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Honen Shonin's Sayings

The nembutsu in Amida Buddha’s Original Vow
stands on its own as an independent doctrine
which proclaims that the utterance of Namu
Amida Butsu alone is necessary to go to the
Pure Land. No other aids are required for it.
Those who need such other aids are born far
away in the land. What I mean by the aids are
their wisdom, their observance of precepts, their
aspiration for enlightenment, and their
compassion. (Zenshobo densetsu no kotoba)
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Commentary

When Honen studied in Mt. Hiei, there were four teachings other than Tendai:
Shingon, Kairitsu, Jodo and Zen. But these four teachings were subordinate
exercises to get to the final goal of Tendai, so they were called the Gu sects, which
referred to Buddhist schools dependent on the teaching of Tendai.

For example, the nembutsu in the teaching of Jodo in those days was a preparatory
practice to fulfill the goal of Tendai, which was the mind in meditation, that is, the
mind focused on a single thing, so it was not supposed that the nembutsu could
save people by itself. Then Honen made it clear in terms of traditional Buddhist
doctrines that the nembutsu was Amida Buddha’s Original Vow and that it was an
independent doctrine manifesting that its utterance could save people. In this way
the Pure Land Buddhism became an independent teaching for the first time at
that time.

The expression “stand on its own” in the above quotation indicated the
independence of the nembutsu which assured people that it was sufficient for
them to be saved, so that it neither became any help to other teachings nor
needed any helps from them. Honen stated that it did not need any wisdom, any
observance of precepts, any aspiration for enlightenment, or even any compassion.
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