Living in a Kalpa of Decrease
Because of the lack of pity and compassion, the heavenly deities cease to guard this country of ours. Because of the prevalence of erroneous views, the three treasures of Buddhism cast it aside.

Being a modern-day cave dweller like so many others in Covid isolation has left time to consider the significance of the current disaster from the viewpoint of the Buddhist philosophy of Nichiren Daishonin. What should we be looking at? How should we prepare for the future? The next few weeks are likely to be tragic for us all as epidemic deaths peak. What meaning can we draw from this experience to illuminate our lives and enrich those of our friends and communities?
1. Pandemics do not arise without cause
Novel Coronavirus-19 is one of a family of respiratory diseases, including SARS and MERS, which have threatened to get out of control for decades. With other serious disease outbreaks like HIV and Ebola they seem to emerge as cross-species infections when humans invade or destroy species territory, something humans seem to do frequently. 

The same industrialism drives the larger if less specific causes of climate change: deforestation, monocrop plantations, overuse of fertilizers and insecticides, greenhouse gasses, war over resources, and increasing concentration of wealth. These causes in turn have effects we can debate. But the cause-effect relationship appears more evident with time, as informed comment suggests:
The two emergencies (Climate change and Coronavirus) are in fact quite similar. Both have their roots in the world's current economic model - that of the pursuit of infinite growth at the expense of the environment on which our survival depends - and both are deadly and disruptive. 

The virus is one small warning – one among many – that we have been living out of sync with the natural world we share with other life. Our need to control and dominate, our need to acquire, our need for security, our need to conquer death – they have crowded out all else. We have followed those who promised quick, easy solutions, those who refused to compromise, those who conveyed authority, those who spread fear, those who hated.

Chomsky said while the Coronavirus was serious, "it's worth recalling that there is a much greater horror approaching. We are racing to the edge of disaster, far worse than anything that's happened in human history. "Donald Trump and his minions are in the lead in racing to the abyss. In fact there are two immense threats that we're facing - one is the growing threat of nuclear war ... and the other of course is the growing threat of global warming." 

When the epidemic passes, as it will, we will have to re-engage with the other disastrous effects of our mismanagement. Since we made no provision for the outbreak of disease, it will happen again. Since we learned nothing from the financial collapse of 2008, it will happen again. Since we slashed funding for flood planning, we will have flooding again. Since we continue to force neo-colonial economics on the third world, we will continue to have slash-and-burn deforestation, the disruption of natural ecologies and new diseases. And so on, in a complex tapestry of cause and effect. Clearly, if the causes remain unchanged, the effects continue.
Globalisation and laissez-faire capitalism have been a mixed blessing for the Third World, but in the West the effects have been the inexorable reduction of services, prosperity and human rights after the brief gains of the post-war decades. Constitutional guarantees and global treaty undertakings have been abandoned and basic doctrines of democracy have been diminished. 

Aside from endless foreign wars, the concentration of wealth in a small number of the inconceivably wealthy and diminishing prosperity or poverty for the rest; flooding, extreme weather and epidemics, we have even reached the point where our lifespan, for the first time in living memory, is decreasing. 

2. Historical Precedents
As modern cave dwellers hiding from the evil spirit wind outside, perhaps we can spare a sympathetic thought for Japan in Nichiren Daishonin’s time. The Daishonin described the disasters which ravaged the country in the latter half of the 13th Century: 
	1256
	Torrential rain, floods and landslides, followed by epidemic

	1257 
	Violent earthquakes and drought

	1258
	Crops across Japan destroyed by violent storms, flooding flattens much of Kamakura

	1259
	Epidemics
 and famine, torrential rain decimates crops

	1269
	Mongol emissaries arrive in Kyushu demanding surrender 

	1272
	Civil war, Hōjō Tokisuke revolts against his younger half brother, the Regent Hōjō Tokimune


Nichiren explained this in the Rissho Ankoku Ron
 and other Gosho, referring to sutra passages describing the “Three Calamities and Seven Disasters”:
…the three minor calamities will occur, namely, famine, pestilence, and warfare. Famine occurs as a result of greed, pestilence as a result of foolishness, and warfare as a result of anger.

