
 

The Living Word: An Examination of 
Nichiren's Philosophy of Language in the 
Lotus Sutra 
 

 

1. Introduction: The Living Words of the Buddha 
 

Nichiren, the 13th-century Japanese Buddhist priest, left behind a vast body of writings that 
profoundly re-envisioned the relationship between the practitioner, the Buddha, and the 
sacred text. Central to his philosophy is a powerful assertion penned in his treatise Opening 
the Eyes of Wooden and Painted Images: "Those who read the Lotus Sutra, therefore, should 
not regard it as consisting of merely written words. The words are the mind of the Buddha." 
This statement is far more than a simple metaphor; it represents a radical departure from a 
purely intellectual or literal understanding of scripture, arguing instead that the written word is 
a dynamic, living manifestation of the Buddha's enlightened intent.1 

This report aims to provide a comprehensive analysis of this quote, serving as a guide to its 
historical and philosophical underpinnings and its practical implications. The analysis will first 
place the quote in its immediate historical context, demonstrating how it was forged during a 
period of intense persecution and personal crisis. Second, it will unpack the core 
philosophical concepts of nonduality that allow for such a claim. Finally, the report will explore 
the practical, polemical, and personal applications of this philosophy, revealing how the words 
of the sutra become a tool for self-transformation in the life of the individual practitioner. This 
framework will provide a detailed and nuanced understanding of why, as the user query notes, 
the same person can be affected differently by the words of the sutra at different points in 
their life, highlighting the dynamic nature of this spiritual engagement. 

 

2. The Textual and Historical Crucible: Nichiren in Exile 
 

Nichiren's powerful assertion regarding the living nature of the sutra was not born in a period 



of calm contemplation but in a crucible of intense suffering and crisis. The context of his exile 
to Sado Island is not merely a biographical footnote; it is the essential backdrop against which 
his philosophy was solidified. Following a failed near-execution at Tatsunokuchi on September 
12, 1271, Nichiren was banished to the remote and frigid island of Sado.2 This period marked a 
profound turning point for his movement. His disciples faced severe persecution, including 
imprisonment, land confiscation, and banishment, which led to a mass exodus of his followers, 
with a vast majority abandoning their faith.2 

In this moment of profound doubt, a central question emerged from his remaining disciples 
and from society at large: If Nichiren was truly the votary of the Lotus Sutra, as he claimed, 
why was he and his followers not protected by the heavens?2 Nichiren's 

Treatise on Opening the Eyes was a direct, strategic response to this crisis, aimed at dispelling 
this negativity and instilling an unshakable conviction in his followers. The treatise, which he 
described as his "last will and testament" in case of his beheading, was meant to open the 
eyes of all people to the true nature of his identity and the supreme law he taught.2 

The primary argument of the treatise uses the analogy of consecrating Buddha images. 
Nichiren explains the Buddhist doctrine of the Buddha's thirty-two physical features, noting 
that thirty-one of them—from the markings on his feet to the crown of his head—are visible 
and can be depicted in a statue or painting. However, one crucial feature, the "pure and 
far-reaching voice," is invisible and cannot be captured in a tangible image.1 Consequently, a 
statue with only the thirty-one physical attributes is incomplete and "devoid of the spiritual 
aspect".1 Nichiren then conducts a systematic comparative analysis, arguing that the type of 
sutra placed before an image determines the spiritual quality it can possess. Placing a 
Hinayana sutra, such as an Āgama sutra, before an image makes it equal to a "voice-hearer".1 
Similarly, placing a Mahayana sutra, like the Flower Garland Sutra, makes it equal to a 
bodhisattva, but in neither case does the image become a true Buddha.1 

Nichiren's ultimate point is that "When the Lotus Sutra is placed before an image possessing 
thirty-one features, the image never fails to become the Buddha of the pure and perfect 
teaching".1 This is because the Lotus Sutra alone embodies the Buddha's spiritual aspect—his 
mind made visible in the form of written words.5 The document's intense tone also reveals 
Nichiren's polemical stance, particularly his sharp critique of True Word rituals, which he 
believed instilled images with demonic forces that led to suffering and disaster for the 
country.6 

