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INTRODUCTION

RECENTLY, the meaning of history has become a hotly debated topic in 
Japan. As we enter the new millennium, the great events that shook 
Japan during the latter half of the twentieth century, including World War 

Two, her defeat, and the Cold War, is becoming (so to speak) “history.” As 
a result, the question of how to understand and depict history has become the 
focus of intense reflection.

Among the various religions of the world, perhaps the one which places 
most emphasis on history is Christianity. Modem Protestant thinkers all 
claim that history is central to the Christian faith. From such standpoint, they 
also frequently fault Buddhism for neglecting history. Paul Tillich, for 
example, states,

From the point of view of comparison, this obviously means that 
for the Buddhists the relationship to history is insignificant. But 
for Jewish-Christian thinking, history is the place where a rela­
tionship occurs, and God himself is history. In Indian religions, 
while of course everyone lives in history—that is, in time and 
space—history itself does not reveal anything, although to some

* This translation was originally published in Shinshu Sogo Kenkyusho Kenkyu Kiyo 16 
(1999). We wish to thank this journal for permission to reprint it here. The introduction was 
newly written by Prof. Yasutomi.

106



SOG A : S H IN R A N ’S VIEW  OF B U D D H IST H ISTO RY  

people who live in time and space some things are revealed. That 
is the fundamental difference from the Christian concept of revl- 
atory character of the historical process itself, especially in the 
great kairos, the kairos of Jesus the Christ of the cross.1

1 D. Mackenzie Brown, Ultimate Concern: Paul Tillich in Dialogue (Harper and Row, 
1965): 142.

2 Narita Ryuichi fiSEHH—, "Rekishi to Mukiau flfSfcilfiJScj 5  [Confronting History].” 
Part 1. Asahi Shinbun [Asahi Newspaper], morning edition, January 5, 2000.

For Judaism and Christianity, history is important because it is the place 
where God reveals himself. It is, however, incorrect to say that the Buddhist 
tradition completely ignores the importance of history. This essay by Soga 
Ryojin (1875-1971), a seminal Shin Buddhist thinker, is one
notable attempt at providing an interpretation of history from the standpoint 
of Shin Buddhism.

“Shinran’s View of Buddhist History” (Shinran no Bukkyd Shikan 
was originally delivered by Soga as a public lecture in 1935. In 

this year, Soga was asked to present a series of five public lectures at the 
Yamaguchi Hall (Yamaguchi kaikan) in Kyoto for three days from May 10 
to 12 to commemorate his sixtieth birthday. The lecture was taken down in 
shorthand, and after some revision, was published from Bun'eido in 
December of the same year under the same title.

Soga became particularly interested in the problem of history in the 
1930’s. The 1930’s saw the rise of militarism in Japan, and this political cri­
sis was reflected in the field of historical studies as well. According to Narita 
Ryuichi, historians during this time had increasingly been polarized into 
three different groups: the Marxists, the nationalists and positivists.2

Most influential during the 1930’s was the so-called “emperor-centered 
view of history” (kokoku shikan a nationalist interpretation of his­
tory aimed at glorifying the emperor and the imperial line. This view of his­
tory has its origins in the writings of Confucian and Kokugaku (National 
Learning) scholars of the Edo period. After the Meiji Restoration, it was 
adopted by the government to uphold the imperial ideology. This ideologi­
cal view of history frequently provided the excuse for suppressing positivis­
tic historical studies by liberal scholars. For example, when Kume Kunitake 

published an article called “Shinto wa saiten no kozoku
[Shinto is an Ancient Folk Custom for Worshipping Heaven]” in 

1892, he was persecuted by Shintoists and nationalists and forced to resign
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from the national university. This imperial view of history became para­
mount as Japan began to prepare for total war during the 1930’s, when it was 
used to inculcate the nationalist ideology to the Japanese people.3

3  Nagahara Keiji Kokoku Shikan [Emperor-centered View o f History] Tokyo:
Iwanami, 1983.

4 Shi mane Kiyoshi, “Meiji Ishinron to Marukusu Shugi Shigaku
(Studies on the Meiji Restoration and Marxist Historiography] Denio to gendai feifc 

t I S f t  (Tradition and the Present Age] vol. 28 (July 1974): 24-33.
5 Among these works are Shinshushi no Kenkyu (Study o f Shin Buddhist

History, 1931] by Kusaka Munn B "FMift , indo Tetsugakushi (History of Indian
Philosophy, 1932] by Ui Hakuju Nihon Bukkydshi no Kenkyu
[Studies in the History o f Japanese Buddhism], Shinshu Shikd [Papers on Shinshu
History] and Shinshushi no Kenkyu (Studies in Shin Buddhist History, all pub­
lished in 1934] by Yamada Bunsho iljBBXPB, Shina Bukkydshi [History o f
Chinese Buddhism, 1935] by Sakaino Koyo M #, Nihon Tendaishi H (History
o f the Japanese Tendai Sect, 1935] by Uesugi Bunshu Shinshu Shichiso no Kydgi
Gaiyo [Outline o f the Doctrines o f the Seven Patriarch o f  Shin
Buddhism, 1935] by Yasui Kotaku

An important alternative to the nationalist view of history was the Marxist 
view of history, which was supported by many intellectuals. Because 
Marxism was opposed to the imperial ideology, its materialist view of histo­
ry frequently clashed with the nationalist view of history. Leading Marxist 
historians of this period include Hattori Shiso who wrote for the
influential Nihon shihonshugi hattatsushi koza 
[Lectures on the Development of Japanese Capitalism; 1932] and Tosaka 
Jun piR  who founded the journal Yuibutsuron kenkyu 
[Studies in Materialism] in 1932. However, Marxist historians were increas­
ingly persecuted by the government in the 1930‘s. As a result, Marxist his­
torians came to focus their attention on the topic of popular history.4 5

Another powerful alternative to the nationalist view of history was posi­
tivistic historiography, with its emphasis on objectivity and the use of 
primary sources. The turn to positivistic historiography was especially 
important for Buddhism, whose histories were long dominated by sectarian 
studies rooted in traditional hagiographic accounts of their patriarchs. It is 
important to note that, in the years immediately preceding Soga’s "Shinran’s 
View of Buddhist History,” a number of ground-breaking studies of 
Buddhist history were published?

Although Soga alludes to the imperial and materialistic views of history 
in his lecture, he does not criticize them directly. The primary object of his
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“protest” is positivistic Buddhist historiography. Of course, Soga recog­
nized the importance of these objective studies on Buddhist history. At the 
same time, however, he was not fully satisfied with them, for he understood 
Buddhist history primarily as the history of the practice and actualization of 
the Buddhist path. It was in order to criticize what he saw as the shortcom­
ings of positivistic histories of Buddhism and to delineate his own view of 
Buddhist history that Soga presented his lecture in 1935.

The main points of Soga’s view of Buddhist history can be summarized as 
follows. First, he interprets of Shin Buddhism as the “new view of Buddhist 
history experienced by Shinran.” (p. I l l )  Following Shinran’s Kyogyo- 
shinsho Soga argues that the two thousand year long history of
Buddhism is none other than the history of the religious tradition flowing 
forth from the Sutra o f Immeasurable Life (Muryojukyo also called
the Larger Sutra). In other words, it is the history of the transmission of 
nembutsu and the history of the progress of Ami da Buddha’s Original Vow. 
This was Soga’s original and creative reading of the Kyogyoshinsho, 
unimaginable from the standpoint of traditional Shin Buddhist dogmatics.

