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T his paper concerns two men, three hundred 
years and immeasurable cultuml distance 

apart, who come together in remarkable agreement 
on the age-old question of means to salvation. How 
is one saved? By grace? By self-help? Orby acom­
bination of both? 

The two men in question: Shinran Shonin 
and Martin Luther', share the answer to this 
question, and a good deal more. Both were monks 
within religious traditions which required disci­
plined exercise of meditative and non-meditative 
practices for the attainment of their spiritual goals. 
Both eventually left monastic life, married, and 
had children. Both continued in ministry, introduc­
ing thereby a married clergy into their respective 
traditions and bringing to an end a long-standing 
ideal of priestly celibacy. 

Both men were profoundly spiritual by na­
ture. As monks, they were conscientious in the ful­
miment of the vows and precepts of their monastic 
traditions. Over time, both became increasingly 
aware of the futility of their traditional disciplines 
and of their own efforts in the quest for peace of 
ntind and certitude of salvation. In their persons, 
both reflected the spiritual anxiety of their troub­
led and pessimistic ages: if they as spiritually elite 
(monks) experienced insecurity and anxiety with 
respect to salvation, how much more the common 
man. 

Both men turned anew to their sources for 
answer. Despite the fact that the sacred scriptures 
of the one tradition posited a compassionate supe­
rior being (Buddha), and those of the other a loving 
supreme being (God), both men experienced an 
unbridgeable gulf between themselves and their 

23 

respective Absolutes. Despite heroic striving, they 
believed themselves unsavable. Eventually, in an­
guished re-reading of their scriptures, both men 
came to a discovery which radically changed their 
conception of their supreme/superior beings and 
the relationship of needful humans to them. They 
discovered a compassionate self-giving that asked 
nothing but receptivity of believers. To the ques­
tion of means to salvation, Shinran Shonin and 
Martin Luther answered as with one voice: salva­
tion' is by faith,' by faith alone. 

Careful note should be taken at the outset 
that while Shinran and Luther answer with one 
voice on the means to salvation, this unison is not 
carried through to other aspects of their experienc­
ing, thinking and teaching. The cultures and relig­
ious traditions which shaped them differ greatly: 
cosmologically, anthropologically, historically, 
intellectually, linguistically, experientially. The 
emphasis in this paper on similarities in one aspect 
of the soteriological systems of Shinran and Lu­
ther, in no way suggests that there are not a great 
many more dissimilarities in their hasic under­
standing of self, cosmos, and Absolute. 

The aim of this paper is not to draw parallels 
but to draw attention to a shared interpretation of 
human spiritual and moral weakness and the expe­
rience of inadequacy (more powerful in some his­
torical periods than in others) which drives man to 
seek salvation in and through a supra-human 
Other. The similarity in the insights of Shinran and 
Luther into this existential situation, and their 
response to itin terms of "salvation by faith alone," 
is shared ground on which Shin Buddhists and 
Christians can stand in these early stages of what 



promises to be mutually enriching exchange be­
tween two religions of salvation. 

The noting of common strains in the teach­
ing of Shin Buddhism and Christianity in its Lu­
theran mode has quite a long history. Francis 
Xavier became aware of them in his conversations 
with Buddhist "bonzes" (monks) in his journeys in 
Japan in the late sixteenth century.' In the late nine­
teenth and the flfSt half of the twentieth century a 
number of Western scholars, including Friederich 
Heiler, Gustav Mensching and Henri de Lubac, 
drew attention to similarities in the teaching of the 
two founders. Karl Barth treated briefly and some­
what brusquely of Shin Buddhism, considering it 
"the most adequate and comprehensive and illumi­
nating heathen parallel to Reformed Christianity .... 

