
A STUDY IN THE PURE LAND DOCTRINE, 
AS INTERPRETED BY SHOKU, THE FOUNDER 

OF THE SEIZAN BRANCH OF
THE PURE LAND SECT

I

During the latter half of the twelfth century, when 
in Europe the Pope’s influence was at its height and all 
his followers were engaged fervently in the recovery of the 
Holy Land, here in Japan the old institutional Buddhism 
was in its course of downfall due to its own inner corrup
tions, and a newly-grown spirit was waging war against it. 
It was during this time of struggle that Honen (1133—1212), 
destined to be the father of all the Pure Land schools in 
Japan, founded an independent sect of Jodo, the Pure Land 
sect.

Among the many works and sayings of Honen, the 
“Ichimai Kishomon” (One-Sheet Document), which was 
given as the last message to Genchi (-$£, one of his dis
ciples, well expresses the central idea of his doctrine. It 
runs thus: “By Nembutsu I do not mean such practice of 
meditation on the Buddha as is referred to by the wise men 
of China and Japan, nor is it the invocation of the Buddha’s 
name, which is practised as the result of study and under
standing as to the meaning of Nembutsu. It is just to 
invoke the name of Amida, without- doubting that this 
will issue in the rebirth1 of the believer in the Pure Land. 
Just this, and no other considerations are required. Men-

1 Rebirth throughout this article stands for the Japanese Ojo. 
Ojo means ‘ ‘ to leave this world and be reborn in the Pure Land, or the 
Tushita heaven, or the world of Kwannon, or some other worlds. ’ ’ 
There are many different views as to the nature of the Pure Land. 
They are, however, commonly divisible into two: the one holds that 
the Pure Land is relisable in the present life and exists as an idea or 
as a higher ideal world; the other thinks that the land is where we shall 
be reborn after death.
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tioii is often macle of tlie threefold heart1 and the four 
manners of exercise,2 hut these are all included in the belief 
that a rebirth in the Pure Land is most conclusively assured 
by the Namu-Amida-Butsu. If one imagines something more 
than this, one will be excluded from the blessings of the 
two Holy Ones, Anaida and Sakyamuni, and left out of the 
Original Vow. Those who believe in the Nembutsu, however 
learned they may be in all the teachings of Sakyamuni, 
shall behave themselves like an ignoramus who knows noth
ing, or like a simple-hearted woman-devotee: avoid pedantry, 
and invoke the Buddha’s name with singleness of heart.”

1 Tlie threefold heart {sanjin, the spiritual preparations
for the rebirth in the Pure Land, recommended in the Meditation Sutra. 
(1) The most sincere heart {sliijoshin, (2) the deep heart
{jinshin, and. (3) the heart wishing for a rebirth in the Pure
Land {elcohotsugwanshin, As to the interpretation of
this threefold heart, see page 90 et seq.

" The four manner of exercise {shishu Hf®:) or the four ways of 
practising the Nembutsu are prescribed in Zendo’s “Hymn to the Be- 
birth” {Ojoraisan t-feffij&s®). (1) The practice with profound rever
ence {kugyosliu SjfeKUL (2) the practice of the Nembutsu, and nothing 
else {muyoshu , (3) the practice of the Nembutsu continuously
without interruption {mukenshu Ws>W), and (4) the continued prac
tice throughout one’s whole life {jojishii

This document gives Honen’s idea in a nutshell, but 
there are many points which are very likely to be disputed. 
For example, Why is the Nembutsu the best of all works? 
Why must we cast away all other good works? Even if 
the Nembutsu is taken for granted as the best work, is it 
necessary to invoke the Buddha’s name so continuously 
throughout one’s life, or is it sufficient to invoke it just for 
once? Towards these questions, Honen assumed a rather 
liberal attitude, in which there was room enough for con
troversy. In fact, he explained these points sometimes in 
one way and sometimes in another. To him, as I interpret, 
the invocation of the name of Amida without doubting that 
it will issue in the rebirth of the believer in the Pure Land, 
is the alpha and omega of his faith, and nothing else is 
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needed. For it is in accordance with the Original Vow of 
Amida, who vowed that those who sincerely believed in him 
and earnestly desired to be reborn in his Pure Land and 
invoked his name for once up to ten times, should assuredly 
be reborn there; if they were not reborn, he would not attain 
Buddhahood. Honen believed in this in the most simple 
way and invoked the name of Amida, without being bothered 
with such questions as were mentioned before. His faith 
in Amida was a most practical one, and there was no need 
for him to inquire into the why of his faith which is above 
logic. This is where lies the mystical element of religion.

To his disciples, however, this was not enough. While 
the master still lived and his personality was the truth of 
his doctrine, it needed no interpretation. By his death, how
ever, the doctrine became detached from its living back
ground and was to be supported by argument. This was 
the task of his disciples; and they did it each in his own 
way according to his light and individual experience. In 
this manner, there arose many different schools of the Pure 
Land doctrine which with Honen had been one.