Second, Soga is critical of the evolutionary view of Buddhist history cur­
rent in his day. According to modem historians, Buddhism was founded by 
Sakyamuni and developed in various ways over time. Soga, however, ques­
tions whether such materialistic interpretation can provide an adequate 
framework for explicating the spiritual dimensions of Buddhist history. 
While not repudiating the view that Sakyamuni is, from the common-sense 
point of view, the founder of Buddhism, Soga here emphasizes that 
Sakyamuni himself was bom from the history of the Original Vow. 
Buddhism does not begin with Sakyamuni, but is firmly rooted in the eternal 
Dharma which lies in Sakyamuni’s background. In Soga’s view, Sakyamu- 
ni arose from, and participates in, the history of the actualization of the 
Dharma which reaches back to beginningless time.

Third, Shin Buddhist faith provides us with the grounds from which we 
can actively participate in history. Towards the end of the lecture, Soga 
states,

True faith in the Nembutsu means to be bom from the history of 
the Nembutsu tradition, and—transcending the history of the 
Nembutsu, while standing in the very world of the Nembutsu -  to 
participate in the making of the Nembutsu history, and to attest to 
the undying light of that history, (p. 129)
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History here refers to the Buddhist path of the nembutsu that begins from the 
Sutra o f Immeasurable Life and which has been transmitted by the people of 
India, China, Korea and Japan. In other words, it is the eternal tradition of 
the nembutsu. Through our encounter with this tradition, we discover our­
selves in the midst of the ongoing history of Dharma. The self is attested to 
by the historically-transmitted Buddhist path and by entrusting oneself to 
that path, we realize our true autonomous selves and are given the courage 
to live our lives on the basis of the Buddhist teachings. In other words, while 
faith was traditionally understood in a passive sense (as something granted 
to humans from a transcendental source), here it is understood as the ground 
from which one can actively participate in history.

Soga was not content to interpret the two thousand year long history of 
Buddhism simply from the standpoint of cultural history or intellectual his­
tory. According to Soga, the history of Buddhism is most adequately under­
stood as the record of the truth revealed in the Sutra o f Immeasurable Life 
working over time to lead beings to liberation. In this sense, the history of 
Buddhism is none other than the history of the progress of the Original Vow.

Note on the Translation:
The text used in this translation is that found in Soga Ryojin Senshu 
[Selected Works of Soga Ryojin], volume 5 (Tokyo: Yayoi Shobo, 1970), 
pp. 385-471. However, the following is not a complete translation of Soga’s 
essay, which is over eighty pages in Japanese. Because it is a verbatim tran­
script of an oral lecture, the lecture as found in the Soga Ryojin Senshu is 
very repetitious, and for the sake of clarity, the translator has decided to omit 
much of the repetitions. It may be noted that a more complete translation of 
the first lecture of the five lectures comprising “Shinran’s View of Buddhist 
History” was translated by Wayne Yokoyama in a previous issue of this 
journal (“Two Thinkers on Shin: Selections from the Writings of Soga 
Ryojin and Kaneko Daiei,” The Eastern Buddhist (new series), vol. 28-1 
[Spring 1995]: 139-154).
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Shinran’s View of Buddhist History

Lecture I: What is a True History of Buddhism?

To all gathered here to celebrate my sixtieth birthday by these three days of 
lectures, my heartfelt thanks. [ . . .  ]

In case you are wondering what I meant by affixing the title “Shinran’s 
View of Buddhist History” to these lectures, it has something to do with the 
founding of our Jodo Shinshu. Most people consider it only common sense 
to say that Shinran (1173-1262) is its founder, that Shinran started Jodo 
Shinshu. Still, there are people nowadays who doubt whether Shinran ever 
had the intention of founding Jodo Shinshu. They ask whether Shinran him­
self ever expressed that intention, and argue that Shinran always said that he 
wanted nothing but to follow and believe the doctrine of his master Honen 
(1133-1212), and that therefore it is rather Honen who is the founder of Jodo 
Shinshu. We must confess that these arguments sound reasonable enough. 
However, to discuss this question sensibly, we should first investigate what 
it means to establish Jodo Shinshu and therefore what Jodo Shinshu is all 
about, what its concrete content is .. . .

Recently, while studying the Kyogyoshinshd,' I came face to face with 
that very problem: What is this Jodo Shinshu? Suddenly then I got the 
insight or inspiration: the thing called “Jodo Shinshu” is the new view of 
Buddhist history experienced by Shinran, Shinran’s grasp and clarification 
of what constitutes the true history of the Buddhist tradition, the true spirit of 
the Buddhist path. Thus, what goes by the name of “Jodo Shinshu” repre­
sents the history of Buddhism as sensed by Shinran.

Shinran received the doctrine of the Nembutsu of the Primal Vow from 
Master Honen. From that time onwards this Primal Vow served him, be it 
only vaguely, as a principle for viewing Buddhist history, or as what could 
be called the basic spirit of the history of Buddhism.. . .  By way of Honen,

1 Kydgydshinsho [The True Teaching, Practice, and Realization o f  the Pure Land
Way], the most important text o f  the Shin Sect, written by Shinran (1173-1262). Consisting 
o f six volumes on the true teaching, practice, faith, realization, the true Buddha and his land 
(shinbutsudo Jfc<&±), and the transformed Buddha and his land (keshindo <5fr±), based on 
the Larger Sutra.
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then, by way of the Buddhist path that flowed through Honen’s personality 
and the doctrinal tradition he represented, Shinran quietly traced back far 
and deep to the background and root-source of that tradition. He traced back 
two thousand years looking for the trunk or core of the long history of 
Buddhism. There he discovered Buddhist history with its profusion of forms, 
all vying with the others in beauty. What could be considered to be the trunk 
line in that 2000 year long development of Buddhism? Through the begin­
ningless interplay of factors by which the Dharma flourishes and benefits 
living beings, Shinran was finally afforded an insight into the unifying fac­
tor of that history; that is, his spiritual eye was made to open so that he could 
inwardly discern the main line of Buddhist history. This very view of 
Buddhist history is precisely what is called Jodo Shinshu. [ . . . ]

Modem Buddhist Studies, which have become influential in Japan in the 
last sixty years, tend to present the history of Buddhism as follows: first, 
there was the pure basic Buddhism as preached by Sakyamuni the Teacher; 
after his passing, his disciples compiled the Tripitaka (a compendium of his 
teachings) and developed the so-called Hinayana, an individualistic subjec­
tive Buddhism, that fell apart into many sects; then, to offset this trend, a 
kind of unitary revivalist movement of “Return to Sakyamuni,” known as 
Mahayana Buddhism, occurred. At the beginning, this movement was moti­
vated by a desire to see the future savior of this world, Maitreya Buddha, 
appear on earth; next, belief in birth in the Eastern Pure Land of Aksobhya 
Buddha came into vogue; finally, then, there arose the faith in the Western 
Pure Land of Utmost Bliss of Amida Buddha. Therein, the aspirations of the 
Mahayana movement would have found their completion.. ..

