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“The purpose of Buddhism is not to produce dupes who blindly follow their leader. It is to produce people of wisdom who can judge right or wrong on their own in the clear mirror of Buddhism.”

—Daisaku Ikeda

“The essence of warriorship, or the essence of human bravery, is refusing to give up on anyone or anything.”

—Chogyam Trungpa Rinpoche

“Enlightenment is crap. Living ethically and morally is what really matters.”

—Brad Warner
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Preface

In 1983, I was a nice, Jewish, macrobiotic geologist who somehow was enlisted to play sousaphone in a Buddhist marching band.

I attended college in the late ’70s and early ’80s, reading the colorful works of Carlos Castaneda and similarly groovy books like The Tao of Physics, which attempted to reconcile theoretical physics and Eastern mysticism, and Seth Speaks, which featured an otherworldly being, channeled through a medium, who explained the mysteries of life and death in a tone reminiscent of my kindly uncle from the Bronx. I was ripe, in those days, for an introduction to new philosophies.

Armed with my geology degree, I worked for a year at the Lamont-Doherty Earth Observatory and then left, in a first stab at reinvention, to seek a more meaningful existence in Manhattan—to do something that might concern people more than rocks. But I didn’t know what that was just yet, so I bided my time editing physics journals transliterated from Russian in an office building smack in the middle of what was then a rundown Soho neighborhood.

I would have lunch alone, every day, at a nearby restaurant called Souen. The menu was Spartan: a lot of seaweed, tofu, and grains. One July day, a very bright waitress whom I had never seen before was my server. I was shy back then, especially around pretty girls, so I’m sure I wouldn’t have shared anything with her about myself other than what I wanted to eat; the lunch itself was bland and routine.

I ate, rose to pay, and weaved my way between the tables to the cash register, but no one was there to help me. My boss at the time was a stickler for punctuality, so I was nervous about being late. I looked around, but my waitress was busy, bustling in and out of the kitchen and serving other wan vegans like me. I stood there and gazed out a large window. With every changing light, the traffic on Sixth Avenue passed by. I checked my watch—I would be late. I leafed through the magazines and flyers on the cash register’s counter, but nothing was of interest to read. Then I boosted my feet up off of the floor and myself onto the counter to peer around the other side of the register, where I saw a small alcove with an index card taped to its interior. The card read: “A blue fly, if it clings to the tail of a thoroughbred horse, can travel ten thousand miles, and the green ivy that twines around the tall pine can grow to a thousand feet.” I jumped back down, and my waitress came to take my check.

“Who said that?” I asked.

“What?”

Unintentionally, I found myself trapped in her large, brown eyes. “The blue fly thing.”

“Nichiren! Nichiren Daishonin!”

I had heard of Kant and even read a bit of Marx and Engels, but I didn’t know what she was talking about. “Nietzsche?”

“No. This is Buddhism.” She invited me to a meeting the next evening.

I didn’t know what to think, or whether it would even be safe to attend a small meeting of an unknown religion at some strange person’s East Village apartment. So I asked around until I found someone in my weekly Tai Chi class who knew what it was all about. Apparently, so I was told, everyone lies down in the dark, holds hands, and chants. And for some reason, I found that to be appealing.

I showed up the next evening at a walk-up leading to one of those old New York so-called railroad apartments in which you enter through a narrow vestibule, and proceed through a tiny kitchen, a small bedroom, and into a slightly larger main room. A group of people were on their knees on the floor there, with their backs to me, facing a closed, wooden box on the wall. I couldn’t see anyone’s face but heard an unusual, incessant sound:

Nnnnnrrrrrrrrrrrrrrr……

I thought there was an audiotape in the box on the wall from which this strange tonal vibration emanated. It wasn’t until I sat on the rug, having been welcomed by my waitress, Grete, that I realized this was the collective noise of people chanting Nam-myoho-renge-kyo. It was the first time I had ever heard such a sound.

The meeting had nothing to do with holding hands in the dark. Rather, the group recited a portion of the Lotus Sutra and chanted to a paper scroll with Chinese markings inside of the now-opened box.

