Topic 10 The Priesthood Issue

Up until 1991, the movement to spread Nichiren Daishonin`s Buddhism world-wide (SGI) had the involvement of priests. From 1991 onwards, it has not and Buddhism has spread to many more countries of the world since 1991 than it did before. We are now teaching others about Nam-myoho-renge-kyo in a global movement of ordinary people without precedent in the world. It is perhaps fitting that our main obstacle should now be priests who propagate a distorted version of Nichiren Daishonin’s Buddhism which to the innocent observer appears just like the Buddhism of Nichiren Daishonin. In becoming a member of SGI-UK, it is therefore vital to appreciate the background to what in the UK we refer to as ‘the priesthood issue’ and to realise for oneself and put into practice the correct stance towards this issue from the standpoint of faith. In becoming a member of the SGI movement it is important to realise that spreading Nam-myoho- renge-kyo is not all there is to faith and practice. We also need to oppose those aspects of life which seek to obstruct the flow of kosen-rufu. 

Nichiren Daishonin teaches the futility of trying to attain Buddhahood if we “see enemies of the Lotus Sutra but disregard them and fail to reproach them.” (WND, 747) As a global movement we are now in a context where this applies to each one of us because the priesthood are now actively opposing us and have become “enemies of the Lotus Sutra”.

By the twentieth century, the organisation in which the priests continued the transmission of Nichiren Daishonin`s Buddhism over 700 years had come to be known as Nichiren Shoshu. It is important to understand that the Soka Gakkai and Nichiren Shoshu have always been completely separate organisations. 

As the “Untold History of the Fuji School” (Another name by which the priests of Nichiren Shoshu were known) shows there were lengthy periods over the 700 years when the correct teachings were in danger of being lost, such as when children were appointed as high priests (13 year old Nichiu in 1482, and 9 year old Nichiin in 1527). At various times the school was caught up in squabbling between families or over-preoccupation with issues of land and property.

Nevertheless there were great reformers of the school (such as the 9th high priest Nichiu and the 26th high priest Nichikan), and Nichiren Daishonin’s teachings were passed on into the twentieth century.

With the founding of the Soka Gakkai in 1930, an active and socially engaged lay movement for the first time in history started to spread Nichiren Daishonin’s teaching on an unprecedented scale, not only throughout Japan but also around the world. The influence and resources of the priesthood expanded dramatically. From the 1950s and right through to the 1980s the Soka Gakkai prioritised the regeneration of the head temple and the building of new temples over building community centres for its own rapidly expanding membership. In all, the Soka Gakkai built a total of 356 temples for Nichiren Shoshu. In 1972 the Sho-Hondo, the Grand Main Temple to house the Dai-Gohonzon, was completed, built with the sincere contributions of many millions of members around the world. 

However, the 66th high priest of Nichiren Shoshu, Nittatsu Shonin, who had supported the emergence of the Soka Gakkai with a very pure heart, died in 1979. It is also worth pointing out that the Soka Gakkai had experienced several incidents whereby priests of local temples had tried to exercise control over the Soka Gakkai. The behaviour of some priests in the early days of the emergence of the Soka Gakkai was extremely arrogant and authoritarian towards the members of the lay movement. Some of the most serious of these incidents are narrated in the book about the early growth of the Soka Gakkai, The Human Revolution.

Nittatsu was replaced by the 67th high priest, Nikken. Throughout the 1980s Nikken tried to gain greater and greater direct control of the Soka Gakkai. There was a threat that the new members in the fledgling movements around the world would be unable to receive Gohonzon. To avoid this and any open confrontation, the Soka Gakkai reluctantly agreed to a series of demands which at one point included the demand that President Ikeda resign as President, that he refrain from making speeches and publishing articles. But none of these attempts satisfied Nikken who sought to disband the whole SGI movement and instead bring its members and their contributions under the direct control of the priesthood. The Soka Gakkai resisted this plan and was `excommunicated` by Nikken in 1991. Rather than being the end of the lay movement, this signalled the self-determination and freedom of the Soka Gakkai and SGI, which was no longer bound by the priests’ conservative attitudes and authoritarian behaviour.
In December 1990 the priesthood suddenly sent the Soka Gakkai a letter of inquiry. It contained a list of charges—such as the accusation that singing ‘Ode to Joy’, Beethoven’s great hymn to universal human freedom, at meetings, constitutes “praise for non-Buddhist teachings.” The letter of inquiry also made allegations that inappropriate speeches had been made at a leaders’ meeting. Furthermore, the priesthood demanded a response to their charges within seven days. Seeking to find out what had prompted this situation, the leaders of the Soka Gakkai made every effort to meet and hold dialogue with representatives of the head temple, but the priesthood rejected all such requests out of hand. On 27th December, the priesthood revised the rules of Nichiren Shoshu, dismissing President Ikeda from the position of head of all Nichiren Shoshu lay organizations. 