In the recent past more text-oriented com­
parative studies past more text-oriented compara­
tive studies have considered the commonalities in 
the two reformers. Fritz Buri's article: "The Con­
cept of Grace in Paul, Shinran and Luther:~ con­
cerns itself with salvation through grace showing 
Paul, Shinran and Luther as religious thinkers 
whose personal spiritual experiences within the 
context of their particular, "latter~y· times led 
them to view salvation as unattainable through 
human effort. Salvation is shown in all three to be 
a gratuitous gift attained to only through trust in a 
divine power. In the course of his investigation of 
the concept of grace in these reformers, Burl notes 
how their grace-monism (emphasis on grace as 
opposed to works) created both misunderstanding 
of their doctrine of grace and problems with re­
spect to ethics. He deals at some length with the 
latter problem. 

PaulO. Ingram's study: "Shinran Shonin 
and Martin Luther: A Soteriological Compari­
son.JJ7 is a more general treatment of the soteriol­
ogy of Shinran and Luther. It treats of "latter-day" 
context in Shinran and "sin" in Luther as concepts 
descriptive of man's spiritual problem; of Amida 
Buddha and God as objects of faith; of Other­
power and grace as means to salvation; and of the 
gift of faith as necessary prerequisite for salvation. 
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In what follows I hope to advance the work 
of comparison by considering aspects of the soteri­
ology of Shinran and Luther not previously 
treated, for example, tJlriki/jiriki compared to 
Luther's "active""passive" righteousness; the 
concept of transference of merits in Shinran and 
Luther, and the role of hearing in coming to faith 
in both traditions. Through textual comparison, 
both founders will come to voice in their own 
words. Subsequent exegeses or eisegeses of pri­
mary texts by followers will not be considered. 

SHINRAN SHONIN 

Shinran was a follower of the Pure Land 
School which developed within Mahayana Bud­
dhism in India around the flrst century B.C. 
Mahayana, as opposed to Theravada Buddhism, 
was and is a tradition which addresses itselfin par­
ticular to the common man in an effort to provide 
a more realistic, existential response to the quest 
for enlightenment. The history of Mahayana's 
various branches reveals a progressive simplifying 
of the austere ascetic practices held to be necessary 
for the attainment of enlightenment. 

Pure Land Buddhism can be seen respond­
ing sympathetically to the needs of those seeking 
enlightenment as it made its way from India east 
to China into Korea and eventually to Japan. In the 
course of its journeyings the original teachings of 
the Buddha are reinterpreted and adapted to chang­
ing times and cultures. Along the way, elements 
appear which could be read as contradicting the 
original teachings of the Buddha. A case in point 
is belief in a force outside of man in whom is fused 
the compassion of the bodhisauva and the saving 
power of a transcendent Buddha. This seems a far 
cry from the self-help, self-emancipation admoni­
tion of Gotarna Buddha to "work out your salva­
tion with diligence," or the universal Buddhist 
motto: "Be ye lamps unto yourselves ... Hold fast 
to the dharma as a lamp. Seek salvation in dharma 
alone." 

In Pure Land Buddhism, the force outside of 



man: "Other Power," is used specifically of a 
savior-figure known as Amida Buddha_' As the 
bodhisattva Dharmmwa,' Amida Buddha was 
moved by compassion for ignorant, passion-rid­
den human beings who were incapable, unaided, of 
attaining birth in the Pure Land" and thereby 
eventual enlightenment. His concern was ex­
pressed in a series of forty-eight vows contained in 
the Larger Sutra of Immeasurable Life, a sutra of 
central importance both to Pure Land teaching and 
tradition and to the development of Shinran's 
reform thought." In the 18th Vow (also known as 
the 'Primal' or 'Original' Vow) Dhammwa 
pledged to renounce attainment of supreme en­
lightenment until all sentient beings attained it. 
This vow reads: 

"If, when I attain Buddhahood, the sentient 
beings throughout the ten quarters, realizing 
sincere mind, joyful faith, and aspirations 10 
be born in my land and saying my Name up 
to ten times, do not attain birth, may I not 
attain supreme enlightenment. . . "" 

The conditions of this Vow being fulfilled, 
Dharmakara attained both the Name, Amida (Bud­
dha of Infinite Life and Light), and the Pure Land 
of Ultimate Bliss. The 18th Vow is the source and 
guarantee of Amida's saving power." 