The treatise's argument is not merely a theological point about idol worship; it is a profound 
metaphor for the practitioner's own life. Nichiren is implicitly telling his followers that they, like 
the wooden images, are incomplete without the spiritual essence of the Lotus Sutra. The 
suffering and persecution they faced were not a sign of the heavens' abandonment but rather 
a necessary trial for revealing their own inherent Buddhahood. By refusing to abandon the 
Lotus Sutra in the face of adversity, they were, in effect, performing a spiritual "eye-opening" 



ceremony on themselves. This reframing transformed their painful circumstances from a sign 
of failure into a powerful opportunity to change their destiny, demonstrating what modern 
Nichiren Buddhism refers to as "changing karma into mission".7 The historical crisis thus 
became a practical, spiritual lesson about the need to embody the teaching in a time of 
adversity, turning an intellectual understanding into a lived experience. Furthermore, 
Nichiren's use of a hierarchical classification of sutras—from those that consecrate an image 
into a mere king to those that make it a full Buddha—is a deliberate rhetorical strategy that 
mirrors the very structure of the Lotus Sutra. Just as the sutra reveals earlier teachings as 
"skillful means" for a specific audience, Nichiren employs this pedagogical approach to guide 
his followers from a superficial understanding to an exclusive faith in the Lotus Sutra as the 
supreme, all-encompassing teaching.8 

 

3. The Philosophical Core: Nonduality and the Essence 
of Language 
 

To fully appreciate Nichiren's assertion that the words of the Lotus Sutra are the "mind of the 
Buddha," it is essential to explore the philosophical bedrock of his thought. This conviction is 
rooted in the Mahayana Buddhist concept of the nonduality of form and mind (shikishin funi).11 
The principle posits that the physical ( 

shiki or rūpa) and the spiritual or mental (shin or citta) are not two separate entities but are 
inextricably linked and inseparable.11 Nichiren applies this principle to his philosophy of 
language by stating, "Written words are the forms expressing the mental dharmas of all living 
beings".11 A person's writing, therefore, is a physical form that expresses their mind, and 
because form and mind are nondual, one can discern the character of the writer from their 
words.11 

Nichiren extends this logic to the Buddha himself. The Lotus Sutra is not merely a record of 
the Buddha's words; it is the Buddha's physical form (as written characters) expressing his 
mind (his enlightened intent).11 This profound conviction enabled Nichiren to equate the Lotus 
Sutra with the primordial, eternal Buddha himself.11 This principle is encapsulated in the 
central tenet 

moji soku jissō, meaning "words are the true aspect of reality".11 For Nichiren, the words of the 
Lotus Sutra are not simply a representation of a higher truth or a guidebook to enlightenment; 
they are the "true aspect" or face of reality itself.11 They are a manifestation of the "true 
aspect of all phenomena".12 Unlike other schools that might view sacred texts as skillful means 
or temporary tools, Nichiren revered the words of the Lotus Sutra as the Buddha's very 



"edicts".11 He saw the written words not as black ink on paper, but as the "vital life of all 
buddhas of the three time periods".11 

This abstract philosophy finds its ultimate physical expression in the Lotus Sutra itself. 
Nichiren asserts that the Buddha's "pure and far-reaching voice" is invisible and "coextensive" 
(present everywhere), while the written words of the sutra are its visible, "non-coextensive" 
form.5 The Lotus Sutra's written words are thus the "reappeared" and "visible form" of the 
Buddha's voice, made manifest to "benefit the people" after his passing.6 This concept 
resolves the apparent duality between the imperceptible spiritual and the tangible physical, 
offering a complete and non-dualistic understanding of the sacred text. 

The principle of moji soku jissō is the direct philosophical justification for Nichiren's core 
practice: chanting Nam-myoho-renge-kyo.13 If the words of the sutra are the true aspect of 
reality itself, then chanting the title of the sutra is not merely a symbolic act of faith but a 
direct, causal act of activating this ultimate reality within one's own life.13 Nichiren crystallized 
the essence of the sutra into its title, calling 

Myoho-renge-kyo the "fundamental law that is the essence of all life and phenomena".13 
Therefore, the philosophical principle is the direct foundation for the central practice, 
transforming the act of chanting from a simple recitation into an embodied, transformative 
action. The words are no longer just a subject of academic study; they are a tool for engaging 
with the deepest reality of one's own life. 

 

Concept Definition Significance in Nichiren's 
Thought 

Nonduality of Form and 
Mind (Shikishin funi) 

The principle that physical 
form (shiki) and mind (shin) 
are inseparable and 
nondual entities. 

This concept is the 
philosophical basis for 
Nichiren's claim that written 
words (form) can express 
the Buddha's intent (mind). 
It means a person's writing 
expresses their character 
and the Lotus Sutra 
embodies the Buddha's 
enlightened mind.11 

Words are the True 
Aspect of Reality (Moji 
soku jissō) 

The idea that the words of 
the Lotus Sutra are not a 
mere description or guide 
to reality but are the reality 

This tenet elevates the 
Lotus Sutra from a simple 
text to a living, sacred 
entity. It means the words 



itself. are not just an explanation 
of the truth; they are the 
manifestation of the truth 
itself.11 

True Intent (Zuiji'i) A phrase used by Nichiren 
to distinguish the Lotus 
Sutra as the direct 
expression of the Buddha's 
own inner awakening. 

