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Honen Shonin's Sayings

If people, believing that one or ten nembutsus
do not fail to lead them to the Paradise, utter
others mindlessly, their faith obstructs their
practice. In contrast, if people, believing that
they attain salvation by each nembutsu at each
time, doubt that only one or ten nembutsus will
assure them of their birth in the Paradise, their
practice obstructs their faith. Therefore, they
should believe that one nembutsu is certain to
lead them to the Paradise and apply themselves
to the practice of uttering it in their lifetime.
(The Words Honen Addressed to Zenshobo)

Commentary

The problem of the relation between faith and
practice in the nembutsu has been persistently
discussed ever since Honen'’s lifetime and even
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now is being debated in the Jodo sect. The reason is that whenever the nembutsu
is interpreted theoretically and logically, there occurs a contradiction. In the above
quotation Honen said that people should believe that one nembutsu was certain to
lead them to the Paradise, so they should apply themselves to the practice of uttering
it in their lifetime. However, logically speaking, this saying will be a contradiction,
because it seems to be reasonable to think that if they can be saved by uttering a
nembutsu just once, they will not need to continue to utter it in their whole lives.

It may be theoretically true, but, as will be made clear by their actual practices of
the nembutsu, even if they believe that one nembutsu saves them, their belief will
decline very soon. This is just a matter of common practice among ordinary
people. They cannot reach a state of mind where once they have believed it, their
belief never declines. In fact, they believe it and their belief declines, and once
again they believe it and their belief declines. Such a repetition will be a normal
state in ordinary religious faith. Honen, who had deeply acknowledged the full
truth about it, must have stated that people should believe that one nembutsu is
certain to lead them to the Paradise and apply themselves to the practice of
uttering it in their lifetime. I think of religious belief not as what we think out in
our heads, but as what we believe through our own real experiences.
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