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The Power of the Lotus Sutra to Expiate
Transgressions:

Focusing on the Narratives in the Nihon Ryoiki in
Ancient Japan

Shinobu Apple-Arai

One of the characteristics of the Lotus faith observed throughout Japanese history is its
distinctive relationship with the concept of expiation. The purpose of this article is to
investigate the genesis of that relationship. To achieve this, this article focuses on the
Ryoiki, the oldest collection of Buddhist narratives in Japan compiled in the early ninth
century, examines narratives that contain episodes of expiation through Lotus Sutra-
related practices.

First, through comparison with similar narratives found in the Mingbaoji, a Chinese
predecessor of the Ryoiki compiled in the mid seventh century, this article demonstrates
that the bonding between the religious concept of expiation and the belief in the Lotus
Sutra was the product of Japanese re-engineering. Then, the study focuses on the idea of
the Lotus Sutra as a sutra of magical power that expiates transgressions. This section
argues that the idea was shaped by a pre-stratified socio-religious paradigm, embodied in
such practices as harai (purging) and kabatsu (inflicting purge), which was prevalent in
ancient Japan. Lastly, the article discusses the formation of the bonding mentioned above
by examining the historical-political background of the eighth century Japan in which the
Lotus Sutra became the sutra favored by the political establishment because of its
presumed powers to protect the nation.
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