The people were unusual, too. As a flannel-shirted scientist, I suppose I led somewhat of a narrow life up to that point: The most distinguishing feature among most of my white, tectonically inclined male friends was whether or not one had grown a beard. I was raised in the northeast Bronx, in a large, state-subsidized housing development called Co-op City, so I wasn’t utterly sheltered. But in this roomful of about twenty Buddhists I saw what was for me an infrequent gathering: a gay couple, several African Americans, a Puerto Rican group leader and half a dozen incredibly beautiful women.

Most of the women, I learned during the discussion part of the meeting, were friends with a successful fashion photographer and occasional Penthouse magazine studio shoot director who was also very adept at introducing his subjects to this particular Buddhist group. I was twenty-one years old and single—their presence was definitely something of interest to me, whether it specifically pertained to Buddhism or not.

But of all the experiences I had that night, I vividly recall a testimonial by an African American woman, whom I never again saw after this meeting. She looked right at me and insisted that if I wanted to change my life then this was the practice for me.

I wish I could say that I immediately took to studying some of the key concepts of Buddhism—the Ten Worlds, the Nine Consciousnesses, the Eightfold Path, the Four Noble Truths, the Three Jewels, and dependent origination—but all that came much, much later. What attracted me at first was the promise of change. Moreover, the Buddhist view that life and the workings of the universe are themselves grounded in a paradigm of cause and effect held great appeal to me as a would-be geologist. Imagine: a religion consistent with modern science!

The half-dozen supermodels that surrounded me at the end of the meeting and coaxed me into joining their group had everything else to do with me signing, that night, on the bottom line. I was a member now of their Buddhist organization, the Soka Gakkai International, and a week later found myself at a temple in Queens to receive my very own prayer scroll, known as a Gohonzon.

Grete came to my home to help enshrine the Gohonzon in a shirt box I had tacked to a wall. When we started to chant, she advised me to pray for anything I wanted. I prayed, among other things, for a new job, one that would allow me to contribute some good to society. My telephone rang after about five minutes of chanting. A friend of my mother’s was on the phone, and she had called to tell me about an opening for a press secretary at a New York City Council office in which she worked. Whether or not this job would actually help people, and whether I even was qualified, were arguable, but that was an impressive display of cause and effect. I applied for the position and got it.

Thereafter, I threw myself into my newfound Buddhist practice and joined in the special activities organized for young men, which, at the time, were held night after night after night. In particular, I signed up for a brass band for which I learned to play tuba. The band was a peculiar mix of professional musicians and utter neophytes like me, but we had a strong spirit, which we attributed to our Buddhist practice. For years we marched down Fifth Avenue as a centerpiece of the annual Columbus Day Parade. I’m still not certain what our participation had to do with either Italian-American civic pride or with Buddhism, but, as far as I was concerned, this was Buddhism in America. And it was fun.

Life, in general, was fun. To the extent I kept chanting, good things kept happening. I had great jobs, and I had a cute blonde girlfriend. Everyone clapped and cheered when I shared my experiences at Buddhist meetings. I had a vision for happiness in the world, and I had a sound philosophy by which peace actually could be secured. As long as I kept practicing my faith, my life was joyful and my future assured. I studied Buddhism and was convinced that I got it. If nothing else, the benefits I received were actual proof.

I later found out that I was mistaken.

It’s not that I stopped chanting, or that I felt my Buddhist practice ceased to work, but it’s rather that all of the marvelous things that were happening to me no longer fell into my lap. I had problems with my girlfriend, challenges at my job, issues with my health and—suddenly—big questions about the purpose of my life and my faith. Wasn’t Buddhism about becoming happy? If so, why wasn’t I happy? Wasn’t it about gaining benefit? If so, where did all my lovely benefits go?

My friends in Zen and Tibetan Buddhist groups had a remarkably different take on the objectives of Buddhist practice. To them, it concerned emptiness and wakefulness, rather than happiness and benefit. At first, I was confused that the approaches to what I thought was simply “Buddhism” were so varied. And then I realized that I didn’t comprehend any of it: I already knew that I understood little about Zen and Tibetan Buddhism, but what came as a shock to me was that, after a few years of Buddhist practice, I still didn’t even get the point of what the Soka Gakkai was all about.

