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PREFACE




In this book, The Strong Mind, I present essential ideas that epitomize my thinking on the mental attitudes we should cultivate and my philosophy on life during the period when I was maturing as a religious leader. These pages show the ways to overcome life’s obstacles and barriers, the human qualities that will enable you to achieve great success, and vital secrets to triumphing in your life.




What I went through during the last several decades after my spiritual awakening strengthened my heart and mind and helped me develop my capacity and depth as a person. In this period, I tasted suffering and sadness to a degree never experienced by an average person.




Over the years, I have produced a vast body of published works and lectures that include a diverse array of perspectives, and all of them represent the days I spent cultivating a strong mind through hardship.




Each day, whether it brought raging wind, rain, or swelter, I sought to transform the weak mind into a strong mind. And as I have walked the path to self-improvement, my other self has always been there, watching over my every step on this journey.




Ryuho Okawa


Founder and CEO


Happy Science Group





CHAPTER 1


BUILDING RESILIENCE AGAINST LIFE CRISES





1


LIFE CRISES ARRIVE ONCE EVERY DECADE




The Underlying Message of the Proverb “Fall Seven Times but Rise Eight Times”




I would like to begin this chapter with a discussion of a common Japanese proverb, “Fall seven times but rise eight times” which describes a mind that never gives up. Actually, I’ve always thought that this count was a bit odd. If you fall seven times, you can only get up seven times. So I’ve been wondering for some time how it would be possible to fall seven times but rise eight times. But I figured that the key here is probably that we need to be determined to rise one extra time every time we fall. Put another way, if bad things happen to us seven times, we should do eight good things so that we can bring about a positive outcome in the end. I believe that this is the point of this saying. Although the numbers don’t technically add up, the saying conveys the importance of adopting a spirit of resilience; we must be ready to rise to our feet one extra time as we face life’s trials and tribulations.




I find it quite interesting that the numbers used in this proverb, seven and eight, seem to match the average number of major crises that we encounter during our several decades of living in this world. This may be a nugget of wisdom that has survived in the form of a proverb to help us weather the vicissitudes of a lifetime. Through the course of our lives, we face an average of about seven critical situations that can become stumbling blocks, so we should be prepared to rise up eight times to end our lives on the positive side. This means that we encounter a major life crossroad about every ten years.




CHILDHOOD:


A Period of Crisis within the Family




The first period in which we encounter a crisis is usually around age ten, or in fifth or sixth grade. This often involves family trouble: a quarrel, divorce, or layoff. It could also be a school-related problem such as a conflict with a friend, bullying, or truancy. These are the issues we most often encounter in our childhood.




TWENTIES:


A Period When We Suffer Our First Major Setbacks of Adulthood




The second major crisis usually arrives at around age twenty, give or take a few years. Everyone gets tested before reaching adulthood. This test may involve choosing an academic or career path. It is also during this period that we struggle to begin serious relationships or find life partners. And this often triggers our first disappointments as adults that have a life-changing impact on us. This is a common experience that we go through in our late teens or early twenties.




THIRTIES:


A Period When Our Ability to Provide for Ourselves and Our Families Is Tested




We usually become fully financially independent around age thirty. This is a period when our ability to be truly self-reliant is tested. We may face the financial challenge of becoming self-sustaining without relying on others’ support. If we are married, we may face concerns about our ability to provide for a family. In any case, something will happen to measure our competence as full-fledged, independent adults in our late twenties or early thirties.




FORTIES:


A Period When We Face Difficult Work Issues or Health Problems




There are two basic kinds of challenges we are likely to face as we approach forty. By this time, many of us have achieved mid-level managerial positions. We face issues related to job promotion, which is often a benchmark for our further career advancement to top executive positions. But statistically speaking, more than half of employees unfortunately never make it past mid-level managerial positions during their lifetimes. This percentage may vary depending on the occupation or industry, but it is more or less the same in each field. In trading firms and other commercial enterprises that have a large number of managers, about half of the employees can reach middle-management positions. But in manufacturing companies with large workforces, only about 10 to 15 percent of employees can achieve managerial positions. This is an example of a possible barrier to success that we may face in our work lives.