Nichiren viewed the Lotus 
Sutra as a "direct 
expression" of the 
Buddha's "true intent," 
unlike other sutras which 
he saw as "accommodated 
to the audience's 
understanding" (zuitai'i) or 
"skillful means".11 

 

4. A Polemical Stance: Contrasting with Rival Schools 
 

Nichiren's view of the Lotus Sutra was intensely polemical, setting it in direct opposition to the 
two other dominant schools of medieval Japan: Zen and Pure Land Buddhism. His arguments, 
while seemingly exclusive, were a strategic effort to establish a single, unified, and universally 
accessible path to enlightenment in a time of spiritual fragmentation.16 

Nichiren's critique of Zen Buddhism centered on its famous tenet of "a special transmission 
outside scriptures" and the claim that its truth is "not founded upon words and letters".17 Zen 
tradition emphasizes that enlightenment is a direct, non-conceptual insight into one's own 
mind, often achieved through meditation ( 

zazen) or the contemplation of paradoxical sayings (koans).17 Words were seen as a mere 
"finger pointing at the moon," and an attachment to them was considered a "stumbling block" 
on the path to insight.17 Nichiren viewed this as a form of slander and a dangerous rejection of 
the Buddha himself.18 He argued that since the sutras are the enduring "body, speech, and 
mind of the Buddha," to discard them is to deny the Dharma itself.19 He also highlighted what 
he saw as the hypocrisy of Zen teachers, who, despite claiming independence from scripture, 
still relied on and verbally transmitted teachings drawn from the very sutras they purported to 
reject.19 

His critique of Pure Land Buddhism was equally forceful. Pure Land tradition is based on the 
idea of "Other-Power" (tariki), where practitioners chant the name of Amida Buddha 
(nembutsu) with the goal of being reborn in his Western Paradise, or Pure Land, after death.20 



This approach was particularly popular in the "Final Dharma Age," where many felt they could 
no longer achieve enlightenment through "self-power" ( 

jiriki).21 Nichiren sharply rebuked this perspective, calling 

nembutsu an "expedient means," or a temporary "scaffold," that was meant to be "dismantled 
and discarded" after the Lotus Sutra—the ultimate truth—was revealed.10 He argued that 
abandoning Shakyamuni, the "lord of teachings," to rely on a "stranger, Amida Buddha," was a 
"form of slander" that would lead to the hell of incessant suffering.10 In contrast to Pure Land's 
promise of a future, otherworldly enlightenment, Nichiren insisted that the Lotus Sutra 
promises enlightenment 

in this lifetime.8 

Nichiren's intense polemical stance was not simply an intellectual debate but a strategic 
response to the existential confusion of his era. By positioning the Lotus Sutra as the ultimate 
teaching that unifies all other Buddhist paths into the "One Vehicle," he sought to counteract 
the spiritual fragmentation caused by the proliferation of different schools and practices.9 
Both Zen, in its exclusive focus on direct insight, and Pure Land, in its promise of an afterlife 
paradise, offered paths that could be seen as disconnecting the practitioner from the 
here-and-now reality of their suffering. Nichiren's philosophy, by asserting that the "words are 
the mind of the Buddha," offered a single, unifying, and practical path for all people in the 
Latter Day of the Law, one that required an active engagement with the written teachings to 
transform their lives in the present.23 His critiques were an urgent warning against doctrines 
he saw as having lost the Buddha's true intent to lead all beings to Buddhahood in this 
world.23 

 

 Nichiren 
Buddhism 

Zen Buddhism Pure Land 
Buddhism 

View of Scripture The Lotus Sutra is 
the supreme 
teaching and the 
mind of the 
Buddha, to be 
revered as an edict. 
It is the sole valid 
scripture for the 
Latter Day of the 
Law.11 

Sacred texts are a 
"special 
transmission 
outside scriptures" 
and are not 
founded on words 
and letters. They 
are seen as a 
guide, not the truth 
itself.17 

Three specific 
sutras are 
foundational. The 
nembutsu is the 
one necessary act 
to gain admittance 
to the Pure Land.20 



Primary Practice Chanting 
Nam-myoho-renge
-kyo to the 
Gohonzon, a 
manifestation of 
the Mystic Law. 
Practice includes 
study and 
proselytizing for 
oneself and 
others.12 

Meditation (zazen) 
and the 
contemplation of 
koans. 
Enlightenment is a 
direct, 
non-conceptual 
insight.17 

Recitation of the 
name of Amida 
Buddha 
(nembutsu), either 
with sincere faith or 
as an expression of 
gratitude.20 