When the three calamities pile up month after month and the seven disasters appear day after day, then hunger and thirst will prevail and the country will be changed into a realm of hungry spirits. When plague and disease sweep over the land, the country will become a realm of hell. When warfare breaks out, it will be transformed into a realm of asuras,

Why do I say this? Because, of the seven types of disasters described in the Medicine Master Sutra, five have already occurred. Only two have yet to appear, the calamity of invasion from foreign lands and the calamity of revolt within one’s own domain. And of the three calamities mentioned in the Great Collection Sutra, two have already made their appearance. Only one remains, the disaster of warfare.

This is not to underestimate the extent of epidemic in Japan at that time:

The epidemics that the Japanese nation has suffered since last year, as well as those of the past Shōka era (1257–1259), are totally without precedent in the reigns of the more than ninety emperors who have ruled since the beginning of the imperial era. 
These calamities appear to stem from the fact that the people hate the presence of a sage in this country. This is exactly what is meant when it is said that a dog that barks at a lion will have its bowels ripped open, and that an asura who tries to swallow the sun and moon will have his head broken. Two-thirds of all the people in Japan have already fallen ill in the epidemics, and half of these have perished. The remaining third may not be afflicted in body, but they are afflicted in mind. 

And:

The pestilence seemed to have subsided for a time, but now the evil spirits appear to have come upon us again. In provinces to the north, provinces to the east, provinces to the west, and provinces to the south, everywhere alike we hear the cries of those suffering from sickness.

How thankful we must be that, in a world such as this, there are those who, because of some good karma accumulated in the past, are willing to support the votaries of the Lotus Sutra! How thankful we must be! 

We find the same list of disasters in other historic contexts: for Japan, in the devastating result of its nationalist arrogance in WWII; for us, the present day presents a similar network of cause and effect. 
The three calamities and seven disasters manifest themselves not in a single event, but in a decline of wisdom in which the three poisons of greed, anger and stupidity lead to a cascade of evil effects. The traditions and disciplines which guided society are discarded or ignored in favour of short-term foolishness, arrogance and corruption. 
The primary effect is that there is no peace in the land and the people suffer because of the delusions of their leaders. Nichiren saw this and responded to it with a burning determination to remove the suffering he saw around him:

Over half the population has already been carried off by death, and there is hardly a single person who does not grieve. 

His motivation was a wrenching sense of empathy for the people's plight. He had taken a vow to lead himself and others to happiness, and this meant struggling to awaken and empower people to challenge their own destiny. His outspoken determination earned him a controversial reputation which persists to this day. "I cannot keep silent on this matter," he wrote. "I cannot suppress my fears."
3. A Kalpa of Decrease
Nichiren identified this as a “Kalpa of Decrease”: “Any period of diminution [of life span] is called a kalpa of decrease.” 
We tend to think of kalpas as immense periods of time but there are many different types of kalpa – greater and lesser kalpas, kalpas of creation, continuance and decline. Within a kalpa of continuance, there are lesser periods of decrease and increase:
The Kalpa of Decrease has its origin in the human mind. As the poisons of greed, anger and stupidity gradually intensify, the life span of human beings accordingly decreases and their stature diminishes.

“Stature” means “inner empowerment or powerlessness”.
  

Since a kalpa of decrease is followed by a kalpa of increase, it follows that a multitude of disasters is an omen of change.

The causes and mitigation of a kalpa of decrease cannot be understood as exclusively secular or exclusively religious matters. More correctly, it is not useful to separate the secular from the religious. This would be theoretical rather than essential. 
So Nichiren points to the impotence of the Shinto teachings as the influence of the ‘three poisons’ increases. Shinto as a formal state religion provided guidance to rulers in matters of tradition and protocol. We might compare it to diminished respect for Magna Carta in Britain, as older concepts of prompt and open trial are ignored, or to increasing violations of the US constitution under the heading of wartime executive powers, or to endless disparaging of UN treaties and conventions on refugees, torture and corruption. The global weapons sales business is booming. Peace seems more elusive than ever.
…the extremity of greed, anger and stupidity in people's minds in the impure world of the latter age is beyond the power of any sage or worthy man to control…To give support to the priests of the Tendai, Shingon and other sects of today may outwardly appear to be an act of merit, but in reality it is a great evil surpassing even the five cardinal sins and the ten evil acts. 