Of these many schools, we can distinguish six most 
prominently standing out, three of which, however, died 
away in course of time, but the remaining three are still 
in a flourishing state. One of them, the Shin, under the 
leadership of Shinran, became separated from all the rest, 
forming an independent sect, while the other two came to 
be known as different branches of the one Jodo sect. One 
of them going under the name of Chinzei was estab
lished by Bencho and the other called the Seizan

branch has Shoku for its founder.
The table on page 82 will help the reader to understand 

the development of the Pure Land doctrine after Honen.
I intend in the following pages to sketch the life and 

works of Shoku, and to give an outline of his doctrine chiefly 
according to his “Book of Five Chapters,” Godansho (Ti 
«)■
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II
Slioku, whose other name was Zennebo (ASjGyjj-j, was 

born in 1177 and entered the priesthood under Heinen at 
the age of fourteen. He studied besides the Pure Land 
doctrine other schools of Buddhism, the Tendai (^■q’) under 
Gwanren and the Taimitsu1 ( under Seishun
(Sj!c&) and Jien (*£|g|)- He was ordained by Honen with 
the rite called Endontaikai- and was given by
Koen ) what is known as Baptism of Law-transmission,
Denbo Kwancho ('pSife'MBl) •

In his twenty-second year, he was employed by his 
master as one of the revisers of the Senjakushu3 
the most important text-book of the Jodo sect, and lectured 
on it by the order of his master in the following year at the 
residence of Kujo Kanezane who was then
the prime minister. Some years later, he wrote the Kwan- 
(jijo Sho Shiki > the “Private Notes on Zendo’s
Commentary on the Meditation Sutra,” being entreated by 
Fujiwara Micliiiye another high court dignitary.
After his master’s death, he resided at Ojo-in in
the west of Kyoto; hence the name of Seizan, meaning 
‘‘western hills.”

It is said that he applied himself most diligently to 
the study of Zendo’s Commentary on the Meditation Sutra, 
which he read day and night until he actually wore out 
three copies of it. It is also said that his lectures were not 
based on the literal meaning of the text, but singularly they

1 The Taimitsu is an esoteric part of the Japanese Tendai.
■ The Endontaikai, Great Spiritual Code of Morality in Maha

yana Buddhism. The ordination taken place according to this rite is 
considered to qualify the ordained as belonging to the order of Bo
dhisattvas.

3 The Senjvkushu, a work by Honen. The collection of the 
selected passages from various sutras, sastras, and commentaries, with 
his notes, (hence the name Scnjakusliu arranged in order to
show why we must believe in the doctrine of the Pure Land and how 
we must practise the Nemlrutsu. 
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coincided with the teaching of the Hanjusan1 2 3 
which is one of the works of Zendo, but which was only 
afterwards discovered in the library of Nin'naji

1 The Sanjusan, 1 vol., by Zendo. The full title is the Hailjii- 
sammai-gyoilo-Sjdsan (iKftLifflcffidfhZhW), Hymn to the Rebirth by 
the. Continuous Samadhi, Pratyutpanna-samadhi.

2 The Chirilcwan Yojin, 1 vol., The Exhortation to and the Warn
ings in the Practice of the Nembutsu.

3 The Nyoin Gosho, 2 vols., the Letters t.o the Emperor Dowager.
1 Zendo’s works are as follows: 1. The commentary on the 

Meditation Sutra (38 ), 4 vols.; 2. Hymns on the Adora
tion of the Rebirth 1 vol.; 3. Hymns on the Rebirth
by the Continuous Samadhi (IR&Bf), 1 vol.; 4. On the Ways of 
Meditating on Amida ( H ), 1 vol.; 5. Hymns on the Religious
Rite (vfGBlf), 2 vols.

Shokii had a speculative turn of mind, gained many fol
lowers from among the upper classes, and a temple called 
Kwangishinin was founded for him by the order
of the Emperor Gosaga GfijHUl®) ■ He wrote an expository 
book on the Jodo doctrine, the Chinkwan Yojin 
by the earnest request of Dokaku, prince-abbot of the Tendai. 
The Empress Dowager was also interested in the Nembutsu, 
and for her Shoku wrote several papers on the subject; 
the book called Nyoin Goslw contains them,
besides some of his letters addressed to a noble disciple of 
his. He passed away in 1247 at the age of seventy-one. 
The posthumous title, Ivanclii Kokushi was
given to him in the eighth year of Kwansei

His chief works are:
1. Kwammon Yogi Slid vols., called

“Jihitsusho” This is a commentary on Zendo’s
works.4 Here he tries to interpret the whole system of Bud
dhism under three headings: (1) Gyomon (2)
Kwammon (^?^), and (3) Gugwan According to
him, (1) all the doctrines of Hinayana and Mahayana Bud
dhism except the teaching of the Meditation Sutra are called 
Gyomon (i.e., “Exercise Gate”) ; for though they are diver
sified, they are all one in trying to attain Buddhahood by 
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one’s own efforts. (2) The teaching of the Meditation 
Sutra is called Kwammon (i.e., “Illumination Gate”); for 
it makes manifest Amida’s merciful Vow by means of two 
forms of good work and a series of sixteen meditations. (3) 
By Gugwan is meant “Amida’s Vow of Boundless Mercy”, 
which is the essence of the Meditation Sutra. When the 
teaching of Buddha is thus systematised, Shoku thinks that 
the ultimate aim of Buddhism is to make us realise that our 
own efforts are not strong enough for being reborn in the 
Pure Land and that only by believing in Amida’s boundless 
love can we all attain Buddhahood.