This is, indeed, one possible way of presenting the history of Buddhism, 
but I submit that it is a Buddhist history seen from the viewpoint of histori­
cal materialism, a materialism that negates the very spirit of Buddhism and 
leaves no room for any unified body of Buddhist truth, for any spirit per­
vading the whole of Buddhist history. [ . . .  ] Moreover, in this view of 
Buddhist history, the truth that Buddhism teaches is thought not to have 
existed at all prior to Sakyamuni. Sakyamuni would then have been the 
absolute founder of Buddhism, who for the first time and all of a sudden dis­
covered this truth. In a sense, of course, I have no gripes with this position: 
Sakyamuni was indeed the founder and patriarch of Buddhism, and in a way, 
Buddhism could be called “Sakyamuni-ism ” In this sense, “Buddha” means 
simply Sakyamuni Buddha, and “Buddhism” means the doctrine taught by 
Sakyamuni.
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However, in Shinran’s view, Buddhism is not simply the doctrine which 
Sakyamuni realized and preached. For Shinran, Buddhism is the doctrine 
directed at the attainment o f buddhahood, the doctrine that teaches about the 
Buddha, the doctrine that teaches that which makes a Buddha truly into a 
Buddha and thus aims at making all sentient beings into buddhas. It is the 
doctrine o f the Buddha, both as subjective genitive (Buddha as subject) and 
objective genitive (Buddha as object). Buddhist scholars nowadays concen­
trate on the former with total neglect o f the latter: the nature of a Buddha and 
the way to become a Buddha. In their study o f Buddhist doctrine, they are 
therefore only interested in whether something has been really taught by the 
Buddha or not. They have thus eyes only for the doctrine and forget about 
the matter of practice whereby buddhahood is realized.. ..

Still, true Buddhism is precisely the path to become a Buddha; it is noth­
ing but a doctrine wherein the unfolding o f the Buddha path forms the silver 
thread. It is all about Sakyamuni Buddha, in the sense that it was Sakyamu- 
ni who, by his insight into how he himself became a Buddha, made clear the 
path whereby all sentient beings can equally become Buddhas. [ . . .  ]

Present Buddhist Studies apply to the history of Buddhism the law o f evo­
lution: human thought develops from the simple to the complicated. 
Sakyamuni would thus have preached a sharp but simple path o f inward 
practice, a simple and clear, practical and moral path, free from all theory 
and mysticism, and with which everybody who heard it could not but agree. 
This message was gradually turned into philosophy and mysticism, and so 
Mahayana Buddhism originated. In this view, there is no perspective o f sen­
tient beings becoming Buddhas; this idea would have been absent from the 
beginning. Here, Buddhist history is treated as a “thing,” without any regard 
for the concrete nature and meaning o f the thing. We are offered here a 
superficial and abstract picture; it is like beer that lost its fizzle. [ . . .  ]

The Buddhist path sought by Shinran, the history o f the path as lived by 
the ancestors, was something completely different. It was the historical tes­
timony o f sentient beings, lost in delusion, staking their lives on the quest for 
the Buddha and finally finding him; it was history as the hall o f Buddhist 
practice wherein our ancestors single-mindedly searched for the path and 
walked it with their entire being. It is far from a Buddhist history as a process 
of evolutionary development, as people are presenting it today, from a basic 
Buddhism to Hinayana, to Mahayana, and finally to Ekayana,2 or from self-

2 Ekayana (“One Vehicle*’) refers to a single vehicle. The ultimate Buddhist teaching in
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power Buddhism to other-power Buddhism. Such a history is not a history 
o f Buddhism, but in its true sense a history o f the negation o f Buddhism. The 
true history of Buddhism is precisely the historical process o f sentient beings 
becoming buddhas, and thus o f  bringing the Buddhist path to realization; the 
historical path walked for more than 2000 years by buddhas and bod­
hisattvas since Sakyamuni. O f this there can be no doubt.. . .

There is “Buddhist history” only where there is Buddhist reality. Where 
Buddhism has been reduced to nothing, “Buddhist history” is merely a sub­
jective notion, a dream. After all, o f what significance could it possibly be to 
construct a history of Buddhism, when one has done away with the fact o f 
Buddhist experience? The method o f approach to the history o f Buddhism 
must grow out of the object: Buddhism as living in the experience o f our 
ancestors, in the practice o f peoples. In other words, Buddhism as the object 
and Buddhist history as the method must be one. The same phenomenon, 
which transcends time while caught in the flow o f time, is called “Buddhist 
history,” when viewed in its temporal aspect, and is called “Buddhism,” 
when considered as transcending time. They are two only by the difference 
o f viewpoint. [ . . . ]

When speaking o f Buddhist history, the presupposition has mostly been 
that Buddhism began with Sakyamuni. In my view, however, the position 
accorded Sakyamuni should be like that o f Emperor Jimmu* * 3 in Japanese his­
tory. The history of Japan is often said to have begun with Emperor Jimmu’s 
ascension to the throne, but in fact the real beginnings of Japan go far back 
in time beyond that point. If  we want to truly understand Buddhism, we must 
look for Sakyamuni’s background. The important problem is: what made 
Sakyamuni truly into Sakyamuni Buddha; what is the ground upon which 
the Tathagata was not simply the man $akyamuni but the man Sakyamuni 
was made to become Sakyamuni Buddha; what is the ground upon which 
innumerable living souls in front o f Sakyamuni could not but call out in rev­
erence: “Namu Butsu\” (Homage to the Buddha!).. . .

which all sentient beings become buddhas. This concept is explained in various Buddhist
texts such as the Lotus Sutra.

3 Emperor Jimmu, the legendary first sovereign o f Japan according to ancient chronicles 
such as Kojik i (712) and Nihon Shoki (720). During the time o f Soga's lecture, the idea o f an 
“ emperor-centered historiography”  was emphasized in Japan. Incorporating this idea, Soga 
analogized Sakyamuni’ s position in Buddhist history to that o f Jimmu’s in Japanese history 
and criticized that the tendency in Japanese academia to relegate fsakyamuni to a mere his­
torical figure.
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Of the time before $akyamuni’s decisive appearance into the world, we 
have as the first “chronicles,” jatakas (birth stories), about the previous lives 
of Sakyamuni. Are these purely Active tales, such as bedside stories for chil­
dren, or is there more to them? I think that we should quietly reflect on the 
significance they might possibly have. In later sutras, then, we find similar 
elements. In the Garland Sutra, we encounter the legend of Sudhana’s spir­
itual search. What would be the meaning of the various spiritual teachers he 
meets in the course of his quest? In the Lotus Sutra, there is the episode of 
the “groundswelling bodhisattvas”: the great earth splits open and out of it 
there springs an uncountable number of bodhisattvas. Again, what signifi­
cance could this have? And in the Larger Sutra o f Immeasurable Life, we 
have the story of Ami da Buddha working towards the fruit of buddhahood, 
kalpas ago, under the name of Dharmakara Bodhisattva. What does this 
story tell us? It might be worth our while to give these questions some seri­
ous attention.. ..