This leads the Daishonin to comments some might find extreme. Not only are the classical “outer” teachings now useless, all of the earlier Buddhist scholarship is now ineffective. Indeed, it now contributes to the problem:
For this reason, if there should be a wise man in the world with wisdom like that of the Greatly Enlightened World-Honored One, who, so as to restore the world to order, meets with a wise ruler like King Sen'yo; and if together they devoted themselves to putting an end altogether to these acts of good and commit the great evil of censuring, banishing, cutting off alms to or even beheading those people of the eight sects who are thought to be men of wisdom, then the age will surely be pacified to some extent
 

Nichiren is not advocating wholesale decapitation. Rather he laments the fact that throwing a bucket of water on a forest fire is a distraction while people continue to suffer and the land is in upheaval. 

In this extremity, only a radical solution will work. But if it does, “Great evil portends the arrival of great good. If all of Jambudvipa should be thrown into chaos, there can be no doubt that [this sutra] will "spread widely throughout the continent of Jambudvipa." 

4. Rissho Ankoku Ron – Bringing Peace to the Land
If the “Kalpa of Decrease” describes the problem, the Rissho Ankoku Ron describes the solution. The conventional English version of the title
 is inelegant. A better translation would be ‘Proposal for Securing the Peace of the Land by Establishing the Ultimate Truth”. 
This is a surprisingly pragmatic document, despite often being taken for a religious dispute about the validity of various Buddhist schools in Japan. It is unique among Nichiren’s many surviving Gosho in being explicitly a “Ron”, or thesis (rather than a “Sho” or “Kyo”) and in being presented in classical Chinese to someone who was not a follower. It may also appear excessively political to a modern sensibility to have a religious leader advise a military government to forcibly restrict the practice of other religious schools, but this was not unusual at the time given the complex system of Japanese power relationships. 

Nichiren sent his treatise to Hojo Tokiyori, retired Shogun regent and the most powerful person in the country. Power in the Kamakura Shogunate was distributed among the Hojo clan in Kamakura, the imperial court in Kyoto and the Buddhist temples. Called the six Nara schools, the role of temples changed over time and by the end of the Kamakura era (1185) they had become militarized businesses, often with their own armies of warrior monks. 
Major temples had their own proprietary provinces which provided financial support from farming rents and tithes. By the fourteenth century, “temples commanded forces comparable to the most accomplished warrior leaders and were therefore not only essential allies or enemies in virtually all military and political battles, but also forces that by themselves could challenge most armies."
  
The resulting complex web of authority and control, called the Kenmon or “Gates of Power”
, remained in place for two centuries, throughout the Kamakura Shogunate and Nichiren’s life. There was no clear delineation between legislative, executive and religious functions. Then as now, there is no dividing line between dharma and worldly affairs.
Nichiren begins his treatise by citing numerous sutra references to the symptoms of decline:
All the four directions will be afflicted by drought, and evil omens will appear again and again. The ten evil acts will increase greatly, particularly greed, anger, and foolishness, and people will think no more of their fathers and mothers than does the roe deer. Living beings will decline in numbers, in longevity, physical strength, dignity, and enjoyment. They will become estranged from the delights of the human and heavenly realms, and all will fall into the paths of evil.

We may remember that our own rulers recently advocated a policy of “herd immunity” which showed little compassion for older “fathers and mothers” affected by the epidemic. 
  “To understand the scandal of the UK’s response to Covid-19, consider that it is the most vulnerable people who were sacrificed to an unacceptable, unarticulated strategy.”

When we consider the progression of the kalpa of decrease to the point where Nichiren says “Now in this latter, evil age, great evil arises less from secular wrongdoing than in connection with the doctrines of the religious world” it may be instructive to ask why a policy based on moral justification for discarding the old and vulnerable should be considered purely secular. It appears that secular policy has indeed trespassed into religious doctrine. 
The cause of our own kalpa of decrease is largely the current economic model, which increasingly resembles a religious orthodoxy.
 Based as it is in a particular ideology of self-interest and exacerbated by fundamentalist religions and the regrowth of toxic nationalism, it can no longer be considered purely secular.
Nichiren moves on to critique the influence of Honen’s Pure Land School, as a Nichiren Shu priest explains:

Honen’s Pure Land movement, in Nichiren’s eyes, had caused people to neglect the whole Buddhist tradition with the exception of the Pure Land teachings because they are convinced that there is no direct way to attain buddhahood in this world, and that the only escape is to be reborn in the Pure Land of Amitabha Buddha after death. People are no longer interested in supporting any temples or clergy aside from Pure Land temples and Pure Land teachers. 
This means that the more comprehensive Buddhist teachings centered on the Lotus Sutra had begun to decline and Nichiren describes such temples as abandoned and dilapidated. His fear is that within a generation or two the classical Lotus Sutra centred teachings of the Tendai school will be entirely forgotten and only otherworldly Pure Land piety will remain.

Sadly, with Japanese Buddhism reduced to Soshiki bukkyo (Funeral Buddhism) seven centuries later, Nichiren was probably right:

Most Buddhists in East Asian traditions consider Buddhism to be nothing more than a way of making sure that those who die are able to pass on to the Pure Land of Amitabha. This is the case for Chinese, Korean, Japanese and Vietnamese Buddhists. The Lotus Sutra is revered, but usually only for the recitation of chapter 25 that deals with Kuan Yin Bodhisattva, the Goddess of Compassion who can be called upon to help overcome worldly troubles and concerns and who is considered the handmaiden of Amitabha Buddha.

SGI President Ikeda views this spiritual escapism as fundamental:

There is no Buddhism apart from human society. A religion that divorces itself from society and only seeks serenity in the afterworld is already dead. It is not a religion in the true sense of the word—it is not a religion for the people. Yet such is the prevailing image of religion in Japan. This is because the government has rendered Japanese religion lifeless.

It is largely as Nichiren expected. 
Nichiren concludes his critique of Honen by pointing out that people have become very confused about what is an incidental teaching, such as rebirth in a pure land, and what is the primary point of Buddhism, attaining enlightenment through devotion to the Wonderful Dharma. They have turned away from Buddhism as a whole, to embrace a very small and relatively insignificant part of it.

It is much more than a theoretical issue:

But because in time the outer classics were defeated and the ruler and the people ceased to employ them, adherents of the outer classics became followers of the inner scriptures, and their former confrontation came to an end. In the meantime, however, the adherents of the outer classics extracted the heart of the inner scriptures, thus increasing their wisdom and incorporated it into the outer classics. Foolish rulers suppose [that such wisdom derives from] the excellence of these outer writings.”

This is an important passage because it relates social values to peace and tells us how to proceed to achieve peace: we have to embed the Mystic Law in society and government not just as a ‘name brand’ item but as shared wisdom, even without attribution. “Foolish rulers” thought that this was actually the wisdom of the non-Buddhist writings, says Nichiren. 
Though these men lived before the introduction of Buddhism, they helped the people as emissaries of Lord Shakyamuni. And though the adherents of the outer classics were unaware of it, the wisdom of such men incorporated in its essence the wisdom of Buddhism.
He makes it clear that it is not the public acceptance of Buddhism as such that led to peace, but the incorporation of essential Buddhist wisdom into secular policy. SGI President Daisaku Ikeda explains to a young practitioner:

Q. “I’m worried about whether, under such circumstances, I’ll be able to promote understanding of Buddhism in my community.”
A. “Don’t worry—your presence alone is enough,” Shin’ichi said without hesitation. “Everything starts with one person. Become someone who is loved by everyone in your community. That’s the key. If there is a single tall tree, people will gather under it to seek shade from the hot sun or shelter from the rain. Similarly, if people like and trust you, a person who practices Nichiren Buddhism, they will naturally come to view Buddhism in a positive light. This will lead to opportunities to share the teachings with them. Focus on growing into a tall tree, a fine tall tree for your community.”

The Daishonin urges us to be “One who can, in accordance with the time, discern without the slightest error what is important both for oneself and for the country; [this] is a person of wisdom.”

Live so that all the people of Kamakura will say in your praise that Nakatsukasa Saburō Saemon-no-jō is diligent in the service of his lord, in the service of Buddhism, and in his concern for other people.

The sutras expounded prior to the Lotus Sutra cannot lead to Buddhahood because they are provisional and expedient teachings that separate reality and wisdom. The Lotus Sutra, however, unites the two as a single entity.

