




COVER lLLUSTRA TION 

A nembutsu hijiri or wandering monk spreading the teaching of Amida 
Buddha. Such men abandoned worldly pursuits, shaved their heads, 
and donned monk's robes, but often were not affiliated with any par­
ticular temple and not recognized by the state as authorized, ordained 
monks. They carried on their study and practice in small, isolated 
groups and spread the Dharma among the common people. 

In the illustration, plain robes and bare feet indicate a commitment 
to a life of poverty; the staff, a mendicant existence without settled 
dwelling. The staff is tipped with deer antlers, perhaps a survival from 
earlier traditions when hijiri were "holy men" who gained magical 
powers through austerities in the mountains. Deer were regarded as 
sacred messengers of the gods and their antlers and skins were thought 
to possess supernatural properties (Shibusawa Keizo, ed., Nihon jomin 
seikatsu ebiki, Tokyo, 1968, vol. 5, pp. 39, 87). 

At his chest is a gong-like bell, which was rhymically struck to ac­
company the chanting of Amida's Name. Following in the tradition of 
Kuya, the "hijiri of the marketplace," he may also have led dancing 
recitation (odori nembutsu) with this bell in villages and city streets. At 
his shoulder is an oversize rosary, perhaps jointly used in group nem­
butsu chant. 

The articles at his waist are uncertain. One may be a bamboo tube 
for stick incense. The other may be a booklet in which to keep a register 
of people who promised to recite the nembutsu a certain number of 
times daily; this was a feature of yuzu-nembutsu practice. Or, it may 
simply be a handkerchief, which Ippen in his Record, for example, lists 
among the twelve "tools" or possessions allowed a follower. 

This figure, from a biographical handscroll of Honen (Honen Shonin 
eden, XVII, 4), may depict the lad Kyorenja (section 51) at the age of 
twelve, on his way to a memorial service in Kyoto on the anniversary 
of Honen's death. In a sermon on that occasion, Honen's disciple 
Seikaku announced that any who doubted his explanation of the 
teaching should verify it with Shoko, another prominent disciple dwell­
ing in distant Kyushu. Kyorenja, without even returning to his hut, im­
mediately set off to see Shoko, demonstrating the total dedication to 
the Way that was the ideal of the hijiri. 
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Haiku inscribed by Basho on a portrait of Kenko, author of Essays in 
Idleness, to be hung in the dwelling of a disciple. It includes an allusion 
to Plain Words, section 67, which Kenko quotes in his Essays. 
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Introduction 

I 

COLLECTED HERE are the words of recluses and wanderers­
men in search of paths to Buddhahood amid ashes of war 

and great turbulence in their society. Abandoning worldly ambi­
tions, they joined a tradition of fugitives and outsiders. Often 
unsanctioned by established temples and unrecognized by the 
state, they depended for guidance not on scriptural texts and the 
old scholasticism, but on predecessors who, like themselves, 
were impelled above all by the fervor of their quest. Legends of 
forerunners and words of companions lit their way; to such 
plain counsel as gathered here-on aspiration and practice, pro­
visions and shelter, sickness and death-they turned for advice 
in their day-to-day hardships, for the tuning of nerve, and for 
all they needed to know of the compassionate power of the 

Dharma. 
The path these men tread opened forth from the Pure Land 

teaching, which is often regarded as "popular Buddhism," devo­
tional activity accommodated to the common people. For four 
centuries after its introduction into Japan, however, it remained 
the province of monks performing rites in official temples and 
the court nobility seeking peace for the dead. When it finally 
developed its potential as an effective form of Mahayana Bud­
dhism in the Kamakura period (1185-1333), it did so in intimate 
relation with these wandering monks, who rejected any use of 
Buddhism for temporal ends and insisted on genuine aspiration 

for enlightenment. 
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Pure Land thought gave direction to a long though amor­
phous and eclectic tradition of "holy men" (hijiri) in Japan, 1 and 
conversely, the hermits and wanderers who emerged in num­
bers from the eleventh to the thirteenth centuries-with their 
strength of purpose and a poverty shared with the common 
people-provided the vehicle by which Pure Land Buddhism 
developed and spread as an indigenous path to awakening. 

Plain Words on the Pure Land Way 

Plain Words on the Pure Land Way (Ichigon hodan, literally 
"one word talks fragrant [with Dharma]") includes over 150 
brief statements in the form of personal instruction, anecdote, 
and dialogue. Many of the sections are anonymous, but the 
names of more than forty monks are also recorded. It was com­
piled at the close of the remarkable period in the twelfth and thir­
teenth centuries when various new forms of Buddhism emerged, 
including the traditions formalized as Pure L~nd (Jodo, Shin, 
and Ji), Nichiren, and Zen (Rinzai, Sot6). Most of the sayings 
stem precisely from this era of unparalleled vigor and creativity. 
Honen was the first of the new founders, and at the heart of the 
path in Plain Words is his teaching that those who "just say the 
Name" of Amida Buddha-Namu-amida-butsu-will attain 
birth in the realm of Amida's enlightenment, the Pure Land. 

The depiction of Buddhist practice in Plain Words is striking 
for several reasons. First, the work exhibits a broad sense of 
tradition, rooting the Pure Land movement in the legacy of the 
wandering monks by embracing within its past such figures as 
Gyogi of the eighth century and Saicho and Kiikai, the founders 
of the Heian-period Buddhism. In fact, it places native sources 
rather than the texts and schools from the Asian continent at its 
foundations, invoking in its opening section a revelation 
delivered at the Great Shrine at Ise, since early times the most 
sacred place of worship in the country. Further, out of this 
historical awareness, it goes on to lament the degeneration of 
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reclusive practice and foreshadows the course the tradition was 

later to take. 
Above all, however, Plain Words conveys with immediacy 

the vital spirit of the wandering monks during the Kamakura 
period, their resolution and tough-minded practicality. It is said 
that two streams of Pure Land practice are brought together in 
Plain Words, that of Honen's sole practice of saying of Name of 
Amida (senju nembutsu) and that of a Shingon-influenced nem­
butsu practice spread by the Koya hijiri-reclusive or itinerant 
monks based on Mount Koya. From the perspective of the work 
itself, however, it may be more accurate to say that these two 
streams are grasped together as a single tradition of whole­
hearted aspiration for enlightenment, and that this breadth 
of vision reflects the diversity and raw energy of the times, 
before the fine doctrinal distinctions of the various Pure Land 

schools solidified. 
The compiler of Plain Words has not been identified. No 

preface or editorial note is attached, and nothing in the work 
can be attributed to the compiler's hand with certainty. He was 
no doubt a practicer of the Pure Land path, and probably a 
monk like almost all of the figures he quotes. Further, he clearly 
possessed considerable literary talent.2 Today, most readers first 
encounter the work in the classic Essays in Idleness (c. 1333) by 
the monk Kenko, who responded to the trenchant thought and 
expression of Plain Words by quoting several sections from 
memory. 3 The concreteness of its language evokes the ambiance 
of practice, with talk of backpacks, paper robes, and meals of 
gruel or of bean paste heated on leaves. Images drawn from 
archery suggest the warrior background of many of the monks, 
and homely details of earthenware, broken walls, and the 
resilience of bamboo indicate a closeness to daily life. 

Further, numerous scenes vividly convey the extremity of 
spirit that the aspirants of the times experienced. We find Shun­
jo in nocturnal vigil before the chapel where Kiikai is enshrined, 
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when a voicing of the nembutsu suddenly emerges from it and 
pierces him to the quick (section 2). Or a young court lady 
disguised as a priestess beats a drum before a deserted shrine, 
crying out in the night for salvation (section 78). 

Plain Words is an example of kana hogo-writings on the 
Dharma in the venacular rather than Chinese, the language of 
learning and of Buddhism. Such writings were an innovation 
closely associated with the penetration of the teaching into the 
lives of the common people. The collection not only typifies the 
genre, but gives direct expression to its moving spirit in the 
repeated admonitions again scholarship for its own sake. This at­
titude does not represent a mere evasion of the dangers of attach­
ment; at work is a demand for directness and integrity in facing 
the problem of transcending birth-and-death, and at its core is 
the insight that true resolve is not a matter of ordinary learning. 

At the heart of the nembutsu teaching in Plain Words lies a 
paradox in which our ordinary judgments and perspectives are 
brusquely uprooted and overturned. People of the nembutsu 
are "neither monk nor yet worldly" (section 98); they know that 
"to speak deeply about the meaning of the nembutsu is, on the 
contrary, a sign of shallowness" (99) and that they are "impeded 
by their own virtue" (25). In Honen's phrase, which echoes in 
the works of his disciples, 'The way to say the nembutsu lies in 
having no 'way"' (100). The masters in Plain Words sought a 
language as they sought the life of the nembutsu, and their terse 
phrases represent, more than simplicity of doctrine, a refusal to 
be satisfied with an easy and insular knowledge. Thus, they con­
front us still with a probing test of religious life. 

II The Traditions in Plain Words 

As noted before, various strands of Buddhist practice and 
tradition are drawn together in Plain Words. It may be helpful, 
therefore, to sketch some of the chief elements that find their 
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way into the work. Here we will consider the development of of­
ficial and unofficial Buddhism in the Nara period (seventh and 
eighth centuries); the institutionalization of mountain Bud­
dhism in the ninth century; the spread of nembutsu chant as a 
standard practice on Mount Hiei and among lay people in the 
tenth century, when the court culture was reaching its zenith but 
already giving rise to disaffection among the lower aristocracy; 
and the emergence of large numbers of wandering monks engag­
ing in Pure Land practices in the eleventh and twelfth centuries, 
when the country passed through a violent transition toward a 
feudal society. These developments set the stage for the ap­
pearance of Honen and other figures in Plain Words from the 
end of the twelfth century. 

Official and Unofficial Buddhism 

The date for the introduction of Buddhism into Japan is often 
set at 538, when King Seong Myong of Paikche on the Korean 
peninsula sent an envoy with a gilt statue of Sakyamuni and 
copies of sutras. It is clear, however, that Buddhist beliefs and 
practices were already known through immigrants from the 
Asian mainland, and that these beliefs had fused with Taoist 
and native shamanistic practices. From the very beginning, 
then, Buddhism tended to flow in two distinct streams-that 
of an official religion functioning to enhance and protect the 
state, and that of an underground tradition associated with 
"holy men" who undertook disciplines and austerities in the 

mountains. 

State Buddhism 

The envoy from the Korean peninsula was followed by others 
during the sixth century, and after political struggle among the 
leading clans over whether to admit the foreign religion, Bud­
dhism was formally accepted by the court, though not adopted 
exclusively. Prince Shotoku (574-621), in his "Seventeen Article 
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Constitution" of 604, declares that the people should "revere the 
Three Treasures." A program of temple construction and train­
ing of clergy was instituted, and by 624 a census showed that 
there were forty-six temples populated by over eight hundred 
monks and five hundred nuns. Many of these temples were built 
by powerful clans and had as their chief activity the worship of 
ancestors and offering of prayers for the dead. The sponsorship 
of the court was also directed toward temporal benefits, and 
monks were charged with making prayers for rain and warding 
off sickness. Thus, in their study and performance of rites and 
ceremonies, the clergy functioned as government officers, and 
their duty to the safekeeping and prosperity of the country 
superceded any personal aspirations for enlightenment. 

With the strengthening of the central government through the 
adoption of the Chinese administrative system (T aika Reform of 
645), a bureau was organized to manage religious affairs, and 
state control of temples became fixed. Clan temples were encom­
passed within this system, and court-appointed clerical offices 
were established to administer temple lands and possessions and 
oversee the activities of monks and nuns. Ordination required 
government authorization, and clergy were supported not by 
donations from devotees, but directly by the court or the 
aristocratic clans. 

The conduct of monks and nuns was carefully regulated both 
by minute precepts governing daily life and by strict public 
statutes. In 702, extensive new codes of law (Taihi5ryi5) pro­
hibited not only such non-Buddhist practices as fortunetelling 
and healing through sorcery, divination, or Taoist spells, but 
even the establishment of gathering places outside of temples 
and propagation in society. Despite exhortation in the sutras to 
spread the Dharma, priestly activities were confined to temples 
and monasteries, and contact with the common people was 
regarded as unnecessary and potentially threatening to the 
bureacratic system. Court appointment of clerics and restriction 
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of propagational activity remained hallmarks of official policy 
even in the Kamakura period, when the Pure Land and Nichiren 
schools underwent repeated state persecution. 

In 710, the capital was moved to Nara. Powerful temples 
quickly relocated within the city precincts, and during the seven 
decades that the capital remained there, temple activity flour­
ished, backed by the government and economically supported 
by large land holdings throughout the country. A program to 
construct temples in every province was instituted, and Nara's 
Todaiji became their headquarters. Eminent monks capable of 
study abroad appeared and, together with monks from China 
and even India, established the six officially recognized 
schools-essentially scholastic traditions-of the Nara period. 

The Counter-Tradition 

The 702 codes also forbid monks and nuns from undertaking 
unauthorized practice in secluded mountains and forests, but a 
repetition of such regulations in 718 indicates that violation was 
common. The government feared the use of isolated areas to 
build private followings and develop staging areas for insurrec­
tion. Practice in the mountains, however, had been widely 
accepted since ancient times as an initial activity for religious 
aspirants. Mountains were considered sacred, the abode of 
gods, and both Buddhists and Taoists retired to them to attain 
spiritual perfection and cultivate supernatural powers. The 
authorities, while wary of such activity, hoped to utilize the 
powers gained, so while prohibiting monks from Taoist prac­
tices, allowed them to employ Buddhist incantation for healing 
and exorcism. Mountain training centers were therefore estab­
lished, and novices with special permission could undertake 
practices under a watchful government eye. 

Thus, while most of the regular, fully ordained monks lived 
in the great urban temples, there were in addition two other 
categories of Buddhist aspirant. People belonging to these 
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categories were sometimes officially recognized, but many 
others were private, unauthorized practicers. One category was 
the ubasoku (Sk. upasaka, "lay practicer") who, though not 
shaving his head or wearing robes like a monk, performed prac­
tices of varying levels in the mountains. Some were affiliated 
with temples, received material aid from the state, and would be 
ordained in the future, but others were not recognized, and car­
ried on activities among the common people, from whom they 
obtained support. 

There were also shami (Sk. srama!Jera, "novice"), who under­
went initial ordination, shaved their heads, and wore robes 
and surplices. They were exempted from conscripted labor like 
regular monks. After some years of practice in the mountains 
they might, upon passing further government review, receive 
the complete 250 precepts and be ordained as full-fledged monks 
(biku, Sk. bhik~?u). They would then take a position in one 
of the main temples of the Nara area or a state temple in the 
countryside. Toward the close of the Nara period, there also 
appeared increasing numbers of self-proclaimed shami who 
shaved their heads without government authorization. 

There are several outstanding examples of religious practicers 
outside of the bureaucratic system during this period. One is the 
ubasoku En no Ozunu (6347-701), who is regarded in the tradi­
tions of Shugendo-the way of attaining supernatural powers 
through austerities in the mountains-as their founder. Origi­
nally of a family of Shinto priests, he performed practices for 
over thirty years on the sacred mountain Katsuragi. His disci­
plines stemmed chiefly from Buddhist and Taoist traditions, 
fused with native beliefs and Shinto elements; later, Shugendo 
developed from such practices with strong influence from 
esoteric Buddhism. It is said that he gained power over natural 
forces and could control gods through Buddhist incantations. 
In 699, he was banished by the authorities for seeking to 
manipulate people through his magical powers. 
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Another influential figure was Gyogi (670-749; section 102), a 
novice (shami) of the Nara temple Yakushiji. He also carried on 
practices in the mountains, then instead of assuming a post in a 
temple, began to travel throughout the country, spreading the 
teaching and undertaking many public works projects to relieve 
the suffering of the ordinary people. He is said to have built ir­
rigation canals and bridges, and also public shelters for people 
journeying to fulfill their labor obligations. He attracted many 
followers and established a number of dojo or seminaries, but as 
an outsider he was watched by the authorities, who attempted 
to suppress his activities. Finally, however, when the govern­
ment had difficulties completing the huge temple Todaiji, he 
was commissioned to collect contributions for it and elevated to 
high clerical rank. 

En no Ozunu and Gyogi together well represent the two ma­
jor faces of the tradition of the outsider taking shape in the Nara 
period-mountain practice to gain spiritual powers and works 
among the people to manifest the Buddhist ideal of compassion. 

Mountain Buddhism in the Heian Period 

As the Nara temples prospered, monks emerged who sought 
to influence temporal affairs. The most conspicuous was Dokyo, 
who gained the attentions of the empress and had himself 
appointed to a succession of lofty posts, finally conspiring to 
become emperor. His ambitions were thwarted, and after the 
death of the empress he was quickly banished. Nevertheless, 
his example underscored the potential threat of powerful 
temples to the imperial family, and the next emperor resolved to 
relocate the capital. In 784 it was moved to Nagaoka, and then 
in 793 to the basin area of present Kyoto, where a new capital 
named Heian-kyo was built. 

Early in the Heian period (794-1185), two additional schools 
of Buddhism, freshly introduced by monks who had studied in 
China, were officially recognized. These schools, Tendai and 
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Shingon, quickly became the dominant forms of Buddhism in 
the new capital, patronized by the imperial court and the 
aristocratic clans. Like the Nara schools, they remained distant 
from the common people; nevertheless, their founders had 
emerged from the earlier tradition of outsiders, and in Heian 
Buddhism, the aspect of mountain practice in this tradition 
became institutionalized as official Buddhism: the central 
temples, which previously had occupied the urban plains, 
themselves moved to the mountains. The Tendai school was 
established on Mount Hiei overlooking Kyoto from the north­
east, and Shingon on Mount Koya, several days' journey 

south in Wakayama. 
Two basic motives underlay this change in locale. First, Heian 

Buddhism was pervaded by esoteric thought, which, as we have 
seen, was strongly associated with practice on sacred moun­
tains. This was true not only of Shingon, a form of orally-trans­
mitted Tantric Buddhism, but also of Tendai, which included 
programs both of T endai meditation and of esoteric practices 
belonging to the same tradition as Shingon. These practices 
were characterized by the use of manual postures or gestures 
(mudrii), repetitive incantation of sacred syllables or verbal for­
mulas (mantra), and meditative exercises focusing on Buddhas 
and bodhisattvas depicted in intricate patterns (mar:zqala), all 
aimed to bring the practicer into unity with Buddha or true real­
ity. The sense of mystery and magical power imparted by these 
practices and the aesthetic qualities of the rituals and the graphic 
representations of the numerous Buddhas quickly enchanted the 
aristocracy, and esoteric Buddhism came to be favored at court. 
The second reason for the move to the mountains was to escape 
the worldly entanglements into which the temple institutions in 
the urban areas had fallen; in this, both the court and the new 
founders were in accord. 
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Kiikai 

With regard to esoteric practice, we see a strong continuity 
with the earlier traditions of mountain training in Kiikai (774-
835), who established the Shingon school. While still a student 
in the national college, he began entering the mountains to per­
form Taoist and Buddhist meditative practices, including the 
chanting of mantras. He probably associated with practicers in 
mountain temples, and around the age of twenty-four he 
became an ubasoku. Thereafter, until the age of thirty-one, he 
was an unauthorized wandering ascetic traveling widely and 
training on various mountains. Wishing to pursue his studies of 
esoteric Buddhism, he applied to the government and was sent 
to China in 804, where he received the transmission of the emi­
nent master Hui-kuo (746-805). He returned to Japan in 806 
and, in recognition of the importance of the teachings he had 
received, was summoned to the capital in 809. He quickly won 
imperial sponsorship, and the following year, was appointed 
the administrative head (betto) of Todaiji. In 816, he was 
granted Mount Koya, where he began a monastery that in suc­
ceeding centuries grew into an immense complex of temple halls 
and buildings. 

SaichO 

The element of withdrawal in the Heian-period mountain Bud­
dhism is seen in Saicho (766-822, section 96), who established 
the Tendai school. He was fully ordained at Todaiji, but soon 
left to build a rough hermitage on Mount Hiei, shortly before 
the capital was moved to Kyoto. After several years, he made 
his hermitage into a temple, which came to be regarded as the 
protector of the new capital, for it stood in the direction from 
which evil influences were thought to arise. The young monk 
came to the notice of the emperor Kammu, who sent him to 
China to study. In 804, Saicho went to Mount Tien-t'ai and 
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brought back texts and traditions of this school as well as of 
esoteric Buddhism and Zen. 