2. “ Tahitsusho ” 10 vols., is also a commen
tary on Zendo’s works. The lectures delivered in his later 
years were taken down, so it is said, by one of his disciples 
and made into a book, lienee “Tahitsusho” meaning a book 
“penned by another.” Here he uses the new terms, Kengyo 
(fKff) and Jikwan corresponding to Gyomon and
Kwammon. There is another pair of terms, Shoin (jEg|) 
and Shogyo (jEfif), which he uses in this text to express his 
understanding of the relation between faith (anjiri) and 
works (Jiigyo). Shoin, the “right cause”, is our faith in 
Amida’s Original Vow, which is one in us all, while Shogyo, 
the “right exercise”, may vary with each of us according to 
his capability.

3. Kwangyo Hikctsu Shu (M108- vols., a 
commentary on the Meditation Sutra.

4. Mandara Chuki (g&PEOlSiiB), 10 vols., an explana
tion of Taema Mandala (•

5. Senjakushu Mitsuydketsu ( 5 vols.,
a commentary on the Senjakushu.

6. Shijuhachigwan Yoshakusho 2
vols., notes on the forty-eight vows of Amida.

7. Shugyo Yoketsu 1 vol., a brief com
mentary on Zendo’s work.

Of these works, the first two are called Kyosd-bu-no-Sho 
(SfcfflnPZ)*), books of “theoretical” explanation, con- 
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trastecl to the other works known, as “the Thirty-eight 
Volumes” of “symbolical” explanation, Jisobu-no-Sho

Z)*) • There are, besides these, many other works also 
treating of the Nembutsu.

Ill

True to the spirit of Buddhism, Shoku’s doctrine starts 
from the actual state of things, which is far from being
ideal and in which we are all suffering according to the law 
of karma. Shoku first quotes a passage from the Medita
tion Sutra : ‘ ‘ This world is a world defiled with five kinds
of corruption1 (panca-kashayah), and filled with hell-dwel
lers, hungry-ghosts, and animals, and nothing good is found 
in it.” According to Zendo, a commentator of the Medita
tion Sutra, we have: “This sahaloka (a world of patience) 
is a world of pain, inhabited in confusion by all kinds of 
wickedness, consumed like fire one after another by the eight 
kinds of pain, always inclined to create mutual enmity, 
smilingly practising a false friendship and always pursued 
by the robbers of the six senses;2 it is like a burning pit 
where the three evils2 are ready to devour all beings.”

1 The five corruptions (gojoku are: (1) the corruption of
the time (Jcojolcu ijj'Si), the degenerate age, full of calamities, Sk. 
kalpa-kaslidya. (2) the corruption of thought (J:enjoku A®), men 
have wrong ideas and superstitions, Sk. clrshiti-kashdyd. (3) the cor
ruption of falling (boniiojoku IM'iiF/S), men are full of passions evil 
and defiled, Sk. klcsa-k. (4) the corruption of the person (sliujojolcu

men’s bodies become weak and their characters degenerate, 
Sk. sattva-k. (5) the corruption of life (myojoku -feiS), man’s life 
is shortened, Sk. ayiis-k. Cf. Max Muller Smaller Sukhdviti-vyuha § 18 
(S.B.E. vol. XLIX).

2 The six senses. According to the Buddhist psychology, there
are six organs (rokkukon six objects (rokkukyo and six
consciousnesses (rokushiki Afflt). Besides the ordinary five organs 
(eye, ear, nose, tongue, and body), the organ adapted for recognising 
the general aspect of object is added as the sixth. Corresponding to 
these six organs, there are six objects, viz. the worlds of sight, of 
hearing, of smell, of taste, or touch, and of idea.. Also according to 
these six objects, there are six consciousnesses, i.e., the consciousnesses
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Further, reflecting on the brevity of this life ancl filled 
with anxieties for the future, Shoku adds: “This triple 
world is indeed a composite world. It is in its nature a 
transitory existence, not waiting for one’s exhaling breath 
to return; at every instant the three evils accumulate their 
own rewards; and whatever form of the four existences1 
life may assume, there is no permanency in it. Whosoever 
is born is sure to die. Alas! life passes like lightning and. 
it is like a drop of dew on the blade of grass, waiting to 
dry up in the morning sun. Alas' the body is like a leaf 
before the wind, and it is again like the morning-glory 
which withers before the evening comes. In this temporary 
abode of the five aggregates,2 the occupant is like a traveller 
who migrates through the six paths of existence.3 While 
a spirit, wandering in the intermediate realm4 (the Buddhist. 
Purgatory), is left alone to find its transitory fate, the

of sight, of hearing, of smell, of taste, of touch, and of idea. Above 
all the six objects are called the six robbers, for they rob us of the 
light of wisdom.

The three evils, (sauilol'u =.%f) (1) covetousness (2) anger (3) 
folly.

1 The four existences (shisho, HU.) are as follows: (1) womb
birth, e.g. animals. (Sk. jarayuja). (2) egg-birth, e.g. birds. (Sk. 
andaja'). (3) moisture-birth, e.g. insects. (Sk. samsvedaja). (4) 
metamorphosis-birth, e.g. Bodhisattvas. (Sk. upapaduha'). Kusharon, 
vol. VII.