I cannot provide a reference for this quote, but I believe it expresses the core of the Rissho Ankoku Ron:

Many of the issues Nichiren sees as a matter of life and death for his nation strike even modern Japanese people as obscure and of no relevance in a culture that has become thoroughly secular and which upholds democracy and the separation of church and state as nonnegotiable political values. 
However, I believe the central theme of the Rissho Ankoku Ron is still relevant. In fact, I believe it is of great significance. I believe that Nichiren was trying to warn his contemporaries that a society that does not base itself on Truth and the universal dignity of human life will become corrupt and will eventually destroy itself. In upholding the Lotus Sutra, Nichiren was not simply upholding a text sacred to the Buddhist tradition. Rather, he was trying to uphold the sacred nature of all life in this world. That is the theme that binds together all of Nichiren’s teachings from beginning to end.

SGI President Ikeda said: 
What matters is that the spirit of the great philosophy of peace expounded in the Lotus Sutra [with its teaching that all people are Buddhas] be given full play in society as a whole. On a societal level, 'establishing the correct teaching' means establishing the concepts of human dignity and the sanctity of life as principles that support and move society.

It is important to appreciate how pragmatic Nichiren is being. The gosho has been called a “call to action”. It takes a giant step beyond the comfort of theoretical Buddhism:
The present age is such that neither the outer classics, the Hinayana sutras, the Mahayana sutras, nor the one vehicle of the Lotus Sutra has any effect. 
Even the single dharma Lotus Sutra is ineffective
! In fact, all teachings are in reality provisional because the Buddha dharma is incomparably profound. What is left is something very different:

“It is the ultimate truth and cannot be fully described in words. In the Expedient Means chapter, Shakyamuni Buddha cries: ‘Stop, stop, no need to speak!  My Law is wonderful and difficult to ponder.’  To try to teach this indescribable and inconceivable truth in words, to give it some form of expression – this can only be called an expedient means.”

Expedient teachings can be functional, for example a correction required for an individual or group (such as the criticism of the people of the two vehicles as icchantika or incorrigible disbelievers).  Or they can be “truth gateway” experiences, which will produce a realisation such as the one Kondana experienced in the Deer Park
.  Or they can be “secret and mystic” which is the state of Buddhahood in life itself.
The expedients of functional teaching and truth gateway no longer work because the Three Poisons have caused us to loose our ‘True Minds’ – that is, our awareness of the sacred nature of our own lives.  What is left is the ‘secret and mystic expedient’, the Mystic Law itself.  Pres. Ikeda said:
Mr. Toda, too, racked his brains how to best explain the doctrine of the secret and mystic expedient to everyone in a way that could be easily understood… He once said ‘You and I are all ordinary people.  But at the same time, each of us is theoretically a Buddha. To attain Buddhahood means to know that one is a Buddha. This wondrous fact is secret and hidden. Hence the term “secret and mystic.”

When hidden in our lives, the Buddha state is secret – we are ignorant of it and do not manifest it.  But under the right external conditions, the right cause and effect relationship, our Buddhahood manifests itself in the Nine Worlds.  This is the mystic principle embedded in the Hoben chapter, Himyo Hoben.
Nichiren's focus was ordinary citizens. In On Establishing the Correct Teaching for the Peace of the Land the Chinese character he chose when he wrote "land" has at its centre the character for "common people," rather than more frequently used characters that show the king within his domain or armed protection of the domain. 

What does this tell us about where we are now? 

I sometimes think (ironically) of the Mystic Law as a virus of wisdom and compassion. Tiny as it is with a genome of only five characters, when we read or hear it, it proliferates in our lives and changes our behaviour even if we consider ourselves anti-Buddhist.
 This, myoho renge kyo, creates a link between our Buddha Nature or “immanent divinity” and other states of life including hell, hunger, animality and anger. Rather than reject these lower states, we can manifest enlightened wisdom and action in any of them. To practice Nichiren’s Buddhism is to replicate the virus: to act on it, to spread it widely, to demonstrate its effect on our own lives by removing suffering and creating happiness in our families, our communities and across the land.

