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samurai and farmer; it also at-
tracted many women. Nichiren
himself was the son of a fisher-
man, unlike many prominent
priests of the day who came from
the aristocracy. Nichiren’s com-
munity of faith was uncharacter-
istically diverse for his era.

Until the last century, however,
when the SGI began bringing

Making the Universal Message of Buddhism Accessible to All
FROM YATOMI, 1
Shakyamuni and his disciples
spoke about the Dharma with all
kinds of people, regardless of
their appearance, wealth or sta-
tus. The enthusiasm of early Bud-
dhists engaging people of diverse
backgrounds in dialogue demon-
strates their conviction in the uni-
versality of their teaching.

The early Buddhists’ confi-
dence that everyone has the po-
tential for Buddhahood eventually
found clearer expression in Ma-
hayana Buddhism, especially in
the Lotus Sutra’s teaching of Bud-
dhahood existing eternally within
every person’s life. Although we
don’t know exactly when and
where the Lotus Sutra was com-
piled, through recent textual
scholarship and archeological dis-
coveries, many now believe it was
likely compiled in several stages
during the first century through
the beginning of the third century
in the northwestern region of
the Indian subcontinent — the
Kushana Empire. (Other dates
and places are also suggested.)

Stretching from northern
India to what is now Pakistan,

Afghanistan and Central Asia, the
Kushana Empire was a melting
pot of diverse ethnicities and cul-
tures — Indian, Chinese, Central
Asian, Persian and Greco-Roman.
Centered on Peshawar, today a
northern Pakistani city near the
Afghan border, Kushana was a
cosmopolitan empire thriving on
commerce along the Silk Road be-
tween Rome and China.

Near the northern border of
Afghanistan and Pakistan, the area
that is ironically known today as a
hideout for international terrorists,
the Lotus Sutra teaching of uni-
versal Buddhahood likely flour-
ished and spread further, mainly to
the east, as it addressed the univer-
sal human sufferings of old age,
sickness and death by encouraging
people to develop confidence in
their eternal Buddhahood.

In medieval Japan, Nichiren
Daishonin gave the Lotus Sutra
teaching a concrete form of prac-
tice, accessible to all — chanting
Nam-myoho-renge-kyo with
confidence in one’s eternal po-
tential for Buddhahood. Nichi-
ren’s teaching spread beyond the
rigid class barriers separating

Nichiren Buddhism to the world,
the teachings had yet to be given
an opportunity to demonstrate
their validity beyond a single
ethnic group.

People of diverse backgrounds
are at last coming to know the uni-
versal message of Buddhism on a
global scale. But unless the prac-
titioners of a world religion are

SGI youth from various countries gather in Tokyo, Sept. 14, 2004.

confident of its validity despite
people’s differences, its univer-
sal teaching will likely remain
obscured.

I’m not sure if Buddhism will
work for this person…. I don’t
think that person is exactly a Bud-
dhist type…. We may have enter-
tained such thoughts from time
to time. Perhaps the first thing we
must do to bring the universal
teaching of Buddhism to our
friends and family is break down
the stereotypes we ourselves have
created about who is likely to
practice Buddhism.

Virtually everyone undergoes
the sufferings of growing old, be-
coming ill and, ultimately, facing
death, and Nichiren Buddhism
holds the key to resolving all
these essential sufferings — no
matter how uniquely those un-
avoidable sufferings become
manifest in people’s lives.

Nichiren Buddhism is about to
embrace humanity’s grand diver-
sity on an unprecedented scale.
The teaching is ready, and so are
its practitioners, to be catalysts for
transforming universal sufferings
into universal happiness.  WT
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Learning From a Friend
Jeff Farr reflects 
on the passing of his
friend and coworker
Shin Yatomi.
BY JEFF FARR
Editor

M
any people
asked me
how I was
doing after

Shin Yatomi’s death. I
always said I was OK,
though I was actually
not sure. It was like I was
OK and not OK at the
same time. On the one hand, I was
in awe of the way he brought his
life to a beautiful, victorious con-
clusion. His fighting spirit never
waned, and when he knew the end
was near, he continued to joyfully
express his resolve to fight for
kosen-rufu in the next life and
through eternity. He encouraged
those who came to encourage him
in the hospital, displaying a warm
sense of humor. 