I used to have a dreamy image that Buddhism would somehow, someday, sweep across America and that everyone would become happy and our society would be at peace. Part of me still holds on to that idealistic notion, but it’s tempered now with a keen understanding that such a quest is grounded only on a battlefield of intense personal struggle, individual by individual, spreading out in rippling waves as each person overcomes his or her internal struggles and “lesser self.”

This sort of individualized Buddhist quest for enlightenment in America is more romantic than my earlier, quixotic view. And, as revealed in the following pages, it’s dramatic, everlasting, and real.


[image: image]

Introduction:
Nirvana Unplugged: Buddhism in America Today

The United States is the first, and perhaps only, country in the world in which every Buddhist sect is represented.

Although the exact number of practitioners of any religion is a slippery thing to measure, most reports indicate that between three to four million Americans identify as Buddhists. Among this group, about two-thirds—an estimated two million people of non-Asian descent—consider themselves to be practicing Buddhists. Moreover, hundreds of thousands of Americans of various faiths read about Buddhism, are interested in its philosophical tenets, and tend to view themselves as Buddhists—for example, the many self-described “Jewish Buddhists” or “Protestant Buddhists.” They are part of a growing number of Americans dissatisfied with traditional religious offerings, stressed by unrelenting change, and thirsty for an approach to spirituality grounded in logic and consistent with scientific knowledge. Although there are hundreds of sects, or different interpretive schools, of Buddhism worldwide, three primary movements have taken firm root in the United States: Zen Buddhism, Tibetan Buddhism, and Soka Gakkai International (the “SGI” or “SGI-USA”).1

The practices of these schools are based on the belief that all people are capable of attaining enlightenment—variously defined as an egoless state of life free of delusion, in which an individual is fully awakened and lives without fear, with the ability to have compassion for all beings and a desire to create value in an engaged relationship with society at large. But the differences are also profound: the spectrum of philosophical expression among these three American Buddhist schools is as varied as that observed between Reform, Orthodox, and Hasidic Judaism.

Accordingly, there’s no clear popular understanding about what it means to be a Buddhist in America. Are all Buddhists vegetarian? No. Do they all worship images of the Buddha as a divine being? Definitely not. Do all Buddhists employ the method of meditation to achieve enlightenment? Surprisingly, no again. In fact, some of the key teachings of the Zen and SGI schools, in particular, often stray relatively far away from those of Shakyamuni—the historical Buddha, also known as Siddhartha Gautama or the Tathagata, who lived and taught in India some six hundred years before the advent of Jesus Christ.

Buddhism is not a religion in the Western sense but rather a practical set of ideas and approaches toward understanding the workings of life. To be more precise, it’s a system of practices and philosophical tenets designed to help people overcome their sufferings. It is to the soul what weightlifting is for muscles—it strengthens the self to the extent that a person’s spirit, through devoted practice, becomes impervious to external influences. And it’s open and available to everyone.

D.T. Suzuki, a twentieth-century Zen master, first introduced the concepts of Zen to a wide audience in the West in the 1950s. Alan Watts, author of the seminal 1957 work The Way of Zen, was one of the first popular Western proponents of the faith and published books on the subject as early as 1936. Bestselling novels, such as Jack Keroauc’s The Dharma Bums, as well as the writings of Allen Ginsburg and Gary Snyder, brought Zen and Tibetan Buddhist concepts to an even larger readership. The voluminous, recent works of the Dalai Lama and Thich Nhat Hanh have further disseminated Buddhist teachings to an extent to which at least a generalized understanding of Buddhism is now ubiquitous in the United States. Moreover, all the American Buddhist schools have attracted a literate and relatively affluent following with considerable numbers of celebrity practitioners. For example, members of the SGI include jazz musician Herbie Hancock, rock star Tina Turner, and actor Orlando Bloom; Tibetan Buddhism counts Richard Gere, Steven Seagal, and composer Philip Glass as followers; proponents of Zen Buddhism include Snyder, singer Leonard Cohen and late Apple founder Steve Jobs.