The point I struggle to make is that the Mystic Law embedded in the Lotus Sutra is itself the Lotus Sutra, that the sutra revealed by Nichiren is not a theoretical content, indeed if you look for the Mystic Law as a defined content within the sutra you will not find it. It is the pragmatic living principle of the sutra itself, a transformative catalyst for change in society and self that can only be understood by being practiced, that is life itself and the essence of empowerment, of “stature”.
 
Just as a Kalpa of Decrease is the interdependent web of negative consequences of delusion and the three poisons, so a Kalpa of Increase arises when Buddha wisdom transforms the land through enlightened action spreading the Mystic Law.
From a Buddhist viewpoint, one who is shining the true self of the entity of Myoho (mystic law) is in a sense audacious. Audacious people live according to the Mystic Law. On the other hand, conformists who suppress themselves actually kill the entity of Myoho. This is a slander. 
…The problem is not that bad people run the world but that good people are killing themselves. If serious people, kind hearted people, good people, and warm hearted people speak up and stand up for justice and create momentum, selfish people will automatically feel uncomfortable and eventually vanish.

That is our mission, not as theoreticians of the mystic law, but as people of wisdom in society. To prevent disasters such as climate change, war and pandemics, we must become people “who can, in accordance with the time, discern without the slightest error what is important both for [themselves] and for the country”.
 We can see some of the shape of the future simply by contemplating a new economic model which takes human happiness and respect for life as its basis, which restores the self-respect of ordinary people by empowering them individually, in local communities and in society.
If we look at Nichiren’s letters, we find that no matter how he is attacked and persecuted his first concern is always for ordinary people. This tradition is faithfully exemplified in Daisaku Ikeda’s works, both theoretical and semi-biographical. In every case, we start by having faith in our own Buddha nature and taking practical action.

“The emergence of a new kind of safety net – made up of informal grassroots groups organised via Facebook and WhatsApp – has been one of the most inspiring developments since the lockdown began.”

The possibilities are as endless as each person’s uniquely creative ‘higher power’ or Buddha consciousness. Now, at the turning point of the kalpas, it is time for audacity, time to break with conformity and passivity wherever people suffer. We cannot remain silent or unmoved. Each of us must take real action based on our own wisdom, compassion and intuition or we will inevitably continue to experience the evil effects of old causes:

The bodhisattva practice of the Buddhism of the true cause is to direct ourselves toward the nine worlds while basing ourselves on the life of Buddhahood. It is, it might be said, to dive headlong into the mundane reality of society dominated by the nine worlds, based on the life of Buddhahood.

Do not pursue the past
do not idly hold out hopes for the future.
The past is already discarded, the future has not yet arrived.
Thoroughly discern the nature of the present in the midst of reality.
One who, without swaying or moving,
clearly grasps the present 
deepens his state of life.
Simply set your heart on doing what must be done today.

Let's each wisely tackle the task at hand.
When we unite with our hearts
  as one, we can manifest manifold
  strength and power.
Together, let's create a society in
  which we all support and help one another!

-- Blue Fly 
 --
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� In the traditional expression from the Lotus Sutra, “the Buddhas open the door of Buddha wisdom to all living beings, to show it, cause them to awaken to it, and induce them to enter its path. By realizing this Buddha wisdom, one attains Buddhahood.” The Essentials for Attaining Budhahood, WND I, p. 746.


� The very heart of the Daishonin’s Buddhism, therefore, lies in the conviction that the Gohonzon enshrined in our Buddhist altar is identical to our own life.” Josei Toda, Toda Josei Zenshu, cited in Conversation and Lectures on the Lotus Sutra I, p.131.


� Dr. Tetsugai Obo, Chairman of Seminar Bureau of SG Medical Division April 23, 2000: 


	https://sgi-sws.org.uk/study/guidance/tetsugai_obo.pdf


� The Mongol Envoys, WND 1 p.628


� https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/coronavirus-help-the-hungry-campaign-food-covid-19-mutual-aid-uk-a9453216.html


� Daisaku Ikeda, Conversations and Lectures on the Lotus Sutra vol. 2


� Shakyamuni Buddha


� Seikyo Shimbun, March 31, 2020, Daisaku Ikeda, “To My Friends”


� “A blue fly, if it clings to the tail of a thoroughbred horse, can travel ten thousand miles.” -- On Establishing the Correct Teaching, WND 1.





kalpa_of_Decrease_01May20.doc
27/05/2020
p. 8

