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Honen Shonin's Sayings

When asked which was better, the nembutsu
uttered in a serene mind or that uttered in a
distracted mind, Honen answered that either of
them would give you the same merit without any
particular difference. When asked which was better,
the nembutsu uttered once or ten times,-, the
nembutsu uttered by wise or ignorant people,---,
he answered none of the nembutsus would give
you any difference in merit because they were
all based on Buddha'’s Original Vow---. Now there
is nothing better than the nembutsu for the
purpose of getting free from the ties of the
transmigration cycle.
(Nembutsu Ojo Yogt Sho)

Commentary
In this saying there is the expression “getting free from
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the ties of the transmigration cycle”. I think that this is the meaning of Buddhist salvation. Both this
world and the other world in which we continue the repetition of birth and death are ones of
illusion and we keep on going around the two worlds like wheels for ever. Our salvation is that we
can cast off these bonds and become free. For that purpose Buddhism preaches a variety of
doctrines.

What Japanese Buddhism had been preaching in Hieizan was to adhere to the precepts, to
cultivate mental concentration, to learn the truths, and, by achieving spiritual enlightenment
through these practices, to become free from the transmigration cycle. It is true that these are
marvelous teachings, but they are difficult for ordinary people to carry out. Much more practicable
is for them to go to the Paradise, i.e., the Pure Land of Amida Buddha where they will stay never
going back to this world of illusion. For that purpose there is no teaching better than the utterance
of the nembutsu. Honen preached that it depended on Amida Buddha’s Power so that it did not
matter whether it was uttered once or ten times or whether it was uttered by wise or ignorant
people. .

It must be true, but the instant that something occurs, we try to rely on our spurious powers. As is
also expressed in a poem of Carl Busse's, we repeatedly “come back with our eyes bathed in tears”.
Is it not until werepeat such behavior and at last feel how powerless we are that we realize we have
nothing else to do but leave everything to something great? I think this is the nembutsu.
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