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Honen Shonin's Sayings

Nembutsu, i.e., invocation of Amida Buddha, I (=
Honen) preach is neither "idealistic nembutsu" which
was advocated in so many ways by so many intelligent
priests in China and Japan nor "enlightened nembutsu"
which was invocated after having learned and grasped
the essence of nembutsu. The only necessary thing for
going to Amida's Paradise is that people call the name
of Amida Buddha by reciting "Namu Amida Butsu"
while they are firmly determined to believe the
undoubted attainment of their birth to the paradise.
There is nothing else to do but this reciting.

Although it is said that "three mental states" and
"four practices" are necessary for it, people come to
possess all these things naturally while they make up
their mind to recite "Namu Amida Butsu" and go to
the paradise. (from Ichimai Kishomon)
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Commentary

This passage is the first half of Ichimai kishomon. The latter half will be taken up in our next issue.
Ichimaa kishomon, which literally means "one sheet of a written vow", is very short, consisting of only
285 characters in total. Nevertheless, Honen's teachings are condensed into it.

The mention of nembutsu reminds us at the present time of reciting "Namu Amida Butsu" orally, but
such a form of nembutsu originated from Honen's Buddhism. Until then, nembutsu had meant an
"idealistic" or "enlightened" one. "An idealistic nembutsu" indicated visualizing Buddha's figure in a
tranquilized mind, and "an enlightened nembutsu", learning and realizing the meaning of nembutsu.
These forms of nembutsu were indeed magnificent, but could not be put into practice by ordinary
people who were always disturbed in their minds and had little prospect of gaining any enlightenment.

By investigating the Buddhist scriptures and his predecessors' articles, Honen made it clear that nembutsu
consisted in reciting "Namu Amida Butsu" by mouth. He also demonstrated that what Amida Butsu had originally
vowed was the oath that He would welcome into His Pure Land those who recited "Namu Amida Butsu".

"Three mental states" mentioned above indicate theses three hearts: a true heart, deep religious faith
and an aspiration for birth into the Pure Land. "Four practices" refer to deferential, incessant, habitual
and prolonged ones. Although I would like to leave the analysis of these matters in the hands of other
researchers, Honen stated in some other work (Shoko Shonin Densetsu no Kotoba) that all of these

"were Namu Amida Butsu" to "Genku's (Honen's name) eyes."
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