For all their differences, though, the Buddhist schools in America still share some basic, common concepts. Each espouses nonviolence. Each one recognizes the impermanence of life. Each places great importance on a mentor-student relationship. And each upholds the central primacy of what is known in Buddhism as The Three Jewels.

Buddhism and God

Buddhism is not a monotheistic religion, and Shakyamuni is not regarded as a god. He was a common mortal, just like the rest of us. Buddhism doesn’t affirmatively deny the existence of God, in the Judeo-Christian sense. It’s simply just not a concept that factors into its cosmology.

Buddhism is more aptly described as a study of life. Its practices, especially as expressed in the predominant American Buddhist schools, are concerned with ego, emptiness, wakefulness, happiness, and enlightenment in this lifetime. Whether or not there’s a God is treated as irrelevant to this quest. And although questions concerning the afterlife are critical to most schools of Buddhism and developed in a context of profound philosophical detail, such inquiries aren’t framed from the Western heaven-or-hell perspective.

Zen, in particular, co-abides with the monotheistic faiths. And whereas Tibetan Buddhism presents a variety of deities and mythical, mystical beings, and Soka Gakkai members offer gratitude in prayer to shoten zenjin—protective forces that permeate all existence—these are, for the most part, metaphorical figures not meant to be taken literally. Accordingly, Zen, Tibetan, and Soka Gakkai Buddhism are neither monotheistic nor even polytheistic faiths.

You can go on believing or not believing in God as you see fit. He, She, or They do not enter the Buddhist equation.

Nonviolence

Most conspicuously, Buddhism is a practice of peace. The often voluminous sutras—or sermons—of Shakyamuni contain no justifications for the use of violence. Unlike, for example, certain passages in the Old Testament or the Koran, there are no exceptions carved out in the traditional Buddhist canon rationalizing the use of any violent means toward any end. Buddhists who do take up arms generally have no religious, textual, or philosophical defense based on faith.

But Buddhists, of course, are human. And human nature, at its animalistic depths, can be violent. Accordingly, throughout history, there have been plenty of instances of organized Buddhist violence. These include ancient wars among Chinese monks stretching as far back as a millennium; the support, whether overt or tacit, by several Japanese Buddhist schools of that nation’s State Shinto government during World War II; and today’s reported display or use of weapons by monks in Thailand and in other parts of Southeast Asia.

A sincere practice of Buddhism, however, inevitably leads toward an elevation of the condition of a practitioner’s life so that his or her aggressive or hostile tendencies can be transformed into empathetic ones. Over the past forty years, Buddhists in Tibet have offered spectacular and incredibly brave examples of the application of Buddhist compassion and nonviolence in response to the violent takeover and cultural suppression of their country, and the attempted dismantling of their religious teachings and organizations, by the government of China. Thousands of them have lost their lives as a result. The “engaged” Buddhism of the Zen master Thich Nhat Hanh helped to bring peace and security to Vietnam. And the resistance to State Shinto presented by the founders of the Soka Gakkai stands in stark contrast to the capitulation to state authority offered by other Japanese Buddhist sects in the 1930s and ’40s.

Such a pacifist path is by no means passive. Whereas any rational person would, of course, seek to defend him- or herself, it takes a special sort of guts, wisdom, and self-control to not lash out when attacked. Buddhism has a long history of both standing up to authority and compromising before it. Those who stood up when the opportunity arose practiced, with their lives, the right spirit of the philosophy as it is taught.

In general, Zen, Tibetan, and Soka Gakkai Buddhist practitioners in the United States must be considered to be among the most peace-loving Americans today. And while individual political opinions, of course, will run the full spectrum from left to right—and, indeed, there’s even a Buddhist Military Sangha serving active U.S. service men and women—it’s not likely to find much, if any, war-mongering among any of these American Buddhist communities.

