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Honen Shonin's Sayings
If it were true that I knew some other more
profound teachings for salvation and hided
them, I myself would be omitted from the
salvation of Shakuson and Amida Buddha's
Original Vow. Even if they learned Shakuson's
lifelong teachings thoroughly, those who intend
to believe nembutsu should realize themselves
to be stupid persons of total illiteracy and do
nothing but earnestly call the name of Amida
Buddha behaving themselves not like learned
persons but like ignorant nuns and priests.
(from Ichimai kishomon)
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Commentary

This passage is the latter half of Ichimai kishomon. The word kisho means "swearing
before the gods and Budda there is no untruth in what one says". It seems to me that in
those days everybody had a preconceived idea that Buddhism was difficult. At that
time, even if reciting Namu Amida Butsu was said to make the birth into the Paradise
certain, they thought it was impossible to go to the Paradise in such a simple way. They
did not trust Honen so easily, saying that he did not try to teach his more profound
truth to them. Then, Honen risked his own salvation and swore that what they said was
not true. His words at that time became Ichimai kishomon.

Once I could not easily grasp the meaning of the phrase "realize themselves to be
stupid persons of total illiteracy" in the above quotation. Considering that I did have the
knowledge of how to read and write, I quibbled over why persons with such a high
literacy were able to realize themselves to be persons of total illiteracy. Later on I
became quite impressively aware that "stupid persons of total illiteracy" was intended
to mean stupid persons who have no knowledge of how to live in the world. Religion is
supposed not to know but to believe what is difficult, but such a thing also does not
seem to be easy to fulfill.
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