Saicho stressed the necessity of true aspiration for enlighten­
ment (doshin) and firmly rejected impulses to use priestly ac­
tivities or temple offices to procure material comforts and 
recognition. Rules for the Meditation Hut, a handbook on 
mountain practice attributed to him, states: 

It is not our lot to possess vast tracts of valuable land or 
large supplies of food, neither are grand temples managed 
by monastic officials to be our dwelling.4 

The practicer with genuine aspiration will live in simplicity in a 
thatched hut, far from the centers of wealth and power, 
devoting himself wholly to the Dharma. Saicho's emphasis on 
an austere life informed by resolution to attain enlightenment 
became a major element of the hijiri ideal in the following cen­

turies. 
This aspiration holds, in its negative face, stringent self­

reflection and sensitivity to any lingering worldly attachment 
at the roots of one's thoughts and perceptions. In vows that he 
wrote shortly after embarking on his reclusive life of practice 
on Mount Hiei, Saicho speaks of himself as "the most foolish 
among the foolish, the most deluded among the deluded, a be­
ing defiled and shaven [like a hypocritical monk], the lowest 
Saicho." This same element of self-reflection coupled with the 
courage of religious resolve is expressed in his conception of the 
"last age of the Dharma" (mappo), in which humankind is seen 
to exist at an unbridgeable distance from the influence and exam­
ple of Sakyamuni, and yet precisely because of this to be ripe for 
the teaching that can lead all swiftly to Buddhahood. A pessi­
mistic view of the conditions of the world may seem to provide 
an excuse for laxity in religious practice. On the contrary, 
however, to the latter-day practicers, the formal monastic rules 
were no longer valid, but one was to follow the spirit of precepts 
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based on wisdom, in full realization that one's own condition 
did not allow for the fulfillment of the code of conduct of the 
Buddha's day. This awareness differs utterly from a sense that 
precepts themselves had grown slack because the age had de­
clined. The insistence on self-awareness grew even stronger as 
the Pure Land teaching developed. 

The Pure Land Buddhism of Mount Hiei 

Both Saicho and Kukai recognized the importance of imperial 
support and, as the state bureauracy weakened, the patronage 
of the aristocracy, and they both acknowledged Buddhism's role 
as the protector of the nation. As the temples they founded grew 
in size and wealth in the succeeding centuries, so did a close 
involvement with secular society, and ecclesiastical institutions 
became a haven for aristocratic offspring who lacked sufficient 
backing for advancement at court. Thus, beyond the temple 
precincts, Buddhism functioned chiefly as landlord or in ritual 
and ceremonial roles, offering prayers for supernatural aid in 
alleviating sickness, bringing rain, or counteracting natural 
calamities. 

Mount Hiei, with its close proximity to the capital, came to 
possess political influence not only though its clerical officers 
and court activities, but also because of its military potential. 
The temples required administrative priests to manage their 
manors in the various provinces, and there grew up a class of 
monks whose function was identical to the military branches of 
the nobility. Moreover, numbers of men were attracted to the 
monasteries as a sanctuary from taxes and conscription labor. 
Mount Hiei became the home of numerous "soldier monks" 
under the rule of temple administrators, and shows of force in 
the capital as well as armed clashes with other temples began to 
occur from the end of the tenth century. 

It is in this setting that the original impulse behind Saicho's 
mountain hermitage began to reassert itself, this time in close 
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connection with Pure Land Buddhism. Monks had renounced 
mundane life, but they found that the mountain monasteries 
in which they sought refuge had themselves been permeated by 
the hierarchical structures of the aristocratic society. Repulsed 
by the ambitions and temporal entanglements that pervaded 
the temples, they withdrew, renouncing the world anew. Their 
paths led to secluded valleys apart from the main temples, 
where they could dedicate themselves to study and practice un­
disturbed. At the same time, this became a movement back 
toward the world of society. 

Pure Land Practice 

Pure Land Buddhism was an integral part of the Chinese 
T'ien-t' ai meditation teachings that Saicho introduced from 
China. In basic T'ien-t'ai writings, four types of meditative prac­
tices were defined: constant sitting samadhi, constant walking 
samadhi, half-sitting, half-walking samadhi, and samadhi in 
which physical posture is not determined ("neither walking nor 
sitting" only). All of these were extremely demanding forms 
of practice. Of them, the second and third were particularly 
important in Japan. 

Constant walking samadhi (jogyo zammai) involves the con­
centration of physical, mental, and verbal activity on Amida 
Buddha by circumambulating a statue of him for ninety days, 
day and night without interruption, contemplating his features 
and his land and reciting his Name. The aim of this practice is 
not birth into Amida's land in the future, but entrance into the 
samadhi in which the Buddhas of the universe appear before 
one, signifying attainment of the realm of enlightenment. Half­
walking, half-sitting samadhi (hangyo hanza zammai) consists 
of circumambulation of a statue of a Buddha for seven days con­
stantly repeating incantations (dhiiranl), followed by three 
weeks devoted to seated meditation, chanting of the Lotus 
Sutra, and repentance for delusional thoughts and acts. 

xxii 

A hall for meditative practice centering on the Lotus Sutra 
(Hokezammai do) was built during Saicho's lifetime, and after 
his death, his disciple Ennin (794-864) built a hall for constant 
walking samadhi with a large golden image of Amida in the 
center and depictions of the Pure Land on the four walls. Ennin 
also studied in China, and on Mount Wu-t' ai, he learned a 
method of melodic chanting of the nembutsu and of the Smaller 
Sutra (goe nembutsu or inzei nembutsu). He established the per­
formance of this chant as a form of constant or "uninterrupted" 
(fudan) nembutsu, commonly carried on for periods of seven 
days and nights, in the halls for constant walking samadhi on 
Mount Hiei. The Smaller Sutra itself states: 

Sariputra, if good men and good women, hearing of Amida 
Buddha, hold steadfast to the Name for one day, or two 
days, or three days, or four days, or five days, or six days, 
or seven days, with wholeness of mind undistracted, then 
at the time of death, Amida Buddha will appear before 
them together with a host of sages. Thus, when their lives 
end, their minds will be free of all invertedness, and they 
will immediately attain birth in Amida Buddha's land of 
bliss. 

In the tenth century, constant nembutsu employing melodic 
chant gradually became a standard form of practice in the 
meditation halls of Mount Hiei and was adopted at other 
temples, such as Shitennoji in present Osaka. About this time 
also, utterance of the nembutsu began to spread beyond temple 
precincts. The nobility, attracted by the aesthetic qualities of 
Amida worship, built chapels on their estates, and at the open­
ing of the eleventh century, the lady Sei Shonagon included in a 
list of "enviable people" those "who can afford to build their 
own Chapel of Meditation and pray there in the evening and at 
dawn."5 

Behind these developments lay the activities of such figures of 
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the outsider tradition as Kiiya (or Koya, 903-972), who taught 
the chanting of the nembutsu among the populace, and 
Yoshishige Yasutane (931-1002), a Chinese scholar in the court 
bureaucracy who eventually took orders on Mount Hiei. 
Although their names are not mentioned in Plain Words, they 
pioneered modes of nembutsu practice-rhythmic chanting in 
city streets, and concentrated recitation in small fellowships­
that left their marks on the later tradition. 

Early Diffusion: Kuya 

Kiiya, in the first part of his life, displayed the typical traits of 
the older type of shamanistic practicer who, after performing an 
amalgam of practices, including austerities in the mountains, 
emerged among the people as a wandering holy man working to 
alleviate their suffering by teaching the Dharma, curing sick­
ness, and undertaking public works projects such as clearing 
roads and digging wells. Further, though he later received full or­
dination on Mount Hiei, he preferred to maintain his title of 
sharni. In part, this reflects a critical stance toward the official 
constraints on temple activity, but it also expresses a genuine 
humility characteristic of the later hijiri. Although Gyogi was 
regarded as a bodhisattva and indeed given this title by the 
emperor, the men of Plain Words refer to themselves as "outcast 
(hi-nin, 'nonhuman') monks," recognizing themselves as the 
least capable of religious aspirants. 

A brief biography by Yoshishige concisely states Kiiya's im­
portance: he made the nembutsu popular among the common 
people. In 938, he appeared on the streets of the capital teaching 
the chanting of Amida's Name. An early statue depicts him with 
a small gong at his chest, which he beat to the rhythm of the 
nembutsu chant, and it is also said that he performed a dancing 
nembutsu (odori nernbutsu). Before him, the nembutsu was con­
sidered an incantation to pacify the dead and bring them merit; 
according to Yoshishige, it was rarely performed by lay Bud-
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dhist devotees, and ordinary people shunned (imu) it because of 
its associations with death. Kiiya, with his ecstatic chanting in 
the marketplace, his joy in the nembutsu emerging even into 
dance, spread the Pure Land teaching as a way to salvation 
among ordinary people for the first time, and he found ad­
herents from the nobility as well as the lowest strata of society. 
His practice was not an exclusive devotion to the nembutsu; 
Yoshishige describes meditative practices and such austerities as 
burning incense on his arm. He is also credited with stopping 
an epidemic. Nevertheless, as the "hijiri of the marketplace" 
(ichi no hijiri), he brought nembutsu chant out from the temple 
confines. 

Nernbutsu Fellowships 

The second major development in the diffusion of the nem­
butsu during the tenth century-one which shows beginnings of 
acceptance among the intellectuals of the lower aristocracy­
was the emergence of fellowships of Pure Land practicers. Their 
formation was probably directly influenced by Kiiya, who 
gathered both monks and laity at a temple he founded in Kyoto. 
The central figures in the early fellowships were Y oshishige and 
the Tendai monk Genshin (942-1017, section 1). At his residence 
in Kyoto, Yoshishige built a small chapel on the western bank of 
a garden pond-the side nearer the Pure Land-and enshrined a 
statue of Amida. There he performed devotions morning and 
evening, calming his mind by thinking on Amida and reading 
the Lotus Sutra. In 964, he formed an association of twenty 
scholars and twenty Tendai monks that met twice a year, first at 
the foot of Mount Hiei and later at various temples. The par­
ticipants heard a sermon on the Lotus Sutra in the morning, 
then composed poetry based on passages from it. From evening, 
they devoted themselves to recollection of Amida Buddha and 
recitation of the nembutsu, in which they passed the night. 

The use of the Lotus Sutra together with the nembutsu 
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resulted from belief in the power of the sutra to eradicate the ef­
fects of wrongdoing in the past. As we have seen, self-reflection 
and repentance were crucial features of Tendai contemplative 
practice based on the Lotus Sutra. Through coming to perceive 
clearly, on the basis of true reality, the blind passions and false 
thoughts motivating one's actions, one could neutralize the 
harmful effects of one's past karma and avoid evil acts in the 
future. Even chanting the sutra was taught to hold this power to 
save one from plunging into hell. By further reciting the nem­
butsu after extirpating one's past evil, it was thought that one 
could attain birth in Amida's Pure Land.6 

Yoshishige's fellowship for mutual support in religious prac­
tice gradually came to take on a greater social function, with in­
creasing weight given to poetry composition and banqueting, 
and after twenty years it disbanded. Two years later, Yoshishige 
became a monk and joined another, newly-formed fellowship at 
Yokawa, a secluded area on Mount Hiei. This was the "nem­
butsu-samadhi fellowship of twenty five" (nijugo-zammai e), 
started in 986. Genshin drafted the rules for the fellowship, 
which was clearly intended as a more tightly-knit and religious­
ly-oriented group. Meetings took place at the full moon of every 
month, and though the same pattern of Lotus Sutra study and 
nembutsu devotion was kept, the poetry composition was done 
away with. Moreover, the members vowed to care for one 
another in times of illness, and to give support at death, when it 
was necessary for the practicer to focus his thoughts on Amida 
Buddha in order to attain birth in the Pure Land. Members were 
buried together and their deaths recorded in a register for 
memorial services. Further, an element of Tantric practice is 
seen in the sprinkling of sand invested with the power of the 
light-mantra over the remains of dead members. This mantra 
was said to hold the power of eradicating the effects of the 
deceased's wrongdoing. 7 

Membership grew to more than one hundred, and Genshin 
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founded other similar groups also, in which men and women, 
monk and lay came together to engage in Pure Land practices. 
On the one hand, lay people went to temples once a month to 
join together in devotions with monks; this may be seen as an 
emblematic retreat to the mountains. Yoshishige, for example, 
even while serving at court, states that on returning home in the 
evening to his own chapel, he felt as though he were dwelling in 
the mountains. That is, he imagined himself a recluse in the 
secluded hut of a hijiri. On the other hand, for monks too the 
fellowship meetings represented a kind of retreat, a withdrawal 
from entanglements and duties in the main temple to pursue 
study and training in solitude. The fellowships, then, 
represented a world of religious aspiration and practice in which 
the distinction between lay and monk, secular society and tem­

ple, began to lose its fixity. 

Early Nembutsu Writings 

Two major literary works emerged from the nembutsu 
fellowships, both expressive of the practical bent of the nembut­
su movement in the tenth century. The first is Y oshishige' s 
Japanese Records of Attaining Birth in the Land of Bliss (Nihon 
ojo gokuraku ki), a collection of accounts of people who had at­
tained birth in Amida's Pure Land, including both monks and 
laity, men and women. Yoshishige notes in his preface that 
though people might hear of the Pure Land path, unless they 
knew of instances in which practicers actually attained birth, 
they would find it impossible to believe in the teaching. Thus, 
taking Chinese works as his model, he created the first example 
of an important genre in the literature of the period. It includes, 
for example, the biography of Kuya mentioned before, describ­
ing Kuya's composure at death, which was attended by 
miraculous fragrances and music from the skies, indicating that 

Amida had come to receive him. 
The second work to arise from the impetus of the fellowships 
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is Genshin's Essentials for Birth (Oji5yi5shu). It was completed 
early in 985, between the disbanding of the first fellowship and 
the formation of the "nembutsu-samadhi fellowship," and ap­
pears to be a handbook for the members of the latter. It gives 
detailed instruction for practice based on Tendai meditation, in­
cluding the constant walking samadhi and uninterrupted nem­
butsu chant. At its core it teaches contemplative training leading 
to perception of Buddhas and the features of the Pure Land, but 
Genshin also notes that those incapable of achieving such states 
should nevertheless chant the Name focusing their thoughts on 
Amida. He sets forth as the aim of such recitation not entrance 
into deep samadhi, but birth into the Pure Land after death in 
this world. With Essentials for Birth, Genshin articulated the 
doctrinal underpinnings for the later focus on vocal, rather than 
contemplative, nembutsu practice. As the references in Plain 
Words indicate, it remained the handbook of the nembutsu hi­
jiri movement in the Kamakura period. 

Emergence of the Nembutsu Hijiri 

During the eleventh century, Buddhist teachings and practices 
began to spread widely among all levels of society and to all 
parts of the country, borne by monks who departed from the 
major temples in numbers. Many of them were originally of pro­
minent aristocratic families. Some withdrew to isolated huts in 
the mountains and forests where they pursued their practices of 
meditation, sutra chanting, and austerities. Others, however, 
followed the models of Kiiya and Genshin, either going down in­
to the cities and wandering in the countryside, or withdrawing 
to secluded valleys near temples and, while devoting themselves 
to study and practice, associating with lay people and unor­
dained practicers by giving sermons and leading worship and 
chant. 

Those who followed a mendicant life among the people lived 
by begging food and alms, stopping before houses to recite 
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passages from sutras or incantations for warding off misfortune. 
Some collected contributions for temples they formed affilia­
tions with, to be used for building construction or for an image 
or bell; at times they performed rites for the dead or to cure 

illness. 
The life of wandering might be broken by periods in places 

where hijiri gathered apart from the main temples. These were 
known as bessho ("special places") in contrast to the monks' 
"original temple" (honji). Such sites began to appear in the first 
half of the eleventh century and quickly grew to number more 
than sixty, chiefly in western Japan, but also in the rural eastern 
regions where hijiri traveled. Some of the bessho had small tem­
ple halls as their center. As hijiri gathered, perhaps attracted by 
stories of some venerable practicer in residence, they would 
build their grass huts nearby. Monks sharing the same teachings 
and practices joined together to hold sessions for sermons, repen­
tance, uninterrupted nembutsu, and enactment of Amida's com­
ing with bodhisattvas to welcome one at death (mukae-ki5), a 
rite originated by Genshin. Smaller bessho had only a few 
residing hijiri, but larger ones are said to have had populations 

of a hundred or even a thousand. 
Most bessho were relatively secluded, but places of popular 

worship also became gathering places for wandering monks and 
took on the coloration of their practices. Shitennoji, for exam­
ple, was closely associated with Pure Land practice in the 
popular mind, and the sunset viewed from its western gate was 
said to provide a glimpse of the Pure Land in the west. Hijiri 
gathered there to perform constant nembutsu chant and con­
templative exercises focused on the Pure Land, and to undertake 
retreats, hoping for a revelation from Prince Shotoku, the tem­
ple founder, assuring them of future attainment of birth. One 
common practice that developed here was a pilgrimage to per­
form one million utterances of the nembutsu (hyakumanben no 
nembutsu), which might require seven to ten days. Such prac-
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tice was executed to gain merit for dead relatives or for one's 
own birth in the Pure Land, or to avoid sickness and adversity. 

About this time there also appeared a number of shami of a 
distinctive type. While from the tenth century we find mention 
of many men of the lower classes shaving their heads and wear­
ing robes to avoid taxes and conscription labor, in the eleventh 
century there emerged shami who had been officially ordained 
and who kept a monk's exterior, yet maintained families and 
homes. Such men lived in violation of their precepts, but they 
also served as living examples of the possibility of salvation, 
through the power of the Dharma, even for those who were 
given to wrongdoing. In the tale literature of this period there 
are many examples of monks and laity who commit transgres­
sions throughout their lives, yet because of some meritorious 
deed such as hearing a single sermon on the Lotus Sutra or 
reciting the nembutsu at death, do not suffer the consequences 
that their misdeeds might have brought on them. Such tales 
manifest an acute sense that the shadow of the "last age of the 
Dharma" had fallen, but they also suggest the saving power of 
self-awareness and the need for self-reflection and exertion. 

Interpenetrating Nembutsu 

The most important development in Pure Land practice dur­
ing this period was the evolution of yuzu-nembutsu-"inter­
penetrating nembutsu" in which the merit of one's own recita­
tion was made to fuse with the merit of other practicers, so that 
the collective body of good would pervade each person, becom­
ing the cause of their birth in the Pure Land. Thus, the attain­
ment of one person signified the attainment of all. This form of 
nembutsu had its intellectual roots in the Lotus and Garland 
Sutras, but was articulated by the Tendai monk Ryonin (1073-
1132) on the basis of a revelation that he received from Amida 
Buddha: "One person is all people; all people are one person. 
One practice is all practices; all practices are one practice." 

XXX 

Ryonin originally trained in constant walking samadhi and 
esoterism, then went to Ohara, a bessho associated with Mount 
Hiei. There he performed typical hijiri practices, reciting the 
nembutsu sixty thousand times a day and chanting the Lotus 
Sutra. From later descriptions of practice at Ohara, he seems 
also to have gathered practicers for three-day periods of cir­
cumambulation, performed to the accompaniment of nembutsu 
in beautiful chant melodies that he developed, with a marked 
musical talent, from traditional Tendai chant. His methods of 
chant eventually gained great popularity and were spread by 
wandering hijiri. While Genshin had emphasized personal effort 
and cautioned practicers in the fellowships he founded against 
depending on others, Ryonin evolved a form of communal 
chant that evoked a harmonious atmosphere of mutual benefit 

and joint attainment. 
Moreover, in 1117 Ryonin received his revelation and began 

traveling widely to propagate his teaching. Developing his 
thought further, he employed a register in which he recorded the 
names of people who promised to say the nembutsu-perhaps 
ten times each morning facing the west, or a hundred or a thou­
sand times daily. In this way he created a community of prac­
ticers in the society at large, making the practice of the hijiri at 
their bessho available to ordinary people in their homes. Thus, 
his yuzu-nembutsu represents a further descent of the nembutsu 
from the mountain into the lives of the common people. 

The element of joint-creation and sharing of merit in nem­
butsu practice developed into a widespread custom of group 
sessions of constant chanting-commonly for a day, three days, 
or seven days-open to both monks and laity. Examples may 
be seen in the nembutsu groups created by Myohen and Shunj6, 
the seven-day nembutsu meeting organized by Seikaku on the 
third anniversary of Honen's death, and the sessions held by 

lppen during his travels. 
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Nembutsu of Nara and Mount Koya 

Pure Land practices were also undertaken by reclusive and 
itinerant monks of the Nara schools and Mount Koya. An exam­
ple of the former is Yokan (or Eikan, 1033-1111), who pro­
pagated Pure Land teachings among the general populace late in 
life and wrote several works that influenced Honen and his move­
ment. He was ordained at Todaiji and became a noted scholar 
of the Sanron (Madhyamika) school. When in his thirties, 
he withdrew to Mount Komy6 temple, a Todaiji bessho, and 
took up nembutsu practice. About the age of forty he fell ill and 
thereafter dedicated himself to attainment of birth in Amida's 

Pure Land. 
Yokan emphasized wholeheartedness in practice of the nem­

butsu and is said to have recited the Name tens of thousands of 
times daily. This "wholeheartedness" (isshin) was a kind of total 
concentration on Amida, and he speaks of sitting in solitude in 
his hermitage, facing the west with his eyes closed and his hands 
in a gesture of homage, attaining singleness of mind through ut­
terance of the Name. His practice was not restricted to the nem­
butsu, however, but included Tantric elements, reflecting the 
growing influence of esoteric thought in the Nara schools. 
Yokan himself was an important figure in the development of 
ronmitsu, a blending of Sanron and esoteric traditions. In addi­
tion to the nembutsu, he chanted dharan'i and performed con­
templative exercises focused on the Sanskrit letter A, which he 
identified both with the Dharma-body or reality that a practicer 
attains oneness with through Amida, and with the logic of nega­

tion taught in the Sanron school. 
Pure Land thought also came to adopted by Shingon prac­

ticers from the tenth century on, and Kakuban (1094-1143), in 
attempting to bring about the revival of Mount Koya three cen­
turies after Kiikai, absorbed Pure Land practice on the basis of 
Shingon doctrine. He accomplished this by identifying Amida 
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as an aspect of Vairocana, the Sun Buddha who is Dharma­
body itself in Shingon teachings. 8 The Pure Land also is another 
name for the reality that pervades all things. Thus, by reciting 
the mantra of Amida, 9 forming the hand posture representing 
him, and contemplating him, one can achieve a oneness with 
Amida that signifies attainment of the Shingon goal of Bud­
dhahood with this very body. 