However this may be, while it is correct to say that the history of 
Buddhism begins with Sakyamuni, it is also true that Buddhism has roots 
that go back to long before the history of Buddhism. To come back a 
moment to the earlier mentioned stories in the sutras, in their case we may 
have to distinguish between their form and content. In their written form 
they certainly originated after $akyamuni’s death, but what about their con­
tents? Could it be, for instance, that the vast collection of jatakas was creat­
ed in just a few hundred years after the Buddha's passing? Or do they 
represent a tradition handed down from several thousands of years before 
the Buddha’s birth? [ . . . ]

Lecture II: Sakyamuni Buddha and His Background

Frankly speaking, my view about the origin or wellspring of Buddhism is 
that Buddhism is certainly not something simply begun by Sakyamuni. It is 
not easy to express this thing in a straightforward way, but let me say that, in 
my view, the Tathagata Sakyamuni was bom out of a legendary tradition that 
was already in place when he appeared. Such traditions have their roots in a 
long experience and practice of a people or, again, in the pure aspirations or 
feelings that lie at the bottom of such a practice. While originating out of that 
long and profound tradition, Sakyamuni selected from it and unified it, so as 
to make out of it a clear guideline to follow for us sentient beings in the 
future. Would not that be what Sakyamuni realized, the true position he
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occupied, the very meaning of his coming into the world?4

4  Shusse hongai [the very meaning o f  his coming into the world] points to the
real reason that §akyamuni Buddha appeared in this world. The Lotus Sutra is most known 
for explaining this idea. However, in Kyogyoshinsho, Shinran defines the Larger Sutra as the 
central text that clarifies this concept and explains that Sakyamum came into this world to 
save all sentient beings.

5 Sangedatsumon literally, the “three gates o f  liberation," refers to the three
types o f  meditation in which to enter these gates. It appears in the Larger Sutra as one o f  the 
practices o f  Dharmakara Bodhisattva

The truth of Buddhism is not something produced by Sakyamuni; it is a 
truth without beginning or end. It existed long before $akyamuni and is for­
ever the same, not dependent at all on Sakyamuni’s coming into the world. 
However, this truth had been molded into symbols from various viewpoints 
and had found expression in a rich confusion of legends. Sakyamuni’s pro­
found realization and mission consisted in making a judicious choice 
among, and steering in a right direction, these legends that symbolize and 
adorn the Buddhist path, in gathering them into a synthesis and thus point­
ing out the direction to be followed in the future.

Would this realization of Sakyamuni have found its true expression in the 
doctrines ascribed to him, such as the Four Holy Truths and the Chain of 
Dependent Co-origination? [ . . .  ] It seems to me that with these doctrines 
alone the path to become a Buddha does not truly come into relief For these 
doctrines to become truly fitting to the Buddhist path, to constitute the bod­
hisattva path as the true gateway to buddhahood, they must be illuminated 
by and set within the background of Sakyamuni. Only then do they come to 
life.

Consequently, Mahayana Buddhism, far from being a Buddhism that 
originated centuries after ^aky am uni's passing—so-called as a result of a 
theorizing and philosophizing, or idealizing and mystifying of Sakyamuni’s 
original message—rather represents the spatially and temporally boundless 
background that made Sakyamuni’s self-realization into an authentic self­
realization. It is only with this background in mind that we can truly speak 
of the Buddhist path. It was this background that was meant, I think, when 
the tradition spoke of “Buddha Lands,” and it is there that we must first look 
when we reflect on the matter of Amida’s “Pure Land.”

When we restrict our view to Sakyamuni’s self-awareness in the present, 
we must say that in that state he saw before him (in the future) only empti­
ness of emptiness: an empty, sign-less and desire-less world.5 But, when we
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consider Sakyamuni’s inner background, the womb of the past that gave 
birth to him as a Buddha, we encounter the experiential world of all buddhas 
and bodhisattvas amassing merit and acquiring virtue. In that world there 
beats the pulse of an immensely wide and profound Primal Vow, as attested 
to by the ancestors, who offered their lives for it and truly found eternal life 
in it. Sakyamuni arose with that immeasurable experience o f the ancestors as 
his mother earth and took a stand on it as on his ultimate ground. Thus, he 
was able to adorn the empty, sign-less, desire-less world, to make it con­
crete, to symbolize it, and to set it on a preordained course for thousands of 
years to come. [ . . .  ]

Buddhism is not something that Sakyamuni etched out in his head; it is an 
historical praxis that Sakyamuni sensed. It is precisely in the history o f 
Buddhism that the true path resides. This history forever preaches the 
Dharma in the present. Sakyamuni as an individual human being with a life 
span o f eighty years, no matter how outstanding he was, is and stays only a 
human being. [ . . .  ] It is not imaginable that, in the fifty years o f his public 
life, Sakyamuni would have preached that whole rich array of the Mahayana 
sutras. On this point, modem Buddhist Studies appear to be o f the same 
opinion. But would it even be possible for those grandiose scriptures to have 
originated in the few hundred years after Sakyamuni’s passing, as the same 
Buddhist scholars dogmatically maintain? This is a question we must pay 
sufficient attention to. [ . . .  ]

What, then, is the foundation or basis upon which Mahayana Buddhism 
came to life? This foundation is the earth, and that pure, unsoiled, and objec­
tive earth is what is called the Pure Land. Where is that Pure Land, by which 
Mahayana Buddhism is brought to life, to be found? If  we read the scriptures 
carefully, we can find it in the jataka stories, these “chronicles*" of Sakyamu- 
ni*s former lives. These stories speak in symbols, but symbols that offer true 
meaning, “symbols” in the sense the scriptures themselves use the word: 
symbols that “adorn,” or give form to, the Pure Land.6 To “adorn the Pure

6 Soga’s view on the concepts of “symbol” (shocho and “adornment” (shogon g ift).
Originally, “adornment” referred to lavishly decorate oneself and one’s land. However, Soga 
redefined this concept using the word, “symbol.” He explained that to express and give form 
to a spirituality, which has no form or shape, refers to adornment, and thus, means symbol. 
As a concrete example to illustrate this, Soga points to the forty-eight vows of Dharmakara 
Bodhisattva in the Larger Sutra and the twenty-nine adornments in the Treatise on the Pure 
Land. (On Soga’s distinctive use of the concepts o f “symbol” and “adornment,” see his 
“Hongan no Bucchi” [The Buddha Land of the Original Vow], Soga Ryojin
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Land*’ means, basically, to give form to what lies in front by way of 
Sakyamuni’s past background; and to further adorn the past by way of what 
lies in front, by way of the future as illuminated by the past. It is to minor 
the forms of the past in the future, to mirror the forms of the future in the 
past, and to unify past and future in the present. That is how I think we must 
conceive of it. [ . . .  ]

My talk today was not well-structured and may have sounded like the 
report of a dream, but I have not the slightest doubt about its basic idea: that 
the root of Buddhism lies in the history of Buddhism, which is the founda­
tion that made Sakyamuni into &akyamuni Buddha; it lies in the pre-history 
of Sakyamuni that formed the self-awareness of &akyamuni. [ . . .  ]

When viewed in this way, the 2000 years of Buddhist history appear in a 
different horizon.. .. People nowadays tend to propound a discontinuous 
view of Buddhist history. The different schools Buddhism has developed in 
its history under the influence of karmic circumstances—such as Hua-yen 
(Jp. Kegon) Buddhism, Tien-t’ai (Tendai) Buddhism, and Ch’an (Zen) 
Buddhism—then appear to have originated each by itself.. . .  Is there not a 
way for present Buddhism to go beyond these divisions, and for Buddhist 
history to turn into a unified history of something that is free from such divi­
sions? I think that Shinran’s view of Buddhist history precisely offers us 
such a way.. . .