2 The five aggregates (rjo-uc iEj®). Man is conceived to be 
made up of the following five elements,—-viz. matter, sensation, thought, 
action, and consciousness. So long as these elements continue to com
bine with one another, man’s life lasts, but when they separate, man’s 
life comes to an end.

“ The six paths of existence (roliudo, xtifi). In Buddhist cos
mology, the worlds where one’s soul migrates are divided into three, 
viz., the world of desire, the world of form, and the world of no-form; 
from another point of view these three worlds are divided into the six 
paths of existence, namely, hell, the abode of hungry-ghosts, the 
animal world, the asura world, the human world, and heaven. For 
particulars see S. Beal, Catena of Buddhist Scripture, p. 18.

1 The intermediate realm (cliyuu 1 I'll), one of the four modes 
of existence. (1) Birth (2) Existence proper (3) Death (4) The 
intermediate realm, of which the last one is mentioned as the period 
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decaying substances and bones are exposed in the wilder
ness. Pleasure, human as well as celestial, passes away like 
a dream or a vision. Sorrows due to the eight pains1 are 
soon upon us, and woes from the five fadings2 lose no time 
to assail us. Hell and the animal world wait upon us as 
the reward of our evil deeds. There we suffer in the eight 
scorching and eight freezing hells.3 There a mutual enmity 

when one is dead in the past world and is not yet born in the next. 
The body of one in this state of existence is as big as that of a child 
five or six years old, and consists of minute elements of purity, invisible 
to our physical eyes. There are various views concerning- the duration 
of this state: some say it lasts for a week, others say it lasts for forty- 
nine days; some say it is only for a moment, others say that it is 
indefinite.

1 The. eight pains, pains in the human world. (1) Pain of birth
(shoku 'T.l’r), Sk. jatir-dulikham; (2) Pain of age (rbku Sk.
jara-d.; (3) Pain of sickness (byoku , Sk. vyadhi-d; (1) Pain 
of death (sliiku Sk. manana-d.; (5) Pain of parting with loved
ones or objects of affection, (aibetsurihu StzJlfflu'F), Sk. priyavisam- 
prayoge-d.; (6) Pain of meeting with what one dislikes (onzoeku jElff

Sk. apriyasamprayoge-d.; (7) Pain of not obtaining what one 
seeks (gufutokku ATHTf'), Sk. yad apicehaya paryshamano na labhate 
tad api-cl.; (8) Pain of the five powerful elements, that is, the body 
itself produces pain (goonjoku Sk. samkshepcna paiieo-
padanaskandha-d.

2 The five fadings in heavenly beings (AA3T.R) who live in the 
lower heavens. These signs appear when they are doomed to die. (1) 
Defilement of clothes, (2) Withering of the flowers on their heads, 
(3) Bad smell in the body, (4) Perspiration under the arm-pits, (5) 
Dislike of the proper seat. There is another kind of the five fadings 
smaller one as it is called, (1) Cessation of musical voice, (2) Dis
appearance of the light from the body, (3) Sticking to the body of 
bathing water, (4) Attachment to objects, (5) Blinking of the eyes.

3 The eight scorching and eight freezing hells. The scorching
ones are as follows: (1) tfflcwatsu Sk. samjiva; (2) kolcujo

, kalasutra; (3) shugo (), samghata; (4) kyokwan (P-WI,), 
raur<M>a; (5) daikyokwan (), maharauraba; (6) shimetsu 
Sft), tapava; (7) daishMetsli (dtfl;^),P>'alapana; (8) muken (£g|Hp> 
o.ijici. The eight freezing ones are as follows: (1) abvda
Sk. arbuda; (2) nirabuda K), Sk. nirarbuda; (3) atata (f'Wi
ili[j), Sk. atata; (4) gogoba Sk. hahava; (5) kokoba (Af V
ig), Sk. huhuba; (6) upara Sk. utpara; (7) gvrcn (jilJE),
Sk. padma; (8) daiguren (AittiiE), Sk. maliapadma. 
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takes place and famine prevails. An iron rod crushes the 
bones and a forest of swords cuts deeply into the flesh. The 
hell-keepers and rakshas will keep their ever-watchful and 
angry eyes upon us, and the prisoners cry out in utmost 
agony. Ye, fools! that ye should suffer for ever the pains 
of the three evil states of existence for the sake of worldly 
gain and reputation. Ye, ignorant ones! unless ye get out 
of the painful sea of birth and death while enjoying life, 
how in the future do ye expect to reach the yonder shore 
of enlightenment? Therefore, ye should loathe the triple 
world and the six states of existence in order to enter the 
gate of eternal bliss. ’ ’

IV
Those who are weary of this world, would naturally 

seek a world where there is no pain and suffering whatever, 
an ideal world worth our living. The Pure Land is such a 
world of values. Shoku expresses the idea in the following 
way: “To Vaidehl,1 who wished to abandon this world in 
order to be reborn in a Pure Land, Sakyamuni showed her 
all the Pure Lands in the ten quarters. But as all the Pure 
Lands other than the western one do not permit those who 
are contaminated with evil passions, Vaidehl chose the latter 
as the place for her future rebirth. That Sakyamuni 
specially disclosed the one which is situated in the west 
beyond thousands of millions of lands, was due to his bound
less mercy; for this enables all sentient beings to orient 
their place of rebirth, setting their bewildered thoughts at 
ease.”