III The World of Plain Words 

The two broad streams of Pure Land practice seen in Plain 
Words-that of Honen and that of the Koya hijiri-both trace 
their roots to the traditions delineated above. Honen studied 
under a student of Ryonin on Mount Hiei and was also familiar 
with the Pure Land teachings of the Nara schools, and the 
leaders of the Koya hijiri-Myohen (section 4) and Shunj6 (sec­
tion 2)-emerge from the streams of Nara school and Shingon 
esoterism. 

A sharp wind, however, blows through the world of Plain 
Words, sweeping away all that is unessential from practice. In 
part, it is a reassertion of the critical impulse of the outsider 
tradition, an insistence on purity of motive. The elaborate, for­
malized practices of the established schools, including the ritual 
esoterism indulged in by the court, came to be abandoned. Even 
the chants and incantations commonly performed by wandering 
monks became suspect, for they often functioned more as means 
of support than practices for emancipation. In the twelfth cen­
tury, a bleak pessimism pervaded the air as the court aristocracy 
declined and warrior clans struggled openly for power. At the 
same time, the collapse of the old order released fresh energies. 
Thus, the emphasis on genuine aspiration was also an affirma­
tion of a path compatible with the thoroughgoing honesty and 
severity of the wandering monks. 
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Honen 

The doctrinal basis of the teachings in Plain Words is the "sole 
practice of saying the nembutsu" developed by Honen. In his 
career, we see another development in the hijiri tradition. Like 
Genshin, Honen renounced secular life to enter the monastery, 
then left the main temple seeking seclusion for study and prac­
tice. But after twenty-five years of Tendai Pure Land training in 
a bessho at Kurodani, a valley of Mount Hiei, he further decid­
ed to abandon his previous practice and decended from the 
mountain, settling in the foothills of Kyoto. There he taught 
that Amida Buddha, in order that every person might attain 
enlightenment, selected as the act resulting in birth in the Pure 
Land one that could easily be performed by all people-the sim­
ple saying of the Name. Other practices-contemplative exer­
cises, sutra chanting, monastic precepts-were to be put aside. 
Only saying the nembutsu entrusting oneself to Amida' s compas-

sion was necessary. 
With this teaching, Honen stripped away all self-attachment 

from religious endeavor. Previously, practice had been under­
stood as accumulation of merit, discipline of the heart and mind, 
and the eradication of delusional thought, but bringing the 
self-scrutiny of the hijiri-the discernment of latent grasping for 
esteem and profit even in religious activity-deeply to bear on 
his own life, Honen declared himself incapable of fulfilling such 
practice. The only Buddhist act he was capable of was saying 
the Name and attaining birth through the working of Amida's 

Vow. 
Honen won followers from among the nobility as well as the 

lowest levels of society and attracted many hijiri. While he wore 
monk's robes, maintained his basic precepts, and even bestowed 
lay precepts on others, he firmly denied the necessity of renounc­
ing secular life. Thus, in pursuing his search for a path to 
enlightenment, he came nearly full circle, back to ordinary socie-
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ty, and precisely by doing so, advanced the tradition of the out­
sider. Late in life, as his teaching gained popularity, he was 
deprived by the authorities of his monkhood and the Jodo (Pure 
Land) school he founded was outlawed. 

Myohen 

A version of the sole practice of nembutsu that remains 
rooted in the earlier hijiri tradition is seen in Myohen. He was 
ordained at Todaiji, where he studied the Sanron school. 
Though gaining renown as a scholar-monk, he rejected worldly 
prestige and retired to the Todaiji bessho at Mount Komyo, 
where he took up Pure Land practices. In this, he followed in the 
footsteps of Yokan, who also repeatedly refused lectureships 
and temple posts in order to pursue his Pure Land practices. 

About the age of thirty, Myohen went to Mount Koya, set­
tling in a secluded valley, Rengedani, which he rarely left during 
the remainder of his life. Like Yokan, he received transmissions 
of esoteric practices. After encountering Honen (section 4), 
however, he is said to have abandoned his Sanron study and 
esoteric training and devoted himself to saying the Name 
together with his followers: 

Whenever asked, he used to discourse on the doctrines of 
the exoteric and esoteric sects, but as for himself he did 
nothing but the one thing of repeating the sacred name.10 

From Plain Words, we see that Myohen initiated followers in 
such esoteric traditions as the "eighteen elements" of basic prac­
tice, which would qualify one to receive the abhi?eka ("sprin­
kling water" on the forehead) ritual and further transmissions 
(section 85). 

His daily routine included other widespread practices of the 
times. Every morning he declared vows to observe the precepts 
and worshiped relics of Sakyamuni Buddha. These activities 
reflect a determination to return to Sakyamuni's authentic 
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teaching and way of life. This resolve arose in reaction against 
the corruption of the temple establishment and was shared 
by reclusive figures associated with the Nara schools such as 
Gedatsu (section 12) and Myoe, both fierce critics of Honen's 

teaching. 
In addition, Myohen and his group performed practices com-

mon among the earlier nembutsu fellowships. Every evening 
they enacted Amida's coming at death (mukae-ko), and at the 
six hours of the day (at four-hour intervals), they chanted the 
nembutsu and hymns. Thus, "sole practice of the nembutsu" 
meant for such monks the eradication of all residue of attach­
ment from study and practice, leading one eventually to aban­
don complex esoteric rites and training and to concentrate on 
strict observance of precepts and recitation of the nembutsu. 

Shunjo 

The career of Shunj6 also reflects the older hijiri traditions. 
After receiving initial training in esoteric Buddhism, he under­
took austerities at a number of sacred mountain sites. He then 
became a wandering monk, performing both recitation of the 
Lotus Sutra and week-long sessions of uninterrupted nembutsu. 
Later, he made Mount Koya his base and built a following of 

close disciples. 
He is best known as a leader of kanjin hijiri, monks traveling 

the countryside collecting contributions for temple construction 
and public works projects. He offered his services to the 
shogunate for the restoration of Todaiji, consciously following 
Gyogi's example, and employed a knowledge of temple architec­
ture that he gained in China in directing the huge project involv­
ing many craftsmen, itinerant monks and workers. He also built 
seven other temple halls, known as new bessho, which served as 
places for nembutsu practice and also as centers for public 

welfare activities. 
Shunjo's practice on Mount Koya is reflected in a bell that he 
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contributed to a temple that probably stood in Rengedani. It is 
inscribed with Sanskrit "seed-letters" (Sk. b!ja) or characters 
representing Amida and his attendant bodhisattvas, together 
with a spell for Amida Buddha and with the words of the light­
mantra. We see, then, that although in later Jodo school ac­
counts Shunj6 is portrayed as a follower of Honen's teaching, 
his nembutsu practice was rooted in his earlier Shingon training. 
Nevertheless, he seems to have focused his practice chiefly on 
Amida rather than other Buddhas in the Shingon pantheon, and 
he established groups of nembutsu practicers in various areas of 
the country. On Mount Koya, for example, he founded a bessho 
slightly deeper in seclusion than Myohen's Rengedani, and there 
a small number of his most ardent followers practiced constant 
nembutsu. 

IV After Honen 

Seeking the world beyond is no different 

from carrying out your life on the paths of this 

world. (Section 69) 

In Honen's thought, the concept of "selection and rejection" 
(senjaku)-Amida's determination of simple utterance of the 
Name as the act for birth and his setting aside of all traditional 
forms of religious cultivation-had the same effect as the hijiri's 
stern passion for poverty and candor: it sheared away all that 
was extraneous-all appetite for the inconsequential-from 
authentic practice of the way. Honen's nembutsu, however, har­
bored an inherent tension, which we glimpse in the practice of 
the Koya hijiri. It was natural, given the total dedication ad­
vocated by the hijiri, that adoption of his thought would lead to 
wholehearted endeavor in recitation of the Name and an effort 
to eliminate mundane obstructions that might express itself 
even as a wish for death. Honen himself uttered the nembutsu 
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incessantly, tens of thousands of times daily, much like Ryonin, 
Yokan, and other earlier practicers. The nembutsu he taught, 
however, was effective not because of any effort by the aspi­
rant, but rather because it was decided on by Amida and made 
to hold the Buddha's virtues. Hence, sole practice for Honen 
assumed the entrusting of oneself to the Buddha's wisdom and 
the power of his Vow to save all beings. Solely saying the 
Name became a very different kind of act from other practices, 
including nembutsu recitation to accumulate merit, and sole prac­
tice was integral to its nature. Other kinds of practice-for merit 
or self-purification-were unnecessary; faith in the sufficiency 
of simple utterance, however, was. Thus, there appeared among 
Honen's following some who emphasized constant effort tore­
cite the Name, and others who felt that faith in Amida's compas­
sion was the key to attainment. The master sought to reconcile 
the two elements of practice and faith (sections 26, 114), but 

was not altogether successful. 
Plain Words includes chiefly the sayings of followers who 

stressed lifelong endeavor in reciting the Name; it is here that 
their accord with the Koya hijiri monks lies. Viewing the collec­
tion in historical context, one notices that a number of Honen's 
other prominent disciples are missing; Kosai (1163-1247), 
Shinran (1173-1263, founder of the Shin school), and Shokii 
(1177-1247, founder of the Jodo school Seizan branch), all of 
whom developed the concept of faith or trust, receive no men­
tion. If the compiler of Plain Words was a man of the Jodo 
school, he probably belonged to the Chinzei branch, which 
became the mainstream of the school, represented in the work 
by the founder Shako, his chief disciple, Ryochii (Nen'a), and a 

number of others. 
It is in the delineation of the dimension of faith, however, that 

we see the completion of the trends we have been describing. In 
Honen, practice became possible while carrying on mundane 
life because its genuineness ceased to depend on the training or 
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mental state of the aspirant. Nembutsu practice was no longer 
spiritual discipline or the eradication of the effects of inner tur­
moil, past and present. Rather, the concept of practice itself 
underwent a change. Honen was able to disclose the true prac­
tice of the Pure Land way-the act selected precisely because it 
could be easily incorporated into everyday life-by eliminating 
all impulses to appropriate it as one's own, all pride in human ef­
fort. By doing so, he brought practice down from Mount Hiei 
and out of the bessho and made it fully available to ordinary 

people. 
Through the entrusting of oneself to the Vow, then, the 

nembutsu enters one's life; trust is the link between the practice 
infused with the Buddha's virtues and the practicer. Faith in 
Amida's Vow means precisely abandoning the vanity in learning 
and the self-consciousness in good acts. Thus, Honen speaks 
of entrusting oneself to the nembutsu by becoming a foolish 
person and "simply saying the nembutsu with wholeness of 
heart, free of any pretensions to wisdom" (page 71). In this way, 
nembutsu becomes the central activity of life: 

Even when engaged in other activities, do them while say­
ing the nembutsu. Don't say the nembutsu while doing 
something else. (Section 32) 

Here, ordinary life in the world is superimposed on the hijiri's 
life of undefiled practice; they coincide without impedement. 
Because practice is solely saying the Name, a life in dedication 
to it can be carried on in a mundane context uncompromised. 

Those among Honen's disciples who explored the dimension 
of faith, however, sought to articulate further the incorporation 
of the Buddha's practice by revealing how the nembutsu is not 
merely added to one's everyday life, but utterly pervades and 
transforms it. Kosai, Shinran, and Shokii all taught that attain­
ment of the awakening termed faith-which is freedom from the 
constrictions of the imagined self-represented a union of a 
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person with Amida' s wisdom-compassion.11 Having relinquished 
all clinging to egocentric perceptions by entrusting oneself to 
the Buddha, one is transfused with authentic awareness of the 
nature of human life, and having discarded attachments to one's 
accomplishment of good, every act is made to hold the virtue of 
transcending the self. One joins, then, not merely a fellowship / 
of aspirants along the path who pool their merit, but a communi­
ty of those who have come through-one that embraces all who 
rejoice in the Name, including Buddhas and enlightened beings. 
This is mundane life as itself the austere life of one free of the 
domination of self-will. Such life is wholly mundane, filled with 
acts arising from ignorance and passions, and at the same time it 
is an ongoing transformation of it, the effortless resolution of 
our gravest concern (section 74). As Plain Words states: "When 
you have genuinely let go of your attachments, you show no 

sign of having done so" (section 60).12 

The Hijiri as Ideal 

Coming at the close of an era of great creativity, Plain Words 
displays, amid the stark immediacy of the life of practice, a 
developed sense of a "hijiri ideal," and with it, strands of 
nostalgia. Thus, true to its probing, self-reflective spirit, it also 
portends the deterioration of the tradition. Three general 
sources of secularization demand comment in the work, being 
intertwined with the hijiri's life: self-indulgent interpretation of 
the hijiri ideal; professionalism; and the appropriation of the hi­

jiri's life for ends other than religious. 

Concealing Virtue 

One of the central themes of Plain Words is the idea that hijiri 
should hide any trace of goodness, lest they succumb to pride in 
their practice and, under the scrutiny of their fellows, a concern 
for reputation. The hijiri of the Kamakura period struck out in­
to the wilderness not for knowledge and power, like the holy 
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men of old, but to leave behind the self. The reverse side of their 
reluctance to reveal their accomplishments was a genuine humil­
ity, a biting awareness that, whatever the appearances, their life 
hardly merited the respect of others. In Plain Words, these feel­
ings are vividly expressed by Myohen: 

I have become known as a "man of the Way" and live in 
splendid circumstances: this is altogether at odds with my 
original intention. And unaware of my inmost feelings, 
people see my secluded life here and think it worthy of 

admiration. (Section 47) 

"Splendid circumstances" refers to his hermitage, a small temple 
hidden away in Rengedani scarcely lavish by ordinary stan­
dards; elsewhere he speaks of its poor construction (section 76). 

Nevertheless, his high aristocratic birth as well as his accom­
plishments in learning and practice no doubt brought him 
deferential treatment, especially among the low-ranking hijiri. 
Wandering monks gained a canny sense both of underlying com­
placence and of authentic practice and traded tales of exemplary 
monks; Myohen's diligence in seeking to avoid fame merely 
enhanced his stature in the eyes of his followers. 

It was in such situations, however, that the strategy of hiding 
one's virtue could be employed to effect. It was derived from 
the basic Tien-t'ai text, Great Tranquility and Insight (Ja. 
Makashikan), which states that one should "contract one's vir­
tues and expose one's flaws; make a show of delusions and con­
ceal one's reality."13 Concealing one's rectitude, then, is not 
merely a matter of seclusion; when necessary, it means to make 
use even of a camouflage of despicable conduct in order to 
preserve one's integrity. From the beginning of the thirteenth 
century, there begin to appear numerous tales of monks who 
put an end to the lingering gratification of esteem by, for exam­
ple, pretending to such lapses as living with women.14 

The notion of hiding one's practice or good acts is open to 
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abuse, however, as a positive interpretation of wrongdoing. 

Plain Words cautions: 

Although the Buddhist teaching states that virtues are best 
hidden, purposely making a show of foolishness is also a 
fault, one that will turn into indolence. (Section 136) 

Nevertheless, concealing one's activity as a monk, with its super­
ficial blurring of the religious and the mundane that renders ex­
ternal judgments meaningless, may be seen to hint at the deeper 
revision of the idea of virtue seen before, in which authentic 
practice has crossed beyond the limits of self-purification and 
self-will. Here, the key to the hijiri's abandonment of reputation 
lies finally in hiding one's virtues above all from oneself, or 
rather, seeing right through them, to the error in imposing 
ordinary standards, moral or religious, on the life of the nem­
butsu. As Honen states, "Wakening aspiration for enlightenment 
is best accomplished by stealth" (section 84). 

Professional Hijiri 

The venerable masters of old, with total commitment, dis­
carded the trappings of their renunciation, including sutra texts 
and images for worship. They repudiated their esoteric knowl­
edge of the significance of Sanskrit letters and abandoned the 
secret rituals that had been transmitted to them. But now, it is 
said in Plain Words, monks utilize their skills in chant and in 
preaching-which might include storytelling, musical intona­
tion and instrumental accompaniment, and even dance and 
mime-to attract a following and collect donations and alms. 

Plain Words makes repeated reference to chant in worship, 
which was closely related to the hijiri tradition. Under the 
influence of Kuya, Senkan (918-983) of Miidera wrote hymns 
in Japanese to be sung to Tendai chant melodies, and Genshin 
followed him, composing hymns for use in worship among the 
nembutsu fellowships. Ryonin further developed the aesthetic 
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elements of chant, which spread with his yuzu-nembutsu. By 
the time of Plain Words, liturgical chant had become extremely 
popular, and had even been adopted to secular songs. 

Plain Words even speaks of the deterioration of chant into 
"monkey-music" (sarugaku, section 107), pointing perhaps, 
beneath the irony, to actual shifts in occupation. Sarugaku 
refers to entertainments such as farce and mime performed 
during festivals at temples and shrines. The performers were 
itinerants loosely affiliated with the temples and shared a 
background not unlike that of many wandering monks. 
Gradually the entertainments absorbed elements of religious 
music and Buddhist themes; no drama and kyogen comedy, 
which are still performed as offerings at temples and shrines, 

have their roots here. 
Another example of the mundane development of the hijiri's 

training is "their tales of war" (section 93), originally the stuff of 
sermons interwoven with the theme of impermanence. Nar­
ratives of battle-the best known is the Tales of the Heike­
came to be intoned to melodies derived from Tendai chant and 
developed into a popular entertainment. Specialists, often 
blind, wore monk's garb and sang the tales to the accompani­
ment of the biwa, a continental lute that gained popularity in 
Japan in the Heian period. These itinerant "biwa monks" 
numbered in the hundreds in Kyoto alone during the Kamakura 

period. 
The biwa monks and temple entertainers were the forerunners 

of specialists in the arts who stemmed from the hijiri tradition, 
including linked verse poets, no performers, and the tonseisha 
("recluses") of the Muromachi period who advised the Ashikaga 
shoguns and feudal lords in such matters of taste and connoisseur­
ship as flower arrangement, gardens, and incense appreciation. 

Life of the Thatched Hut 

The movement of wandering monks into the realm of the arts 
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was paralleled by the adoption of the recluse's life by men of let­
ters. A tendency to idealize the hijirji's life and to perceive in it a 
freedom denied in the rigid, hierarchic court society dominated 
by a single clan may be traced back to the latter part of the tenth 
century, the time of Y oshishige and his garden chapel. The 
outstanding example, however, is Saigyo (1118-1190), who 
abandoned his post as a court guard to pursue the life of wander­
ing monk and poet.l5 As monk, his career shares elements in 
common with Kyobutsu-a disciple of Myohen and the best­
represented hijiri in Plain Words. Both trained at Ohara and 
Mount Koya, and both were familiar (despite Kyobutsu's 
disclaimer, section 40) with Tendai chant and yiizii-nembutsu 

practices. 
Further, the purity of aspiration emphasized by the wander­

ing monks came to be seen as capable of transforming artistic 
discipline into a way of spiritual cultivation. This perception is 
clearly expressed in Kamo no Chomei's Tales of Aspiration for 
Enlightenment (Hosshinshii, 1216), written about the time of 
Honen's death. In one tale, Chomei states: 

Vice-governor of Dazaifu Sukemichi, a skilled biwa 
player, ... did not perform any of the usual practices for 
attaining the world beyond. Going into his private chapel 
each day, he simply played pieces on the biwa while having 
someone keep count and directed the merit accruing from 
this toward his birth in the Land of Bliss. (VI, 9) 

Here, dedication to the single art of the biwa is substituted for 
recitation of the nembutsu. Chomei carefully explains why such 
training works to bring about religious fulfillment: 

Religious practices are [essentially] acts accomplished 
through effort and aspira~ion; hence, one should not 
necessarily think of such [performance on the biwa] as inef­
fective. We find here the spirit of artistic dedication (suki), 
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in which a person ceases to delight in joining socially with 
others, or to sorrow at declining fortune. He is moved to 
deep compassion by the opening and scattering of blos­
soms, and his mind is made lucid wherever he thinks of the 
moon's rising and setting, so that he seeks above all to 
remain unstained by worldly defilements. Thus, the reality 
of arising-and-perishing naturally manifests itself to him, 
and attachments to fame and profit completely die away. 
This is indeed the gateway to freedom and emancipation. 