We may also face crises relating to health or family. If you are raising a family while working full-time, you may find it increasingly difficult to recover from fatigue as you approach forty. The busyness of everyday life may start taking a toll on your body and cause health problems. Your condition may often be exacerbated by family troubles that involve your children, since children’s troubles tend to become more serious and frequent as they age.




Age forty often marks a turning point for our bodies; we begin experiencing many symptoms and health problems that we didn’t experience in our younger days. Hormone changes occur during this period, and many women start going through menopause between their late forties and early fifties. At first, many of them do not realize that they are experiencing menopause symptoms, so they are confused about why they are feeling unwell or experiencing emotional ups and downs. And because they do not understand the causes themselves, they don’t reach out for help or support and end up suffering more than they have to. For example, you may suddenly find yourself unable to control your emotions, getting irritated for no apparent reason, and taking it out on a family member, even though you know very well that this isn’t the kind of person you really are. This type of trial often awaits us in our forties.




FIFTIES:


A Period When We Are Met with the Reality of Aging




Age fifty is said to be the threshold of old age. Personally, I prefer not to use this expression, because it brings to mind an image of our bodies quickly weakening. But in reality, it is true that during this period of life, our hair increasingly goes gray, and some of us may start losing our hair. If you run into an old friend that you haven’t seen in ages, you may not even recognize him because his thinning hair makes him look so different—you may even wonder what happened to him to change so much.




Even people who won beauty pageants in their twenties find themselves losing the fight against aging in their fifties. Struggling to resist the course of nature, they may wear thick make-up or dress younger than their age. But sooner or later, they realize that the latest fashions for the young are no longer fitted to their age or their weight, and they start going to a different section of a department store that carries clothes in bigger sizes for older people.




Through realizations like this, we face the harsh reality that we are past the halfway point in life. We become keenly aware that we are now on a downward slope in life. We feel the winds of autumn blowing through our lives, signaling us to prepare for the harsh winter to come. We lament the brevity of life and may feel like giving up. But we can’t let this forlorn feeling take over our lives. Instead, we have to remind ourselves that this is the time to rev up our engines once again, hit the gas pedal, and keep moving forward persistently.




SIXTIES:


A Period When We Struggle with the Gap between Subjective and Objective Evaluations of Ourselves




What happens when we reach our sixties? We feel that we can still keep up with everyone else, but others see things differently: the more enthusiastic we become, the more distant others become. We may endure a cold shoulder from those around us because of the big gap between our subjective evaluations of our abilities and others’ objective opinions about our competence. You may be surrounded by kind-hearted people who offer you praise and compliments, but accepting all this at face value may lead you to overlook the probability that in many cases they are simply offering you words of encouragement.




An example may be a business magnate in his sixties who goes golfing with his entourage, who flatter him, saying how impressed they are by his dynamic and professional golf swings and by the distance his ball travels. They are likely saying this to win his favor, when in fact they are going easy on him to let him win. But the magnate himself does not realize that the people around him are adjusting their play to make him feel good about himself and think that he can still play pretty well. This is the kind of situation that those in their sixties find themselves in.




In their day-to-day work, they start losing sharpness in their business acumen. People may pay them respect because their air of dignity makes them appear competent at their jobs. But they have to open their eyes to the probability that people are feigning attention while really only listening halfheartedly. In our sixties, even though people might show us respect, they are probably not doing what we have told them to do but are instead doing whatever they think is best according to their own judgment. This is a period when we often struggle with the discrepancy between our self-assessment and objective evaluations of our competence, and coming to this realization can indeed be painful.




SEVENTIES:


A Period When We Struggle with Increased Arrogance and Discontent




When we reach age seventy, we enter the winter of life. It is a season when cold, harsh winds start blowing, stripping the trees bare of foliage. This battle against the force of nature is a desperate fight.




When we reach our seventies, most of us have already retired. But a few of us will still be active on the front lines. Among them are often business owners who started and run their own companies. These people often feel energetic and intend to keep working until they are one hundred years old. But their enthusiasm usually does not compensate for their declining capabilities.




