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Part 1. The Life of Honen
—All biographical information base on the book Honen shonin
no goshogai [The Life of St. Honen]) ed. by Prof. Dr. Shun-ei
Tsuboi & Prof. Dr. Kyoshun T6d6, S6-honzan Chion-in, Fukydshi-
kai ; 85pp, Kyoto, 1974—

Year: A.D. 794

Heian-period begins.

About 1052
Beginning of “Map-pd” period

Honen’s age; birth: 1133/7. April
Honen is born at Mimasaka in Okayama, the son of the powerful family

Uruma (%f5). He is called Seishi-maru (ZZFEH.).

9 years old: 1141
His father Tokikuni (B§[E) is attacked by a local official Sadaakira
Akashi (BiG5E8H) and dies. When Tokikuni dies, his last words to

his son are: “You must not take your revenge upon the killer of your

father, because it will cause quarrels to the future generations.” These
words inpress deeply his heart, and in his native place he becomes a
monk under the priest Kangaku (81%,).

......................................................



13 or 15 years old: 1145 or 1147

He goes up to Mt. Hiei (:47111) near Kyoto, at that time the center
of Japanese Buddhism, and becomes a pupil of the priest Genké (JE%).

15 years old: 1147 / Nov.
He accepts the precepts of Mahayana Buddhism.

18 years old: 1150 / Sept.
He moves from the center of Mt. Hiei to the steep valley Saito-

Kurodani, “to live in seclusion.” Someone names him Hoénen-bo-
Genkti. (Hénen-bo is the cell-name and Genki is the priest-name.) He
trains and studys earnestly.

24 years old : 1156

In order to study, he visits Nara, the center of Japanese Buddhism
that was influenced by Chinese Buddhism (Nanto Bukkyo, F#R{AZ),

where many great priests are active.

43 years old : 1175

He reads the words of Zendo (Shan-tao, 3#3&) who is the most famous
of the three establishers in Chinese Pure Land Buddhism, and is con-

verted by them. He provides his own religious doctrine about the Pure
Land Buddhism, “Rikkyo-kaishit™ (37ZB852), the foundation of “ Jodo-
shi.” He moves from Saité6-Kurodani (FHIZEZA) to Higashiyama-
Yoshimizu (BE[[jF7K) in the capital.

52 years old: 1184

A famous aristocrat Shigehira Taira (L&) embraces Honen’s doctrine.

57 years old : 1189
The chief minister of state (Kanpaku, EgF1), Kanezane Kujo (J1.5385)

converts to Honen’s Jodo-doctrine.




58 years old: 1190
In Todaiji-temple, Nara, he preaches about the triple Pure Land sutras

(B+=%#%) to many learned priests and various believers.

60 years old : 1192

Kamakura period begins.

65 years old: 1197

Bencho (F#E), later the successor of Honen, becomes his pupil.

66 years old: 1198

Honen lectures on Senchaku-hongan-nembutsu-sha (GBIRAFHSIAE), .
“Collection of passages on the Nembutsu chosen in the Original Vow”

at the request of Kanezane.

69 years old: 1201 / Dec.

Honen answers 145 questions which people asked him about a life of
faith and the daily life ; Ippyaku-shijago-kajo-mondo (145 dialgues,
—BtTREEZENE.

Shinran (E#g, 1173-1262), later the originator of the Shin-sect (Jodo-
shinshii, ¥+ 2%%), becomes his pupil.

70 years old: 1202

The chief minister of state, Kanezane Kujo becomes a monk under
Honen. A lot of people, both common and aristocrats, embrace
Honen’s religious doctrine, and mostly come together in order to

listen to Honen’s preachings.

72 & 73 years old: 1204 & 1205
The followers of Enryakuji-temple GE&=F) on Mt. Hiei and of Kofukuji-
temple (HEHF) in Nara send a bill of indictment to the emperor,

and in this indictment they insist on prohibiting the Nembutsu (Reci-

tation of Amida’s name).



75 years old: 1207 /18. Feb.
At last, the emperor prohibits the Nembutsu, and Honen is exiled to
Tosa (+4£) on the island of Shikoku (P4[E). Shinran is exiled to

Echigo (#%%) in Hokurika (Jke).
Honen preaches to all kinds of people, whom he meets on his way to

Tosa, for example, prostitutes, fishermen, farmers, and others.