Lecture III: The Larger Sutra as the Unifying 
Thread of Buddhist History

The history of Buddhism, as found in modem Buddhist Studies, presents an 
evolution from early Buddhism to Hinayana, and from Hinayana to 
Mahayana. I am not going to deny that, factually, Mahayana developed from 
Hinayana. However, the so-called evolution as presented there is in fact only 
a stitching together of different historical fragments that appear to be unre­
lated to one another. Indeed, to present a development without asking for its 
unity and sense, is to fall into a materialist view of Buddhist history. That 
presentation amounts only to the explanation of an empty shell, the mere 
outward appearance of Buddhism; the inwardly experienced reality of 
Buddhism, wherein its essence could appear, is not revealed therein. [ . . . ]

How about, for instance, the origin of the Mahayana sutras? Could these

Senshu [Selected Works of Soga Ryojin] vol. 5,217-384).

118



SOGA: SHINRAN’S VIEW OF BUDDHIST HISTORY

immensely profound oceans of wisdom have been arbitrarily thought out by 
a single person or even a small group of persons? Let us think, for a moment, 
of the vast and infinite Dharma-world depicted in the Garland Sutra; the 
profound and mysterious state of wisdom developed in the Sutras o f Perfect 
Wisdom; the unfolding of the true essence of the Buddha that illuminates the 
age-old darkness, as found in the Lotus Sutra and, finally, the story of the 
fulfillment of the Vow by Dharmakara Bodhisattva—which is central to the 
Larger Sutra o f  Immeasurable Life—whereby the non-discriminating nature 
of suchness descends into a great compassion that embraces all equally.. . .  
Would all these be only disparate tales, arbitrarily thought out by some indi­
viduals? For common sense, it is only conceivable that the contents of these 
sutras had been transmitted and believed in for a long time by a people, and 
finally one or more redactors brought order into the tale, removed the con­
tradictions from it, and rounded it off. [ . . .  ]

Suggestive on this point may be the above-mentioned episode in the Lotus 
Sutra, whereby all of a sudden an innumerable host of bodhisattvas emerge 
from this very earth. These bodhisattvas are said to belong to Sakyamuni’s 
past; they had never been seen before and are young, vigorous, even “sav­
age,” as it were, without genealogy or tradition, but the light they radiate 
puts the individual venerable elders of Sakyamuni’s assembly in the shad­
ow. Indeed, the contents of the Mahayana sutras must have been transmitted 
for centuries, from before Sakyamuni’s time. Against the background and 
out of the depths of that lofty and profound tradition Sakyamuni saw the 
light. [ . . .  ] Only in this perspective can we, people of common sense, in all 
simplicity accept what is written in these sutras.. ..

Let us go back now to Shinran's view of the 2000 years of Buddhist his­
tory. In a word, for Shinran the root and stem of Buddhist history is to be 
found in the Larger Sutra o f Immeasurable Life; the history of Buddhism is 
the history of the dissemination of the Larger Sutra. With this sutra as its 
root and stem, the Buddha's path, Buddhism's step by step historical devel­
opment, has progressed. And by this process humankind has found self- 
awareness and salvation or liberation from samsara. Within this history, 
with it as their “earth” and haven, sentient beings have been joyfully bom 
and have died in peace.. . .  This is how the story of Buddhism sounded in 
Shinran’s ears, I am sure.

What, then, about the myriad forms Buddhism has taken in its history? 
They are all branches and flowers on that trunk of the Larger Sutra. They 
have bloomed in wild profusion and will continue to do so, precisely 
because the life-giving trunk is there. [ . . .  ]
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To think that Buddhism possessed no unity at all during the centuries of 
so-called Sectarian Buddhism7 is a superficial view. At that time, Hinayana 
Buddhism may or may not have been divided into more than twenty differ­
ent schools, but even then all Buddhism had the one taste of Mahayana. In 
fact, that one Mahayana taste has pervaded all Buddhism since Sakyamuni’s 
time, and it is certainly not true that, through great masters such as 
Nagarjuna, Mahayana Buddhism flourished, and Buddhism was brought to 
unity, for the first time. What they accomplished was only a renewed clari­
fication, over against the divisions and struggles of Sectarian Buddhism, 
of the principle of Buddhist unity.. . .  From its very beginning onwards, 
Buddhism has flowed in one unified stream. The outward divisions notwith­
standing, the history of this unified Buddhist path has flowed quietly with 
the pace of an elephant king, while forever developing inwardly.

7 Buha Bukkyd [Sectarian Buddhism] refers to a development in Buddhist histo­
ry in which commentaries and critical analysis o f  the teachings o f  the historical Buddha 
began to appear. From 200 B.C. on, Buddhism divided into over twenty schools. This period 
o f  Buddhist history is often called the age o f  Sectarian Buddhism in Japanese scholarship.

8 Dennis Hirota et. al. trans., The Collected Works o f  Shinran, vol. I (Kyoto: Jodo Shinshu

Where do we find the proof of this? Shinran found the testimony to this 
unity in the Larger Sutra, considered by him as the true teaching, the true 
explanation of Sakyam uni’s coming into the world, and the final expression 
of the One Vehicle. Why did he consider the Larger Sutra to be the true 
teaching? Because this sutra opens and reveals the history of the one path of 
Jodo Shinshu, while itself standing in the midst of that history. It is not so 
that the history of the Larger Sutra began only after a sutra, later called 
Larger Sutra o f Immeasurable Life, originated. It is proper to the Larger 
Sutra that it originated in the midst of the history of its path and clarifies that 
path. The Larger Sutra exists with the history of its path as a presupposition.

