,
animal behaviour, outbreaks of illness—could be freighted with sig-
nificance. Of that world, James Dobbins writes:

Although it is difficult to pinpoint any one feature that epitomizes
medieval [Japanese] religion, suffice to say that it abounded in reve-
latory dreams, with human relationships considered karmicly [sz]
linked, with unseen spirits inhabiting the landscape....Everywhere
one might turn, there was the possibility of an encounter with the
unseen and the mysterious."”’

It is unlikely that a meteor suddenly streaking across the night sky
would 7ot have excited anxieties and cried out for interpretation,
even if it had not forestalled the surreptitious beheading of a con-
troversial religious leader. Indeed, the Shuju onfurumai gosho relates
that, following the failed execution, Bakufu officials summoned a

126 Tbid., 61-62.
»7 Dobbins, Letters of the Nun Eshinni, 123.
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yinyang master (onmyofi FZF5HI), who reportedly performed divina-
tion and announced: “The country will erupt in turmoil because you
punished that priest. If you don’t hurry and recall him, there is no
telling what misfortune may strike’ KICEI A 72 UL, LA
HREDODAZD, WEXTWZEXHY PRSI T AR VDL DMERDS
5 A28 For Nichiren, and for his followers both in his own time and
after his death, there were other layers of meaning as well. Here let us
consider three interrelated aspects of Nichiren’s teaching that the
traditional account of his miraculous escape brings vividly to life,
independent of the question of its status as historical fact.

First, the story exemplifies how Lotus devotees should comport
themselves in the face of persecution. The Lotus Sutra itself speaks
of ordeals to be encountered by those who propagate it in an evil
latter age and of the required readiness to give even one’s life, if need
be, to uphold its teachings. In the thirteenth chapter, ‘Fortitude’,
bodhisattvas in a great throng vow to endure harsh trials in order to
spread the satra. “There will be many ignorant men...who will attack
us with swords and staves... we will be banished repeatedly’ ### i
BN BT L BEURAE > Although slandered to kings
and ministers, they declare, “We will endure all these evils. We do
not begrudge bodily life; we value only the unsurpassed Way...... We
are the messengers of the World-Honoured One, dwelling amid the
multitude without fear’ HULFHHH TAEHam HIEHE LA
TR MBI ERIEHTR. The heroic posture of a Lotus devotee
defying enemies of the true dharma does not originate with Nichiren
but already appears in the Lotus Sitra itself. Nichiren saw the trials
he encountered as foretold in the satra text and, at the same time,
as bearing out its prophecies. He termed this a ‘bodily reading’ (shz-
kidoku t55¢) of the satra: not merely reciting its words or mentally

28 Shuju onfurumai gosho, Teihon 2: 970; Watson, Selected Writings, 328,
modified.

2 Miaofa lianbua jing, T no. 262, 9: 4.36b23, 24, c22; Hurvitz, Fine Dbharma,
188, 190, modified.

B Miaofa lianbua jing, T no. 262, 9: 4.36¢17-18, 27; Hurvitz, Fine Dbharma,
190, modified.
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assenting to its teachings but living out its predictions by meeting the
very ordeals that it predicts. Ruben Habito has insightfully termed
this a circular or mirror hermeneutic, in which satra and practitioner
simultaneously reflect, validate, and bear witness to one another."
In Nichiren’s view, the gravest of persecutions to be incurred for the
dharma’s sake was opposition from the ruler. The Shuju onfurumai
gosho’s narrative of his arrest and near execution at Tatsunokuchi
both confirms his identity as a ‘messenger of the World-Honoured
One’, in the satra’s words, and exemplifies the proper attitude by
which a true practitioner of the Lotus confronts hostility, especially
from government officials. At the point in the narrative where Shijo
Kingo arrives, Nichiren declares:

Tonight I go to be beheaded. This is what I have desired for many
years. In this Saha world, I have been born as a pheasant only to be
caught by hawks or born as a mouse only to be devoured by cats. Or
[I have been born human], only to die on account of my wife or chil-
dren or at the hand of enemies, more times than there are dust parti-
cles on earth. But not once have I given my life for the Lotus Sitra.
Thus I was born to become a poor priest, unable to serve my parents
as I would wish and without power to repay my debt to the country.
This time I will present my severed head to the Lotus Sitra and trans-
fer the resulting merit to my parents, dividing the remainder among
my disciples and lay followers. I have said this [before], and now it is
happening. SHEY]" NANE0N 272D, COBIELBH D2 HZ
N2y, REMFICLTEL () R LIIZ 20 (J8) 1205
Fh, QFAERDLEHIZRZI bR E, 8idd G 1T, 2(F)
W DB 2R LERMMELIDZ L, BHEZDMHDITE
—ETRIZE R L, SN HEEEDH AT KB DFEHELIC
7203 BlORBZMTRENRL, SEHZEER ISR THYE
Z BRI Ao HBFE DT FHREABFICIESN (BLE) XLE
HELHEINRD,

3! Habito, ‘Bodily Reading of the Lotus Sutra’, 198-99.
B2 Shuju onfurumai gosho, Teihon 2: 966-67; Watson, Selected Writings, 326,
modified.
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Over the centuries, many of Nichiren’s later followers would repeat-
edly face persecution from the authorities and draw courage and
inspiration from this account.

Second, the Shuju onfurumai gosho’s narrative of the failed
execution attempt at Tatsunokuchi confirms Nichiren’s identity as
the teacher for the Final Dharma age. Following his arrest and exile
to Sado, Nichiren began increasingly to identify his activities with
the work of the bodhisattva Jogyo 4T (Superior Conduct, Skt.
Visistacaritra), the leader of a vast throng of bodhisattvas who, in the
Lotus Sutra’s fifteenth chapter, emerge from beneath the earth; in
the twenty-first chapter, they receive gikyarnuni Buddha’s mandate
to propagate the Lotus in an evil age after his nirvina. Although
Nichiren himself usually spoke with some reserve, referring to him-
self merely as a ‘forerunner’ or ‘messenger’ of Jogyd, his later tradi-
tion explicitly identifies him with this bodhisattva. In the narrative
of that tradition, Nichiren’s miraculous escape from beheading was
a decisive event that divided his life into before and after, awakening
him to a new sense of his religious mission. Hanano Jado writes that,
seen from the perspective of sectarian doctrinal studies (shzgaku 5%
%¥), it amounted to nothing less than a religious conversion experi-
ence. He asserts, “That Nichiren did not end his life as a mere Tendai
priest but became the founder of the Nichiren Buddhist institution
was because of his religious conversion at Tatsunokuchi.”*?

This amounts to a theological claim; as Hanano acknowledges,
secular historical scholarship would not go that far. Nonetheless,
Nichiren spoke in retrospect of the event as something like a death
and rebirth (‘On the twelfth day of the ninth month of last year, ...a
person called Nichiren was beheaded. This is his spirit that has come
to the province of Sado....’). And there is no denying that his arrest
and exile to Sado Island marked a significant turning point in his
teaching. As he himself wrote:

Think of my teachings before I was exiled to Sado as the satras that
the Buddha preached before revealing the Lotus Sitra....On the night

'3 Hanano, ‘Shuju onfurnmari gosho no shingi’, 21.
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of the twelfth day of the ninth month of the eighth year of the Bun’ei
era [1271], I was nearly beheaded at Tatsunokuchi. From that time I
felt pity for my followers as I had not yet told them the full truth. So
thinking, I secretly conveyed my teaching from Sado province.
XY () OEANZBEINELCHTDEMIE, 72726080 #i AT O
ezl ZLot, . . KOk A+ ZHOKR, 722DHIZT
FHRIERONALELREDDE (1B) . S UFARD, FKITOXHL
HEBIEZLDHEZVWD (F) VI3, 2d (B) TS oK
DB TFEHITH LB EMBD,