The cultivation of an undistorted sensitivity to the things of the 
world through artistic discipline, seclusion, and closeness to 
nature is seen here to resemble the hijiri's practice in his her­
mitage and to lead to the same end. This spiritualization of 
secular arts and daily activities through commitment, training, 
and aesthetic preferences modeled on the hijiri's life character­
izes such arts as the tea ceremony, which developed under the 
influence of monks and artistic performers who sought to 
create the atmosphere of a mountain retreat in their practice.16 

Plain Words criticizes the transmutation of the hermit's life 
of practice into literary pursuit as an error: 

Many who dwell in solitude cling to their way of life, believ­
ing that their minds are pure because they pass their time 
wholly in intoning verses in their still and tasteful retreats: 
they are deceiving themselves (section 44). 

Nevertheless, we sense here a recognition of the shifting center 
of cultural creativity from religion to arts. It is in the realm 
of the arts and the aesthetic ideals termed "chill," "lean," 
"withered," sabi (solitariness) and wabi (poverty) that the spirit 
of the hijiri tradition was next to find new expression. 

Plain Words captures a moment in the history of Pure Land 
Buddhism in Japan. Since its time, developments at the dojo and 
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bessho founded by wandering monks have grown into major 
temple institutions, and most clergy of all schools have become 
shami, wearing monk's robes while maintaining homelife and 
families in their temples. The temples themselves, interwoven in­
to secular life, are bequeathed to offspring, and may be litigated 
like an inheritance. The teachings have been codified, in accord 
with government policy in the Edo period, and are refined and 
debated by professional scholar-clerics. Hijiri of old now bear 
honorific names posthumously bestowed by emperors. Plain 
Words gives a glimpse of the great revolution that preceded. 

The moment it evokes also occurs in the life of the Pure Land 
practicer; herein lies the work's abiding value. It points in two 

directions at once, and through its individual entries we see that 
traveling the road of the death of the self becomes an engage­
ment in life in secular society, and return to ordinary life is 
founded on the departure it depicts. It teaches that unless one 
makes an effort to free oneself from the attachments and desires 
that bind one to samsaric life, it is impossible to awaken to the 
working of Amida's compassion, which comes to pervade one's 
existence just as one is. 

A Note on the Text 

There is little to be said about the compilation of Plain Words 
that cannot be deduced from the text itself. Similar anthologies 
exist, but they seem to be derivative.l7 While Honen's sayings 
may have been drawn from earlier biographies or collected say­
ings, other material, most notably the sayings of Kyobutsu, can­
not be found elsewhere. 

As noted before, the doctrinal content and the image con­
veyed of Myohen and other monks of the older hijiri type sug­
gest the perspective of the Chinzei branch of Honen's Jodo 
school. Myohen, however, appears nearly as often as Honen in 
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the collection, and Kyobutsu has the greatest representation 
with twice as many entries. In addition, the editorial comments 
occasionally appended to the text occur chiefly in material 
associated with Kyobutsu. Either a record of Kyobutsu's sayings 
was incorporated into Plain Words, inclusive of these comments, 
or perhaps more likely, Plain Words may itself have been com­
piled by a disciple of Kyobutsu. 

One other theory of authorship should be mentioned: the 
poet-Il'!onk Ton'a (1289-1373). As a man of the Ji school 
founded by the wandering monk Ippen, Ton' a was in a position 
to respond to stories of both the Jodo and Koya hijiri streams 
of nembutsu. Moreover, there are examples among his poems 
showing that he turned his literary gifts to religious themes. It is 
the kindred spirit expressed in Essays in Idleness, however, that 
most strongly suggests Ton' a as compiler of Plain Words, for he 
and Kenk6 were closely associated both as monks and as poets 
sharing the reputation of being among "the four heavenly 
kings" of poetry. The evidence is circumstantial, but it takes 
into consideration the literary qualities of Plain Words. 18 

The work is assumed to have been compiled after the death of 
the masters named (either 1287, when Nen'a died, or 1297, when 
Jishin died), and before 1333, the generally accepted date for the 
composition of Essays in Idleness. The latest possible date is 
1350, when Kenk6 died. 

The translation follows the earliest extant text, published in 
1648 with a note stating that it is based on a manuscript dated 
1463. It is also included in Miyasaka Yiish6, ed., Kana hogo shu, 
Nihon bungaku taikei, volume 83, Iwanami Shoten, 1964. The 
text may have passed through several stages of editing by the 
time it assumed this form. Section breaks are not clearly shown 
in the original; these have been added in this volume wher­
ever separate quotations are specifically indicated, and section 
numbers have been added. The text, however, is not consistent 
in format; some sections include more than one entry, and in 
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several instances, adjoining sections may originally have been 

considered one. 
A more widely read edition in premodern Japan is that of the 

Jodo school priest TanchO ~1IL published in Genroku 2 (1689) 
under the title Hyochu zoho ichigon hOdan sho tJtt~:fm-§'lJ~ 
£\)). Tancho's notes still provide the foundation for modern an­
notated editions. However, explanatory comments also seem to 
have been incorporated into the text at some points. In addition, 
Tancho lent the work a Jodo school outlook by reorganizing it 
under ten headings of his own devising. Since the original 
displays little organization apart from the opening entries, I in­
clude here a list of the sections in their order in Tancho's edition, 

according to the present section numbers: 

Food, Clothing and Shelter: 6, 42 (part 6), 18, 76, 53, 44 (part 

3), 82, 96, 19, 88, 43, 52, 80, 45. 
Purity and Simplicity: 42 (part 3), 81, 41, 67, 103, 106. 

Teachers and Companions: 102, 11, 140. 
,Impermanence: 29, 42 (part 1), 70, 66, 78, 42 (part 5), 34. 
Mindfulness of Death: 44 (part 1), 39 (part 2), 97, 61, 72, 94, 

59. 
Facing the Moment of Death: 9, 62, 107. 
Nembutsu: 1, 3, 2, 10, 28, 99, 133, 134, 74, 135, 73, 77, 54, 

91, 123, 124, 125, 5, 100, 114, 98, 35. 
Attainment of Faith: 26, 112, 126, 30, 27, 113, 31, 128, 122, 

33,121,116,117,119,120, 129,32,109,110, 111,4, 13, 14, 
108, 57, 56, 130, 127, 20, 60 (part 2), 36, 7, 37, 38, 55, 75, 

132, 58. 
Learning: 64, 85, 115, 101, 68, 118, 12, 51, 46, 47, 42 (part 8), 

42 (part 9), 63, 104, 65, 60 (part 1), 23, 17, 139, 42 (part 7), 

105, 39 (part 1), 79, 42 (part 2). 
Admonitions: 42 (part 4), 92, 93, 87, 138, 50, 83, 84, 137, 21, 

49, 15, 25, 24, 89, 90, 136, 86, 16, 95, 71, 69, 48, 40, 8, 44 

(part 2), 131. 
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Another modern edition is Taya Raishun, Kochu ichigon 
hodan, 1938, which collates four published editions and ap­
pends Tancho's notes as well as those of another Edo period edi­
tion, Ichigon hodan kukai -§7Jg~£');1l]Wf (1688) by Sokan tll.fm. 
A text annotated and translated into modern Japanese by 
Konishi Jin'ichi 1s included in Usui Yoshimi, ed., Hojoki, 
Tsurezuregusa, lchigon hodan shu, Chikuma Shobo, 1970. 
Selections translated and annotated by Gorai Shigeru are in­
cluded in his Bukkyo bungaku, Kadokawa Shoten, 1975. 

The monks of Plain Words express little interest in the 
scholastic side of their tradition-the works of Genshin and 
Honen, or Honen's inspiration Shan-tao, that formed the foun­
dation of the nembutsu teaching; their effort is rather to forge 
the living, native expression of those teachings. Thus Kyobutsu 
speaks repeatedly of incisive statements of Dharma that do not 
exceed a single sheet of paper. I have appended several examples 
of this genre. With Yokawa hogo attributed to Genshin, I have 
followed a text transmitted in the Shin school Shinshu hogo 
shui, which is more concise than the common version. Honen's 
Ichimai kishomon is based on the autograph manuscript. The 
circumstances of its composition, two days before Honen's 
death at the age of seventy-nine, are recorded in a biography: 

As the master [Honen]lay with the end approaching, [his 
disciple] Seikan-bo requested him to set down the essentials 
of the nembutsu-faith briefly in his own hand, even though 
he had listened to Honen's t~aching for some years; he said 
that he would treasure it thereafter as a keepsake. 

Myohen's statement is taken from Myohen sozu isshi hogo 
genchu, published in Genbun 5 (1740) and available in the 
Ryukoku University library. 
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NOTES 

1. The term hijiri ~ originally meant "sage" and appears to have its 
roots as an honorific title for a "holy man" or shaman of the indigenous 
religious traditions. Its literal meaning is understood as one who knows 
(shiri) the movements of the sun (hi) and other heavenly bodies [Hori 
Ichiro, "On the Concept of Hijiri (Holy-Man)," part 1, p. 129] or one 
who controls or kindles (shiru) the sacred fire (hi) [Gorai Shigeru, 
Ki5ya hijiri, p. 29]. By the time of Plain Words, however, it was used 
chiefly to indicate a wide variety of reclusive or itinerant monks, who 
were often without official clerical status. It sometimes retained its 
honorific sense, but it was also employed simply as a common noun for 
low-ranking wandering monks only loosely affiliated with temples. 
The synonymous term shi5nin (~A or J:A.) likewise had both these 

meanings, honorific and common. 

2. A comparison of the dialogue between Myohen and Honen (sec­
tion 4) with versions in other records reveals a sense of the dramatic 
qualities of spare expression in Plain Words lacking in the more ex­
planatory renderings. Honen shi5nin eden, for example, comments on 
Myohen's omissions of ordinary civilities in his eagerness to hear 
Honen's comment (Coates and Ishizuka, Hi5nen the Buddhist Saint, p. 

318). 

3. Kenko (1283-1350) devotes section 98 of Essays in Idleness 

(Tsurezuregusa) to Plain Words: 

In reading a book titled Ichigon hodan, which records the words of 
venerable hijiri, I was impressed with the aptness of the following 

passages: 

(1) Acts you must ponder whether to do or not are, as a rule, 

better left undone. 
(2) Those mindful of the world beyond should own nothing, 

not so much as a crock for salted bran. Even with copies of scrip­
ture for daily use and sacred images for the altar, it is senseless to 

own fine things. 
(3) A recluse passes his life managing to feel no want of what 

he lacks; this is the best way to live. 

/ 

(4) The senior monk should become a novice, the sage a fool, 
the prosperous man poor, and the person of accomplishments 
unschooled. 

(5) Aspiring to the Buddha Way is not an involved task. Allow 
yourself time and set your mind to no worldly business: this is the 
primary step. 

There were a number of other statements that I do not recall. 

Kenko's quotations are paraphrases: (1) corresponds to section 22 of 
Plain Words; (2) is derived from sections 67 and 95; (3) corresponds to 
section 41, (4) to section 60, and (5) to section 50. In addition, he may 
have drawn on Plain Words sections 53 and 127 for his comment on 
Shinkai (Tsurezuregusa, 49) and his quotation of Honen (39). 

4. Zen'an shiki tlli:fio;\;, quoted in Hazama Jiko, "The Characteris­
tics of Japanese Tendai," Japanese Journal of Religious Studies 14(2-3): 
109, 1987. Hazama states that Zen'an shiki is the record referred to in 
Plain Words, section 96. 

5. Ivan Morris, The Pillow Book of Sei Shonagon, New York: 
Columbia, 1967, p. 163, section 156. 

6. The chanting of the Lotus Sutra, like the nembutsu, came to be 
dissemif\ated among the common people by wandering monks. Such 
monks, termed "bearers of the sutra" (jikyi5ja), often led a mendicant 
life, chanting portions of the sutra before houses and receiving alms. 
They tended, however, to be reclusive, dedicating themselves to 
repeated recitations of the Lotus Sutra and the writing of copies in 
isolation. The Nichiren school may be seen as developing out of this 
tradition. 

Stories of monks devoted to the Lo_tus Sutra may be found in Hok­
kegenki, compiled about 1040; translated in Yoshiko K. Dykstra, 
Miraculous Tales of the Lotus Sutra from Ancient Japan, Hirakata: 
Kansai University of Foreign Studies, 1983. 

7. The mantra of light (ki5myo shingon): Olfl amogha vairocana 
maha-mudra maf\i padma jvala pravarttaya hiilfl.. Mantras are sacred 
embodiments of reality as sound and often have no apparent literal 
meaning as phrases; they are said to hold the power, when repeated 
numbers of times, to protect the practicer and ward off evil and danger. 

8. This identification of Amida with Vairocana may be expressed 
obliquely in Genshin's revelation at Ise (section 1), for the tendency to 
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associate the "Great Sun Buddha" (Dainichi nyorai) with the sun god­
dess Amaterasu, enshrined at Ise, goes back to the Nara period. It is 
said that Gyogi was sent to Ise by the emperor to gain approval for the 

construction of the statue of Vairocana at Todaiji. 

9. The Amida spell (Amida shoju) or shorter mantra: orp. amrta teje 

hara hiirp.. 

10. Coates and Ishizuka, Hi5nen the Buddhist Saint, p. 321. 
Myohen's daily practice is also recorded in Honen's biography, 

translated in this book. 

11. See my article, "Religious Transformation in Shinran and 

Shokii," Pure Land 4:57-69, 1987. · 

12. Perhaps the true inheritors of the spirit of the nembutsu hijiri are 
the "wondrous, excellent people" (myi5ki5nin) of the Shin path, whose 
stories begin to be collected and published in the Edo period. While the 
hijiri abandoned their learning and the pursuit of security, the myi5ki5-
nin were often from the outset illiterate people of the countryside 
living in harsh uncertainty. Nevertheless, after long struggle with the 
teaching carried on in their daily lives, they came to manifest in word 
and deed a joy and self-knowledge arising from the wisdom of the 

nembutsu. 

13. Quoted and discussed in Ito Hiroyuki, Inton no bungaku, 

Kasama Shoin, 1975, pp. 215-220. 

14. Murakami Manabu, "Setsuwa Tales and Hijiri Ascetics," Acta 

Asiatica 37:85-103, 1979. 

15. Tokue Mezaki, Saigyi5 no shisoshi-teki kenkyu, Yoshikawa 

kobunkan, 1978, pp. 100-105. 

16. For a consideration of Pure Land Buddhist thought and percep­
tion in the aesthetics of the tea ceremony, see my article, "The One­
page Testament Attributed to Rikyu: Rikyu Ichimai Kishomon," 

Chanoyu Quarterly 33:41-52, 1983. 

17. Tajima Kazuo, "Ichigon hodan ko," in Bukkyi5 bungaku kenkyu 
11, Kyoto: Hozokan, 1973, pp. 183-212. 

18. The wide-ranging case for Ton' a as compiler may be found in 
Sanda Zenshin, "Ichigon hodan no hensha wa Ton'a ka," included in 

his book, Jodoshu shi no shokenkyu, 1959. 
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It is told: 

Bishop Eshin made a pilgrimage to the Great Shrine at Ise 
to spend seven days in secluded prayer. During the final 
night, in dream, the portals of the holy shrine suddenly 
opened and a gentlewoman stepped forth in an aura of 
sanctity. She declared: 

The Goddess of the Great Shrine has returned to the 
capital, the primal enlightenment. I am caretaker in 
the absence. Instructions were left, saying: If sentient 
beings of the last age should seek the essential path of 
liberation, advise them to say the Name of Amida 
Buddha. 

Great Shrine at Ise. The most important Shinto shrine, dedicated to 
the Sun Goddess Amaterasu. In medieval times, Shinto deities had 
come to be widely regarded as manifestations of Buddhas and 
bodhisattvas. 

the capital. The center, the truth or reality that is the source of Bud-
dhas' activity in this world. , 

primal enlightenment (hongaku). The original Mind or Buddhahood 
inherent in all beings, though they may not yet have gained awareness 
of it. Wisdom or true reality transcends the dichotomies between this 
world and the world beyond, or ignorance and enlightenment; thus, 
enlightenment pervades the world of beings and forms its foundation. 
This concept played an important role in medieval Tendai thought and 
lent support to the emanational view of the various deities. 

last age. The final period in the history of the Buddhist path in the 
world, when the teachings of Dharma survive but, because of the condi­
tion of the world and of beings, practices can no longer be fulfilled and 
realizing enlightenment through one's own efforts is impossible. In one 
theory, it began in 1052 and will run ten thousand years. 

3 
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The venerable Shunjo was in the closing night of a vowed 
week-long seclusion at the inner sanctuary of Mount 
Koya. When it had drawn into the deep of night and all 
had grown still, from within the chapel of the Founder's 
Samadhi there emerged a single, distinct voicing of the 
nembutsu. Hearing it, he was overcome with both sorrow 
and joy, and his sleeves were wet with tears. 

inner sanctuary (oku no in). A chapel built in the most sanctified part 
of temple precincts, behind and above the main halls, and dedicated to 

the temple founder or other special figure. 
Founder's Samadhi. It is said that Kiikai (774-835), the founder of 

the Shingon complex on Mount Koya, did not die, but entered the deep 
samadhi in which he dwells to this day, working for the enlightenment 

of sentient beings. 

3 
Ren-amidabutsu had a dream in which the Deity of the 

Hachiman Shrine declared: 

Birth into the Pure Land does not depend on saying the 
nembutsu once; it does not depend on saying it many 

times. It depends on the heart. 

Hachiman. Originally the fifteenth emperor Qjin (r. 270-310), who 
was deified, with his main shrine at Usa in nothern Kyushu; eventually 
regarded as the god of archery, and thus of war. Given the title "Great 
Bodhisattva" and considered a manifestation of Amida Buddha. 

4 

/ 

4 
On his way back from a pilgrimage to Zenkoji temple, 
Bishop Myohen of Mount Koya had an interview with 

Honen. 
Myohen asked, "How can I break the bonds of samsaric 

existence with this life?" 
Honen replied, "Just say the nembutsu." 
"That's surely the answer. But what should I do about 

the delusional thoughts and feelings that fill my mind?" 
"Even though deluded thoughts arise, you will attain 

birth though the power of the Primal Vow." 
Satisfied with this answer, Myohen left. 
Afterwards Honen murmured to himself, 'Trying to 

attain the Pure Land by suppressing delusional thoughts 
is like casting away the eyes and nose you're born with 
in order to say the Name." 

Zenkoji. Temple enshrining a famous image of Amida with his two 
attendant bodhisattvas, said to have been transmitted from India and 
to be the living embodiment of the Buddha himself. This temple was a 
popular pilgrimage site and center for hijiri. 

5 
Simply dedicate yourself to saying the nembutsu. This 
may seem but a pouring of water to stone, but utter it, and 
there will be benefit. 

DHARMA-SEAL MYOZEN 

5 
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There's certainly no reason that anything in this defiled 
world should gladden the heart. Simply endure the minor 
hardships with equanimity. It's like being in a boat in 
rough weather and wanting to shift back to the stern, then 

up to the bow. 

BISHOP MYOHEN 

7 
Aspire for birth with the deep-rooted mind of one fixed on 

a target. 

ANONYMOUS 

8 
Most likely you never awaken any genuine compassion; 
but you must harbor hatred of no one. 

ANONYMOUS 

9 
When I lie dying, don't exclaim, "Oh, it seems the time 
has come!'' It is my life, which I've habitually clung to 

6 

since the beginningless past, so I may feel dejected. Just en­
courage me to say the nembutsu. 

ANONYMOUS 

IO 
After his demise, Archbishop Jien appeared in someone's 
dream and declared: 

Studying exoteric and esoteric teachings has served no 
purpose. Only contemplation of emptiness and saying the 
nembutsu-practices I took up from time to time-have 
stood me in good stead for the world beyond. 

II 
The Commentary on the Awakening of Faith states, "Two 
people should not share a single room; they will disturb 
each other and obstruct the Way." 

Commentary on the Awakening of Faith. Doubtfully attributed to 
Nagarjuna. Extensively quoted by Kiikai and highly regarded in the 
Shingon school; modern commentators therefore suggest that this 
saying originated with a follower of Kakuban (1095-1143), who incor­
porated nembutsu into Shingon practice and opened the way for the 
associations between Mount Koya and nembutsu hijiri monks. The 
work does not, however, contain the present statement (T32, no. 1668). 

7 
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Zen-amidabutsu of Kurodani told this story: 

A hijiri went to Gedatsu and asked permission to live and 

study with him. 
Gedatsu replied, "Good monk, I perceive that aspira­

tion for enlightenment is awake within you. Engaging in 
study is altogether useless; swiftly return whence you 
came. Those here lack desire for the world beyond, and I 
put them to study only because it's better than aimlessly 
doing nothing at all." 

Thus he drove him away. 

Zen-amidabutsu. Unidentified; the monk in the story may well be 
the narrator. The name is found in Collection of Sand and Pebbles (I, 3), 
which depicts a close relation with Myohen, suggesting that he was a 

Koya hijiri. 
Kurodani. An area of Mount Hiei that provided refuge to monks 

devoted to reclusive practice, becoming a center for nembutsu hijiri. 
Separated from the major halls, it nevertheless maintained a long tradi­
tion of Tendai Pure Land study and contemplation, and was the home 
of Honen for twenty-five years, until he left Mount Hiei to found and 
spread the independent Pure Land school. 