75 years old: 1207 /8. Dec.

The emperor rescinds Honen’s exile. He comes back to Katsuo-ji
temple (BFE) near Osaka (A7), and lives there for a few years.

79 years old: 1211
Honen goes back to Higashiyama-Yoshimizu (8811135 7K).

80 years old: 1212 /23. Jan.
He writes his last words, Ichimai-kishomon (—¥ADEET).

80 years old: 1212 /25. Jan.

Honen passes away.

About 1274

Ryde Doko (T EiEYE) collects Honen’s words and preachings : Wago-
toroku (FIZBREE) and Kango-toroku (BEZEVBE).



Part II. Honen’s thinking about Pure Land Buddhism

—The history of Japanese Buddhism and Honen’s thought of
Pure Land Buddhism, especially about his religious teachings

and today’s situation—

1. The history of Buddhism in Japan

a) before the Kamakura Period

The man, Gautama, had become an enlightened Buddha. This historical
event was about B. C.566. After Gautama Buddha’s death, his many
disciples preached his teachings to the Indian people. After a while,
the thought of Buddhism developed into two currents, the southern
and the northern. One is called Hinayana, the other Mahayana.
Generally speaking, according to the teachings of Hinayana, a man
must keep the Buddhist precepts himself in order to become a Buddha.
On the other hand, in Mahayana Buddhism, men can be saved by the
Buddha. We can say that it is based on the teaching which conveys
all sentient beings to Buddhahood.

Mzhayana Buddhism went from India to China. After that, in A.D.
538 or 552 it came down from China to Japan by way of Korea. For
such reasons, Japanese Buddhism is influenced deeply by the Chinese.
It was the Crown Prince Shotokutaishi (574-622) who first converted
to the Buddhist faith.

In the Nara period (till 793) there were the Nanto-roku-shii (six schools)
which came from China: Sanron, Jojitsu, Hossd, Kusha, Kegon, and
Ritsu. They retained their Chinese characteristics in Japan. Many
members of the aristocraticy were interested in Buddhism but not in
the religion, only the culture.

The next period was the Heian period from 794 to 1191. In this
period, the priests Kakai (%2, Kobo-daishi, 774-835) and Saiché (5
7%, Dengyd-daishi, 767-822) who both had visited China for the pur-
-pose of study, established the Shingon-sect and the Tendai-sect. These
-were the first local sects or religious bodies. But, the characteristic
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tendency of these two sects was clearly the mixing of politics and
religion (Chingo-kokka-thought). They were interested more in politi-
cal influence than in the relief of the individual. 7
Here, we must pay attention to a Tendai monk, Genshin (J§{E, 942-
1017). He was a great exponent of Pure Land Buddhist thought in
this period. He lost his father when he was young, and went up to
Mt. Hiei to study Buddhism under the priest Rydgen (Ei#). His main
book Ojyao-yosha (fEEEELE, The essential collection concerning birth
in Amida’s Pure Land), which won him great renown in Japan, laid
the foundation for the Japanese Pure Land Buddhist teachings. He is

also known as the founder of the Eshin school of the Tendai sect.

b) Kamakura period and the Buddhist situation
After the Heian period came the Kamakura period (1192-1333). At the

end of the Heian period, Japanese society, where the aristocrat class
had great political power, came under the control of the warrior
(Samurai). At this time, the masses experienced many great dis-
turbances, calamities and social confusion. They were conscious of
“the last days” in their actual world in which they had to carry out
their lives.

After Gautama Buddha’s dead, Buddhists had a special kind of view
of history. It had been describted already in various sutras. It is
called “Mapps” (k1) thought, in which one divides the history of
Buddha’s Dharma into three periods, called Sho-bo (IE¥E, the true
Dharma), Z6-bd (f2{, the semblance Dharma), and Mappd (3£, the
last Dharma). In the Sho-bo period, lasting 500 (some say 1000) years,
the Buddha’s teaching is properly practised and enlightenment can be
attained. In the Zo6-bo period, lasting 1000 (some say 500) years, the
teaching is practised but enlightenment is no longer possible.  In the
Map-p6 period, lasting 10000 years, only the teaching exists. In Chinese
Buddhism men believed that Map-pd period began around A. D. 550.
In Japanese Buddhism, Map-p6 began A.D. 1052.