That turning point in his teaching represents a third element power-
fully underscored by the narrative of the attempted beheading and
extraordinary escape. Nichiren’s doctrine reaches its maturity from
that time. Specifically, he reoriented his teaching on the basis of
the latter half of the Lotus Sutra. Tiantai/Tendai commentators
famously divide the Lotus Sitra’s twenty-eight chapters into two
parts according to their differing representations of the Buddha.
The first fourteen chapters, the shakumon " or ‘trace’ section,
presents Sikyamuni as a ‘trace’ or historically manifested buddha
who first achieved awakening in India in this lifetime under the
bodhi tree. In contrast, the latter fourteen chapters, the honmon A
"] or ‘origin’ section—and specifically chapter sixteen, ‘Fathoming
the Lifespan of the Tathagata’—reveals him to be the primordial
or eternal buddha, awakened since the inconceivably distant past
and constantly active in this world for the sake of living beings. To
discuss in full the doctrinal ramifications of Nichiren’s embrace of
the honmon section of the Lotus Sitra would exceed the scope of
this essay. Here, however, we may note that it represents his unique
appropriation of a reading of the ‘trace’/’origin’ distinction then
influential in Japanese Tendai circles, in which the shakumon section
of the Lotus Sutra was associated with views of enlightenment as a
future goal attained via a long a process of cultivation over time, and
the honmon section, with the more profound understanding that

B4 Misawa sho, Teibhon 2: 1446—47.
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enlightenment is accessed in the very act of practice.”> From the
time of the Sado exile Nichiren began to explain the chief practice
he advocated—chanting the daimokn #H or title of the Lotus
Satra in the mantric formula Namu Myoho-renge-kyo T fEIbi %
HE4E, not as a practice of merit accumulation or gradual cultivation
leading to buddhahood as a distant goal, but as perfectly encom-
passing ‘all of Sakyamuni Buddha’s causal practices and resulting
merits’ BERLDRITTHRE and offering direct access to the whole of the
primordial buddha’s enlightenment in the very act of chanting.'
It was also after Tatsunokuchi that Nichiren first devised his ‘great
mandala’ (daimandara K2 %E) as an object of worship (bonzon
AE) for his followers, depicting that Buddha’s ever-present realm
that the devotee can enter by faith.”’

The story of Nichiren’s escape from death at Tatsunokuchi thus
invokes his turn to the honmon section of the Lotus Sutra; his shift
in presenting the daimoku, not merely as a simple practice for the
ignorant but as the vehicle for the direct realization of buddhahood;
and his revelation of the daimandara as the object of veneration for
the mappo era. These developments are in turn tied to his identifica-
tion with the bodhisattva Jogyo. According to the Lotus Sitra, J6gyo
and the other bodhisattvas who sprang up from beneath the earth in
response to Sékyamuni’s call are disciples, not of the historical Sikya—
muni, but of the primordial or original buddha. In identifying his
efforts with those of Jogyo, Nichiren was in effect claiming a direct
connection with this original buddha. His later interpreters have
carried this farther. In the language of Tendai Lotus interpretation,
Sikyamuni’s act of casting off his provisional guise as a historical

13 Stone, Original Enlightenment, 170-72, 259-60.

3¢ Kanjin honzon sho, Teibon 1: 711. See also Stone, Original Enlightenment,
268-72.

%7 Nichiren first inscribed his mandala in abbreviated form while being held at
Echi, before being taken to Sado. On Sado, he inscribed the daimandara for the
first time in its full form. On Nichiren’s mandala, see Dolce, ‘Esoteric Patterns’,
103-83, and Stone, Original Enlightenment, 274-88, and ‘Joining the Eagle
Peak Assembly’.



HISTORY AND HAGIOGRAPHY IN A JAPANESE BUDDHIST TRADITION 393

manifestation and revealing himself as the primordially awakened,
ever-present buddha is termed hosshaku kenpon FEVEEAA, or ‘casting
off the traces to reveal the origin’."** According to Nichiren Buddhist
exegetes, at the time of the Tatsunokuchi Persecution, Nichiren too
underwent hosshaku kenpon, throwing oft the guise of an ordinary
person (bonbu JLK) and revealing his true identity as the bodhisattva
Jogyo."” Those who follow him also number among the bodhisattvas
who emerged from beneath the earth and share the same mission.
From that perspective, the Nichiren tradition’s very identity is rooted
in the Tatsunokuchi Persecution. Here, and not in its status as histor-
ical fact, lies the significance that is missed when that event is written
out of Nichiren’s life story.