13 
Put plainly, if in your heart you genuinely aspire for the 
Pure Land and reject this defiled world, you will unfail­
ingly attain birth by just saying the Name without any 
special concentration. If your aspiration is not authentic, 
you may clear away a hundred thousand obscurities and 
grasp the deepest of doctrinal truths, yet attainment of birth 
will elude you. 

8 

In practicing the Buddha Way, continuous effort is 
crucial. It's preposterous for people who have once 
discerned their own capacities and resolved upon the 
single practice of the nembutsu to change because some­
one has spoken against it. 

MYOHEN 

14 
When I reflect on having met with the effective cause of 
birth, Other Power, I realize that it is with this life that I 
must gain liberation from birth-and-death. Though we en­
counter Other Power, we will certainly fall to lower 
realms again if we idly pass by to no purpose. Whether or 
not we part from samsaric existence, then, depends on the 

present. 

MYOZEN 

15 
If your concern is birth in the Pure Land, take care not 
to stand conspicuous in the eyes of men. Human beings 
are injured by human beings. For a hijiri monk, gaining 
a measure of prosperity in this life means, on the whole, 
so much jetsam with regard to the world beyond. 

MYOZEN 

9 
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There's no profit in idly sleeping, but neither is anything 

lost. 

MYOZEN 

17 
A hijiri knows it's good being good for nothing. 

MYOZEN 

18 
It is best that one's dwelling be disagreeable. If it pleased 
the heart, then unenlightened as we are, we would cer­
tainly become attached to it. 

MYOZEN 

19 
Asked where an outcast monk should live, Myozen 
replied, "So long as you can say the nembutsu, anywhere 
at all is fine. Avoid places where your utterance is 
hampered. But wherever you dwell, be detached from 
your surroundings." 

10 

outcast. Literally, "non-human," used of those who live beyond the 
pale of ordinary society. 

20 

Further, Myozen said: "The 'baby's nembutsu' is best." 
Hearing of monks engaged in a display of learning, he 

commented, "Ignorant men, blind to their own nature." 

Cf. Shinran (1173-1263): "I recall hearing the late Master Honen say, 
Those of the Pure Land tradition attain birth by becoming their foolish 
selves.' Moreover, I remember him smile and say, as he watched hum­
ble people of no intellectual pretensions coming to visit him, 'Without 
doubt their birth is settled.' And I heard him say after a visit by a man 
brilliant in letters and debating, 'I really wonder about his birth'" (Let­
ters of Shinran, 6). 

21 

Whatever occurs, we in our foolishness can keep our 
composure only so long as we avoid facing it squarely. 
Our aspiration may appear imposing, but if something 
happens, it is easily shaken. 

MYOZEN 

22 

Acts you must ponder whether to do or not are, as a rule, 
better left undone. 

MYOZEN 

11 
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For the person who actually wants to attain the world 
beyond, nothing is more pointless than withdrawal from 

ordinary life. 

MYOZEN 

24 
You may not go to great lengths to aid others, but if you 
truly aspire to part from samsaric existence, there is cer­
tain to be appropriate benefit for every other being. 

MYOZEN 

25 
Hijiri monks are impeded by their own virtue. Rather than 
trying to perform good acts, just stop doing evil. 

MYOZEN 

26 
If, because it is taught that birth is attained with but one 
or ten utterances, you say the nembutsu heedlessly, then 
faith is hindering practice. 

12 

If, because it is taught that you should say the Name 
"without abandoning it from moment to moment," you 
believe one or ten utterances to be indecisive, then prac­
tice is hindering faith. 

As your faith, accept that birth is attained with a single 
utterance; as your practice, endeavor in the nembutsu 
throughout life. 

HONEN 

one or ten utterances. Amida's Eighteenth Vow in the Larger Sutra of 
Immeasurable Life states that those who say the Name perhaps ten 
times with sincere trust will attain birth. Sakyamuni's words at the 
close of the sutra state that the person who rejoices in the nembutsu 
even once will be born. 

moment to moment. From the Chinese master Shan-tao (613-681): 
"Single-heartedly practicing the saying of Amida's Name alone­
whether walking, standing, sitting, or reclining-without concern for 
the length of time, and without abandoning it from moment to mo­
ment: this is called the act of true settlement [of birth], for it is in accord 
with the Buddha's Vow" (Commentary on the Contemplation Sutra, 
T37, 272b). This passage is said to have awakened Honen to the nem­
butsu teaching. 

27 
It's taught that if you believe saying the nembutsu once to 
be indecisive, every utterance becomes nembutsu of no 
faith. Amida Buddha's Vow was established so that birth 
would be attained with each utterance; therefore, every 
single saying of the nembutsu is a karmic act that results in 
birth. 

HONEN 

13 
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When I read Shan-tao's Commentary, to my eye it ap­
pears that the three essential attitudes and the four rules\ 
of practice are all Namu-amida-butsu. 

HONEN 

three essential attitudes. Literally, "three minds." The Eighteenth 
Vows speaks of beings "(1) sincerely (2) entrusting themselves and (3) 
aspiring for birth" in the Pure Land. These attitudes were identified 
with those enumerated in the Contemplation Sutra, which states that 
beings should awaken three minds: genuine mind, deep mind, and 
aspiration. Shan-tao analyzes these at length in his commentary, ex­
plaining the first as complete sincerity, the second as self-reflection and 
trust, and the third as desire to be born in the Pure Land through direct­
ing merit towards one's own and others' attainment. 

four rules of practice. Prescriptions for proper nembutsu practice: 
worship of Amida and the beings of the Pure Land; exclusive practice 
of saying the Name and thinking on Amida; wholehearted, uninter­
rupted practice; and practice sustained throughout life (Shan-tao, in 
Hymns of Birth in the Pure Land). 

29 
Honen instructed someone: 

Human life is such that occasionally a person bolting 
down mouthfuls of good food will choke on it and die. So 
chew with Namu-amida-butsu, do Namu-amida-butsu as 

you swallow. 
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30 
Without fretting about whether your passions are super­
ficial or deep-seated, without weighing the magnitude of 
your karmic evil, just say Namu-amida-butsu with your 
lips and through your voicing bring about the settlement 
of birth. 

HONEN 

31 
Honen often said in guiding others: 

People who have seriously embraced the aspiration for 
birth always have about them a slightly cynical distrust of 
the world. 

32 
The venerable late Master Honen taught, "Even when 
engaged in other activities, do them while saying the nem­
butsu. Don't say the nembutsu while doing something 
else." 

ZENSHO 

33 
In straightening an arrow shaft, you shut one eye to train 

15 
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it closely. When, in like manner, in the single, whole­
hearted practice you cast no sideward glance, swiftly it 

finds its mark. 

SHOKO 

34 
If people who have been steadily and deeply mindful of 
birth into the Pure Land find that their practice is regress­
ing, they should consider well: the time of death is 

approaching. 

SHOKO 

35 
Horen of Jododani not only let his provisions dwindle; his 
morning meal was scarcely more than a formality, and 
even it was completely forgotten in his worship for birth 
into the Land of Bliss. It was far beyond the ordinary. If 
the nembutsu entered his heart as he prepared his meal, 
the result resembled neither steamed rice nor gruel. After 
some years, his face began growing more haggard day by 
day and his bodily strength waned. To close friends who 

inquired after him, he replied: 

nishi e yuku 
suji hitotsu dani 

tagawazuba 
hone to kawa to ni 
mi wa naraba nare 

If only the single way 
leading to the West 
is certain, 
then let my body 
be skin and bone. 
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]i5dodani. The place of Horen's residence, also known as the "new" 
Kurodani. His grandfather, Hamuro Akitoki, of a prominent branch 
of the Fujiwara clan, donated an estate in the northeastern hills of 
Kyoto (Shirakawa) for a hermitage for Eikii. This hermitage was 
passed on to Honen and then to Horen, who lived there until his 
death. 

36 
Kyobutsu-bo said: 

I told Myohen that a poem had enabled me to grasp the 
Dharma-gate of the nembutsu. "I can appreciate that," he 
replied. 

The poem: 

tada tanome 
tatoeba hito no 

itsuwari o 
kasanete koso wa 
mata mo uramime 

You must simply trust. 
If deceptions 
should accumulate, 
then be reproachful. 

poem. By ]ien, included in the imperial collection Shinkokinshii, XIII, 

1223, with the headnote, "the spirit in pledging love." It is commonly 
interpreted as a man's words to dispel a woman's misgivings, but may 
also be taken, perhaps more fittingly here, as words to oneself. 

37 
It is not to be learned that the three essential attitudes are 
had for the learning. 

KYOBUTSU 
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38 
You may become conversant with all eighty-thousand 
Buddhist teachings, but as one in the condition of human 
foolishness you will still be given to error. All that is 
critically important is the thought, "Buddha, save me!" 

KYQBUTSU 

39 
It is inconceivable that either Myohen or Myozen simply 
happened on the awakening of aspiration. They had to 
struggle constantly to subdue their delusional thoughts 
with the truth of the way things are. Never losing sight of 
truth, then, may itself be called the mind aspiring to the 
Way. Practice for birth is possible only when this mind is 
stalwart. Since all matters serve as but hindrances, how 
could anyone with an irresolute mind endure? People 
unable to maintain the truth as it demands all surrender to 
their hearts and in the end come to give scarcely a thought 
to the world beyond. Taking the truth in vain-failing to 
carry it through to the end-is the greatest obstruction to 

birth. 
Whether you live a mundane life or for transcendence 

of this world, in the end the one great matter is death 
alone. Just resolve, "When the time comes, so be it," and 
every pressing concern will vanish. It is from cherishing 
your existence and clinging to life that all obstacles arise. 
If you simply come to realize that death by some mishap is 
actually a cause for joy, you will be able to face all dif-
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ficulties with tranquility. Thus, if you sincerely aspire for 
the world beyond, by all means firmly establish the truth 
for yourself and do not capitulate to the heart; do not give 
your mind to things of this samsaric world. 

KYQBUTSU 

40 
Kyobutsu-bo said: 

Recluses these days, once they have cut off the topknots 
they wore in mundane life, become superb scholars and 
preachers. Going up Mount Koya, they turn into illus­
trious Shingon masters and eminent explicators of the 
commentaries. Or, although originally they may have 
been unable to form even the syllable shi L properly 
curved, they acquire a serviceable hand at the standard 
Sanskrit and Chinese characters. But it's extremely rare to 
see one whose abhorrence of samsaric existence runs deep, 
or who is wholly immersed in practice for attaining the 
world beyond. When they first cut their topknots, they 
seemed resolved never to be thus possessed of ambition, 
but they have aroused thoughts driven by fierce self­
attachment and concern for reputation. 

Up to the time that I abandoned the world, all of us 
were taught that since renunciation meant giving up all we 
possessed, seeking more was inexcusable. We therefore em­
braced a determination never to engage in any activity, 
secular or religious, that-though it might mean mastering 
the arts and skills of this life-would turn into a lingering 
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attachment to samsara and in the end become a hin­
drance to birth. This included any attainment, whether it 
lay easily in reach or at a distance, regardless of its form. 
Hence, though I was long at Ohara and Mount Koya, I 
learned not even one chant melody nor a single Sanskrit 
letter. 

Thus he spoke. With all things, it is best for our attain­
ment of the world beyond simply to pass steadily through 
this life. 

commentaries. May refer specifically to the Commentary on the 
Awakening of Faith (see section 11). 

Sanskrit. In the Shingon school, Sanskrit characters play an impor­
tant role in contemplative practices; see section 85. 

Ohara. Area northeast of Kyoto, known as a hijiri center with close 
ties to Mount Hiei. As Pure Land teachings spread in society, religious 
chant (shomyo) came to be widely used as a vehicle of propagation 
and popular worship. Tendai chant, imported from China during the 
ninth century, was adapted for verses in Japanese by Senkan (918-983) 
and later by Genshin, who composed many such hymns. In 1109, 
Ryonin (1073-1132), the founder of Yilzil-nembutsu, established 
Raigo-in ("Temple of Amida's Welcoming") in Ohara as a training 
center for Tendai chant. The melodic chanting of hymns and nembutsu 
came into vogue, and also influenced popular music and drama (sec­
tions 93, 107). 

41 
As a recluse, accustom yourself to making do whatever 
the circumstances, feeling no want of anything you may 
lack. 

KYOBUTSU 
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42 
Kyobutsu-bo said: 

To feel attached to your implement box or wicker pack is to 
lose sight of why you use it in the first place. Earnestly re­
solve in your heart: this life is one night's lodging, this 
world but dream and illusion, so let it be as it may. 

As a means to taking your existence lightly and aspiring 
for the world beyond, you should become keenly aware 
that being alive is a matter of this day only, of the present 
moment alone. Realize this, and what is now scarcely en­
durable will be easily borne; your endeavor for the world 
beyond will be dauntless. If you imagine even casually 
that your life will be long, things of this world will swell in 
importance and all those concerns unrelated to the aspira­
tion for enlightenment will arise. 

For more than thirty years I have taken this truth of 
impermanence as my support, and to this day I make no 
error. I have looked as far to the future as the possibility 
of death by the year's end, but never contemplated life 
extending into the next year. I am now in old age. In all 
matters I think only of today. Ultimately, the key to libera­
tion lies in setting your mind on impermanence. 

implement box. A container of woven bamboo covered with leather. 
Kamo no Chomei, in his Ten-foot Square Hut (Hojoki), uses a similar 
term, stating that he keeps three "black leather containers" for the 
writings he possesses: poetry, musical works, and Genshin's Essentials 
for Birth. They were apparently lidded and small enough to be kept on 
a suspended shelf, and were used to protect fragile items from the 
weather in travel and in temporary shelter. 

wicker pack. A kind of backpack. Packs were one of the few items 
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deemed necessary to the hijiri's life, and are a conspicuous feature in pic­
torial representations. Judging from references in Plain Words, they 
were liable to become objects of envy and attachment. Various kinds 
were in use, and a hijiri's affiliations could be discerned from his pack. 
For example, followers of lppen (1239-1289), the "hijiri who dis­
carded," used ornamented black wooden boxes with symbolic colora­
tion (see No Abode: The Record of lppen, p. 27). 

Even for the person untroubled about daily necessities, it 
is extremely difficult to strive for the world beyond with 
peace of mind. Effective practice, then, turns not on the 
supply or lack of provisions, but simply on aspiration. 
Hence my own desire for such provisions died away long 
ago. Attaining the world beyond alone is crucial. 

It is possible to get along by living life naturally as it 
comes. "Apart from liberation from samsaric existence, let 
all things be as they may!" Such is the detachment in 
which the person aspiring for birth abides. Awakening the 
aspiration for emancipation, however feebly, is the gen­
uine and sincere homage to the Buddha made in true ac­
cord with the Buddha's mind. For this human body beset 
with wants, there can be no freedom from the necessities 
of life, so with garments of paper and such things as come 
to hand I manage my life. But to treat these things as if 
they were significant and to rank them alongside my prac­
tice for the world beyond would be the ultimate folly. 

garments of paper. The cheapest form of clothing, made of heavy 
paper treated with persimmon tannin, weathered, and softened by 
hand. First adopted by monks observing strict precepts, for paper robes 
could be produced without depending on women at any stage. 
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People of ancient times, on casting off worldly life, lived 
with purity and simplicity of heart. Nowadays reclusion is 
but poorly understood, and through it people are instead 
corrupted in spirit. 

Although the person aspiring for the world beyond chops 
wood and draws water, it should be the chopping wood 
and drawing water of one who is thinking of birth. 

Wherever I look, I find only the world's uncertainty and 
the evanescence of my existence within it. Hence, 
although it may be but an everyday incident, I always 
sense my life in great peril. But you, monks, even when 
confronted with real danger, show not the slightest sign 
that you are aware. How little concerned you appear, 
then, when I see you at your daily tasks. The vital issue 
concerning the reality of impermanence is not just how it 
should be expressed. That can be done only after you have 
taken it even slightly to heart. 

Those who seek the world beyond abide in the thought 
that they are out on a journey. Though you travel to the 
limits of cloud or sea, as long as you have physical ex­
istence, you cannot do without the bare essentials of food, 
clothing, and shelter. Nevertheless, whether you are at­
tached to them or not makes all the difference. When you 
are constantly aware that you have but one night's lodg­
ing, not a permanent dwelling, nothing can obstruct your 
saying of the nembutsu. 

'This existence would have ended pointlessly as a body 
cast aside in a field, but to have let go of it for the sake of 
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emancipation, enduring the cold and heat and the 
sickness: this will be the reminiscence of a greatly blessed 
lifetime!" 

How rare are people who rejoice thus. 

That learning is worthless to the outcast monk is a matter 
of degree. The person with the capacity should occasion­
ally skim Genshin's Essentials for Birth in an elementary 
way, taking a look at the concrete descriptions of the tran­
sience of samsaric existence, the bliss in the Pure Land 
attained through the nembutsu, and so on. Hence the 
venerable Myohen commented, "It is ridiculous for the 
person of nembutsu not to know what the ten joys of the 
Pure Land are." 

But you should never labor after a thorough mastery or 
lucid understanding of every word and phrase just 
because study is recommended. In reading the text, it is 
enough to be able to grasp the gist without too much ef­
fort and to survey generally the most important passages. 
Once you have mastered this proven method, you will 
never deviate from the teaching, the fundamental intent of 
which lies in encouraging us to attain the world beyond. 
This is its living core. 

Although you study only to this degree, if you sense 
your self-attachment or concern for reputation growing, 
you should resolutely desist. To turn medicine into poison 
is complete folly. On the other hand, if through your 
grasp of even a single sentence or phrase you find yourself 
more earnest in saying the nembutsu or your aspiration 
for birth strengthened, or you experience a fresh sense of 
urgency welling up within, you should indeed read the 
sacred words from time to time. 
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The person whose natural abilities are meager, 
however, should wholeheartedly say the Name without 
even this level of learning. If you endeavor in practice 
with genuineness of heart and mind, you will never stray 
from the basic intent of the teaching. The mind of faith­
the mind aspiring for enlightenment-will arise of itself if 
you practice. 

ten joys. The bliss resulting from ten benefits experienced with birth 
in the Pure Land. Discussed in Essentials for Birth: 1) being welcomed 
by Amida and a host of bodhisattvas; 2) the opening of the lotus 
on which one is born in the Pure Land; 3) taking on excellent bodily 
characteristics and transcendent powers; 4) experiencing the splendor 
of the Pure Land; 5) joy without end; 6) being able to save those 
one has known in this world; 7) joining the company of bodhisattvas; 
8) seeing Amida and hearing the teaching from him; 9) paying homage 
to all the Buddhas; 10) advancing to Buddhahood (T84, 41-45). 

Study the teaching that leads to the world beyond under a 
person who aspires to it. Learning devoid of aspiration is 
apt to be detrimental to others. There is a saying, "Only a 
serpent knows a serpent's mind." Likewise, the world 
beyond is apprehended only by the person with aspira­
tion. Even though it may not actually harm your spirit, 
carefully avoid possessing anything that will foster greed 
in others. 

43 
Those who adopt the life of a recluse, however indifferent 
in manner, seeking to say the nembutsu in the peace of 
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their hearts, must relinquish even the implements of the 
supramundane Dharma. With provisions for subsistence 
in this world, then, their wariness must be all the greater, 
and they must learn to live in a poverty of things. Even in 
simply hiding their nakedness and eking out their day-to­
day living, they should manage in a way that, befitting a 
hermit, leaves unstained their aspiration to be free. 

KYOBUTSU 

44 
Kyobutsu-bo once said: 

I have long embraced the truth that death is not to be 
feared. Strengthened by this, I find that when my condi­
tion in this present sickness takes a slight turn for the bet­
ter, I'm taken aback by the thought that I'm not yet to die. 
So monks, put an end even to hopes of having a better 
pack. Now it may seem but a trifle, but in the end it will 
grow into a lingering attachment to samsaric life. Abide 
with vigilance in an aversion of this self and embrace the 
aspiration for death. 

The attainment of the world beyond lies simply in con­
templating quietly. 

The old warriors of the eastern provinces used to say that 
if they stayed long in the capital, they'd lose their nerve. 
This reveals, likewise, the wisdom of those who aspire to 
the world beyond. Bodily repose and lucidity of mind 
come only after you have eradicated even the slightest con-
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cern for fame and profit. Many of those who dwell in 
solitude cling to their way of life, believing that their 
minds are pure because they pass their time wholly in in­
toning verses in their still and tasteful retreats: they are de­
ceiving themselves. 

warriors. Samurai from the eastern provinces (Bando) were known 
for their ferocity. It is said that the Taira warriors, after gaining ascen­
dancy in Kyoto, took up the ways of courtiers and lost their fighting 
spirit. Thus, the Minamoto clan established their "bivouac govern­
ment" in the east at Kamakura, far from the old capital, after seizing 
power. 

still and tasteful (yiigen). Literally, "dark," "subtle," or "difficult to 
grasp or express." This term, which originally characterized the ap­
prehension of profound truth in Taoist and Buddhist writings, was 
used to describe an aesthetic ideal, a sense of mystery and refinement 
harboring great depth of feeling. In medieval times, it came to include a 
cultivated appreciation of the spiritual loneliness and poverty of the 
hermit's thatched hut, which was regarded as a source of artistic and 
religious sensibility. 