Path to 
Enlightenment 

Attainment of 
Buddhahood in this 
lifetime by 
activating one's 
innate Buddha 
nature through 
chanting and 
practice. The path 
is all-inclusive and 
open to all.8 

A direct 
transmission of 
insight from master 
to student. The 
goal is to see one's 
own true nature 
and attain 
Buddhahood in the 
present.17 

Rebirth in Amida's 
Western Paradise 
after death by 
relying on the 
Buddha's 
"Other-Power." This 
is a path for those 
who feel they 
cannot achieve 
liberation through 
self-effort.20 

 

5. The Dynamic and Personal Experience: The Words in 
Daily Life 
 

The final piece of the puzzle is to understand how Nichiren's philosophical assertion translates 
into a dynamic and deeply personal experience. His thought offers a powerful resolution to 
the apparent paradox of the static word versus the ever-changing human experience, 
addressing the user's observation that the words affect an individual differently in different 
parts of their life. This is accomplished through the integration of a three-part practice: faith, 
practice, and study.12 

Faith (shinjin) is the fundamental requirement for entering the way of the Buddha and the 
basis for all practice and study.12 For a Nichiren practitioner, this belief is not a blind 
acceptance of dogma but a deep-seated conviction in one's own "vast potential" and the 
limitless potential of all people to establish unshakable happiness.12 This belief is expressed 



through the act of practice ( 

gyo), which primarily involves the daily chanting of Nam-myoho-renge-kyo to the Gohonzon.12 
The Mystic Law, as embodied in the chant, is considered the "fundamental law that underlies 
the workings of all life and the universe".13 The act of chanting is not seen as a mystical ritual 
to summon supernatural power; rather, it is an act of faith that "activates" or "brings forth" the 
innate Buddhahood within an individual, a concept known as the "simultaneity of cause and 
effect".13 This means the attainment of Buddhahood is not a future goal but a present 
possibility, a state that can be manifested "here and now".14 

Study (gakushu) provides the intellectual foundation for this practice, enabling practitioners 
to correctly understand the Buddhist teachings and apply them effectively in their daily lives.12 
By continually deepening their knowledge of Nichiren's writings, practitioners can strengthen 
their conviction and avoid forming shallow interpretations based on personal opinion.12 The 
purpose of this integrated practice is to provide the "inexhaustible source of positive energy" 
to "grapple with and transform the sufferings and contradictions of life".2 Hardships are not 
viewed as retribution for bad karma from past existences but as "opportunities for changing 
our destiny" and building a foundation for unshakable happiness.2 

This triad of faith, practice, and study offers a powerful resolution to the philosophical 
paradox of the static word versus the dynamic human experience. The "words" (the Mystic 
Law) are the unchanging, eternal truth, which one can think of as the "warp of cloth".13 The 
individual's life is the "horizontal threads"—unique, varied, and ever-changing in its 
circumstances and challenges.13 The act of chanting is the process of weaving one's unique, 
dynamic life onto the eternal fabric of the Mystic Law. This explains precisely why the "same 
person is affected differently in different parts of their life"—because their engagement with 
the unchanging Law is a dynamic, evolving process that transforms their circumstances and 
their internal state over time.13 The words are the constant; the human experience is the 
variable, and the practice is the vehicle for transformation. This perspective turns a potentially 
abstract philosophical statement into a direct, practical, and deeply personal method of 
self-transformation. 

 

6. Conclusion: From Text to Transformation 
 

In conclusion, Nichiren's powerful assertion that the "words are the mind of the Buddha" is 
not a static pronouncement but a call to action. For him, the words of the Lotus Sutra are not 
a theoretical concept to be mastered or a dogma to be blindly accepted. As Nichiren's treatise 
and the context of his exile reveal, the words are a living, dynamic reality that must be 
embodied in the face of life's greatest challenges. This philosophy is rooted in the Mahayana 



principle of the nonduality of form and mind, which elevates the written text from a mere 
symbol to the very manifestation of the Buddha's enlightened intent. 

By contrasting his views with those of his contemporaries in the Zen and Pure Land schools, 
Nichiren demonstrated his commitment to a single, unifying path that could actively transform 
the present reality of suffering. His philosophy provides the groundwork for a practice that 
integrates faith, practice, and study, offering a comprehensive method for individuals to 
engage with the eternal truth of the Mystic Law. Through this dynamic engagement, a 
practitioner can transform their unique life experiences—the "horizontal threads"—by 
weaving them into the unchanging fabric of the Buddha's wisdom. The ultimate conclusion is 
that the Lotus Sutra, in Nichiren's view, is not a text to be simply read but a living, breathing 
reality to be continually manifested in one's own life, transforming suffering into a source of 
unshakable happiness. 
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