Topic 5 Life and its environment

Today we know that the environment has an immense effect on people. Turn on a TV and we may well find a programme trying to unravel whether our path in life is shaped through ‘nurture’ (one’s upbringing) or through ‘nature (genetic inheritance). 

Nichiren Daishonin explained in his writings that the environment and the lives of people living in it are absolutely inseparable. When people change, society changes too. When people sparkle with life and vitality, the realm of the environment does too. For Buddhists this is the oneness of life and its environment. While we are influenced by our environment, the influence also works the other way: we influence and change the environment. The Daishonin’s writings liken human beings to the body and the environment to a shadow cast by the body. When the body bends, the shadow bends. 

These days we are much more aware how important it is to foster and maintain planet earth. But attempts to limit situations like global warming show us how people are not aware how each individual contributes to the problem. This is despite it being clear that the destruction of the environment leads directly to the suffering, and possible extinction, of human beings.

Most of us probably regard pollution as caused by someone else and that it is up to governments or big business to cure these problems, as well as society’s other ills. This is not because we don’t care but because we often feel powerless to change our environment, viewing it as being created by other people or the responsibility of government and other organisations.

Buddhism points to the limitations of approaching environmental issues in this way. It also points out a contradiction. 
Buddhism asks, “How can there be environmental change when the destructive causes in peoples’ lives continue to exist?” When we change ourselves in a profound way it is not just a powerful way to change ‘environmental’ issues but it also affects the totality of our environment. 

Chanting Nam-myoho-renge-kyo and doing our own human revolution mean we change ourselves in this profound way, which is not just a matter of will power or the mind. Our profound change based on chanting Nam-myoho-renge-kyo changes the condition of our lives; our dominant life state moves towards the higher life states, we overcome our negative and destructive tendencies (which previously we may not even have been able to see). 

Therefore we are much more willing to change ourselves even if we see no evidence that anyone else around us is making any real change themselves. Even if everyone around us continues as before, we now have a profound awareness that our individual lives have the power to influence all of life because of the depth of our own inner change and the realization gained about how life works. 

As we continue to gain experiences of this, we also go deeper in our understanding. We move from the principle of the oneness of life and its environment to one that goes further and deeper. This lies at the very core of Nichiren Daishonin’s Buddhism: the principle that a single moment of life comprises 3,000 realms.

The ‘single moment of life’ is our life state as it is, moment by moment. This principle of a single life moment manifesting in 3,000 ways explains just how much a person’s life affects everyone and everything around him or her at every moment of life. Once we grasp it fully, it really challenges us to keep ourselves in as high a life state as we can. 

At the root of our ability to make this kind of effort is the desire to be truly happy through fundamentally respecting ourselves and others. This quality comes from the heart more than the head. With our heart we realize that this kind of happiness is only possible because in life’s depths all of life is connected: the Law of Nam-myoho-renge-kyo permeates everything. A person’s individual life then becomes an expression of this very high Buddha life state where the connection with the Law is very strong. 

Why 3,000 realms? This number is built up in stages starting from an appreciation that there are ten basic states of life from hell to Buddhahood (so we start with the figure 10). Secondly, each of these basic states of life contains all other life states (giving us 10 times 10 or 100). Thirdly, there are 10 aspects to how life changes (called ‘the ten factors’ - this gives us 10 times 10 times 10 = 1000). And finally as well as influencing their own life, each person’s life influences two other ‘realms, the realm of ‘living beings’ (that is, society) and the realm of ‘the land’ (or the environment). Hence we arrive at 1000 times 3 ‘realms’. The figure 3,000 is not intended to be used as a mathematical formula. Rather it is a way to gain awareness or appreciation of the complex and dynamic ways in which life interacts.
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