Now, according to Shoku, there are three ways of con
ceiving the western Pure Land. The first points to the one 
in our inner minds, which is, however, regarded as in the 

1 Vaiclehi (Idai, the queen of Bimbishara (Bimbashara,
). The heroine in the tragedy in the palace of Magadha. 

Persecuted by her own son, she became weary of this world and 
desired to be reborn in the Pure Land.. To this, The Meditation 
Sutra owes its origin.
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'west; the second is this world itself; and the third is an 
ideal world which, however, actually appeared to the visions 
of Vaidehi. The Pure Land which is in our mind is the 
conception of the Shingon sect, according to which this mind 
is immediate knowledge itself, Myokwansattchi ( 
pratyavekshand-jnanam'), and is represented by Amida, while 
this body is the abode of the Buddha, not distinguishable 
from his Pure Land, as no other Pure Lands are conceivable 
than this body itself. The second Pure Land belongs to the 
Tendai, where it is conceived as a world not actually ex
isting in its ultimate sense but existing as a relative or pro
visional one, that, is, as the world of the Nirmanakaya.1 The 
third Pure Land is a land of compensation which has two 
senses; according to the first it is one specially sought after 
as the most splendid and glorious of all the Pure Lands, 
whereas according to the other sense it is one produced by 
the special Vow of Amida for the sake of defiled women and 
sinful beings. This last is the land where all the Pure Land 
followers desire to be reborn.

V
By what means can we reach the land of Amida? 

Shoku says: “According to the Meditation Sutra, a three
fold heart is needed, the most sincere heart, the deep heart, 
and the heart wishing for a rebirth in the Pure Land; and 
those in whom the heart functions thus in threefold way are 
sure to be reborn in the Pure Land of Amida. Both Zendo 
and ILonen are quite emphatic in their insistence on these 
spiritual preparations as recommended in the Sutra.”

How is this threefold heart to be awakened? Shoku 
goes on to say that the followers of the Pure Land doctrine 
differ2 in their views as to the interpretation of what this

1 Nirmanakaya, Jap. 6jin , lit the adaptation-body, i.e. body
transformed so as to be intelligible to human beings. One of the 
Trikayas (Dharma-k., Sambhoga-Tc., and the Nirmana-le.').

2 Generally speaking, this threefold heart shows that we must give 
up the confidence in “Self-Power” and enter into the faith of the 
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lieart is, but the view presented below is in accordance with 
that of Honen himself, which is explaind in one of his 
epistles as regards the awakening of the heart towards the 
N embutsu.

By the first, the most sincere heart, we get away from 
the dominating idea of “Self-Power,” which is cherished 
by those who do not understand the futility of works as the 
means of attaining to Budclh.ah.oocl; for the Buddlia is con
ceived by them as one who keeps himself away from them 
and to whom they do not stand in an intimate relationship; 
for this reason they want to win Buddha over to their side 
by their own efforts. Shoku interprets : ‘1 The most sincere
heart means truthfulness, straightforwardness, and simpli
city. It is said in the Sutra that. Bodhisattva Dharmakara, 
while he was yet in his disciplinary stage, practised six 
virtues of perfection in their multitudinous aspects, and our 
truthfulness consists in recognising that the Bodhisattva 
practised all these deeds in perfect sincerity. We read 
again in the Sutra that the Bodhisattva vowed that, if those 
beings in the ten quarters should believe in him with serene 
thoughts, and should wish to be reborn in his country, and 
should have thought of him [or repeated his name], say. 
ten times, and if they should then not be reborn there he 
might not obtain the perfect knowledge; our truthfulness 
consists in recognising that the Bodhisattva vowed this with 
‘ ‘ Other-Power. ’ ’ So much is the same in all the Pure Land doctrines. 
But the so-called “Other-Power” does not mean the same idea in all 
of them. According to the Chinzei Branch, it is the help of Amida 
which is given to the devotee to make him accomplish the good deeds 
of his own efforts, in order that he may get into the Land of Amida; 
for it is believed in that Branch that we are not so bad that we cannot 
be converted, so we must strive to be sincere and good. According to 
the other Pure Land doctrine, the Shin sect, it is the gift from Amida 
to us by which we are capable to be reborn in that. Land, as our own 
works are of no purpose; for it is believed in that sect that we are 
so bad that we cannot be converted, so we cannot enter the Pure Land 
without Amida’s gift. Therefore, in the Shin sect, this threefold 
heart is Buddha’s heart which is to be given to us, while in Chinzei 
this means our determination to be good by the help of Amida. 
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serenity of thought. By a heart being straightforward is 
meant to perceive that all our works, however good they 
may seem to us, are no means of rebirth into the land of 
Amida. Truthfulness is to admit honestly what is impos
sible for us to accomplish as being really so. When we 
know how truthfully the Bodhisattva vowed for our salvation, 
we can get away from attachments and false judgments. 
By attachment is meant our own human efforts to get rid 
of what we consider a confused state of mind, to practise 
good works with a lieart we consider pure, and by these 
means to wish to be reborn in the Pure Land. When we 
find out that we are too weak to break a piece of wood, we 
stop taking further steps to accomplish the impossible; in 
like manner, when we find out that we are too weak to break 
the stick of evil passions as the three poisonous desires are 
too strong, we do not trouble ourselves any further about 
them. To realise this fact on our part is truthfulness.