The fundamental emphasis on compassion that Buddhism teaches derives from the notion shared by all of the American Buddhist schools that every person has within an enlightened Buddha nature. Although there are many interpretations and poetic representations of “Buddha nature,” essentially it means that each person, without exception, is already a Buddha and has within them the potential to manifest this highest condition of life. Each of the schools differs greatly with respect to how to practically go about bringing out this Buddha nature, but all agree that it’s there.

A helpful method toward understanding, from an introductory perspective, how Buddhism views the conditions of life was developed by the sixth-century Buddhist monk and Lotus Sutra scholar Zhiyi, also known as Chih-i or T’ien-T’ai. He first categorized a system of viewing the human experience through the perspective of “Ten Worlds.” These worlds, from highest to lowest, are:

•   BUDDHAHOOD: Enlightenment—a condition of life free from delusion and fear.

•   BODHISATTVA: A condition of life filled with compassion for others.

•   REALIZATION: The inherent ability to perceive the true nature of phenomena.

•   LEARNING: A condition of life in which one aspires to enlightenment.

•   RAPTURE: A state of life experienced when desires are fulfilled.

•   TRANQUILITY: A peaceful state of life characterized by the ability to reason.

•   ANGER: A state of life consumed by the need to dominate others—often accompanied by a pretense of being good or wise.

•   ANIMALITY: An instinctual state of life characterized by fearing the strong and bullying the weak.

•   HUNGER: A state of life governed by deluded cravings or desires that are impossible to fulfill.

•   HELL: A condition of seemingly powerless despair, in which one is trapped in overwhelming suffering.

The idea is that each person has a predominant state of life corresponding to one of these worlds. But these aren’t fixed conditions—people, throughout their lives, will migrate up or down the scale. Many tend to cycle between the lower six worlds, with the occasional glimpse of Rapture the most anyone can really hope for.

Still, Buddhism takes an optimistic view of life on Earth. A person in Hell can make their way out to also experience Buddhahood—it’s a matter of sparking one’s courage and nurturing one’s inherent wisdom about the true nature of life. For example, three people trapped in a stuck elevator can experience vastly different reactions. One might panic—a state of Hell. Another will realize that they, eventually, will be rescued—a state of Tranquility. And the third person, acting out of compassion, may feel compelled to help calm and comfort his or her panicked companion—a state of Bodhisattva.

In Buddhism, as in physics, every effect arises from a cause. The cumulative effect of a person’s thoughts and actions is his or her karma. This recognition of and adherence to the concept of cause and effect is the foundation of Buddhist morality. Karma does not imply fate or destiny, however. Buddhists believe that a person’s karma can change if the causes he or she makes also change.

One Buddhist sutra states:


If you want to understand the causes that existed in the past, look at the results as they are manifested in the present. And if you want to understand what results will be manifested in the future, look at the causes that exist in the present.



Life, for a Buddhist, is sacred. The act of violence, whether against oneself or others, creates, like every other act, both a cause and an effect. From the perspective of the aggressor, a violent act is rooted in the lowest of the Ten Worlds. Accordingly, a Buddhist will seek to exert his or her self-control in order to avoid making a deeply negative cause. If nothing else, that originating negative cause will boomerang back to the aggressor. The corresponding effect may not necessarily mirror any single cause, but the effect, in the words of the thirteenth-century Japanese Buddhist monk Nichiren, eventually will manifest “as surely as an arrow aimed at the earth cannot miss the target.” No matter what that other person may have done or not done to deserve or not deserve retribution or physical punishment, the acting out in a violent way by one against another denies the Buddha nature inherent in both actors’ lives.

From a Buddhist perspective, the self-centered and insecure “hard shell of the lesser self,” as expressed by Daisaku Ikeda of the Soka Gakkai, is the root of such chronic social problems as racism, sexism, and violence. In contrast, Buddhists view the workings of life and all phenomena through the framework of dependent origination, or what Thich Nhat Hanh has called Interdependent Co-Arising. Put simply, dependent origination means that everything in the universe, including all life, is interconnected. Nothing exists in isolation. In fact, all beings and phenomena exist only because of their relationship with other beings or phenomena. Shakyamuni used the image of two bundles of reeds to demonstrate this principle. Each can remain standing as long as both lean against one another. An awareness of our interconnectedness is essential to all schools of Buddhism.

