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Honen Shonin's Sayings
My late master Honen Shonin taught me every
morning and evening as follows:

You have only to utter the nembutsu and you
do not need any reasons for it. Knowing that
only the utterance of the nembutsu guarantees
the birth in the Paradise, just say it wholeheartedly
and you will be born there. Nevertheless, those
unreasonable people who do not have any clear
aims to pursue the way of Buddha nor have any
grounds of their arguments are saying this and
that unnecessarily. Rather than say such useless
things, they should say Nam Amida Butsu even
once or ten times.

(Shinkw Shonin Densetsu no Kotoba)
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Commentary

This story makes me feel as if Honen Shonin were teaching close by. He said that
we should say the nembutsu because Buddha told us to do so and that it was not
at all necessary to argue about its meanings or forms this way and that. When you
go to a bookstore in a town, you will find a number of books about the nembutsu
ranged on the shelves. Their authors will be reasonable enough to know what's
what and have aims to pursue the way of Buddha, but Honen would probably say
that there are “many reasons” in them.

The phrase “saiwankuchinite” in the original text quoted above will be analyzed as
“sa- iwan-kuchi-nite”(glossed as “so-say-mouth-by” in English), which is translated
into the modern Japanese "sono yoni toya kaku iu kuchi ga aru nara”. In English it
literally means “if you have a mouth by which you say this and that in such a way”.
Honen said, “If so, you should say Nam Amida Butsu even once or ten times instead”.
This sounds like he really tells us so right beside us. If we had true religious beliefs,
we could utter it just as Honen instructed us, but we cannot follow his teaching so
faithfully. That might be why we are arguing this and that about the nembutsu. We
really cannot help feeling from the bottoms of our hearts that humans, including
myself, are true mediocrities. That is, humans are difficult to save.
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