When the Japanese people gazed at the insecure, threatening social

situation and chaos, they gradually began to earnestly have a concrete
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desire to escape from such a world. They hoped always to find their
own salvation, and to be born in the cheerful Pure Land of Amida
Buddha. We can say that men in this time were subjectively aware
of the source of their sins in this actual, insecure and chaotic world.
It signified a very important, spiritual situation for Japanese Buddhism.
Through such a trying situation, the direction of Japanese Buddhism
neccessarily changed, because it had to answer to the religious and
spiritual problems which the masses experienced. Japanese Buddhism
itself experienced a great transformation. In this period, Honen (3R,
1133-1212) and his pupil, Shinran (g, 1173-1262) and then, Eisal
(376, 1141-1215) and Dégen (s, 1200-1253), and Nichiren (HE,
1222-1282) preached their teachings of salvation for the masses. We
must pay attention to the fact that during only one hundred years so
many saintly priests worked their ways in this world. It is said usually
that this remarkable event was certainly a reformation of Japanese
Buddhism, just like M. Luther in Christianity.

Honen and Shinran taught the Pure Land thought. Hénen, who had
lectered on the Senchaku-hongan-nembutsu-shit GEFRAFESALE) in
1198, is the originater of the Jodo sect, and Shinran, who had written
Kyo-gyo-shin-sho (GHITIEIE), 1224, is the originater of the Jodo-shin-
sect. FEisai, who had written Kozen-gokoku-ron (B@ZERE), and
Dogen, who had written Shobo-genzo (IEIEERER), 1147, were based on
the thoughts of Zen Buddhism. Eisai is the originater of the Rinzai-
zen-sect in Japan, and Dogen the originater of the Soto-zen-sect. On
the other hand, Nichiren emphasized homage to the sutra of the Lotus
of the Wonderful Dharma, and he, who had written Résshé-ankoku-
ron (SLIEZEE), 1260, is the originater of the Nichiren-sect. Today,

every sect develops itself as an active religious body.

2. Hbonen’s religious doctrine and the Jodo-shii-sect

a) Honen’s life and his encounter with Zendo-daishi’s (Shan-tao)
words

As already mentioned above, Honen was born at Mimasaka (Z£/), the
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son of a powerful family. When he was 9, his father was attacked by
a local official and died. As his father Tokikuni died, he said his last
words to his son; “You must not take your revenge upon the killer
of your father, because it will cause quarrels to the future generations.”
These words impressed Honen’s heart deeply. Essentially, they had a
meaningful religious content. So, being conscious of his father’s words,
at first he became a monk in his native place when 9. Then, he went
up to Mt. Hiei, in those days the center of Japanese style Buddhism,
and became a pupil of the priest Genko (JE3%).

The most important questions for Honen were the following: What
is suitable for my mind, and which practice is possible for me? How
can I answer to the people’s religious requests and how can all people
realize salvation? Such questions become by degrees stronger and
deeper.

Finally, when he was 43 years old, he happened to read the conclusive
words of Zends-daishi (38 kff, Shan-tao, 613-681) in his commentary
Kangys : “To concentrate single-mindedly and whole-heartedly on the
Name of Amida, whether walking or standing still, whether seated or
lying down, without considering whether the time involved is long or
short and without ceasing even for an instant : this is called the Rightly
Established Act. It is so called because such a practice agrees with
the intent of Amida’s Vow.” (Commentary on the Meditation Sutra,
Jodo-sha-zensho, vol. 2, p.58).