At the start of 1991, Nikken refused to receive Soka Gakkai President Akiya and General Director Morita for their customary exchange of New Year’s greetings at the head temple, or to meet with them any time after that as well, stating that they were “unworthy of an audience” with him. Since the priesthood continued to reject the Soka Gakkai’s request for dialogue, a written response was sent to the priests in which it was pointed out that there were inaccuracies in their transcription of speeches made at the leaders’ meeting. As a result, the priesthood was forced to acknowledge the existence of several errors in their transcript, and they retracted the questions related to those quotations. Their retraction removed the entire foundation of their ‘inquiry’. But instead of issuing an apology, they set about trying to stir up trouble in SGI organizations overseas, by refusing to confer Gohonzon on Soka Gakkai and SGI members. Then the priesthood announced changes to the monthly pilgrimage to the Head Temple that the Soka Gakkai had set up in 1952; instead members would have to register with their local temples to obtain the necessary documents permitting them to visit the Head Temple. 

On 7th November 1991, the priesthood sent the Soka Gakkai an order to disband, and then, on 28th November, a notice of excommunication. This day of ‘excommunication’ signaled the Soka Gakkai’s spiritual independence from the priesthood. On 27th December 1991, the Soka Gakkai and SGI sent a petition demanding Nikken’s resignation from the position of high priest. The petition was signed by some 16.25 million people worldwide. It was Nikken, on the contrary, who had been ‘excommunicated’ by a global alliance of Bodhisattvas of the Earth, 16.25 million strong. At the same time, priests opposed to Nikken’s behaviour took a stand and announced their solidarity with the Soka Gakkai. In all, 30 temples and 53 priests left Nichiren Shoshu.

These developments were watched by academics around the world. Professor Yalman, a renowned cultural anthropologist from Harvard University, stated that the religious reformation being undertaken by the Soka Gakkai was a development of great significance in the history of Buddhism, just as the Protestant Reformation had been a landmark event in the history of Christianity. The Soka Gakkai’s remarkable reform movement, he noted, would have important implications not only for Buddhism but other religious traditions as well. He described it as representing a new departure and a new development in the history of religion.

The late Dr. David Norton, professor of philosophy at the University of Delaware, said in 1991: “The priesthood, in its attack on the activities of the Soka Gakkai which has been extending a network of peace and culture throughout Japan and the world, is guilty of what can only be described as profound myopia, or even blindness. If asked the cause of that blindness, I’m afraid my only response would be, ‘Jealousy.’” He also said: “The priesthood’s notice of excommunication goes completely against Nichiren’s teaching that all people possess the Buddha nature and that this precious potential must never be closed off or denied.”

Professor Shin Anzai, professor of the sociology of religion at Japan’s Sophia University, said:  “In recent years the Soka Gakkai has begun to walk a new path as a lay religious organization separate from the priesthood. I view this as an inevitable result of the fundamental difference between the open, progressive Soka Gakkai and the closed, conservative priesthood. The priesthood has become an anachronism, showing no understanding of the value of peace, culture, and education, clinging to hidebound traditions and attempting to control lay followers by authority and force. Had the Soka Gakkai not claimed its independence from the priesthood, it would have eventually been fated to become a self-righteous and closed religious organization, too, its bright future and global development perishing. Japanese intellectuals and journalists need to know this fact, but they completely fail to understand it. I believe this arises from a kind of envy [toward the Soka Gakkai]—the same problem that afflicts the priesthood.”