As he writes in the chapter on Teaching of his Kyogyoshinsho, Shinran 
discovered the central purport of the Larger Sutra o f Immeasurable Life 
within the sutra itself, in the words:

Amida, by establishing the incomparable Vows, has opened wide 
the dharma-storehouse, and full of compassion for small, foolish 
beings, selects and bestows the treasure of virtues. [The sutra fur­
ther reveals that] Sakyamuni appeared in this world and expound­
ed the teachings of the way to enlightenment, seeking to save the 
multitudes of living beings by blessing them with this benefit that 
is true and real.8
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Here, the sutra itself cries out its intent, and Shinran listened to that voice, 
without adding any personal views. In other words, in this sutra the path 
itself expresses the path with absolute authority, and utters the name of the 
path. It is an absolute command, a teaching in the imperative mode. [ . . . ]

Shinran discovered the concrete and real principle of Buddhism in the 
Primal Vow of Dharmakara Bodhisattva, as it is revealed in the Larger 
Sutra. The history of the Larger Sutra is precisely the history of the disclo­
sure of the Primal Vow. It is this Primal Vow that proves that the Larger 
Sutra is the true teaching. [ . . .  ] Seen in the framework of Buddhist history, 
the fact that there are people who rejected this Primal Vow shows that for the 
greater part the history of Buddhism has been a history of doubt and dispar­
agement of the Primal Vow. Outwardly it is a history of doubt and slander, 
but inwardly it is a history of faith in and compliance with the Primal Vow. 
The more doubt and disparagement befall it on the outside, the more faith 
and entrusting in it deepen inwardly. And the more reliance on the Primal 
Vow deepens, the louder grows the chorus of doubt and slander. [ . . .  ]

Lecture IV: The Larger Sutra as Rooted in History, in the Great Earth

It will be said that my views run counter to the common sense or accepted 
opinions of the academic world. True enough, but what counts as common 
sense in the academic world is far removed from the common sense of the 
people, and I consider the common sense of the people as the true common 
sense.. . . Scholars only explain; rather than explaining, I witness. I walk the 
path of witnessing, not by myself alone—that would be “self-nature and 
mind-only”—but together with and through all of you I witness first of all to 
myself. [ . . . ]The tradition of the Larger Sutra— with the legend of Amida’s 
Primal Vow and practice in his causal state as Dharmakara Bodhisattva— 
appears as one among the many intermingling Buddhist traditions, but, in 
fact, it is the wellspring and mainstream of all these legends and traditions. 
[ . .. ] Among these traditions some, as for instance that of the seven buddhas 
of the past, may go back to £akyamuni himself and may have been trans­
mitted in the Sakya clan, while others, as for instance the many legends 
found in the Lotus Sutra, may have originated later.. . . But, it is not a ques­
tion of which tradition came first and which came later; the question is 
which one is the concrete expression of the true and unadulterated religious

Hongwanji-ha, 1997): 7.
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aspirations of human beings. [ . . . ]The real greatness of Sakyamuni lies in 
the greatness of his background. When you take this background away from 
him, Sakyamuni becomes nothing more than an outstanding scholar of the 
Way, and his attainment merely an eminent example of “self-nature and 
mind-only.” Buddhism would then be nothing but a kind of moral doctrine, 
something not too different from, for example, Lao-tzu’s Tao-Te Ching. If 
you consider Sakyamuni’s thought to consist only of tenets like the Four 
Noble Truths, it becomes something very abstract and nothing but a sort of 
idealism.. . . One then gets the picture of an arhat, and not that of a buddha 
or tathagata.

Let me take the noble truth of suffering as an example. The tenet that 
human life is suffering cannot be simply based on Sakyamuni’s personal 
experience of hardships; there must be an inner basis by which it is self­
attested. Wherein, then, does this real basis lie? It lies precisely in the 
historical background interiorized in Sakyamuni. It is this historical back­
ground that testifies to the noble truth of suffering. [ . . . ]

The Four Noble Truths, the Twelvefold Dependent Co-origination, and so 
on are all historical realities. It is the historical reality that made &akyamuni 
speak out. §akyamuni did not speak in an autocratic way; he spoke because 
he could not but speak. In the fact that he was made to speak out his words 
became self-testifying. If it were only that Sakyamuni proffered these tenets 
as he formed them in his mind, we would have explanation, and all explana­
tion is after all dogmatic. But, in the fact that he was made to speak out, the 
power itself of the truth that made him speak out was present, and thus his 
words became self-attesting. In that way, the past was authoritatively pre­
sent, and a present thus backed by the past will never perish.

In my understanding, the tradition of Dharmakara Bodhisattva was, for 
Shinran, the pure background that gave rise to Sakyamuni.. . .  The tradition 
in Sakyamuni’s background, this true and unadulterated tradition, must have 
its origin in Amida Buddha. The Buddha called Amida is ultimately the 
ancestor that embraces Sakyamuni; Sakyamuni is a descendant bathing in 
the light of Amida Buddha. Furthermore, Amida Buddha is also the ancestor 
of our people throughout history, and we ourselves are descendants taken up 
in the ocean o f his light.. ..

The various other traditions that have developed out of Sakyamuni’s mes­
sage have all had their time; they came and went, blown by the winds of 
impermanence. At certain times, various buddhas have appeared, such as 
Maitreya, Aksobhya, Mahavairocana, the Healing Buddha, and so forth; but
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they have all disappeared from the mainstream of Buddhist history. Their 
names are preserved as characters on the pages of classical texts but they are 
not alive any longer. [ . . . ] However, all these buddhas obtain new and 
undying life by being taken up and unified in the history of Amida’s eternal 
Vow. Is not that one aspect of the 17th Vow that speaks of all buddhas prais­
ing Amida Buddha’s Name? For this Vow precisely says:

If, when I attain Buddhahood, the countless Buddhas throughout 
the worlds in the ten quarters do not all praise and say my Name, 
may I not attain the supreme Enlightenment.9

On hearing these bold words, I have long contemplated this glorification of 
Amida by all the buddhas as happening in high heaven. In me, however, this 
evoked only a kind of mystical feeling without the voices of these buddhas 
becoming a roar to shake heaven and earth. No, the buddhas of the ten direc­
tions that praise Amida’s Name are not abstract notions situated in a celes­
tial sphere; they are buddhas as great activities precisely on this very earth, 
buddhas that order the history of this earth and are walking this earth in the 
present. After long years of meditation on the 17th Vow, as presented by 
Shinran, I came to see that Shinran had a clear vision of this. [ . .. ]

Many people before Shinran have envisaged that this 17th Vow—and, in 
general, all 48 Vows of Amida—was speaking about a mystical world in the 
remote past. For Shinran, on the contrary, these Vows tell us precisely about 
present history on this very earth. Indeed, all things on this earth are in the 
present.. . . Without this earth, there is no present. By having its feet firmly 
on this earth, each moment is eternal present.. . .  In Shinran’s view of the 
Nembutsu, all the events in the true history of Buddhism must relate to the 
“Great Earth;” there must be footprints left where they walked. [ . .. ]

The Mahayana sutras precisely evince this; they are not simply describing 
fantasies in the sky. If they can speak with great freedom about realities in 
the heavens, it is because they have a solid relationship with things on earth, 
because they have truly viewed on the Great Earth the flesh and blood of the 
heavenly ideals. A heaven unrelated to this earth has no meaning; a true 
heaven appears only after one has opened one’s eyes to earth. Heaven, 
namely, is the future that is present in the now, and earth is the past that is 
present in the now. [ . . . ]

There has been endless discussion on the question whether or not the Pure

9  Dennis Hirota et. al. trans., The Collected Works o f  Shinran, vol. 1: 13.
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Land has form and whether or not it is located in a certain direction. And one 
speaks of a formless Pure Land and a Pure Land with form, but there are, of 
course, no two Pure Lands. The formless Pure Land and the Pure Land with 
form10 are one and the same. This, however, cannot be explained; it can only 
be attested to by our praxis, our demeanor in the present. Therefore, we 
should think of Dharmakara Bodhisattva’s praxis as a praxis on this 
earth.. . .