But I was also deeply sad-
dened by his passing. The grief
flowing from deep inside me
would not stop.

His ancient blue Nissan Sentra,
surfboard rack on top, is still here
in the SGI Plaza parking lot. Every
time I pass it, I think he is going to

step out with a smile. Whenever I
see a picture of him, it chokes me
up. I will never get to crack jokes
with him again, I think.

Nichiren Daishonin’s writings
have been encouraging me that,

in facing this kind of
loss, it is OK to feel OK
and not OK. In many
passages, Nichiren de-
scribes death for a prac-
titioner of the Lotus
Sutra as a joyful thing
to work toward. In oth-
ers, he expresses his
anguish over the loss of
friends.

For instance, he en-
courages one of his fol-

lowers to, at the moment of death,
“hasten to the summit of perfect
enlightenment, and look around
you in all directions. The entire
realm of phenomena will have
changed into the Land of Tranquil
Light” (The Writings of Nichiren
Daishonin, vol. 1, p. 843).

But we also find him sympa-
thizing with a mother grieving
over the death of her son: “The
aged mother remains behind,
while the young son has departed.
How heartless is the transience of
the world!” (WND-1, 1077).

Death is both a new beginning
and an inevitable cause of suffer-
ing, Nichiren makes clear in his
writings. He inspires us with con-
fidence in the eternity of life while

acknowledging that the sorrow
naturally accompanying death is
not easily overcome.

After Shin died peacefully, sur-
rounded by his wife, mother and
sister and the sound of Nam-
myoho-renge-kyo, people began
to come in to say their goodbyes
to him in his hospital room. I
reached for his right hand. He had
used this hand, I reminded myself,
to write and translate so many
great articles and encourage the
SGI-USA members.

He was turning in articles — and
thinking up ideas for more arti-
cles — until the very end. This was
not something anyone asked him to
do, but the articles kept coming.

I felt sad that this hand would
never write again. But I also felt
that his determination to write —
to keep fighting for American
kosen-rufu — was alive. It
seemed to still be in his hand, in
the room and, in the days since,
everywhere I go.

Shin left this life with a pure,
burning determination for kosen-
rufu. For me, the real meaning of
Shin’s death is turning both how
he inspired me and how much I
miss him into a new determination
to widely share this great Bud-
dhism. As Nichiren Buddhists,
this is what we do — turn unimag-
inable loss into unbeatable deter-
mination, thus changing the very
meaning of that loss.  WT

SGI-USA Study Department Leader and Living Buddhism
Managing Editor Shinsuke Yatomi, 45, died on the evening of
May 31, after battling advanced lung cancer. He worked in the
SGI-USA publishing center for 18 years as a translator, writer
and editor, making immense contributions to advancing Bud-
dhist study in the SGI. 

SGI President and Mrs. Ikeda wrote in a message of condo-
lence: “Mr. Yatomi fought a valiant battle that will remain in the
history of American kosen-rufu. His courageous spirit to fight
against evil and to protect and encourage his fellow members—
while continuously studying and dedicating himself as a gal-
lant general known for his remarkable wisdom and valor—will,
without a doubt, continue to shine brilliantly in the hearts of
fellow members.”

In February, Mr. Yatomi was presented with a certificate nam-
ing him master professor of the Soka Gakkai study department
in recognition of his longstanding efforts. On the Soka Univer-
sity of America campus, a eucalyptus tree has been named in
his honor.

He is survived by his wife, Carolyn, mother, Kazuko, and sis-
ter, Aiko Kondo. 

A memorial service was held on June 3 at the World Peace
Ikeda Auditorium in Santa Monica, Calif. 

Shin Yatomi (1961–2007)
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