Whatever ‘really happened’—or not—on the twelfth night of the
ninth month, 1271, Nichiren’s account of his escape from death at
Tatsunokuchi exemplifies in the form of a mythic narrative a crucial
turning point in his life and teachings, which would become foun-
dational to his tradition. At the same time, however, it cannot be
wholly myth in the sense of a fabrication; the references in Nichiren’s
own writings to his near beheading are simply too numerous to
argue otherwise. Ultimately the Tatsunokuchi Persecution belongs
to a liminal realm where the division between history and myth blur.
Only by attending to that dimension can we begin to understand
the full significance that such accounts hold for the traditions that
embrace them.

13 The term derives from the Tiantai patriarch Zhiyi #5H (538-597). It
occurs several times in both his Miaofa lianbua jing xuanyi, T no. 1716 (for
example, at 33: 7b.76929 and b24), and in his Miaofa lianhua jing wenju, T no.
1718 (for example, 34: 9b.128b11).

% Yamanaka, Nichiren jiden ko, 172-74; Hanano, ‘Nichiren no shogai’,
41. As Yamanaka notes (174), interpretations of hosshaku kenpon as applied to
Nichiren have in some cases fostered the idiosyncratic doctrine of Nichiren as
the original buddha (Nichiren honbutsu ron H#EAMER). This doctrinal position

is particularly characteristic of the Fuji lineage, represented by today’s Nichiren
Shoshtn H# IESR (Stone, Original Enlightenment, 340-42).
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Summation

This paper has traced the modern reception of the most famous epi-
sode in Nichiren’s life story and shown how, since the late nineteenth
century, attempts to strip his biography of legendary accretions and
arrive at a purely factual account have called its historicity into ques-
tion. When the historian Shigeno Yasutsugu in 1889 pronounced
it the fabrication of Nichiren’s later disciples, scholars within the
Nichiren sect hailed the lay leader Tanaka Chigaku for publicly
challenging Shigeno and defending the traditional account. By the
postwar decades, however, members of the intellectual wing of that
very same community, having grown uncomfortable with the ‘mirac-
ulous’ element of the luminous object appearing just at the crucial
moment, distanced themselves from the story of the attempted be-
heading, even to the extent of writing it out of Nichiren biographies.
The Shuju onfurumai gosho, which contains Nichiren’s firsthand ac-
count, exemplifies several of the problems involved in efforts over the
last several decades to establish a ‘pure’ Nichiren canon, free of later
accretions. Depending upon which side one takes in the controversy,
that very same text is either invoked as Nichiren’s authentic writing
known to have once existed or marginalized as a work flawed by the
possible interpolations of later persons. Astronomical evidence sug-
gesting the ‘luminous object’ to have been a meteor or ball lightning
is sometimes cited, either as support for the traditional account or
at least as grounds not to dismiss it out of hand. But naturalistic
explanations shift the character of the event from the wondrous
and awe-inspiring to a mere coincidence of timing and thus cannot
adequately address what the Tatsunokuchi Persecution has meant for
Nichiren’s followers.

Arguments on both sides of the binary of ‘it happened’/‘it didn’t
happen’ ultimately come up against the methodological limitation
of attempts to separate historical fact from putative legendary ac-
cretions. To acknowledge this is neither to reject critical inquiry nor
to accept the received account at face value; questions of textual au-
thenticity and historicity must be investigated. Ultimately, however,
the goal of separating the ‘real facts’ of Nichiren’s life from mythic
depictions—Ilike the related aim of establishing a fully authenticated
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Nichiren canon purified of apocrypha and later interpolations—
proves a chimera. Following a suggestion from Sueki Fumihiko, I
have argued here that Nichiren’s miraculous escape occupies a lim-
inal space where authentic and problematic texts cannot be clearly
distinguished and the lines between myth and history blur. The
story of Nichiren’s triumph over death at Tatsunokuchi has arguably
exerted a far greater impact on his subsequent tradition than the bare
facts of that event, which, barring future discoveries, are not recov-
erable. Narratives of this kind, whatever their historical truth status,
have their own significance for those who transmit them, which the
historian of religion is responsible to address.
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