10 Regarding the speculations on the Pure Land with form and the Pure Land without form, 
the former, like Amida’s Pure Land in the west, is given form through its direction and its lav­
ish descriptions; the latter is suchness itself, beyond all distinction. Soga did not regard these 
two Pure Lands as separate.

11 Here, Soga quotes Shinran from Tannishd. A  “ burning house,”  a well-known reference 
from the Lotus Sutra, symbolizes a world fu ll o f chaos and anxiety like a house wrapped in 
flames.

The light of Amida Buddha as such is not visible to the eye, but, embraced 
by that light, our ancestors have kept on walking step by step their long jour­
ney of human experience. When we hear the traditional expression about “a 
Pure Land lying billions of lands to the West,” we may feel that this has 
nothing to do with the life of our people, but, as somebody who deeply feels 
his rootedness in the tradition of the ancestors, I am convinced that this must 
have a profound historical basis here on earth, as a chronicle of the experi­
ences of the ancestors. It is only when we open our eyes to that earthly basis 
that we can boldly speak of heavenly reality.

It is because the pure and formless ideal world is symbolized on earth in 
these pure forms that this earth becomes formless and the heavens take on 
form; and that, thus, heaven and earth are after all one. Heaven is fashioned 
after the earth, and the earth is fashioned after heaven. It is in such a per­
spective that expressions such as “a Pure Land lying billions of lands to the 
West” originate.

We should not determine that the world itself is bad simply on the basis of 
abstract speculation. The world as impermanence and a “burning house”11 
exists through defiled common mortals. Do we not often speak simply of the 
world as a burning house, while forgetting our own passions? It is, of course, 
also wrong, while equally forgetting our own passions, to view this world as 
the Pure Land in a complete affirmation of this world. On the other hand, 
some, who simply determine that this world is a burning house and is 
absolutely bad, go on with this as the only reason to postulate a Pure Land 
existing somewhere far away and to believe that they will attain buddhahood
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there. Such people think of becoming a Buddha completely apart from actu­
al reality. What do they then become a Buddha for? Does not the very spirit 
of the Buddha die in such a quest for buddhahood? All this may convince us 
that we must give the question of the Pure Land serious attention.. . .

I may seem to be speaking in riddles, but I am thinking here of the ances­
tors. The historical course walked by the ancestors is, after all, something 
material; a course is a thing. But, precisely through things, the supra-sensi- 
ble takes form; through things the spiritual is symbolized. Things are sym­
bols, forms, concrete expressions of the mind. The spiritual does not exist as 
an entity apart from and contrary to things; the mind exists only as in-formed 
by things. Still, even as in-formed by things, the spiritual is essentially for­
ever formless, going beyond things in a negation. But, precisely by the fact 
of always being formless and beyond things, the spiritual has the capacity of 
taking form in things. It is only in things with form that the formless mind is 
truly expressed and given to u s .. . .  It is in this sense that I see the Pure Land 
as the history of the Pure Land.

Let me summarize once what I wanted to convey in my rather contused 
talk today. Sakyamuni Buddha exists only by the grace of Ami da Buddha’s 
Primal Vow. The core of the question is not whether that single great per­
sonality &akyamuni has existed or not. That there has existed a Buddha 
called Sakyamuni is a question of the historical background that made 
Sakyamuni a Buddha. The problem does not reside in Sakyamuni as a mere 
human person, but in the Buddhist path that brought the person of Sakyamu- 
ni Buddha into being. The true history of Buddhism, the history of Amida’s 
Vows, lies in the point that Sakyamuni was made to be a true Buddha, an 
authentic Tathagata. It is in the midst of the history of the Buddhist path that 
Sakyamuni was bom and the attainment of buddhahood became a reality. In 
other words, Sakyamuni, while being a real existent, was a manifestation 
body of Amida Buddha. The great mission for the sake of which Sakyamuni 
came into this world is to be found only in his being a manifestation body of 
Amida’s Primal Vow.

Meditative readings of the Larger Sutra made it dawn on me that the roots 
of Buddhism are deep and solid, and the origins of Buddhism go back far 
and wide. In the midst of that historical path of profound self-awakening, 
the one who brought this whole to unity was Sakyamuni. Thus, through 
Sakyamuni, the world before Sakyamuni came to bathe in bright light. But, 
the eternally pure world brought to light by Sakyamuni is, in fact, the world 
of eternal light that brought Sakyamuni himself to light. In this way, the
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explicit history o f Buddhism opened up for the first time. Since there are no 
direct reports from his time, we cannot even imagine what o f all this was 
present in Sakyamuni’s self-awareness or transpired in his words. Was there 
or was there not anything in the form of the 48 Vows? We do not know, and 
it does not really matter whether such things were there or not. What counts 
is that for a very long time this primitive and pristine tradition lived on. 
[ . . . ]

In a nutshell, the more than 2000 year long history of Buddhism is the his­
tory o f the growth and transmission o f the Larger Sutra o f  Immeasurable 
Life, and this is the history o f the spreading of the Nembutsu. Within this his­
tory o f the Nembutsu, the Larger Sutra has gradually taken shape. The 
Larger Sutra marks the history of the Nembutsu; the Nembutsu is more fun­
damental than the Larger Sutra. In the beginning was the Name: before the 
Larger Sutra existed, the Primal Vow o f the Tathagata was, and before the 
Primal Vow existed, the Name w as.. . .  The Larger Sutra did not originate 
all o f a sudden; it came to be perfected in the history o f Vow and Nembutsu. 
The Larger Sutra grew out o f history; what developed in the midst o f histo­
ry was the Larger Sutra.. . .

Having already existed as spoken word and legend from the very begin­
ning of the beginningless history o f the Buddhist path, the Larger Sutra 
gradually took shape, and at a point o f completion, was finally written 
dow n.. . .  The Larger Sutra is a growing thing. Today, the letter of the 
Larger Sutra is already fixed but its content is in an infinite process o f inner 
deepening. It is not that we go on deepening it; it deepens by itself. We are 
only occasions or chances for the Larger Sutra to deepen itself

It is within this history of the Vow and the Nembutsu that we come into 
the world, live, breathe, and finally return to the earth as dry bones. [ . . .  ]

Lecture V: We Ourselves in the History o f the Nembutsu: 
By Way o f the Patriarchs

[ . . .  ] What, then, about the different periods that have traditionally been 
distinguished in the history o f Buddhism? From o f old, Buddhists them­
selves have been speaking o f a gradual decline o f Buddhism over three peri­
ods: True Dharma, Semblance Dharma, and Latter Dharma;12 and modem

12 This Buddhist view o f  history holds that the world goes through three distinct periods 
after the demise o f  Sakyamuni. In the first period o f  the True Dharma, the Buddha’s teaching, 
its practice and realization all exist. In the second period o f  the Semblance Dharma, the teach-
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Buddhist Studies divide the history of Buddhism, for example, into Early 
Buddhism, Abhidharma Buddhism, and Mahayana Buddhism. These peri­
odizations are not mistaken, on condition that one perceives that, with these 
as occasions and moments, the Great Spirit of Buddhism has continued as 
one pure whole, and has gradually developed in depth.. . . Throughout all the 
historical vicissitudes—such as, for example, the struggles among the many 
Abhidharma sects—the spirit of the Buddhist path has lived on in the breast 
of people, and has pervaded the soil they stood on, their very feet, their 
actions and lives. [ . . .  ]