Hoénen related his thoughts about these impressive words of Zendo-
daishi to his follower, Shoko (E23%); “Although there are many teach-
ings in Buddhism, after all it is nothing but ‘the three learnings (Kui,
Jo, and E-no-Sangaku), the Precepts, Meditation, and Wisdom. But
I myself cannot keep even one precept in practice, cannot practise even
one meditation, cannot take even one right wisdom which cuts off my
afflictions. I am very regretful. What am I to do? One such as I is
already a ‘not-three-learnings being,” a man who cannot practise the
three learnings (Sangaku-hiki). 1 asked many wise men and inquired
of many scholars, whether, besides the three learnings, there is a gate

to the Dharma which is suitable for my mind, a practice which is pos-
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sible for me. But no one was able to suggest one to me. Then I
looked more by myself, desperately, and suddenly came upon Shan-
tao’s words, which are written in the commentary on the Meditation
Sutra (Kangyo-sho). After I saw this passage, I understood that
ordinary men such as we ought to depend on it and to practise the
uttering of Amida Buddha’s Name, which assures us rebirth into the
Pure Land. The words ‘It is so called because such a practice agrees
with the intent of Amida’s Vow.” were deeply dyed into my spirit,
and I accept them fully in my mind!” (Shokashonin-densetsu-no-
kotoba, Part. 3, Honen’s complete works, pp. 459-460).

Reading those words, Honen turned his heart to Zendd’s Pure Land
Buddhism, really .sure of his salvation. He was convinced that only
this Buddhism of Zendd was suitable for his mind, a practice which
was possible for him. Hénen was also convinced that such a teaching
could answer the people’s religious requests and could lead to their
salvation. We can say that these convictions of Honen signified the
establishment of his own Pure Land Buddhism, the foundation of Jodo-
shii-sect (Rikkyo-kaishit, N\t #B5, 1175). It is the most essential and
important thing only to utter single-mindedly and whole-heartedly the
Name of Amida.

Generally speaking, Pure Land Buddhist thoughts are based on the
triple Pure Land sutras (Jodo-san-bu-kyo, ¥+ =) which are said
to have been preached by Buddha; that is: Sukhavati-vyaha (Muryo-
Ju-kyo, SEEBIFFR); The smaller Sukhavativyaha (Amida-kyo, FIYRFE
#8); and Meditation-sutra (Kan-muryoju-kyo, BiiEEH#). Also, that
which Zendé commented Kanm-uryoju-kys (Kangyé-sho). The main
point of Muryoju-kys is that Dharmakara Bhiksti became Amida
Buddha after his many practices with his wishes, and then, Amida
Buddha realized for men the 48 Original Vows. In Amida-kyo, is written
teachings about Amida Buddha and the Pure Land which the Amida
had built. Kan-muryoju-kyé preaches that all people can be surely
saved by uttering Amida Buddha’s Name. In Kangyo-sho Zendd
emphasized especially that to concentrate single-mindedly and whole-
heartedly on the Name of Amida is called the Rightly Established Act
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which agrees with the intent of Amida Buddha’s Vow. Thus, the
religious doctrine of Honen is based on these three sutras plus Zendd’s
Kangys-sho. '

As mentioned above, it is the most serious practice in Honen’s re-
ligious doctrine to utter always the Name of Amida Buddha (Nameu-
amida-butsu). Honen preached that the uttering of Amida’s Name is
the purest and simplest practice of all Buddhist teachings, so called,
easy way, because every man can practise it always and plainly. Honen
preached actively such a teaching, by which he could be saved himself,
to the emperor and the masses, the prostitutes, fishermen, farmers, and

all people of the various social strata.

b) Honen’s religious doctrine
Hoénen’s main words, which he preached or later men collected, are
the following four works: Senchaku-hongan-nembutsu-shiz (GEIRAFE
2/AE2), in short, Senchaku-shii, so called, a collection of passages on
the Nembutsu chosen in the Original Vow, which he lectured in 1198
as the systematic teaching of Pure Land Buddhism for his pupils ; The
interpretation of the triple Pure Land Buddhist sutras (& +=#RR%%
24y, which was preached in 1190 at Todaiji temple in front of the
priests and believers of all Nara Buddhist sects; Many dialogues ([
% . y:2839), which he gave as an answer to the questions of various
people whom he met in different places; and last, Ichimai-kishomon
(—He#da52), in which are Honen’s last words to his pupils two days
before his death 1212. We can say that his religious doctrine, which
came originally from his actual religious experiences, has deep and

meaningful characteristics.