45 
Hopeless is the hijiri who, clad in a robe of paper, takes 
pains to straighten the creases. 

MYOHEN 

46 
Someone asked Myohen, "Is study beneficial when its sole 
aim is attainment of the world beyond?" 
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Ill 
He answered, "At first, your thoughts may be on the 

world beyond, but later it will come to be entirely for 
esteem and possessions." 

47 
Myohen often said: 

Personally, I regret the day I began to dwell in this moun­
tain monastery. I imagined that, after withdrawing from 
worldly life, I would be heating bean-paste over a fire of 
twigs and brushwood for my meals, but quite the op­
posite, I have become known as a "man of the Way" and 
live in splendid circumstances: this is altogether at odds 
with my original intention. And unaware of my inmost 
feelings, people see my secluded life here and think it 
worthy of admiration. 

This he would say with a wry expression. 

48 
Although I should repent my bodily and mental acts of 
evil with the karma of speech-the nembutsu-I waste my 
time with vanities. 

GYOSEN 

28 

49 
Heaven and earth answer no practical purpose, yet 
embrace all things. Thus is the person of the Way. In 
becoming one of no consequence whatsoever lies the 
supreme consequence. 

GYOSEN 

50 
Wholly aspiring to the Buddha Way is not an involved 
task. Allow yourself time, putting the Way before all else 
and setting your mind to no other business: this is the 
primary step. 

GYOSEN 

51 
People who take up scholarly study-though they may 
have long yearned for the world beyond-usually lose 
their aspiration. 

KYORENJA 

52 
Gedatsu, vexed by the susceptibility of his palate, delib­
erately watered any carefully prepared food. 
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53 

Shinkai crouched but never sat. Asked about this, he 
replied: "Where in the three realms and the six paths can I 
settle back with an easy mind?" 

three realms. The spheres of samsaric existence where ignorant 
beings transmigrate, including the world of desires (living things 
dominated by lust and greed), the world of form (ethereal matter, 
where beings are free.of desire), and the world on non-form (realm of 

lofty meditative states). 
six paths. The various modes of existence in the world of desires: 

hell, famished ghosts, beasts, asuras (warring demigods), human be­

ings, and gods. 

54 
When you come to a landing just as the ferry is pulling 
away, there is only one thing to be done: just grab hold 

and get aboard. 
If the crossing you seek traverses the river of passions 

surging through this life, then once you have encountered 
Amida's Name there is nothing else to be done: just say 
the nembutsu, reverently entrusting yourself to it. None 
of us really realize how much we suffer because of our 

own calculating wisdom. 

KENSHO-BO OF SHOIN 

55 
None of us genuinely perceive that it's saying Namu-
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amida-butsu that is crucial, without deliberating whether 
we are wholehearted in it or not. 

KENSHO 

56 
There are none who have awakened an authentic en­
trusting of themselves to the Buddha. Who regrets the 
time taken up with other tasks because it keeps them from 
practice for the world beyond? 

KENSHO 

57 
No one really realizes that the mind of highest good is that 
possessing the thought, "Buddha, save me!" 

KENSHO 

58 
Extraordinarily rare are those who, casting aside the 
desires and ambitions that torment the spirit, seek to 
devote themselves wholly to saying the Name with their 
hearts and minds unadorned, just as they are. No one has 
truly wakened the aspiration just to say the nembutsu 

31 



--
single-heartedly, becoming one who does not even distin­
guish between black and white. 

Do we realize what power is embodied in the mystery of 
Amida Buddha's Primal Vow? We are all busy fas}'l.ioning 
our places in the world, neither reflecting on the evil of 
our existence nor turning a thought to the power of the 
Buddha and the Dharma. Thus our evil karma runs on 
unchecked. This is a miserable attitude. 

KENSHO 

59 
The desire to hasten toward death is the greatest aid to 

attaining the world beyond. 

KENSHO 

6o 
It used to be that, in their aspiration for the world beyond, 
the senior monk became a novice, the sage a fool, the 
prosperous man poor, and the person of accomplishments 
unschooled. But now, people are completely different. 

I was long on Mount Koya, spending my youth and 
adulthood there, but I learned not a single Sanskrit letter. 
An inured renunciation of all desire for wealth and esteem 
requires that you turn your back even on the skills you 
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have. Going about acquiring others, then, is prepos­
terous. For more than thirty years I have made a habit of 
abstaining from such knowledge. 

When you have genuinely let go of your attachments, 
you show no sign of having done so. Thus, casting off con­
cern for reputation and possessions does not mean you 
must feel constrained about keeping the company of other 
practicers or obtaining a single robe of paper to wear. This 
level of involvment and material comfort is an aid to the 
world beyond. 

An infant turns to its mother without any idea why. 
There is simply an utter reliance. Entrusting yourself to 
the Name is like this. 

KENSHO 

61 
The eighty thousand teachings of the Dharma all expound 
one word: death. Keep death in mind, and you will 
naturally acquire a grasp of all eighty thousand. 

SHOKO 

62 
When the late Jakugan-b6 was confined to his sickbed, 
Ky6sen-b6 gave this advice: 
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People who practice horseback archery learn a full-dress 
etiquette and ceremony that accompanies shooting. When 
it comes down to the actual day of contest, however, they 
are so filled with eagerness to shoot that once they have 
sprung forth on their horses, they forget everything but 
the desire to get their arrows to the target. 

Likewise, you have been engrossed with one thing and 
another concerning the world beyond and have studied 
ceaselessly, but already you lie sick. Now you must em­
brace the aspiration to attain birth, saying the nembutsu 

with no other thought. 

63 
Once you have taken refuge in the Primal Vow and en­
trusted yourself to the Name, it is merely the work of the 
fawning demon within you to spend time sitting before a 
text, thinking you should read it because its teaching con­
forms with the nembutsu. 

CHDREN 

fawning demon. Ippen states: 'There are two kinds of demons, com­
pliant and unruly. There are those that become demonic while heeding 
the practicer's thoughts and desires, and those that become so while 
thwarting and confounding him. Of these two, the compliant demons 
present the more serious problem" (No Abode: The Record of lppen, 
pp. 145-46). 
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64 
Words of the Dharma for the person aspiring to the world 
beyond will not exceed a single page. 

KYOBUTSU 

6s 
Words of the Dharma for the person aspiring to the world 
beyond are simple in content, profound in aspiration. 

KYOBUTSU 

66 
I once told Shimbutsu-bo: 

When people in secular life like blacksmiths and carpen­
ters train apprentices in the ways of their trade, they do 
not necessarily teach in complete detail. Nevertheless, 
if the novice becomes competent at the essentials, they 
say that the way has been transmitted. 

Similarly, even if you have nothing to show for these 
two or three years you've spent with me except that, as 
one who has broken away from the world, you do not 
lose sight of impermanence, then my original purpose will 
have been fulfilled. 

KYOBUTSU 
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67 
Those mindful of the world beyond recognize that they 
should own nothing, not so much as a crock for salted 

bran. 

SHUNJO 

salted bran (jinta). Fermented pastes made with beans, rice and salt 
have long been a common part of the Japanese diet (see section 47). A 
paste made with rice bran is the coarsest such food, and although at 
times apparently eaten, is now used chiefly for pickling vegetables. 

The setting for this comment is given in Collection of Sand and Peb­
bles (IV, 9): The Tendai prelate Kenshin held a forty-eight day meeting 
to discuss Genshin's Essentials for Birth with many eminent monks 
(this appears to be a variant report of the celebrated "Ohara discus­
sion" [Ohara dangi]; see note on Kenshin). After it was over and the 
others had left, Honen asked Shunjo to state the crux of the discussion. 
Shunj6 replied: "Know that anything on which your attachments 
abide-though it be but a crock for salted bran-should be cast away." 
Kenshin, calling it the finest comment to come out of the entire session, 
was moved to tears of joy. 

68 
As might be expected, one mark of aging is a growing 
awareness that the Pure Land is dr~wing near and that 
attainment of birth is definitely settled. Put simply, when 
you genuinely aspire for birth, it makes no difference 
whether you are walking, standing, sitting, or reclining 
while you utter the nembutsu. In just wholeheartedly say­
ing "Namu-amida-butsu, Namu-amida-butsu" whether 
waking or sleeping, standing or sitting, rising or retiring, 
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you have all your travel provisions for the unfailing attain­
ment of birth. 

Learning may also seem important, but it is not really 
necessary. In fact, although you may clarify one doubtful 
issue through study, in the process you will stumble on 
other questions and so spend a lifetime resolving doubts, 
without a chance to utter the nembutsu in the peace of 
your heart. Learning, rather than being an aid to nem­
butsu, is a formidable obstruction. 

J0GAN 

69 
Seeking the world beyond is no different from carrying 
out your life on the paths of this world. This day is 
already at dusk. How easy it is to be slack in your labor. 
The year too drifts to a close; a lifetime is elapsing without 
any sense of urgency. At night, lie down and lament this 
meaningless procession of hours, and at dawn awaken 
and resolve to endeavor in your practice to the day's end. 

When slovenly and negligent, set your mind on the tran­
sience of samsaric existence. When wayward thoughts 
take hold in your heart, raise your voice and utter the nem­
butsu. When confronted by demons and imps, arouse 
your compassion and try to help them; do not feel you 
must overcome them. 

Poverty is the seed of awakening that day by day ad­
vances us along the Buddha-path. Possessions are the 
chains of birth-and-death, and night after night they move 
us to further evil. 

ANONYMOUS 
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70 
Of three-hundred sixty days a year, not one gives respite 
from the law of impermanence. Think of each hour, day 
and night, as none other than the time of death. 

GEDATSU 

71 
My wish is to be wisdomless. 

MYOHEN 

72 
All through life, live in reproach of your life. 

KYOSEN 

73 
The meaning of the nembutsu path lies in clinging to no 
meaning. 

SHOSHIN 

meaning . .. lies in no meaning (gi naki o gi to su). The crucial point 
in the nembutsu path is to say the Name with complete trust, free of all 
intentions to perform good and all calculation based on nembutsu ut­
terance as one's own meritorious act. This phrase is attributed to 
Honen in other records; also see a similar expression in section 100. 
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74 
Attaining birth in the Pure Land is our gravest concern, 
effortlessly resolved. 

MYOZEN 

75 
Someone asked Kyojitsu-bo, "I say the Name knowing 
utterance to be the key to attaining birth, but my thoughts 
wander off to the moors and mountains of this world and 
I say it merely from my lips. What should I do?" 

He answered, "When you set out with the idea of 
coming here, surely you did not think 'I'm going there,' 
'I'm going there' with every step. You made your way 
here with your mind full of unrelated thoughts. Never­
theless, you did not cease walking and you have arrived. 

"In this way, once you have wakened the aspiration for 
birth into the Land of Bliss, if you continue saying the 
Name of Amida to the end of your life, then even though 
your mind strays while doing so you will unfailingly at­
tain birth." 

76 
Since his hermitage was inconvenient in floor plan and 
construction, Kii-amidabutsu of Mount Koya remodeled 
it in his mind, commenting that it would be good if 
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slightly re-done. When someone offered to have the altera­
tions made, however, he replied, "No, don't touch it. This 
way it is an aid to renunciation. If I found it pleMant 
and became attached to it, it would serve no purpose 
whatever." 

77 
Nothing is of greater moment than realizing that birth in 
the Land of Bliss is simple. Here, in essence, lies the central 
point of the Pure Land way. When you become aware of 
the ease of attaining birth, then it is indeed so. Never­
theless, modern scholars have produced a hodge-podge of 
conflicting doctrines, and because of the profundity of the 
sacred teaching, it is now all but impossible to distinguish 
true from erroneous. Honen's words, however, were free 
of this difficulty. 

ZENSHO 

78 
At a shrine of Mount Hiei, a young court lady disguised 
herself as a priestess. In the middle of the night, after 
everyone had retired, she beat out clear raps on a drum 
before the shrine of Juzenji, singing with perfect lucidity of 
heart: "Let it be as it may. Please, please .... " 

After persistent questioning, she explained, "When the 
transience of samsaric existence fills my mind, I say: Let 
the things of this world be as they may. Please bring me to 
the world beyond!" 
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shrine of ]uzenji. One of seven shrines at the foot of Mount Hiei 
whose deities came to be regarded as the guardians of the temple com­
plex. Jiizenji was considered the manifestation of Jizo Bodhisattva. 

79 
To chant the Liturgy of Praise or other hymns and gather 
people for sermons, even at a temple secluded in the 
woods, is likely to be detrimental. 

SHINCHO 

Liturgy of Praise (J. Rokuji raisan). Also known as Hymns of Birth in 
the Pure Land (J. Ojoraisan). Hymns by Shan-tao arranged to be 
chanted at six times during the day: dawn, midday, sunset, evening, 
midnight and early morning. 

8o 
Anxiously facing winter without adequate clothing, I de­
cided to descend Mount Koya. But near the Great Gate I 
came on a deer, its fur new-grown into a winter coat, and 
turned back to dwell on the mountain. 

HARIMA 

Deer were regarded as possessing magical powers (see note on the 
cover illustration) and hijiri often used their pelts for clothing. 
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81 
I have seen a hijiri heartened to learn that provisions had 
run out. For that leanness when the smoke of the cooking > 

hearth dies away holds what it truly means to be a hermit. 

ANONYMOUS 

82 
There is a three-point oral tradition regarding reclusion. 
First, do not continue to live in the same place. Second, do 
not dwell where other aspirants have built their huts. 
Third, do not ostentatiously reform your accustomed way 
of life with the idea that you have now abandoned the 
world. 

KYOJITSU 

83 
Do not stand conspicuous in people's eyes, like crimson 
leaves dotting the far hillside or a single tree in a field: the 
best hijiri are bamboo in a brake. 

JI-AMIDABUTSU OF SHIMOTSUMURA 
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84 
Wakening aspiration for enlightenment is best accom­
plished by stealth. 

HONEN 

8s 
Long ago I met Myohen and, upon being initiated in the 
eighteen elements of practice, requested instruction in 
the samadhi of the Sanskrit characters in a lunar ring. 
Whereupon the master admonished me: "Do not cherish 
the thought of becoming learned or wise. Even 
Sakyamuni, when performing practices for Buddhahood, 
was neither scholar nor sage. He was an aspirant for 
enlightenment who sacrificed himself to learn the second 
half of a gatha and cast away his life to feed his body to a 
tigress. Of what use, then, are abstruse teachings? It is the 
aspiration for enlightenment that is paramount." 

Although permission to receive instruction in the ring­
samadhi was then granted, I felt drawn to abstain from 
learning it. 

GANSHO 

eighteen elements (juhachi do). Elementary forms of Shingon prac­
tice-including self-purification, preparation of the hall, adornment of 
the altar, offerings, etc.-performed using eighteen kinds of mudra 
(manual signs). 

samadhi of Sanskrit characters (ji-rin kan). Meditative practice in 
which one forms, on the mental image of a lunar ring, various patterns 
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of Sanskrit characters representing the five elements (earth, water, fire, 
wind, air) or the Buddhas and bodhisattvas one is worshiping. 

gatha. Refers to a hymn taught in the Nirvana Sutra: "All things are 
impermanent;/They arise and then perish./When arising and perishing 
comes to an end,/That tranquility is bliss." When Sakyamuni, in a 
previous life, was performing bodhisattva practices in the Himalayas, 
the god Indra took on the form of a man-eating demon, appeared near 
him, and uttered the first half of the verse. In order to be taught the sec­
ond half, Sakyamuni agreed to offer his body to the demon after hear­
ing it. 

tigress. In a previous life, Sakyamuni offered his body to a tigress to 
keep it from eating its cubs. 

86 
To live as a hermit is to be untrammeled by things of the 
world; it is like drawing a length of bamboo out from a 
dense thicket. 

KYOBUTSU 

87 
When they were with Kyobutsu-bo in Kyoto, Kakumei-bo 
said to Shoren-bo, "The conduct of practicers in former 
times differs from what we see today. Before, what hijiri 
monks discussed among themselves was whether or not 
they personally aspired for the world beyond. Now they 
speak of capacity for scholarship as the crux of what it 
means to be an aspirant." 

"Yes," said Kyobutsu-bo, "the lives of practicers have 
changed utterly.'' 
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88 
As you pursue your vagrant life of alms-begging and prac­
tice, carefully consider the advantages and disadvantages 
of various places as sites for your final moments. Decide 
on one beforehand where you will be able to exert your ef­
forts for the world beyond with a tranquil heart, leaving 
behind all self-attachment and concern for reputation. 
People lacking aspiration are devoid of such foresight. 

ANONYMOUS 

final moments. Many nembutsu practicers believed that one's condi­
tion in one's final moments determined one's future, and in particular, 
whether one could attain birth in the Pure Land. It was taught that 
Amida would come for those who were mindful of him and said the 
nembutsu at the very end. Such practicers therefore performed the nem­
butsu to prepare themselves for the time of death and to eradicate the ef­
fects of any wrongdoing, and they sought to arrange their surroundings 
so that they would remain undistracted at the time of death. 

89 
In subduing sexual craving, contemplation of bodily 
corruption or impermanence is secondary. Poverty is 
supreme. Hence the late Master Honen said, "I am not 
excessively troubled, for I put poverty and lowliness 
foremost. It is because practicers these days are well off 
that they find restraint difficult." 

The master never spoke of relations between men and 
women, even in passing. 

KYOBUTSU 
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Honen, though teaching that only saying the nembutsu was nec­
essary to attain birth and that whether or not one observed precepts 
was irrelevant, himself maintained basic precepts, including celibacy, 

throughout his life. 

90 
Kyobutsu-bo said, to teach a fellow practicer the ideal 
stance of one seeking the world beyond: 

May my daily existence be mean, my heart exalted. 

91 
A glimpse of the venerable Myozen the other day over­
turned my previous assumptions. For I had been pon­
dering sententiously the plainest of matters. Indeed, 
nothing surpasses giving yourself up joyfully to saying 

the nembutsu. 

KYOBUTSU 

92 
When scholar-monks of various schools are summoned to 
the imperial court for a service, they spend the time before 
it starts conferring with each other about matters of 
mutual concern. Up to the time of Emperor Ichijo the way 
of attaining the world beyond was all their discussion, for 
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it seems their study of esoteric and exoteric writings was 
solely for liberation from samsaric existence. From the 
reign of Emperor Shirakawa they began speaking of scrip­
tural texts. By the time of Emperor Toba worldly affairs 
had become their sole interest. That was when I served at 
court. Up to that time the discussions were at least 
recorded. Now not even that is done. 

ANONYMOUS 

Emperor Ichiji5. 980-1011; reigned 986-1011. 
Emperor Shirakawa. 1053-1129; reigned 1072-1086. 
Emperor Toba. 1103-1156; reigned 1107-1123. 
The last two emperors were powerful figures after abdication, during 

the period of the "cloister government" (insei) when political struggle in­
tensified and the power of the aristocratic court declined. 

93 
For the venerable monks of old, the great issue through­
out their lives was whether or not they had the aspiration 
for enlightenment. Those of later times fell to discussing 
texts. Now they speak of nothing but their tales of war. 

HONGAN OF HODO-IN 

tales of war. Hijiri monks employed a variety of stories in their ser­
mons, and the struggle between the Taira and Minamoto warrior clans 
provided graphic material for teaching the impermanence of life and 
the vanity of worldly fortune. As itinerant storytellers, they played an 
important role in teaching the recent history of their turbulent era to 
people of the countryside, and the present passage is often cited in 
discussions of the origins and religious coloration of war narratives 
such as the Tales of the Heike. These tales were often chanted to the ac­
companiment of the lute by bard-like "lute monks" (biwa hi5shi), to 
melodies reminiscent of Tendai chant (shi5myi5, see sections 40 and 107). 
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Hongan of Hodo-in. Hod6-in was a temple at Rengedani on Mount \ 
Koya. Hongan ("Primal Vow") was used as a generic name for nembu-
tsu hijiri on Mount Koya; the person referred to here is unidentified. 

94 
Having renounced worldly life or become a recluse means 
that you have resolved, at bottom, to meet death at the 
road's edge or in a field. Bear this in mind, and you will 
never for a moment envy others, however disheartening 
your experience. But even in this, you must rely on the 

Buddha's power. 

MYOHEN 

95 
There are three hindrances to emancipation. First, 
cherished possessions-including sacred images for the 
altar and copies of scripture for daily use. Second, hold­
ing your life dear. Third, ignoring the instructions of a 

true teacher. 

GEDATSU 

96 
The dwelling of the person seeking the world beyond 
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should not exceed three ken in area: one for the altar 
room, one for living space, and one for mundane tasks. 

A RECORD OF SAICHO 

ken. The area of a square about six feet on a side. A hut of three ken 
would correspond with that of Kamo no Chomei, which had outside 
porches for household tasks. 

97 
From the time I first abandoned the world, I have made 
desire for an early death my study. Having continued now 
for more than thirty years, I never forget it even for a 
moment. 