lie goes on: “Untruthfulness on our part as mortal 
beings though outwardly affecting to be wise, good, and ever
striving, means the heart entirely false. We are false, avari
cious, wrathful, and deceitful; we cannot stop wrong doing 
like vipers and reptiles. Even if we endeavour to do good 
works for all our lives and wish thereby to be taken up in the 
Land of Purity we cannot attain the end. For we cannot be 
truthful in its religious sense, as Zendo says, ‘Even when we 
attempt to do good works throughout the course of our lives 
with the utmost energy and in good earnest, as if putting out 
fire on our own heads, we cannot call these truthful because 
they are tainted with the poison of evil desire and false
hood.’ There is, however, a way to do away with false at
tachments. When the latter are converted into the know
ledge of Buddha as embodying absolute truthfulness we 
participate in his truthfulness. The truthful heart means 
the acknowledgment of evil deeds as due to the karma of 
transmigration, and of the so-called good works as not really 
so, and not to be led astray by mere words, good or bad.
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When this is truly understood we get into the truthfulness 
of Amida’s heart. When we are thus made truthful and 
sincere, we begin to loathe this world and desire the Pure 
Land, ceasing from doing evil deeds and carrying out all 
good works like Bodhisattvas. So we obtain sincerity of 
heart.”

The second, the deep heart, is to get a new standpoint, 
which is held by those who know their own impotence to 
attain Buddhahood by performing any good works and who 
realise how closely they stand towards Buddha and do not 
keep him away at a distance. The reason that makes us 
stand closely towards Amida is this: Our rebirth in the 
Pure Land is not possible apart from the fact that Buddha 
attained Buddhahood, and this fact proves in its turn that 
Buddhahood and rebirth are two aspects of one truth. 
Both Amida’s enlightenment and our rebirth must thus be 
said to have been accomplished simultaneously. Why is 
this so? Because Amida, while he was in his Bodhisattva
hood, vowed that we should be reborn in his Land, through 
the merit of good works carried out by himself, and finally 
through this merit he attained enlightenment, proving that 
our rebirth is thus made an accomplished fact. Therefore, 
when we are sincerely devoted to him he enters into our 
own hearts where he attains his enlightenment and where 
our rebirth is assured at the same time. To be confirmed 
in this belief is the deep heart.

Shoku says: ‘ ‘ The second, the deep heart, is a heart
to believe firmly and devotedly in the Original Vow. When 
we gain this belief, we realise what Amida first intended 
.in making his Vow. The belief is analysable into two com
ponents. The one is to know “self” and the other is to 
believe in Buddha. According to Zendo, we have: ‘ The
first belief is to know decidedly and believe firmly that we 
are sinful mortals suffering the pain of birth and death 
from time immemorial, wandering through the six paths of 
existence, and knowing no clue whatever as to the way to 
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escape from transmigration.’ Even when we perform all 
kinds of good works so called, we do not perform them with 
a truthful heart, that is, an idea of selfishness is always 
mixed in them, and thereby we are utterly unable to get 
out of the round of birth and death. To believe thus that 
we cannot get out of this transmigration by our own efforts 
is to know ‘self.’

“Next, the belief in Buddha is to know decidedly and 
to believe firmly [as Zenclo says], that Amida’s forty-eight 
Vows do really save us, and that when we, undoubtingly 
and without hesitation, board the boat of the Original Vow 
we are most assuredly conveyed to the yonder shore of 
enlightenment. It is to know decidedly and believe firmly 
that the Original Vow of Amida is the Vow that saves us, 
that the doctrine of Sakyamuni teaches this, that all other 
Buddhas testify uniformly to this truth. It is to know 
decidedly and believe firmly that Amida’s Vow will turn 
us into those who enjoy the five wisdoms1 and five insights,2 
even though we may be committing the five deadly sins3

1 The five wisdoms (.=&'.§) of Buddha: (1) Buddha-wisdom
(&trtc7ii ft®), (2) inconceivable wisdom (fushigichi d'SHS®), (3) 
unspeakable wisdom (fukaslioclii d'nJW?®), (4) unlimited wisdom 
{daijokochi ATVe®), (5) culminating wisdom unequalled and un
paralleled (mutomurinsaijoshochi ).

2 The five insights (SUB.) of Buddha. (1) physical eye (niku-
gen ft OR), (2) celestial eye 'tengen (3) dharma eye {hogen

’®0R), (4) wisdom eye {egen #=0M), (5) Buddha eye {butsugen ft IIR).
3 The five deadly sins {gogyaku Sk. pancanantaryani:

(1) Killing one’s father {shifu itSft) pitrghata, (2) Killing one’s 
mother {shimo f£ft) matrghata, (3) Killing an Arhat {shirakwan 
ft'ft) arhadvadha, (4) Wounding the Buddha’s body {suibnshinketsu 
Hlft^lfil) Sk. tathagata-syantike dushtacitta rudhirot padana, (5) 
Breaking the peace of Brotherhood (hawagoso fflifti'afa'), Sk. sangha- 
bheda.