SHINRAN'S REFORM INSIGIIT: 
TEXT AND CONTEXT 

The insight which was 10 transform Shinran 
and radically reform Pure Land teaching, arose 
from his contemplation of a particular lext in a 
particularconlext. The text was the Larger Sutra of 
Immeasurable Life." The context was the age of 
mapplJ." In one of his many re-readings of the 
Larger Sutra of Immeasurable Life, Shinran came 
to new insight with respect to the saving activity of 
Amida and his Vow" and Name." The 18th Vow 
had traditionally been read in the context of its 
teaching that sentient beings could attain to en­
lightenment through good worles (particularly the 
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saying of Amida's Name) and the consequent ac­
crual of merit. In his new reading of this text, 
Shinran found himself unshakably unconvinced 
that works and hence the accrual of merit, played 
no role in the attainment of enlightenment Self 
power was 10 no avail. One was saved solely by 
faith in Other Power, or, as he later expressed it 
(following his master Honen): "In Other Power, no 
selfworking is true working."" 

In that he could not nor would not yield on 
his revolutionary reading of the 18th Vow (and 
indeed his new reading of all the Pure Land sutras 
in the light of his reform insight) Shinran found 
himself the unwilling Originator of a new branch of 
Pure Land Buddhism, The name of his school, 
Shin (true) expressed his conviction that his foun­
dation was not only an authentic development of 
the original teaching of the Buddha and the writ­
ings of the seven patriarchs of the Pure Land 
tradition," but that it also brought the entire Ma­
hayana tradition to perfection." Its simple call 10 
"faith alone" as means to salvation made unneces~ 
sary the division hetween sacred and profane, 
priest and lay. Its 'easy practice'" met and an­
swered the existential anxiety of those whose 
honest assessment of their weakness gave them 
little hope for attainment of birth in the Pure Land. 
Shinran's revolutionary interpretation brought 
assurance of Amida's undiscriminating compas­
sion for all, but especially for "small, foolish 
beings," for the "dull and ignorant. "" Among these 
Shinran counted himself. 

What for Shinran had earlier been the awe­
some requirements of the 18th Vow: to realize 
sincere mind, joyful faith, desire for birth in the 
Pure Land, were now seen in new light. They were 
not demanded. They were given. Amida's gift to 
those who single-heartedly, single-mindedly 
abandoned self-power and doubt (for doubt re­
vealed a clinging 10 self-effort), was the transfer of 
his own pure, true, real sincerity, joyful faith, 
desire, and the worthy saying of his Name. View­
ing self and reality with the mind of Amida made 
manifestly clear both the compassionate saving 



intent of Amida's Vow, and the extent to which 
blinded human nature needed to be saved. This led 
to displacement of self-trust by absolute trust in 
Amida, displacement of faith in self-power by ab­
solute faith in Other Power." 

Surrendering self-power and embracing 
Other Power, Shinran experienced himself saved, 
"grasped, never to be abandoned ..... In Pure Land 
terminology, he had realized shinjiIi" or, more 
correctly, 'had been made to become so'; for there 
was no doubt in his mind that it was nOl self-power 
but Other-power, the Vow-power of Amida, that 
had brought him to shinjin." 

Shinran describes his moment of conversion 
as an abrupt "leaping crosswise," a being "carried 
over" by Another. This contrasts with the tradi­
tional understanding of self-powered, gradual pro­
gression from one stage of spiritual attainment to 
another. It is an experience on instantaneous, radi­
cal, irreversible transcending of the realm of 
samsara (birth-and-death)." Through Amida's 
sharing of mind and merits with the devotee, birth 
in the Pure Land is experienced in the here and 
now, in the midst of karmic-bound existence." 
Peace of mind and joy of heart take over. Particu­
larly moving for Shinran is the Icnowledge that 
Amida's promise "was for myself, Shinran, alone! 
... a being burdened so heavily with karma ..... ., 

Shinran's new reading of the sources of his 
tradition assured him that salvation was by faith 
alone, that faith was an unmerited gift, and that this 
gift was, in part, the Giver himself." 