In fact, such interconnectedness extends even to the self or to our respective ego. Indeed, the concept of self, according to Buddhism, is itself a delusion. In reality, we are in no way separate from others, even though our spirits, egos, personalities, or respective Buddha natures appear to be contained within our individual bodies.

With an understanding of Buddha nature, cause and effect, and dependent origination, of which all are key Buddhist concepts, the path of non-violence is the only one a true Buddhist of any denomination can walk with head held high.

This is no intellectual exercise. The practice of Buddhism will provide any sincere practitioner with the courage and wisdom to triumph over the “lesser self.”

Impermanence

Buddhists recognize that neither any phenomenon nor condition of life is permanent.

The universe expands and contracts. The sun—which itself, like all stars, has a life cycle—rises, and then it sets. Plate tectonics proves that earth is both created through volcanic activity and subsumed into magma in seismically active, deep-water ocean trenches. And while the Pacific Ocean incrementally shrinks, the Atlantic grows larger. Seasons change. Water evaporates, and then it rains. The healthy become sick, and the young grow old. We live, and then we die. Flowers bloom, and then they scatter. Every cell in our body declines and is replaced within seven-year cycles. Atomic particles are in constant flux. An exchange of energy and electrons occurs in the simple act of shaking someone’s hand. Perhaps matter itself cannot be destroyed, but its form always changes.

Most Buddhists understand Shakyamuni’s teachings to emphasize an understanding of the impermanence of all phenomena in order to free themselves from the sufferings that arise from the attachment to things—lovers, material possessions, power—that the passage of time will either destroy or render meaningless. Shakyamuni stated, “I teach one thing, and one thing only: suffering and the end of suffering.”

We suffer because we cling to what we love—this is, in Buddhist terms, the First Noble Truth. Moreover, in Buddhist terminology, such suffering is caused by attachment to the “three poisons” of ignorance (or stupidity), greed, and hate (or anger). Such a view is common to all Buddhist schools.

The approach that each of the current major American Buddhist groups takes to impermanence, and the role it plays in their respective dharma, or teaching, differs. For Tibetan Buddhists, this teaching of the Buddha compels practitioners to renounce an attachment to this life. In the words of the Dalai Lama, “detaching yourself from the bonds of this life is valuable and useful, while the contrary is harmful. If we were to die this evening, we could prepare ourselves for this passage; and if we were to continue living, all the better. In any case, our preparation will not have been in vain.”

A Zen Buddhist, with his or her key emphases on meditation and living in the present moment, would view the contemplation of impermanence as the very heart of his or her practice. In fact, the impermanence of things would be viewed by a Zen Buddhist as a cause for joy and a way to see all of life as a thing of beauty.

Soka Gakkai Buddhists take a somewhat contrary view. While they acknowledge Shakyamuni’s teachings with respect to the evanescence of life, an SGI member views the Buddha nature as permanent throughout the existences of life or death. Accordingly, rather than stressing impermanence and the consequent need to eliminate earthly desires and attachments, the Soka Gakkai asserts the ultimate reality of the Buddha nature inherent in all life and encourages active engagement with others and with society as the essence itself of Buddhist practice.

Mentor and Student

Zen, Tibetan, and Soka Gakkai Buddhists all adhere to the Buddhist tradition of mentor and student, or master and disciple. This relationship dates back to the earliest days of Buddhism, during which Shakyamuni’s teachings, it is believed, were orally communicated for some 500 years before they were ever recorded in writing.

Although there are many anecdotes, particularly in Zen literature, of mentors berating, hitting, or otherwise physically harming their students, master and disciple is not master and slave. Here’s the difference: In a master-slave relationship, the slave exists to support the master and must do his bidding under threat of violence. In a master-disciple relationship, the master exists to support the disciple and might very occasionally speak or act out in a strict manner in order to awaken the disciple to the error of his or her practice.