Cunent historiography of Buddhism speaks of a development of Buddhist 
doctrine. There is no doubt that such a development took place, but at the 
back of the doctrine there always was practice and a history of the practice. 
It is in the development of the practice that the development of the doctrine 
had its basis and content; it is therein that it finds its witness. It is only 
through this witness that the development of doctrine occuned; without it 
we cannot speak of history in the so-called development of doctrine. 
Speaking of a development of doctrine may sound good, but without that 
background and foundation in the actualization of practice-faith, this so- 
called development is nothing but a design on a piece of paper. [ . . .  ]

Shinran clarified the explicit history of the Nembutsu in terms of the 
Seven Patriarchs of the Three Countries.* * 13 [ . . . ]  In Kydgyoshirtshd, he 
quotes many texts from the sutras. However, instead of taking these texts 
directly from the sutras, he takes them from the commentaries by the 
Patriarchs.. .. What does this mean? We can see herein how much he valued 
the transmission of the path in history, and how highly he evaluated the fact 
that in the Patriarchs, the doctrine of the sutras is accompanied by prac­
tice. . . .  Shinran, for example, quoted Tan-luan’s commentary on 
Vasubandhu’s Discourse on the Pure Land (Jodo ron ft ±  9ft), attributing the 
quotation to the Discourse itself. This does not mean that he made a mistake, 
mixing up these two different texts. Shinran deliberately did this because he 
considered that the very spirit of Vasubandhu had been transmitted to Tan- 
luan. In that case, it is only natural to come truly into contact with the life of

ing and practice remain, but the realization disappears. In the third period o f  the Latter
Dharma, only the teaching remains.

13 “The Seven Patriarchs o f  the Three Countries’* refers to the lineage o f  Pure Land patri­
archs as designated by Shinran. They include Nagarjuna and Vasubhandu from India, Tan- 
luan I t ,  Tao-ch’o iIJO, and Shan-tao from China, and Genshin and Genku 
(Hdnen in Japan.
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Vasubandhu’s words through Tan-luan. At that point, practice comes into 
the picture. If it were only a question of Vasubandhu’s doctrine or reasoning, 
that could be grasped without passing through Tan-luan.. . .

Shinran finally found the wellspring of the history of the Name in the 17th 
Vow. It is in the chapter on Practice of Kyogyoshinsho that he clarified the 
Jodo Shinshu tradition by this “Vow of Praise of Amida’s Name by ail the 
Buddhas.’*14 This vow is, indeed, the real principle behind the history of the 
Pure Land Path, the real principle of all Buddhist history. Shinran’s view of 
Buddhist history is characterized first of all by the fact that he takes the 17th 
Vow as its principle. As to the “innumerable Buddhas in the lands of the ten 
directions” of which the Vow speaks, we are inclined to imagine them as 
constellations in the sky, but Shinran thinks of them as the real wellspring of 
the tradition that runs through Sakyamuni and the Seven Patriarchs, as the 
origin of the continuous stream of the Nembutsu practice here on earth. 
[ . . . ] We should also not forget that these patriarchs did not stand by them­
selves; they had the spirit and thought patterns of their age in their back­
ground, and in accordance with this, they promoted Amida Buddha’s Primal 
Vow. “To promote” here means: to further clarify the spirit of the Name and 
then to hold the Name aloft to the people. Their destiny was, inwardly, to 
bring the Name to life and, outwardly, to widely spread the Name for the 
benefit of the deluded common mortals of their age. The patriarchs are only 
seven in number, but each of them is backed by innumerable people of his 
age. The Patriarchs stand as representatives of these masses. The tradition of 
the Seven Patriarchs, the history of the Nembutsu: it is the process whereby, 
in the “Namu Amida Butsu,” the Primal Vow inwardly realizes itself and 
outwardly goes on embracing its true recipients, all sentient beings. By out­
wardly saving sentient beings it realizes itself, and by inwardly realizing 
itself it saves sentient beings.

In that perspective, “All the Buddhas” means first of all the Seven 
Buddhas of the past, of whom tradition speaks. But, for Shinran, the Seven 
Buddhas of the past are the Seven Patriarchs. Just like Sakyamuni, Shinran 
had his own Seven Buddhas of the past.. . .  Here, we must reflect anew on 
what a Buddha really is. A Buddha is someone bom from the development 
of the Primal Vow, a human being who entered into the stream of that histo­
ry. [ • •. ]

In his Shoshinge lEftAS, Shinran calls the totality of the history of the

14 This is the name which Shinran gave to the 17th Vow.
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Nembutsu simply “Nembutsu.” “Namu Amida Butsu” does not originate for 
the first time by our reciting it. In Shinran’s view, the totality of Buddhist 
history is “Namu Amida Butsu.” The Nembutsu is not simply the Nembutsu 
as recited by us. Nembutsu is the history of the Primal Vow. Shinran calls 
the Nembutsu practice of an individual who disregards that history “self­
power Nembutsu.” The true Nembutsu of the Primal Vow is the Nembutsu 
in the midst of history, the Nembutsu that flows through history, the 
Nembutsu that constitutes the unity of history. [ . . .  ]

In the chapter on Practice, Shinran explored the historical events of the 
disclosure of the Name. In these historical events, however, he also saw the 
stages of his own living faith, the process whereby he himself realized his 
faith. That is what he shows, I believe, in his chapter on Faith. According to 
him, namely, our true self-realization of the Buddhist path lies within the 
history of the Nembutsu and consists in our participation in that course of 
events.. .. Shinran discovered the “Namu Amida Butsu” of the pure and 
unadulterated Vow-Mind in the midst of the Nembutsu as the fulfillment of 
symbol and adornment. And in the midst of the history of the Dharma of 
“Namu Amida Butsu,” he found the Nembutsu as the personal and trans- 
historical faith of his own heart.

True faith in the Nembutsu means to be bom from the history of the 
Nembutsu tradition, and—transcending the history of the Nembutsu, while 
standing in the very world of the Nembutsu—to participate in the making of 
that Nembutsu history, and to attest to the undying light of that history. It 
does not mean, as happens in the Nembutsu of the Samadhi of Visualization 
of Amida,15 to simply praise the perfected Name, without reference to the 
historical fulfillment of the Vow.

Truly, by the calling voice of Amida Buddha, which summons us to put 
our trust in the Name, we are carried beyond the history of the ongoing and 
deepening Nembutsu tradition and, in a naturalness that negates history, we 
are made to take our stand in the initial moment wherein Dharmakara 
Bodhisattva made his Vow. Therein precisely a new and true history of the 
Nembutsu begins.

15 In this passage, the usage o f  the concept kanbutsu zanmai HIAHU? [Buddha-contem- 
plation samadhi] refers to the practice o f  calling the Buddha’s Name with the aim o f  entering 
a state o f  meditation by contemplating the form and virtues o f  Amida and gaining a vision o f  
this Buddha (hanju zanmai ISUfrHSfcl
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