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Compar ative Studies on Beliefsand Practices of Nichiren Buddhism
in Japan and Thailand

Thisstudy, financialy supported by the Sumitomo Foundetion in Japan, conducted both documentary research
and fied work using qualitative ressarch methods during April 2011 and March 2012. It has four main objectives:
firdly, toillugtrate the historica background of Nichiren Buddhism in Jgpan; secondly, to investigate the different beliefs
and practices among the three main schools of Nichiren Buddhism (Nichiren Shu, Nichiren Shoshu and Soka Gakkal);
thirdly, to darify how and why Soka Gakka plays a significant role as a socidly engaged Buddhist movement; and
findly, to investigate how and why Soka Gakkal Thailand (SGT), asalay organization of Nichiren Buddhism, adapted
to and expanded in Thailand, which has been socidly and culturaly influenced by Theravada Buddhism for centuries.
The study will possibly be hdpful in darifying the SGT movement as a lay organization promoting socialy engaged
Buddhismin Thailand.

Thalland is well known as a netion with a profound historical connection to Buddhism. It is recognized as a
“land of the yelow robe” reflecting the popularity of Theravada Buddhism among the Thai people. Thus, it has
traditiondly been quite difficult for other religious beliefs and practices to become esteblished and spread throughout the
country. However, Nichiren Buddhism was introduced to Tha people in 1959 by Kiyotaro Nishida who
cameto work as achef for the Japanese Embassy in Thailand. The growth of Nichiren Buddhism in Thailand was dow
because of the language barrier and the misconception thet this was drictly a Japanese religion. Later, as understanding
improved, more Thai people were drawn to the humanigtic principles of Nichiren Buddhism, such as the prectice of
transforming one’s own life, the beief in the vast potentid of each person, and the development of wisdom, which
directs knowledge towards good and towards the cregtion of value, leading to peace and hgppinessin one’s life, family,
society and nation. The main reason for the successful establishment of SGI in Thalland isthat it has been able to adapt
its beliefs and practices to the Tha culture and basic way of life, thus offering its Tha members a new method of
religious practice thet can fullfill their expectationsof living.

Soka Gakka, as a lay Nichiren Buddhis movement, teeches its members to learn about individud
empowerment and inner transformeation through ataining Buddhahood in one’s present form. At the same time, it
contributes to globd peace, enabling people to develop themsdlves and take respongibility for their lives, no matter what
their circumstances and backgrounds. Regarding religious faith, practice and study of Buddhist tenets, Soka Gakkai
followers’ expectations are of immediate benfits, or worldly practicd benefits, which are generdly understood to
involve primarily materia or physicd gains such as good hedlth, business success, and significant advancement in one’s
career or life path. These dso indude other less tangible benefits such as persond well-being and life satisfaction and
happiness. According to the fidd research, SGT followers generdly seek happiness, assurance about better conditions at
work and business, and success in freeing themsdves from al human problems and suffering, indluding individud
hedth issues and emationd troubles. In contrast to SGT’s rdligious gpproach, Thai Theravadin monks have gradudly
logt touch with the public, particularly in urban socidies, and are largdly viewed as rdigious officids who perform
Buddhist ceremonies and rituds. Soka Gakkai has removed itsdf from this milieu and enters directly into the follower’s
life. Its emphasis on practica benefits, here and now, reflects the common ethos in modemn capitdist societies for
redizable gains in the immediate future. Consequently, Soka Gakkal has become a globd lay organization contributing
to the sodidly engaged Buddhist movement throughout the world. It is a movement very much associated with present-
day socid, economic and globa problems, while maintaining certain basic bdiefs thet sem from the traditiona Nichiren
Buddhist practices originating in Japan.
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