Since I hope for death soon, when I sense that my life 
will last even slightly longer, I am desolate and seized by 
misgivings. In this way, I put to an end all impulses to 
have even a better pack. Is not the important thing tore­
ject samsaric existence? 

KENSHO 

98 
Kyoshin, who settled in Kako, built no fence to the west: 
toward the Land of Bliss the gate lay open. Nor, befit­
tingly, did he enshrine an image of worship; he kept no 
sacred books. In appearance not a monk nor yet worldly, 
he faced the west always, saying the nembutsu, and was 
like one to whom all else was forgotten. 
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99 
To speak deeply about the meaning of the nembutsu is, on 
the contrary, a sign of shallowness. Even though your 
reasoning not go deep, if only your aspiration is deep, you 
are certain to attain birth. 

HONEN 

100 

The way to say the nembutsu lies in having no ''way.'' If 
you just say it earnestly, without taking account of your 
conduct or the good and evil of your heart, you will attain 
birth. 

HONEN 

101 

Shoko refused to engage in scholarship, saying: 

Even those long devoted to learning abandoned it in favor 
of the nembutsu. In a person's all so fugitive moments, it 
is meaningless to neglect the nembutsu and study instead. 
Such activity is best left to the spare time that may remain 
after saying the Name. 
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\ 102 

Gyogi taught: "Always be a companion to others and not 
yourself at center.'' In acting as a support to others lies 
true equanimity of heart. 

JI-AMIDABUTSU OF SHIMOTSUMURA 

103 

A hijiri cautioned his fellow practicer: 

Do not hunger after possessions. Accumulating is easy, 
but the important thing is letting go. 

104 

Nin-amidabutsu forgot how to write Chinese characters 
and Japanese script; he used only the simplest syllabary. 

105 

However valiantly you have wakened the aspiration for 
enlightenment, take your active practice down a peg or 
two. Give heart the higher place, practice the lower. 

KYORENJA 
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106 

I had to rebuke some fellow practicers: 

You're like those who add baggage to the hijiri's pack in" 
order to strengthen their footing. 

KYOBUTSU 

107 

Kyobutsu-bo, in his last illness, three days before death, 
said: 

The venerable Myohen told me, "Just hold to the 
thought, 'Buddha, save me!' All else is useless." 

I never took this seriously, but the truth of it comes to 
me now. Even contemplating bodily corruption is mean­
ingful only in normal circumstances, not when facing 
death. 

Anoku-bo of Tojoji said, "To learn the scriptural 
passages as used in ceremonial chant is to turn them into 
monkey-music." I see now what he meant. 

monkey-music. Literal translation of sarugaku, a term for popular 
entertainments, including the precursor of no drama, often performed 
at temples and shrines. 

108 

While performing practice in Shikoku, Shinkai wrote on 
the wall of a farmhouse: 
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' 
Say the nembutsu without becoming a ''person of the 
nembutsu" and you will attain birth. 

109 

Someone asked which was better: to be anxious about 
birth, reflecting on one's lack of genuine aspiration, or to 
feel convinced that one's birth is certain, without examin­
ing one's way of life. 

I answered: "Long ago I met the lay-priest Ogura. He 
explained that birth is settled at the very first moment 
faith is awakened; it is simply that, since one's span has 
not run out, one's physical existence has yet to perish. His 
own attainment of birth was resplendent. I have heard 
that lay-priest Kumagai said much the same thing." 

GYOSEN 

110 

Zensho-bo also said, "Birth into the Pure Land is settled 
in the same sense that death is the inevitable end of all liv­
ing things." He attained a birth that was marvelous in all 
respects. 

These two or three men-Ogura, Kumagai, Zensho­
bo-directly received Master Honen's guidance and 
followed his teaching. It is imperative, then, that we abide 
in the realization that our birth is firmly settled. 

(This was Gyosen's response to a question from Jishin.) 
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III 

Hongaku-bo of Chinzei asked Myohen, ''It is said that 
uttering the Name when you are distracted does not con­
stitute good; you must first still the mind and then recite 
it. How should I go about this?" 

Myohen answered, ''That statement applies to the most 
adept. Inferior practicers like myself are wholly incapable 
of ridding the heart and mind of distractions. Hence, 
without concern about whether we are agitated or not, we 
simply take a rosary with a sturdy strand and turn the 
beads, saying the Name. To wait expectantly for the 
moment the mind is concentrated would mean never 
being able to say the nembutsu." 

I I2 

Honen often said, "Oh, may I splendidly attain birth this 
time!" 

Overhearing this, Jogan-bo said, "If even you speak 
with such uncertainty, how anxious must others feel about 
birth." 

Then Honen smiled and said, "Until the very moment 
we mount the lotus-seat, how can we put an end to such 
thoughts?'' 
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' II3 

Awanosuke's nembutsu and my own are exactly the same. 
We have nothing in mind aside from "Save me, Amida 
Buddha!" 

HONEN 

Awanosuke was considered among the dullest members of Honen's 
following. Thus Honen tested Shoko, asking how Awanosuke's way of 
saying the Name compared with Honen's own. When Shoko answered 
that the master's nembutsu was certainly superior, Honen responded 
with the comment above. The exchange is similar to that sparked by 
Shinran, who said that the mind with which he said the nembutsu was 
the same as Honen's. Other disciples criticized this comment as an 
audacious claim to the same depth of learning and insight, and 
presented the matter to Honen, who said, "My trust has been imparted 
by Amida; so has Shinran's. Therefore they are one and the same" (Tan­
nishi5, Postscript). 

I I4 

Shan-tao's teaching that we will attain birth through say­
ing the Name "ten times or even once" gives us the essen­
tials of trust in the nembutsu; his statement that we should 
"not abandon it from moment to moment" gives us the 
essentials of practice. 

HONEN 

Shan-tao's teaching. Concerning "ten times or even once": "By say­
ing the Name to the end of one's life or down to but ten times or even 
once, a person easily attains birth through the power of the Buddha's 
Vow" (Hymns of Birth in the Pure Land, T47, 429a). Concerning "mo­
ment to moment," see Passage 26. 

55 



II5 

Someone said to Myohen, ''For the brief period I engage 
in study I want to decrease my recitations of the Name.'' 

Myohen replied, "The end of study lies nowhere but in 
the practice of nembutsu. If you intend to decrease your 
utterances, I cannot teach you." 

I I6 

In my heart is the thought, "Amida Buddha, save me!" 
and on my lips is its utterance. 

SHOKO 

I I7 

The late Master Honen said, "When you say the nem­
butsu for the sake of attaining birth, the great signifi­
cance of this act fills your heart and, thus encouraged, you 
wish to utter it always. With this, know that you are 
already possessed of the three essential attitudes." 

SHOKO 

II8 

Horen said, "Please tell me frankly whether wisdom is 
essential for attaining birth, for if it is, I will devote myself 
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' 
to religious study. Or, if simply saying the Name is 
enough, I wish to know the reason for this." 

Honen answered, "The commentaries unequivocally 
affirm that saying the Name is the act that results in 
birth. They clearly state also that no distinction is made 
between the wise and the ignorant. Hence, the utterance 
of the Name is sufficient to attain birth. Rather than 
give yourself to study, wholeheartedly say the nembutsu. 
When you encounter Amida, Avalokitesvara, and Maha­
sthamaprata, what scriptural passage will not be plumbed? 
People who have yet to grasp the teaching of birth through 
the nembutsu should study it. But once they know it, 
they should lose no time for saying the Name by chasing 
after insignificant bits of wisdom.'' 

Avalokitesvara and Mahasthamaprapta (J. Kanzeon, literally, "One 
who perceives the sounds of the world," and Daiseishi, "One who has 
attained great power"). The bodhisattvas who accompany Amida Bud­
dha, identified with compassion and wisdom, respectively. It is taught 
that they come at the point of death to take nembutsu practicers to the 

Pure Land. 

I I9 

Even those who lack the three essential attitudes will come 
to attain them if they follow the ancient method of think­
ing perforce that their birth is firmly settled. 

NEN'A 
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120 

All things considered, the fundamental teaching of Pure 
Land Buddhism amounts to no more than the thoug~t, 
"Amida Buddha, save me!" 

NEN'A 

121 

In the course of life in this world, the unenlightened per­
son will inevitably feel desire for esteem and wealth. The 
understanding and practice for birth into the Pure Land, 
however, must be wholly genuine and real. 

SHOKO 

122 

After his attainment of birth, Honen appeared to Jushin­
bo of Miidera in a dream and answered his question: 

Though you ask, Amida Buddha is completely without 
appearances. One can only say the Name. 

123 

You need not set aside special periods for the nembutsu, 
but when your mind is concentrated-as when you intone 
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""' 
the Name during the chanting of the Liturgy of Praise­
carefully maintain the aspiration to see the Buddha before 
you. 

NEN'A 

special periods. For example, one-day or seven-day periods of con­
stant nembutsu recitation. 

see the Buddha before you. Taught as the goal of nembutsu practice 
in some strains of the Pure Land teaching. On Mount Hiei, for exam­
ple, practice of constant circumambulation of a statue of Amida ,while 
chanting the nembutsu was taught to culminate in seeing the Buddhas 
of the cosmos before one. This idea is related to the concept of attaining 
birth by seeing Amida at the moment of death and being taken to the 
Pure Land. 

Smaller Sutra. One of the three major Pure Land sutras; also known 
as the Amida Sutra, the title of the more widely used of two Chinese 
translations. 

124 

When the time for midday worship came, Shoko would 
break off whatever he was doing and immediately begin 
the chant of the Smaller Sutra and the recitation of hymns 
and nembutsu-even in the midst of a sermon, and 
though there might be but a few words remaining. It is 
said that the practicers gathered to hear him could not 
help but join in the hymns also. 

NEN'A 

Smaller Sutra. One of the three major Pure Land sutras; also known 
as the Amida Sutra, the title of the more widely used of two Chinese 
translations. 
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125 I 

Someone asked, ''The Contemplation Sutra teaches how 
one may see Amida Buddha's body and land. Should I do 
such meditations even if I practice utterance of tlie 
Name?" 

Honen answered, "In the beginning I too performed 
such useless practices, but not any longer. I entrust myself 
solely to the utterance of the Name." 

JOG AN 

126 

A person jumping over a ten-foot ditch will try to leap 
fifteen. Those aspiring for birth should attain the settled 
faith, and still continue their effort. 

HONEN 

127 

If you abide in an attitude of self-power, even saying 
the Name but a single time will be an expression of self­
attachment. If you entrust yourself to Other Power, utter­
ance after utterance, nembutsu after nembutsu, will be the 
manifestation of Other Power. 

HONEN 
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128 

If you feel your attainment of birth is firmly settled, then 
it is settled. If you feel it is not, then it is not. 

HONEN 

129 

How lamentable it is that those who believe in causality 
are weak in their faith in Other Power, and those who 
believe in the Primal Vow do not acknowledge the law of 
causality. If you entrust yourself wholly to Amida's Vow 
and further believe in causation, you will be in accord with 
the Buddha's intent and will attain birth. 

NEN'A 

causality. Buddhist tradition teaches that one reaps the fruits of one's 
own acts; good acts result in favorable life conditions in the future, and 
evil acts result in pain. Through the power of Amida' s Vow, however, 
even those who have spent a lifetime in evil can attain birth in the Pure 
Land. These two assertions are not in contradiction because the Pure 
Land path, like all forms of Buddhism, is based on practice through 
which one's existence is transformed by the truth or reality expressed in 
the teachings. Pure Land Buddhism is distinctive in that the transfor­
mative practice has been accomplished by Amida Buddha, and it 
becomes the beings' own practice as the utterance of the Name. 

130 

With a heart free of deceit, I entrust myself to Amida's 
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Primal Vow, certain that I will attain birth. This is terme~ 
the three essential attitudes. 

NEN'A 

131 

Be diligent in making yourself a hijiri. Of obstacles to 
birth, none exceed covetousness. Among the various 
forms of evil, the foremost is hunger for things. 

GYOSEN 

132 

If you truly de~ire to attain birth, just say the nembutsu, 
without becoming solicitous about others or involving 
yourself in sundry matters. You can hope to aid other 
sentient beings when you return to this defiled world from 
the Pure Land. 

ANONYMOUS 

Shinran states: "In our present lives, it is hard to carry out the desire 
to aid others, however much love and tenderness we may feel; hence, 
such compassion always falls short of fulfillment. Only the saying of 
the Name manifests the heart of great compassion that is replete and 
thoroughgoing" (Tannishi5, 4). 

62 

1 33 
Learn well the taste of the nembutsu! 

KYOJITSU 

134 
It is a great pulley that Amida has furnished! 

CHIEF ABBOT KENSHIN 

135 
Those who revere Shan-tao should endeavor in no practice 
other than the Name. Nevertheless, they should accept as 
a matter of course those opportunities to do good that 
spontaneously present themselves and that do not become 
obstacles to the nembutsu. They should not find such ac­
tivities distasteful, thinking they are to be rejected. But 
neither should they take them up in the time devoted to 
nembutsu, thinking it important to perform them. 

JOG AN 

Shan-tao enumerates five forms of practice focusing on Amida Bud­
dha as the "five right practices" for attaining birth: 1) sutra chanting, 2) 
contemplating Amida and the Pure Land, 3) worshiping Amida, 4) say­
ing the Name, and 5) offering praise and homage to Amida. Of these, 
he singles out saying the Name as the "act of true settlement" of birth. 
This is the central act, and other good practices are taught as auxiliary 
or supportive of one's nembutsu practice. 
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136 
Although the Buddhist teaching states that virtues are 
best hidden, purposely making a show of foolishness is­
also a fault, one that will turn into indolence. It is like 
going to one's quarters instead of the practice hall and, 
because it is a place for sleep, soon dozing off in the midst 
of uttering the nembutsu. The auxiliary practices, then, 
are important for the encouragement they give the un­
enlightened, who are forever inclined to shiftlessness. 

JOGAN 

1 37 
Those who aspire for the world beyond cease to do the 
things they want; for all that they desire in their hearts to 

do is wrong. 

ANONYMOUS 

138 
Once, when Kyobutsu-bo was practicing in Oshu, he was 
given lodging in a layman's house. He found that the walls 
and surrounding fences had all been allowed to fall into 
disrepair and asked about it. The owner explained, "I'm 
planning to move to the Renown County area." 

Tears came to Kyobutsu's eyes, and turning to his 
fellow practicers he said, "When aspiration fills the heart, 
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a person naturally casts off attachments to this defiled 
world. This is a telling reply.'' 

Renown County. Kyobutsu takes the place name, in its literal mean­
ing, as a r~ference to the Pure Land. 

1 39 
Followers of Kyobutsu were speaking of what they wished 
for in the Pure Land way. One of them (Tsuchio Shiro­
taro) said, ''Plain words about attaining the world beyond 
unencumbered by doctrine." 

Kyobutsu, struck by this, exclaimed, "A superb 
thought! There is nothing to match that for getting to the 
quick." 

140 

Reclusion has nothing to do with harboring a deep aver­
sion for humankind. And to fear people without cause 
also reflects a warped outlook. Rather, at the heart of 
abandoning the world lies a profound rejection of the 
craving for esteem and wealth. 

Since all practicers in their foolishness find it difficult to 
manage alone, you would probably do well to associate 
with one or two others who do not arouse strong yearn­
ings for fame and possessions. If the number increases, 
however, there are bound to be problems. 

ANONYMOUS 
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I 

Words on the Dharma at Y okawa 

Y okawa hogo Attributed to Genshin 

To part from the three evil courses and be born human is 
cause for great joy. Our position in the world may be 
wretched, but can it be worse than that of beasts? The 
household we are born in may be destitute, but our lot still 
surpasses that of famished ghosts. Our hopes and wishes 
may be frustrated, but this can hardly be compared with 
the pain in hell. Moreover, dwelling in this world con­
sciously experiencing its sorrow is an opportunity to 
weary [of samsaric existence]. Be glad, therefore, at hav­
ing been born a human being. 

However shallow our trust, the Primal Vow itself is 
fathomless; if we simply entrust ourselves to it, then, we 
will unfailingly attain birth. 

However spiritless our utterance of the nembutsu, if we 
but say it, we gain with certainty Amida's welcome at 
death. Vast are the virtues of the Primal Vow, so rejoice at 
having encountered it. 

It is taught that delusional thinking is, by nature, the 
fundamental ground of foolish beings' existence. Apart 
from our delusional aversions and attachments, we have 
no mind. Up to the very point of death we will be foolish 
beings wholly possessed of delusional thoughts and 
feelings, but if we say the nembutsu in full awareness of 
this, we will be blessed with Amida's coming, and at the 
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moment we mount the lotus dais, our delusions will be 
overturned, becoming the mind of enlightenment. 

The nembutsu emerging to utterance from our delu­
sional thoughts is like a lotus blossom unstained by the 
mud. Do not doubt, therefore, that your attainment of 

birth is settled. 
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The One-Page Testament 

Honen's Ichimai kishomon 

The nembutsu I have taught is not the contemplative 
practice that has been discussed and proclaimed by the 
accomplished sages of China and Japan. Neither is it 
to recite the nembutsu after having grasped its meaning 
through scholarly study. It is simply to utter "Namu­
amida-butsu," realizing that if you just say it, you are 
certain to attain birth in the Land of Bliss. Nothing else 
is involved. 

The teachings speak of three essential attitudes, four 
rules of practice, and so on, but these are all inherent and 
fulfilled in the thought that you will decidedly be born 
through Namu-amida-butsu. If you imagine that there is 
some abstruse matter apart from this, you will isolate 
yourself from the compassion of the two Honored ones, 
Sakyamuni and Amida, and slip through the net of the 
Primal Vow. 

You may have carefully studied all the teachings that 
Sakyamuni taught during his lifetime, but if you entrust 
yourself to the nembutsu, then you should-by turning 
yourself into a foolish person ignorant of even a single 
written character, and becoming the same as the un­
lettered women and men who take religious orders while 
remaining at home-simply say the nembutsu with 
wholeness of heart, free of any pretensions to wisdom. 
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As testimony, I seal this with the imprint of my hands. 

The faith and practice taught in the Pure Land path 
are exhaustively stated on this single sheet of paper. L 
know no special doctrine whatsoever apart from 
what is written here. To keep erroneous doctrines 
from arising after my death, I have thus recorded my 

thoughts. 

Sealed: Genku (Honen) 
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Words on the Dharma in One Page 

Myohen's Isshi hogo 

The virtuous masters of old were superbly accomplished 
in wisdom and the various forms of practice, and their 
deaths were splendid as they freely fulfilled their hearts' 

desire. 
Most teachers of the different schools at present, though 

they study texts, possess little resolution to achieve 
enlightenment. They use the Buddha's words as a bridge 
for making their way in the world, and turn the sacred 
teachings into means for supporting their material exis­
tence. Thus, their training in ordinary times is wholly 
for the sake of esteem and profit, and while they idly 
debate between the accommodated teachings and the real, 
days and months pass swiftly by. Suddenly they find that 
the time of death is upon them, and know not what to do. 
Vacillating between saying the nembutsu and reciting man­
tras, they are overcome with anxiety. It is like rushing to 
dig a well when caught in a drought. 

From ordinary times, then, set your thoughts wholly on 
the means by which to resolve the one great matter: break­
ing free from samsaric existence. 
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I 

Biographical Notes 

Anoku-bo. Unidentified. Tojoji is said to have been in Hitachi pro­
vince, in the Kanto region. 

The term "-bo," originally indicating a monk's cell, came to signify 
monks themselves and was frequently added as an element in Buddhist 
names. 

Awanosuke. Had been a fortune-teller living in Fushimi, south of 
Kyoto, and notorious for his love of wine and women. Once, while on 
his way to Harima province, he lost his way, and realizing that in the 
course of his life in this world also he needed a guide, took refuge in 
Honen, becoming a devoted follower. He began the custom of holding 
two rosaries of one hundred eight beads, using one as he recited the 
nembutsu and the other in keeping count; this is the origin of the dou­
ble-stranded nenju. It is said that late in life he went to the Konjikido in 
Hiraizumi and there, while sitting with hands together in nembutsu, at­
tained birth. 

Churen. Unidentified. 

Bishop Eshin. Title for Genshin (942-1017), the first major Pure Land 
thinker in Japan. His father died when he was seven, and at the age of 
nine he embarked on monastic life at Mount Hiei. Quickly showed ap­
titude in Tendai studies, but rejecting worldly recognition and rewards, 
retired to a secluded temple on the mountain, Eshin-in at Yokawa, to 
dedicate himself to study and practice. Mastered a wide range of Ten­
dai teachings and founded the Eshin branch of Tendai scholarship. The 
most influential of his numerous works, however, was Essentials for 
Birth, which encourages all people to reject mundane attachments and 
aspire for the Pure Land, and teaches various forms of practice for at­
taining birth, including utterance of the nembutsu. 
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Gansho. Kamakura warrior Katsurayama Goro; Koya hijiri. 