(1) According to Honen’s thought, generally, the common people are
sinful sentient beings who are not able to practise the traditional
Buddhist ways. Honen said of himself: I am not a being who can
practise the three learnings (Sangaku-hiki). For this reason, the true
practice which the sinful sentient beings can really follow is only the
uttering of Amida Buddha’s Name all the time. If every sinful sentient



" being utters every time earnestly Amida’s Name (Namu-amida-butsu),
he can be saved by the power of the original vows which Amida
Buddha set up.

Honen says in chapter 16. of Senchaku hongan nembutsu sha : “If any-
one considers these matters carefully and wishes to quickly escape from
the cycle of birth and death, then he should decide between the two
types of the excellent Dharma, relinquish for awhile the Holy Path,
and choose to enter through the Gateway of the Pure Land. If anyone
desires to enter through the Gateway of the Pure Land, he should
decide between the Right Practices and the Miscellaneous Practices,
relinquish for awhile the various Miscellaneous Practices, and choose
to take refuge in the Right Practices. If anyone desires to exercise
himself in the Right Practices, he should decide between the one Right
Practice and the auxiliary Right Practices, set aside the auxiliary
practices and should resolutely choose the one Right Established Practice
and follow it exclusively. This one Right Established Practice is simply
uttering the Name of Amida Buddha. Those who utter the Name will
unquestionably attain Rebirth because they rely on Amida’s Original
Vow.” (Senchaku-shi, Chap. 16, p.126).

(2) In compliance with the uttering of Amida’s Name, all sentient
beings can be reborn surely and indiscriminately into the Pure Land,
the so called Buddhist paradise (Ojys Jodo, i +). It is called
by Honen Byodo-ojyo (S%4¥4). Honen’s way of thinking, as we
mentioned above already, is based on the commentary on the Medi-
tation sutra (Kangyo-sho) by Zendo: “When you utter Amida Bud-
dha’s Name, you can experience rebirth into the Pure Land with
certainty, because the uttering of Amida Buddha’s Name agrees with
the intent of Amida’s Vow” (Jodo-shi-zensho, vol. 2, p.58).

When we ground ourselves upon the teaching of The smaller Sukha-
vativyiha, the Pure Land is the land in the west where Amida
Buddha lives and preaches right now. It is completely pure and free

113

from all worldly events. The meditation sutra says “utter the name
of Amida Buddha in one’s mouth.” Thus, only the man who wishes

to be born into the Pure Land and utters earnestly Amida Buddha’s



Name, can be so equally by the power of Amida’s original Vow.

(8) The practice of uttering Amida Buddha’s Name, Namu-amida-
butsu, is called Kusho-nembutsu (OFRE(A) in Japanese. ‘Namu’ is
‘Namas’ in Sanskrit; it means ‘to depend on something absolutely.
¢ Amida-butsu’ means ‘a personal, unmeasured Buddha who has become
Amida as Sambhoga-kaya(Hoshin-Amidabutsu, S35 FWFE(L). Namu-
amida-butsu means that one depends absolutely upon the personal,
eternal Amida Buddha.

Honen emphasized the practice of uttering Amida Buddha’s name
(Shomyo-nembutsu), which is indeed based on Amida’s original Vows.
What is Nembutsu ? Honen wrote: “The Nembutsu is superior, the
_other practices are inferior. This is because his Name is the container
into which all of Amida’s uncountable virtues have flowed. That is to
say, in his Name are contained all the merits and virtues of Amida’s
inner enlightenment, such as the four wisdoms, the three bodies, the
ten powers and the four fearlessnesses. Also contained in it are all
the merits and virtues from which his outward activities flow, such as
- the major and minor bodily characteristics, the emanations of light,
the preaching of the Dharma and the granting of benefits to sentient
beings. For these reasons, the merits and virtues of the Name are
incomparably ‘superior.’ The other practices are not the same as this :
each one of them is only good for producing a limited portion of
merit and virtue” (Mantoku-shoki, J3{EFTR) (Senchaku-shu, Chap. 3,
p-31).

The man who practises the Nembutsu moves naturally into a pure
state of mind, and at last achieves rebirth into the Pure Land. Is the
Nembutsu ‘to utter’ or ‘to think’? Hénen based his thoughts on those
of Zendd (Shan-tao), and thus said the following: “How should we
understand the meaning of ‘think of” and ‘utter’? I would say in
answer .that ‘think of” and ‘utter’ are in fact one thing. It is clear
that ‘utter’ means ‘think of’ and ‘think of’ is the same as ‘utter’”
(Nen-sho-zeichi, a¥rg—) (Senchaku-shii, Chap. 3, p.37).

