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Honen Shonin's Sayings

The nembutsu that we utter single-mindedly
without reflecting on our own good and evil
while having a firm belief that we can be born in
the Pure Land is called the nembutsu by the
Other Power. It is as if a fly on the tail of a kylin
(a mythical composite animal) were blown away
a thousand ris (72 =about 3.92km) with a swishing
of its tail,..., or as if big stones on board a ship
reached the opposite shore in due course. The
stones arrive there due to the power of the ship,
but not to their own. Similarly, the birth in the
Pure Land is not at all realized by our own powers,
but by the Power of Amida Buddha. This is just
the Other Power. (Nembutsu Ojo Yogi Sho)
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Commentary
This story is followed by the question of what our own powers are. Honen answered
it by explaining that we, seized with our earthly desires, tried to give them up and

achieve our spiritual enlightenment by our own powers, which was as if we had
attempted to exhaust all water from an ocean with a scoop as tiny as a poppy
seed. Myohen (1142-1214), the founder of Koya Hijiri (Mt. Koya Missionary), said
to Honen, “There occur distracting thoughts in my mind while I am uttering the
nembutsu. What should I do?” Then Honen is said to have replied, “Even if they
occurred, you would go to the Pure Land thanks to the Power of Amida Buddha’s
Original Vow. Trying to utter the nembutsu without any distracting ideas occurring
is like trying to utter it after casting aside eyes and a nose you are born with.”
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