Dr. Bryan Wilson of Oxford University said:  “What emerges from the reactions of the priesthood to this openness to international cultures [of the Soka Gakkai] is the narrow parochialism which prevails within this closed religious caste, cut off from the currents of contemporary thought, and interpreting their spiritual inheritance as a limited and localized experience. . . . Without these endeavors by Soka Gakkai, Nichiren Shoshu would have remained an obscure Japanese sect, unknown to the outside world, and perhaps of little significance even within Japan. In affirming Buddhism as a life-affirming religion, Soka Gakkai has rescued Japanese Buddhism from its preoccupations with funeral rites for the dead.”
Further, Dr. Wilson took a positive point of view on the discontinuation of Soka Gakkai pilgrimages to the head temple, noting that “religious faith transcends all such localized symbolism [as represented by Taiseki-ji].” He continued: “It is by diffusion of commitment and its manifestation in the everyday life and service of believers that a religion develops its influence and fulfills its mission. The particularistic devotion to a place—significant as it may be in the formative period of religious development—must give place to a universalistic spirit if that religion is to become a major influence in world affairs.”

Claiming that the Grand Main Temple, where the Dai-Gohonzon was housed, was unsafe, Nikken had it demolished. This was in spite of objections from the architectural community around the world, who opposed the mindless destruction of this modern architectural wonder. The real reason behind its demolition was jealousy that its construction had been arranged by President Ikeda with the contributions of many millions of Soka Gakkai members. It is worth noting however that of the hundreds of properties donated to the priesthood by the Soka Gakkai, none has been returned.

On the current situation President Ikeda has said: “Twelve years have passed since we received the Notice of Excommunication from the priesthood. Our victory in light of Buddhism is crystal clear, as all of you are well aware. Today, all of the aberrations of the Nikken sect have been laid bare for the world to see: the plot to try to destroy the movement for kosen-rufu, the false creed of worshiping the high priest, the erroneous view of the true heritage of Law, the misuse of priestly ceremonies and services, the discrimination that places priests above the laity, and the general corruption and degeneration that pervades the school. In contrast, the Soka Gakkai has become the pillar of Japan and a bright light of hope for the world, with a global network that spans 186 nations and territories and with an unprecedented tide of victories. Nichiren Daishonin, the Buddha of the Latter Day of the Law, is undoubtedly praising us and smiling on our efforts, while at the same time commanding the protective forces of the universe to keep us safe from harm.”


Nichiren Daishonin was very clear about the attitude his followers should have when they see others distorting the teachings of Buddhism. He wrote: “Both teacher and followers will surely fall into the hell of incessant suffering if they see enemies of the Lotus Sutra but disregard them and fail to reproach them.” (WND, 747), and “Rather than offering up ten thousand prayers for remedy, it would be better simply to outlaw this one evil.” (WND, 15) He also wrote: “From this point forward, no matter what might happen, you must not be the least bit swayed in your faith. You should admonish [the enemies of the Buddha] even more strongly.” (GZ, 1090). The teachings taught by SGI and those taught by Nichiren Shoshu seem very similar, we chant Nam-myoho-renge-kyo to the Gohonzon and study the writings of Nichiren Daishonin. But SGI believes in the equality of all believers, whereas the priests claim to be more important than lay believers. The priests claim that the high priest is infallible, whereas SGI draws on Nikko’s 26 Admonitions where it says, ‘Do not follow even the high priest if he goes against the Buddha’s Law and propounds his own views.’ Nikken has taught that the high priest is equal to the Dai-Gohonzon, and therefore ‘above’ all other believers; the SGI relies on the passage from the gosho, The Heritage of the Ultimate Law of Life which states: ‘Shakyamuni who attained enlightenment countless kalpas ago, the Lotus Sutra which leads all people to Buddhahood, and we ordinary human beings are in no way different or separate from one another.’ [WND p216]

The priesthood has lost sight of the message of the Lotus Sutra that the only way to reveal Buddhahood is through faith in the Gohonzon, not through faith in the high priest. We are taught, rather, to follow the Law, not the Person.  The Buddhism taught by Nichiren Shoshu is like a counterfeit bank note. It appears to have value, but instead it does not. As people learn about the teachings of Nichiren Daishonin and Nam-myoho-renge-kyo it is important that they are taught properly about faith and the kosen-rufu movement. The priests are concerned with their own welfare; SGI is concerned with the movement for peace, culture and education to change the world and establish kosen-rufu.

Nichiren Shoshu cannot develop any more in Japan. But they can try to develop an influence overseas. In Europe there are already three temples (two in Spain and one in France). It is important that we understand the history of the split with Nichiren Shoshu so that we grasp how it is that the priests have behaved. We must also understand the differences in doctrine, and be convinced which of these two movements has at its heart the spirit of Nichiren Daishonin’s ‘great vow’ and is working for world-wide kosen-rufu and the happiness of others. 
Let the priests get on with their own Business? 
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