(4) Only by uttering Amida Buddha’s Name which common men can
carry out at any time, does Amida Buddha meet persbnally with those



who utter his Name and really brings them his power of relief which
comes from his original Vows.

The act of uttering with the lips realizes the religious world, in which
one is related to Amida Buddha through the dynamics of the uttering
and the uttered Name of Amida. Quoting the passages of Shan-tao’s
Kangyo-sho, Honen wrote : “When sentient beings arouse themselves
to practise and always utter with their lips the Name of the Buddha,
the Buddha will hear them. When they constantly and reverently bow
down to the Buddha, the Buddha will see them. When they continually
think of the Buddha in their hearts, the Buddha will know them. When
sentient beings remember the Buddha, the Buddha also remembers
them. In these three acts, the Buddha and sentient beings are not
-separate from each other. Hence, they are called the Intimate Rela-
tions” (Shin-en, ¥i#) (Senchaku-sha, Chap. 2, p. 17 & Chap. 7, p.57).
Here we recognize a real, concrete correlation between a man, who
utters with his lips Amida’s Name, and Amida Buddha.

Hoénen advocated the plainest and most dynamical religious doctrine
in the history of Japanese Buddhist tradition. In this meaning, the
characteristic of Honen’s religious doctrine is, namely, “only to practise
the uttering of Amida Buddha’s Name.” At this point it means es-
sentially a reformation in the history of Japanese Buddhism.’

¢) The Jodo-shi-sect ajter Honen

After Honen’s death, the religious body of the Jodo-shi came to he
formed by degrees. From the originator Hénen, to the second succes-
sor Shoks (EE¥g, 1162-1238) and then to the third successor Ryocha
(BLH, 1199-1287), and so on, the Jodo-shda has been traditionally in-
herited from one to another until today. So, in response to the requests
which every period had, new opportunities for the Jodo-shii doctrine
happened. But essentially the Jodo-shi-sect bases always and fast on
the eternal spirit of St. Honen’s religious doctrine. This spirit has been
kept through each period down to today.

What the Buddha preached in the three sutras of the Pure Land, and



Zendo stated in his Kangys-sho and Honen mentioned, always ex-
presses to us the essential religious truth. Thus can be said that this
truth gives a deep religious response to the various ways of thinkings

in each period.

3. The modern Jodo-shit Buddhism and today’s situation

In the Meiji period (1868-1912) and Taisho period (1912-1926) two
religious movements of Jodo-sh@, which reflected the religious demands
of those periods, appeared. One is the movement Komyo-shugi (5¢83
F3%) adovocated by Bennei Yamazaki (JLIg#5¢, 1859-1920), and the
other is the movement Kyosei-kai (dhHE%) adovocated by Benkys
Shiio (H#:EBFE, 1876-1971). These two religious movements influenced
in many ways widely the Jodo-shi sect and modern Japanese culture.
On the other hand, since 1967 a new religious movement which is
called the Otetsugi-undo (3T XEE)) is led actively by the main
temple Chion-in. Based on Honen’s religious doctrine, they emphasize
more the faith of the individual than that of the family. So, we can
say now, that they are three of the most active Buddhist religious
movements in today’s Japan.

As a characteristic of Japanese Buddhism, we can say that it’s religious
ground is essentially ancestor-worship, and that every Buddist believer
has a family altar in his house and belongs to some temple as a
parishioner. For these reasons, the temple and its parishioner are
connected closely. Thus, Buddhism concretely influences Japanese
society. Today, the believer invites the priest who is connected to
him to his house, in order to hold a funeral or the anniversary of a
death, and to listen to the priest’s’ preaching.

Just now, the religious body of Jodo-shii-sect has about 7000 temples,
9500 priests and about 6, 000, 000 believers in Japan. Also, 4 universities,
more than 10 high schools and over 400 infants’ schools are adminis-
tered by the religious spirit of Jodo-shii Buddhism. These practise
actively the religious education which is based on Honen’s teachings
of Pure Land Buddhism.
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