In the Zen and Tibetan traditions, a student would choose a more senior practitioner—typically a monastic—and request to become his or her disciple. In the Zen community, in particular, the mentor will never ask a student to study with him or her; rather, it’s always incumbent upon the student to seek out the relationship. And, as a rabbi might do when a non-Jewish individual requests to convert, the mentor will typically reject the student’s advance. The mentor may feel that the student has not yet adequately progressed in faith, or he or she may simply look to test that student’s commitment. Whatever the reasoning behind such initial rejection, at its heart the mentor views the relationship as a lifelong endeavor. The student, in other words, had better be prepared to embark upon what will be a lifelong pledge to practice assiduously and search for enlightenment, come what may. A student need not necessarily commit to joining the clergy—in fact, there’s a great importance placed on a student laity both within the Zen and Tibetan communities. But in the quest for enlightenment in both of these schools, the leadership of and the relationship with a Buddhist mentor is supreme.

The same holds for the Soka Gakkai, but in this case, there’s no need to seek out a mentor. Rather, there already is one: Daisaku Ikeda. Ikeda, eighty-five years old at the time of this writing, is the president of the Soka Gakkai International and for more than fifty years the clear driving force behind the spread of this school of Buddhism throughout the world. Newer Soka Gakkai practitioners learn very early on that Ikeda is their mentor. It takes a relatively long time, however, for most new members to come to understand exactly what that means and to embrace it in a meaningful way. Ikeda’s Buddhist teachings, largely drawn from his mentor Josei Toda, the Buddhist monk Nichiren, and lessons learned from a great many modern figures from all walks of life and religious backgrounds, are the foundation for SGI members’ Buddhist practices.

The Three Jewels

The Three Jewels, variously also known as the Triple Gem or the Three Treasures, are the three most important refuges for all Buddhist practitioners. The Three Jewels represent the Buddha, the dharma, and the sangha—or the community of Buddhist believers.

The Buddha traditionally represents Shakyamuni. However, it can also indicate a student’s mentor, who is thought to have either achieved enlightenment or received a life-to-life transmission of enlightenment from the historical Buddha. More esoterically, it can even represent the Buddha nature in general.

This book broadly views the first “Jewel” of the Buddha from a number of perspectives—including the life of Shakyamuni; the founding historical monastics of the Zen, Tibetan, and Soka Gakkai schools; and the key individuals who brought the respective teachings to the United States.

The second Jewel—the dharma, which according to the Buddhist scholar Robert Thurman means “to be held”—encapsulates the particular teachings of each of these schools, including all of their practices, methods, virtues, ethics, and differing viewpoints. Such viewpoints are surprisingly varied. Although Zen, Tibetan, and Soka Gakkai Buddhists strive toward enlightenment, Zen seeks to achieve this through “awakening” oneself to the reality of life; Tibetan Buddhists practice to achieve “emptiness”; and the SGI promises “happiness.” These are not interchangeable ideas, but rather very different approaches that cause very different effects.

Finally, the third Jewel—the sangha—is the specific community of Buddhists helping each other to practice and achieve enlightenment. It can represent a large community, such as all the Zen, Tibetan, and Soka Gakkai Buddhists, respectively, in the world. In the United States, this number is very difficult to pin down. Maybe the concept of impermanence has something to do with it, but whether a person is a die-hard practicing Buddhist, or someone who thinks he or she thinks like a Buddhist, there is no ceremony akin to a baptism to really know for sure. Still, there are hundreds of Zen centers, hundreds of Tibetan and related Shambhala centers, and more than a hundred SGI centers spread throughout every region of the United States, so the number of practitioners is large and growing.

More specifically, though, sangha refers to a Buddhist’s immediate community of believers. For a Zen Buddhist, it would include the students attached to the particular Zen center or monastery he or she is connected to, and it would certainly include those who attend services in the center in which one’s mentor practices. For a Tibetan practitioner, his or her sangha generally would be the group of Buddhists that likewise practice together in a region or with a specific mentor. Soka Gakkai Buddhists are organized by neighborhood districts and chapters, and in this regard an SGI member’s sangha is also local.
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