Gedatsu (1155-1213). Also known as Jokei. Born into an influential 
hranch of the Fujiwara clan; nephew of Myohen. At the age of eight, 
hegan his Buddhist studies in Kofukuji, the ancient and powerful 
Nara temple of the Hosso (consciousness-only) school. Took the 
tonsure at the age of eleven, and eventually gained renown for his 
scholarship, preaching, and saintly adherence to precepts. In 1192, 
Jisillusioned by the worldliness of the ecclesiastical establishment, he 
left Kofukuji to take up a life of reclusion on nearby Mount Kasagi. 
There he devoted himself to study and discipline, and worshiped 
Maitreya Bodhisattva, the future Buddha, aspiring for birth into 
Maitreya's pure land, Tu~ita heaven. In 1205, he wrote the "Kofukuji 
Petition," a request to the imperial court by established temples that 
Honen's teaching be banned. This petition contributed to Honen's exile 
in 1207. 

Gyogi (670-749). Renowned for his propagation of Buddhism during 
the Nara period; considered a forerunner of the wandering hijiri. 
Entered the Nara temple Yakushiji at the age of fifteen and studied the 
Hosso school. Practiced austerities in the mountains, then worked to 
transmit the teaching to common people. He traveled widely, 
establishing dojo or seminaries and undertaking such projects as 
building roads and bridges, digging canals for irrigation, and founding 
clinics. His activities were recognized by Emperor Shomu, who ap­
pointed him great archbishop (daisojo), the highest clerical rank, and 
commissioned him to collect contributions from throughout the 
country for constructing the statue of Vairocana Buddha at Todaiji. 
Regarded as a bodhisattva during his lifetime. 

Gyosen (d. 1278). First studied Shingon teachings under Johen 
(1166-1224), a Shingon scholar-monk with a strong appreciation of 
Honen's teaching. Became accomplished in meditative practices; later 
turned to the nembutsu. Said to have been a disciple of both Shoko and 
Zensho. Lived in Kozuke province (Gumma) and taught those who 
came to him. Compiled Biographies of Birth through the Nembutsu 
(Nembutsu ojo den), which consists of sketches of nembutsu practicers, 
including a number from the warrior class in his area, focusing on ex­
periences at the time of death. 
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' 
Harima. Unidentified. May simply indicate a hijiri from Harima pro­

vince (modern Hyogo). 

Honen (1133-1212). Also known as Genku. Established the Jodo 
school based on the sole practice of saying the nembutsu. When he ~as 
nine, his father, a provicial samurai official, was struck down in a pro­
perty struggle; his dying wish was that his son not seek revenge. Honen 
was forced to flee to a local temple for safety. In 1145, he went to 
Mount Hiei, and two years later, at the age of fifteen, was ordained. He 
devoted himself to basic Tendai studies for several years. It was a time, 
however, when Enryakuji and its soldier-monks were embroiled in 
political conflicts; therefore, in 1150, Honen retired to Kurodani, an 
isolated area of the mountain which served as a retreat for Pure Land 
practice. There he studied under Eiku. In 1156, went for a time to Nara 
to study the Pure Land teachings of the older schools. In 1175, on 
reading a commentary on the Contemplation Sutra by the Tang dynas­
ty master Shan-tao, awakened to the attainment of birth through sim­
ply saying the nembutsu entrusting oneself to Amida's Vow. Finding 
the T endai Pure Land practices unnecessary, he left his life of nearly 
three decades on Mount Hiei and descended to Kyoto, settling at the 
foot of the eastern hills. Taught the path of nembutsu to people of all 
levels of society, attracting numerous disciples. Criticism from the 
established temples gradually mounted, until he was exiled from the 
capital and his teaching banned by imperial order in 1207. Pardoned in 
1211; returned to Kyoto, where he died in 1212. 

Hongaku-bo. Unidentified. The name is found in the lineage of 
Ryukan's Chorakuji branch of the Jodo school, which states that 
Hongaku lived in Kyushu where he spread the teaching. 

Horen (1146-1228). Also known as Shinku. From a family of high 
court officials. At the age of twelve, began Buddhist studies at 
Kurodani under Eiku, a master of Tendai Pure Land teachings and the 
"quickly perfecting precepts" (endon-kai). Honen was a fellow student, 
and after Eiku's death, Shinku became his earliest disciple, establishing 
the lineage of Eiku-Genku (Honen)-Shinku. In 1204, Shinku wrote the 
"Seven Article Pledge" with which Honen's following responded to 
criticism of their conduct from Mount Hiei, and after Honen's exile in 
1207, he became the leader of the remaining movement, laying the foun­
dation for the later Jodo school. He attended Honen after his return to 

76 

Kyoto, becoming custodian of his remains and belongings, and worked 
to maintain the movement amid periodic attacks from Mount Hiei. 
Among his students was Myozen. 

lakugan-bo. Disciple of Myohen; lived on Mount Koya. 

li-amidabutsu. Unidentified. Shimotsumura is in modern Wakayama 
prefecture. 

The use of names ending "-amidabutsu" (Amida Buddha) among 
nembutsu hijiri is commonly traced to Shunjo, who called himself 
"Namu-amidabutsu" to encourage disciples to say the Name. How­
ever, there is evidence of earlier usage among monks practicing yiizii­
nembutsu. 

lien (1155-1225). Ranking Tendai prelate and one of the foremost 
men of letters of his age. Son of regent Fujiwara Tadamichi. Entered 
monastic life at the age of eleven; eventually served as chief abbot of 
Enryakuji on Mount Hiei. Known as a historian (author of Gukansho, 
in which he is critical of Honen's following) and prolific poet (see 
section 36). Brother of regent Kuj6 Kanezane, one of Honen's main 
supporters. 

lishin (d. 12977). Disciple of Nen'a. 

logan (1168-1251). Also known as Shugen. Born into the Fujiwara 
clan, the son of a high minister. Resided at Ninnaji, where he studied 
the Shingon school, gaining knowledge of traditional learning concern­
ing Sanskrit characters. Converted to Tendai before finally becoming a 
disciple of Honen and retiring to an isolated temple in the Daigoji com­
pound. Later moved to a hermitage at Takedani, near Kiyomizu. An in­
cident in which he recommends Shingon dharani over the nembutsu to 
benefit the dead is told in Essays in Idleness, section 222. 

liishin-bo. Two biographies for monks of this name survive. (1) Also 
known as Kakuyu or Shutsu'a (1158-1233). Son of a scholar of Chinese 
classics; studied Tendai esoteric teachings at Miidera. Later, heard the 
nembutsu teaching from Honen. About the age of forty, retired to a her­
mitage in the northern part of Kyoto city and taught the attainment of 
birth in the Pure Land through various practices. Honen's disciple 
Kakumei-bo Chosai studied under Jushin after Honen's death and 
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spread his teaching. (2) Also known as Kakken; eminent Tendai monk, 
brother of Horen-bo Shinku. It is not known which figure is referred to 
here, or whether they are indeed different monks. 

Kakumei-bo (1184-1266). Also known as Chosai. Son of the lord of 
lyo (modem Ehime) Fujiwara Kuniaki. Went to Kyoto at the age of 
nine and studied Chinese classics. At the age of nineteen, became a 
monk and studied under Honen. As a close attendant of the aging 
master, he accompanied him into exile in 1207, and returned with him 
to the capital in 1211. After Honen's death, studied widely, including 
precepts and Tendai meditation practices; also long practiced zazen 
under Zen master Dogen. Founded a temple in his native Shikoku. 
Devoted his later years to writing and lecturing, living at Kubonji in 
northern Kyoto. There he attracted a number of disciples; Gyonen, pro­
minent Kegon scholar and chronicler of the Pure Land streams of the 
period, heard his lectures on Shan-tao's Commentary on the Con­
templation Sutra. However, his branch of the Pure Land school, 
though conciliatory toward other schools in that it recognized attain­
ment of birth through various practices and not nembutsu alone, soon 
declined. 

Kenshin (1130-1192). Monk of the Eshin branch of Tendai. Son of 
the lord of Mimasaka (modem Okayama) Fujiwara Akiyoshi. Went to 
Mount Hiei while still a child and gained high rank and reputation as a 
scholar of exoteric and esoteric teachings. At the age of forty-three, 
however, he retired to a secluded life of practice at Ohara, north of 
Kyoto. In 1186, he is said to have invited Honen to a gathering with 
scholar-monks of various schools in order to discuss the teaching of the 
sole practice of nembutsu. Participants included, among the monks 
mentioned in Plain Words, Myohen, Gedatsu-bo Jokei, and Shunjo-bo 
Chogen. Deeply impressed by Honen's message, Kenshin abandoned 
other practices and devoted himself to the nembutsu, participating in 
sessions of constant recitation with twelve fellow aspirants. In 1190, he 
was appointed to the office of chief abbot (zasu) of Enryakuji. 

Kensho-bo. Nembutsu hijiri who practiced on Mount Koya, then 
retired to Matsukage-yama (Shoin) in the hills of Yamashina, southeast 
of Kyoto, where many monks of Myohen's lineage lived (Gorai, Koya 
hijiri, p. 226). 
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Ku-amidabutsu. Name taken by Myohen after meeting Honen (sec­
tion 4) and converting to his teaching. 

Kumagai (1138-1207). Also known as Rensei. Gained fame as a 
fierce warrior during the struggle between the Taira and the Minamoto. 
Born a samurai of the Taira clan named Jiro Naozane; son of the head 
of the Kumagai district in Musashi province (modem Saitama). With 
his father, served Minamoto Yoritomo. In 1192, after losing a bound­
ary dispute, renounced worldly life and studied under Honen, becom­
ing a devoted follower. With a warrior's directness, he constantly 
recited the nembutsu and avoided turning his back toward the west in 
his daily activities. Said to have predicted the day of his death and 
achieved birth in the Pure Land before many witnesses. The legend of 
his slaying of the Taira youth Atsumori and subsequent revulsion from 
violence is one of the best known chapters of the Tales of the Heike. 

Kyobutsu. From Makabe in Hitachi province in eastern Japan. 
Nothing is known of his Buddhist training, but from information in 
Plain Words, he seems to have become a Koya hijiri and to have met 
Myohen when about the age of forty, becoming an important disciple. 
He also had associations with Honen. Perhaps roughly contem­
poraneous with Shinran (Gorai, Bukkyo bungaku, p. 208). 

Kyojitsu. Also known as Enkai. Practiced Tendai on Mount Hiei and 
later turned to Pure Land teachings under Honen's disciple Ryukan. 

Kyorenja (1199-1281). Also known as Nyu' a. Originally studied the 
doctrine of ichinen (literally, "one thought-moment" or "one ut­
terance"), which emphasizes the mind with which the nembutsu is said. 
In 1214, however, he attended the memorial service on the third an­
niversary of Honen's death, and on hearing a sermon by Seikaku 
(1176-1235), an advocate of diligent recitation throughout life, con­
verted. Went to Kyushu to study under Shoko, becoming one of his 
leading disciples. At the age of thirty-eight, after Shoko's death, went 
to Kamakura and actively spread the teaching. Author of several com­
mentaries. Also see the note on the cover illustration. 

Names ending in -renja ("lotus society") were adopted by Pure Land 
Buddhists identifying themselves with the White Lotus Society, a group 
of monk and lay aspirants formed in China by Hui-yuan (J. Eon) in the 

79 



fifth century. Nembutsu recitation as a member of a fellowship was a 
widespread form of practice in the Heian and Kamakura periods. 

Kyi5sen-bi5. Of Hitachi province (modern Ibaraki). Disciple of 
Honen; later studied under Myohen on Mount Koya. 

Kyoshin (d. 866). Early Heian-period figure who originally trained at 
K6fukuji in Nara, becoming an respected scholar-monk. Aspiring for 
birth in the Pure Land, however, he decided to abandon his priestly ac­
complishments. Made a wandering pilgrimage throughout Japan, even­
tually settling near the village of Kako, in present Hyogo prefecture. 
There he abandoned the monk's life, building a thatched hut and taking 
a wife. He lived in poverty, working fields and carrying baggage for 
travelers, and passed thirty years in utterance of the nembutsu. He was 
a forerunner of the Kamakura-period nembutsu practicers, and his 
story is found in Konjaku monogatari and other sources. Shinran, in a 
record of his sayings, is quoted, "I follow the example of the shami 
Kyoshin" (Gaijasho, compiled in 1337), and Ippen, when seriously ill, 
sought to travel to Kyoshin's grave to die. 

Myohen (1142-1224). Also known as Kii-amidabutsu. Entered Todai­
ji after his father, the influential counselor of state Fujiwara Michinori, 
was killed in the Heiji Risirtg in 1159. Studied the Sanron school and 
esoteric Buddhism. Gaining renown for his learning, was invited to lec­
ture at the annual Vimalakirti session at Kofukuji and received the title 
"Master of Precepts," but rejecting worldly pride and esteem, retired to 
Mount Komy6, a temple between Nara and Kyoto used for reclusive 
Pure Land practice by Todaiji monks. Soon seeking further distance 
from the secular world and deeper study of esoteric Buddhism, went to 
Mount Koya around 1173. Lived at Renge-zammaiin in a secluded 
valley known as Rengedani; this small temple became known as "the 
hermitage" (go-anjitsu, see section 76). Many reclusive monks gathered 
around him to perform nembutsu practices under his guidance, and he 
is recognized as the founder of the Rengedani hijiri and a leading figure 
in the formation of the Koya hijiri who roamed the countryside during 
this period. Though he adamantly refused the clerical rank of bishop 
(sozu), he was known by this title. The encounter in section 4 was his 
first with Honen. It is said to have taken place at Shitenn6ji in Osaka 
and to have decisively altered Myohen's nembutsu practice. 
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Myozen (1167-1242). Tendai scholar-monk; born into the Fujiwara 
clan, son of a high court official. Studied exoteric and esoteric teach­
ings on Mount Hiei under Kenshin (section 134) and others. Built the 
Bishamon-d6 in northern Kyoto where he lived in reclusion; attained 
the high clerical rank of hi5in (Seal of Dharma). At first opposed 
Honen's teaching, but after Honen's death was converted through an en­
counter with Horen (section 35) and through reading Honen's Passages 
on the Nembutsu Selected in the Primal Vow (Senjakushu). 

Nen'a (or Nenna; 1199-1287). Also known as Ryochii. Recognized as 
the third head of the Jodo school (Chinzei branch). Through numerous 
writings, systematized its doctrinal base, and also prepared for its even­
tual growth in Kyoto by training many disciples and establishing 
temples, chiefly in the Kant6 region. Born of the Fujiwara; his father 
served as a samurai in Iwami province (modern Shimane). Began Bud­
dhist training in his home province at the age of twelve and received 
precepts at Mount Hiei in 1214. As a youth, studied widely under 
masters of Tendai, Hoss6, Zen, and precepts, but from 1232, returned 
to his home province and devoted himself to constant nembutsu recita­
tion. In 1236 went to Kyushu and studied the Pure Land masters inten­
sively under Sh6k6. Receiving Shako's approval of his understanding, 
returned to his home area in 1238 and propagated the teaching. In 
1248, lectured in Kyoto on Honen's Senjakushu, then made a 
pilgrimage to Zenk6ji. From there, went to Kant6, where he was very 
active in lecturing and writing, building a large following. In 1259, 
went to Kamakura, the capital of the Shogunate. Though the activities 
of nembutsu monks were strictly watched, he received the support of in­
fluential figures and gained a respected position in the world of Bud­
dhism of the day. In 1276, at the request of disciples who sought to 
unify the Pure Land teachings in the capital, went to Kyoto, where he 
spent eleven years teaching and writing. In 1286, returned to 
Kamakura, where he died the following year. 

Nin-amidabutsu. May refer to Ninkii, thirteenth century monk, disci­
ple of Sh6k6. 

Lay-priest Ogura (d. 1248). Also known by the Buddhist name 
Chimy6. According to Honen's biography, Chimy6 was born a 
samurai in Kozuke province (modern Gumma). When serving in the 
capital in 1200, he heard Honen's teaching and resolved to become a 
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monk. After six years with Honen, returned to his native province and 
lived in a thatched hut in the village of Ogura, attracting followers and 
gaining renown as the "holy man of Ogura." His death at the age of 
seventy was said to have been accompanied by such miraculous signs 
as purple clouds, music and fragrances. 

"Lay-priest" (nyildo) is a title for men who, retiring from secular in­
volvments, adopt monk's robes and shave their heads while remaining 

at home. 

Ren-amidabutsu. Of Buzen province, nothern Kyushu; disciple of 
Shoko. It is recorded that in 1228 he participated in a special forty-eight 
day session of continuous nembutsu with Shoko and Kyorenja. 

Saicho (767-822). Ordained at Todaiji, but dissatisfied with the 
worldliness of the official Nara temples, pursued practice and study in 
the seclusion of Mount Hiei before the capital was moved to Kyoto. 
Founded Enryakuji, the Tendai monastery on Mount Hiei, and trans­
mitted Tendai teachings from China. 

Shimbutsu-bo. Unidentified. 

Shincho. Unidentified. 

Shinkai. Buddhist name of Taira Munechika, lord of Awa province 
on Shikoku. He was an adopted son of Munemori, who inherited the 
leadership of the Taira clan from Kiyomori and was eventually 
destroyed by the Minamoto at Dannoura. Munechika renounced 
worldly ties during the fall of the Taira, when in the prime of life. 
Joined Shunjo's group of nembutsu practicers and accompanied Shun­
jo to China. Based on Mount Koya, he also wandered the country as 

a mendicant 

Shako (1162-1238). Also known as BenchO and Ben'a. Born in 
northern Kyushu; entered monastic life when seven years of age. From 
the age of twenty-two, he studied Tendai teachings for seven years 
on Mount Hiei, then returned to Kyushu. Stunned by the death of a 
brother three years later, he turned to Pure Land teachings. At the age 
of thirty-six, when in Kyoto to obtain an altar image, he met Honen for 
the first time, and returned two years later to study under him. After 
five years, he returned to Kyushu where he built a number of temples 
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and trained disciples. One distinctive feature of his thought is the 
teaching that forms of practice other than nembutsu may also lead to 
birth in the Pure Land. His nonexclusive stance helped his stream of the 
teaching, the Chinzei branch, spread and become the mainstream of the 
Jodo school. 

Shoren-bo. Said to have studied under Myohen and Jogan-bo. Re­
sided at Ninnaji and was known for his mastery of the Contemplation 
Sutra. 

Shoshin (1176-1253). Also known as Tankii. Grandson of Minister 
of the Left Tokudaiji Saneyoshi and son of the ranking Tendai prelate 
Enjitsu. Pursued esoteric and exoteric teachings on Mount Hiei, but 
later studied under Honen, becoming one of his closest attendant 
disciples and even accompanying him into exile. Received precepts 
under Honen and Shinkii; also known for his ability to attain samadhi. 
After Honen's death, lived at Nison-in in Saga, in the western part of 
Kyoto, where he built a large following. During persecutions in the late 
1220's, brought Honen's ashes to rest at Nison-in, making it the center 
for veneration of Honen. Served as Myozen's spiritual advisor when 
the latter was near death; bestowed precepts on two retired emperors, 
Tsuchimikado and Go-saga. Composed an illustrated biography of 
Honen on the thirty-third anniversary of his death. 

Shunjo (1121-1206). Also known as Chogen. Born in Kyoto, a mem­
ber of the ancient literati Ki family. Entered the Shingon temple Daigoji 
at the age of thirteen. Later performed austerities in Shikoku, a site for 
practice closely associated with Kiikai, and on various mountains as a 
yamabushi (mountain ascetic). Became a wandering hijiri, performing 
such activities as recitation of the Lotus Sutra and week-long periods of 
constant nembutsu utterance. Assembled groups of kanjin hijiri, mendi­
cant monks traveling the countryside collecting contributions for tem­
ple construction and public works projects, and following the model of 
Gyogi (section 102), built many bridges and roads as well as baths at hi­
jiri centers and for public use. Went to Sung dynasty China for study 
three times; on the first occasion, in 1167, met his countryman Eisai, 
who later transmitted Rinzai Zen to Japan, and with him journeyed to 
Mount T'ien-t'ai and other Buddhist centers. Later dwelled on Mount 
Koya, where he founded a hijiri retreat for constant nembutsu practice. 
Was entrusted by the government with collecting funds for and oversee-
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ing the reconstruction of the major Nara temple Todaiji, which had 
sided with the Minamoto and been attacked by the Taira in 1180, and 
with restoring its immense statue of the Buddha Vairocana, the central 
Shingon Buddha often identified with Amida. 

Zenshi5-bi5 (1174-1258). Tendai monk of Rengeji in Totomi province 
(modem Shizuoka). At the age of twenty-nine, met Rensei (see section 
109) and learned of Honen's nembutsu teaching. Through Rensei, he 
went to live with Honen' s following at Yoshimizu, in the eastern hills of 
Kyoto. He became an important disciple, and several of Honen's 
extant writings are addressed to him. After gaining assurance in his 
religious understanding, he returned to his original temple and actively 
spread the teaching. When Honen's disciple and Tendai monk Ryiikan 
(1148-1227) was banished from Kyoto in the persecution of 1227, on 
his way to his place of exile he is said to have had a reunion with 
Zensho, then a nembutsu hijiri who labored as a carpenter. 
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