LUTHER'S REFORM INSIGlIT: 
TEXT AND CONTEXT 

The text which brought Luther to a new and 
comforting understanding of salvation was Paul's 
Epistle to the Romans. The context was an age of 
anxiety and decadence unparalleled in the history 
of the West." 

Paul's Epistle to the Romans, 1: 17 contained 
the awesome words: "In it the righteousness of 
God is revealed." This saying had long been a 

stumbling block for Luther. His personal sense of 
sinfulness before God struck terror in his heart on 
every reading; for by "righteousness" he under­
stood that "formal or active righteousness ... with 
which God is righteous and punishes the unrighte­
ous sinner.'~1 But as he struggled to understand 
Paul's meaning, all of a sudden he came to insight. 
What he discovered (as did Shinran in another text 
and another context) was not God's impossible de­
manding of righteousness but his gratuitous giving 
ofic 

'There I began to understand that the right­
eousness of God is that by which the right­
eous lives by a gift of God, namely by faith .. " 

In this radically new reading of Romans 
1: 17, Luther found the gracious God he had so 
anxiously sought He was now possessed of the 
conviction that the merciful God who had prom­
ised to save mankind was a God to be trusted. Not 
by sullied human works and practices, not by 
merit-centered self-effort would man be saved but 
soleII' by trustful faith in the saving promise of 
God, fulftlled in the Word (Christ)." 

In the space of a moment Luther felt that he 
was "altogether born again and had entered para­
dise itself through open gates.'''' All of Scripture 
now appeared in new light, all of it revealing God 
as Initiator and Giver, man as passive receiver of 
God's action." In all this gracious giving, Luther 
felt personally addressed: "He who was com­
pletely God (Christ) .. . gave Himself for me-for 
me, I say. a miserable and accursed sinner."" 

As was the case with Shinran, Luther's new 
interpretation conflicted with the accepted teach­
ing of his tradition. It was the position of the 
Church that man, aided by God's grace, cooper­
ated in his own salvation. Even Augustine, Lu­
ther's mentor on the doctrine of righteousness, and 
the one to whom Luther appealed for support in his 
new reading of Paul, could nOl be stretched to the 
lengths Luther now wished to go." The Augustine 
who had argued for justification by faith alone 
against PeIagius had elsewhere argued that 'The 
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God who created you without your cooperation, 
will not redeem you without your cooperation 
... ,., But for Luther, Augustine's sola gratia had 
now to give way to sola fide. Emboldened by his 
reform insight, he swept aside any cooperation 
whatsoever." Salvation was by faith alone in 
Christ alone. His own self-powered striving for 
merits, his scrupulous fulflliment of the letter of 
the law, despair over his inability to feel that he 
was pleasing God, were revealed for what they 
were: prideful uust in "works-righteousness" as a 
means to salvation. 

In this new reading of Romans 1: 17, Luther 
tmds his • gracious God' and certitude of salvation. 
He does so by an interpretation of Scripture that 
presents righleOusness as imputative and passive. 
Not only does he here depart from traditional 
teaching, but he finds himself obliged to reshape 
the entire soteriological teaching of the Chureh 
around this new reading. This involves redefmi­
tions or reconfigurations of a good many doctrines 
including tgrace·, 'sin', ~merit\ 'goodworks\and 
'fallen human nature', particularly with respect to 
freedom/bondage of the will. 

HUMAN NATURE IN 
. SmNRAN AND LUTHER 

The shared belief of Shinran and Luther in 
salvation by faith alone is matched by a shared 
belief in the depravily of human nature, despite the 
manifest differences in their pereeptions of what it 
is to be human." Moreover, it would appear to be 
the case that their pessimistic conception of human 
nature was greatly influenced by a personal sense 
of sinfulness and by the degenerate spirit of the age 
in which each lived. 