There is another set of five deadly sins which are prohibited 
in the Mahayana sutras: (1) Destroying temples, pagoda, scrip
tures, or images; stealing things belonging to the Three Sacred Trea
sures; making others do the same, and looking on with a glad heart;
(2) Reviling the Buddha’s laws, whether of the Lesser or Greater 



THE EASTERN BUDDHIST96

and the ten evil deeds,1 and though women may be labouring’ 
under the five obstructions.2 The Vow will turn the evil 
passions into the marks of Buddhaliood. The essence of the 
Vow is Namu-A-mida-Butsu.

“Namu means ‘to trust,’ ancl ‘to trust’ is to believe 
in the power of the Vow, and that Amida will embrace 
such a believer because Amida is Love itself. When this 
belief on our part, which is Namu, is attained, the Buddha’s 
mercy is realised in it, which is distinguished as Butsu in 
the Namu-Amida-Butsu. The attainment of belief and the 
realisation of mercy are one, being two aspects of one ex
perience. Further, Buddha means enlightenment, unfathom
able wisdom. When this wisdom is realised in our hearts, 
we are enlightened. Sakyamuni and all other Buddhas are 
thus one in the attainment of Namu-Amida-Butsu. As 
they are all one, thus of one and identical body of enlighten
ment, we who get into this state, also participate in Amida’s 
own enlightenment. We are then said to be reborn in the 
Land of Amida by the power of Amida’s Original Vow, 
and on the part of Amida we can say that his Buddhahood 
is realised through our belief in him. It is, therefore, we 
may say, that there is no Amida’s enlightenment apart from 
Vehicles; (3) Persecuting the Buddhist priest; (4) Commiting any 
of the five deadly sins (above-mentioned one) ; (5) Denying the laws 
of moral causation, not only being addicted oneself to the ten evil 
deeds, but also leading others to such sins.

1 The ten evil deeds, (jual.-u “!*£;), Sk. dasakus'lialani: (1)
Killing (sessho JjSfh), (2) Stealing (chyutu fikiS), (3) Commiting 
adultery (Jam ®iS-), (4) Lying (mo go Sl§), (5) Using the hypo
critical speech (kigo (6) Equivocation (ryozetsu ffi'S'), (7)
Slandering (a7d;u ££□), (8) Covetousness (tonyolcu (9) Anger
(shinni 1RSR), (10) Ignorance (guclri ®An).

2 The five obstructions of women (gosho W-fv) : (1) She cannot
become Cakravartti-raja, Wheel King, who rules over the four pro
vinces of Sumeru; (2) She cannot become Sikhim, King of Maha- 
brahman, who presides over the triple world; (3) She cannot become 
Sakradevendra, Lord of the Trayastrmsah, who dominates over the 
thirty-three heavens, protects Buddhism and conquers the king of 
Asura; (4) She cannot become Mara, King of all the evil spirits; (5) 
She cannot become a Buddha. 
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our belief in him and that there is no rebirth on our part 
when severed from Amida’s Buddhahood. To attain such a 
belief is called being reborn in the Land of Purity.”

The third, the heart wishing for rebirth, means to 
dedicate one’s works towards the attaining of rebirth in the 
Land of Amida. Good works so called were not good at 
all so long as the most sincere heart was not realised: but 
now that we have this heart, good works so called are 
valued from quite a new point of view and are thus good 
in the real sense of the work, and will surely be efficient 
to carry us into Amida’s own land. To attain such a state 
of mind is known as the heart wishing for rebirth.

Shoku says, “The third heart, Eko-Hotsugwan-Shin 
in Japanese, is to dedicate all good works in 

previous lives as well as in the present to the attaining of 
the Land of Amida, rejoicing at the same time at every 
kind of good works that may be done by other fellow
beings in their past and present lives. Amida performed 
an innumerable number of good works for our sake, for 
our enlightenment, in order that we may avail ourselves 
of his work. To realise that Amida’s work now directly 
proceeds from his merciful heart, we obtain this heart 
wishing for this rebirth.”

This threefold activity of the heart issues from the 
belief that Amida’s Vow does surely save us when, trust
ing its power, we practise the Nembutsu; for when we trust 
in his Vow, we have the most sincere heart, and when we 
practise the Nembutsu trusting in the Vow, we have the 
deep heart; and when we are assured of salvation, we have 
the heart wishing for rebirth.

VI
Such is the meaning of the threefold heart which func

tions as one as regards faith. The instant we attain this 
faith Buddha enters into our hearts and embraces us, and 
we are united with Amida inseparably. This state is 
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technically known as Sesshu-Fusha-, Sesshu meaning “to 
take in” and Fusha, “not to forsake.” When this state is 
attained our works are Buddha’s works whether they are 
done with the body, or the mouth, or the mind: conversely 
all the works done by Buddha whether with the body, the 
mouth, or the mind are all our own works. When this 
state is expressed in the formula of Namu-Amida-Butsu, 
when the dualism of Namu and Amida is unified, that is, 
when we are absorbed in Amida, for there are no more two 
things standing in opposition, one as “self” and the other 
as Amida; there is now a perfect unity, which is rebirth.