This is also a period when we develop a strong tendency to boast about our past achievements. If you look around and observe people in their seventies, you will see that many of them, especially those who achieved a certain level of success, would be happy to keep bragging about themselves forever.




What happens to those who don’t have much to brag about? These people often find themselves grumbling about external factors that they believe have caused their predicament, since it’s too painful for them to think that they are responsible for it themselves. They often put the blame on a family member, for example, accusing their parents of treating their siblings with favoritism. They may also attribute their undesirable circumstances to their spouse.




In our seventies, we are prone to being assailed by either arrogance or discontent, which often results in boasting or complaining. This can really be a tough period when it becomes extremely difficult to see ourselves objectively. To make matters worse, those around us are typically reluctant to tell us what they really think about us, often out of consideration for our feelings. But in truth, many of them have already given up on us, thinking that we won’t change no matter what they say. Indeed, by the time we reach our seventies, the preferences, dispositions, and tendencies that define our being have become more or less set in stone. It is for this reason that this period can be a truly challenging time.




Although there are differences among individuals, those who are still running their businesses in their seventies often face severe hardships. Some of them can still remain young in spirit if they can minimize the gradual decline of their abilities through persistent and diligent effort. But in most cases, our competence and physical strength start waning beginning in our mid-sixties, and we become embroiled in this conflict between our declining ability and our wish to keep pushing forward.




EIGHTIES:


A Period When We Get By Doing Only Simple Things




When we reach our eighties, people compliment us just for being able to handle simple tasks such as reading, talking, hearing, and responding to others. Put another way, this is a period when we are likely to be in a disabled physical condition that makes it difficult to do simple things like these without proper treatment or support.




As we have seen, the reality of life is that we go through about “seven falls and eight rises” through the course of our lives, which means that we encounter a difficult challenge about once a decade. And in many cases, only by riding out that storm can we advance to the next stage.




Our Lives Peak Around Age Forty




Generally speaking, up until about age forty, our life path seems to go upward, but after that, it seems to go into a gradual decline. In some cases, it may appear as though we are still climbing the ladder of success even after our forties. But this effect is like the afterglow of a sunset. Recognition for our work and achievements often comes well after the fact. But by that time, our performance will have declined in most cases.




It is usually in our fifties and sixties that we gradually establish an overall reputation reflecting the benefits or damage to society that we have brought about. Those who have not had enormous social influence will basically know where they stand in the society by this time. As for eager beavers who are full of energy and active in various fields, it might be difficult to predict where they will stand at the end of their lives. But for average people, their reputations are pretty much fixed by the time they reach their fifties or sixties.




We All Experience Several Key Incidents in Life




If we charted a typical life path on a graph, it would curve sharply upward at the beginning, as we’re growing up, and keep rising until about forty years of age. After that, it would gradually decline on a gentle slope. This would be the graph’s overall shape. But if we looked more closely, we would find that the line is not smooth, but bumpy, with ups and downs. We all inevitably experience several bumps and pits, or major incidents, that leave special marks on our lives. The key events that we may encounter in the modern world include admission to or graduation from college, beginnings or endings of serious relationships, or marriage or divorce. These major life events may also include financial hardships, illnesses, or family problems.




There’s no getting around these trials and tribulations that life presents us with, because they are part of the workbook of life prepared specifically for the spiritual growth of each one of us. As far as I know, no one has been able to escape such trials. We don’t know in advance what issues await us, but whatever they are, we must tackle them squarely when they appear. As we struggle with them, we can build inner strength and expand our capabilities much more than we might have expected. And each time we overcome one hardship, it will make it that much easier to solve any similar problems that come our way.




For example, suffering from illness can be a very tough experience when we go through it for the first time, but we can acquire mental immunity against the symptoms so that if we have to fight an illness again, we will be prepared to face it. We will have collected our thoughts and made decisions ahead of time: we will have already thought about how to provide for our family, how to plan for old age, and how to bequeath our estate to our heirs. If you are a business owner, you may need to hand over your company to a successor, depending on how serious your condition is. Your prior experience with illness can give you ample room to make such an important decision.
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KEYS FOR OVERCOMING FAMILY CRISES IN OUR FORTIES AND BEYOND
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