Shoku explains this state of unity with the following 
analogy. “When a piece of dry wood takes fire, the latter 
speedily consumes the former: and when the wood turns 
into embers, one cannot say whether these are fire or wood: 
one may call them fire just as well as wood. In this, the 
dry wood represents mortal beings as they are unable to 
do any good work by themselves, being only capable of 
doing evils. But when they, relying on Amida, give them
selves up to him, he enters into their hearts, and his en
lightenment becomes their enlightenment. To give another 
analogy, the moon reflects itself in water wherever there 
is some: the moon and the water become inseparable here. 
Therefore, it is said that the rebirth is attained when Amida 
enters into our hearts and when thus our works are his 
and his are ours: in the unity of Amida and ourselves, 
Amida realises his Buddhahood and on our side rebirth is 
attained.”

According to Shoku, there is another kind of rebirth, 
which is called Totoku 6jo () > rebirth to be at
tained in the future at the end of this life, to which is 
contrasted “rebirth already atttained,” of which mention 
has already been made. As to this future rebirth after 
death, it does not take place with us all in one way. It 
differs with each individual according to what kind of merit 
he accumulated while living. The realm assigned to those 
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who are to be taken in to the Pure Land according to this 
form of rebirth is divided into nine grades. (As to these 
different grades see the Meditation Sutra).

These two kinds of rebirth, the one attainable here and 
the other in the future, differ as to time, but essentially they 
are the same. The realm assigned to those who have already 
attained rebirth here is known as the Pure Land of Hossho 
Hosshin which means the unborn Dharmakaya :
whereas those belonging to the second form of rebirth get 
into the Pure Land of Kuhon Kakubetsu (Anu'f&SlJ), mean
ing the Pure Land of Nine Divisions. The Pure Land may 
thus be conceivable as being twofold, but in reality it remains 
one and the same.

VII
In this Land of Purity into which we get by absolutely 

believing in the Original Vow of Amida, Buddha and we 
are so interpenetratingly merged that no distinctions now 
are obtainable between these two, all the doings of Amida 
are our doings and ours are done through him. However, 
this unity does not mean that in it no multiplicity is trace
able. We, ignorant mortals, cannot avoid cherishing evil 
passions, and Amida cannot be said to be altogether un
connected with these evil passions on our part. Each 
moment an evil desire is awakened in us we think of Amida, 
and through this thinking, the evil itself is purified, result
ing in the accomplishment of good works. Thus, we are 
called Bombu (JLife, sk. bala), i.e., ordinary mortals, in 
whom evil passions are inevitable however much we may 
try to overcome them. But this does not hinder our being 
reborn in the Pure Land: not that we may for this reason 
the more indulge in desires evil and defiled, but that we 
repent our sinful deeds and thoughts and grow all the more 
confirmed in the power of Amida’s Original Vow.

Shoku advises us to convert all the evil passions we may 
possibly cherish into opportunities of desiring the Pure Land. 
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For instance, “when we covet material treasure, let us turn 
this desire into that for the seven treasures of the Pure 
Land. When we crave for some particular food, let us 
imagine all kinds of dainties procurable in the Pure Land. 
When we desire fine clothes, let us turn our minds to the 
divine raiments in the Pure Land. When we are affected 
with heat and cold, let our hearts dwell on the climate of 
that Land. When we long for a recreation, let us fancy a 
stroll with Buddhas and Bodhisattvas. When we hear 
music on earth, let us apply our minds to the celestial 
music in that Land. When we see flowers, let us conceive 
those made of the seven treasures in the Land of Amida. 
When we see the sun, let us figure before our eyes the 
moonlike face of Buddha. In this way, whenever we enjoy 
anything pleasurable in this life, let us practise the Nem
butsu, thinking of all the enjoyments in the Pure Land; 
and whenever we experience anything painful, let us also 
practise the Nembutsu, thinking of the eight pains suffer
able in the three evil paths of existence. Let us thus practise 
the Nembutsu all the time each according to his own capa
bilities.

“As the result of this constant practice of the Nem
butsu, our minds will be energised and Amida himself will 
appear even to these physical eyes of ours. Namu-Amida- 
Butsu is the point where Buddha appears to us and where 
we meet him. So everybody who will practise the Nembutsu 
through his life without interruption will assuredly come 
into the presence of Amida himself.”

VIII
I hope in this brief exposition I have partially made 

clear the meaning of the Nembutsu according to the doc
trine of Shoku, the founder of the Seizan branch of the 
Pure Land sect. In short, according to him, the Nembutsu 
means, first, the invocation of the name of Amida; secondly, 
it is the name itself; thirdly, it is the substance of Amida; 
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fourthly, it is our knowledge of the substance; fifthly, it 
means all sort of works done with and in the knowledge 
of the substance of Amida; and lastly, the great universe 
itself is the Nembutsu.

To recapitulate: The Nembutsu is the name of 
Amida, the name represents the substance, and the name 
and substance are unified in the Nembutsu, and when this 
is practised there takes place the unity of Buddha and 
ourselves. The knowledge of the substance of Amida is 
the sine qua non of all works on the side of mortal beings. 
The Nembutsu is the one work by which all good works are 
really possible and without which whatever good works we 
may think we are doing, are not so in the true sense of the 
word. In one sense, therefore, the Nembutsu belongs to 
Amida and in another it is our own. When the Nembutsu 
is thus conceived it may assume another aspect and become 
what is called technically the “Nembutsu of the Great Uni
verse.” Here we have Shoku’s great philosophy of sym
bolism, which is his unique way of explaining the symbolical 
features of the universe. This, however, will require another 
opportunity to be clearly elucidated.

Shizutoshi Sugihira