Shinran grew up in a tradition which divided 
history, at least with respect to dharma, into three 
major periods." The first period (sMbl5), thought 
to have covered the first five hundred years after 
Gotama's death, was held to be the perind of"uue 
doctrine." The second period (z6bi5), of one thou­
sand years duration, was known as the period of 

27 

"counterfeit doctrine." The third period (mappi5), 
thought to last ten thousand years, was considered 
the period of "degenerate doctrine"." 

In the period of "UUe doctrine," the Bud­
dha's teachings were applied in UUe (hence meri­
torious) practice. with the consequence that devo­
tees could attain to enlightenment by means of 
self-effort. In the period of "counterfeit doctrine," 
the teachings continued, but such practice as there 
was. was false. with the result that no one could 
attain to enlightenmenL In the age of "degenerate 
doctrine." teaching alone existed. practice was 
tOlally absent In this age of the Last Dharma. no 
one. monk nor lay. was able to perform any 
meritorious work. Attainment of enlightenment 
was absolutely beyond human reach." 

Shinran recogni7.ed this "Last Age" of de­
generacy-an age marked by wars. disasters, false 
teaching. impurity of life-in the period in which 
he liVed. But he did more than recognize it as an 
objective historical situation. He internalized it, 
locating it within human beings. He recognized it 
in his own experience of spiritual debility" and in 
that of his time. It was an age of impotence: he 
spoke to it of the unlimited power of Other Power. 
It was an age of inabilily to merit: he spoke to it of 
the compassionate undiscriminating transference 
of Amida's merits. It was an age of existential 
anxiety: he spoke to it of assured salvation by faith 
alone. It was an age deeply convinced of the fact 
that none could attain to birth in the Pure Land: he 
spoke to it of Amida's concern for all, especially 
for the weak and sinful. He spoke of the "uue" 
(Shin) teaChing of enuustment to the compassion­
ate Primal Vow, which was their one and only gate 
into the Pure Land." 

Luther's view of human nature, while essen­
tially that of his tradition, was clearly influenced 
by the despairing, guilt-conscious spirit of his age. 
For the Christian tradition up until the time of 
Luther, human nature is a fallen nature. Through 
the sin of Adam (original sin). the original justice 
(harmony) of the various levels of man's being was 
destroyed. leaving him weakened and disposed to 



wrongdoing. Every human being. therefore. was 
the victim of an external influence: the human 
society burdened by original sin into which he was 
born. and an internal influence: his own weakened 
nature characterized by concupiscence. Whereas 
the tradition read concupiscence as "propensity to 
sin" and considered man capable of performing 
good works. Luther read it as "total depravity" and 
denied man this capacity." He saw the divine 
image in man being replaced in the Fall by "the 
image of the devi!. .... 

In order to understand Luther's pessimistic 
view of human nature. one must understand the 
historical context within which he contemplated 
the scriptures of his tradition (particularly the 
Pauline) and the major religious figures who pre­
ceded him (particularly Augustine). The age in 
which Luther was born has been described as "a 
time of human tragedy unparalleled in Europe. and 
perhaps elsewhere in world history";" "the most 
psychically disturbed era in European history";" 
an age in which people saw "their fate and that of 
the world only as an endless succession of evils";" 
and age whose "most characteristic feature" was 
acute anxiety." Famine. plague. war; social. politi­
cal and religious upheaval; hopelessness and de­
spair with respect to salvation; morbid preoccupa­
tion with death and judgment; conviction that dis­
aster and tragedy were the deserved judgment of 
God upon an evil age-such was the sin-burdened 
setting in which developed Luther's conception of 
self. world. and God. 

While writers" and artists" of this period 
discovered "everywhere signs of decadence and of 
the near end . . ...... Luther concentrated his 
attention on decadence within the Chureh. His par­
ticular concern was with what he held to be false 
teaching based on incorrect interpretation of the 
scriptures." On the basis of his reform insight. he 
rejected the traditional teaching which held that 
man was saved by a combination of God's grace 
and meritorious works on the part of man. In its 
place he presented what he held to be "the pure 
teaching"" rooted in the conviction that salvation 
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was by faith alone. 
To an age beset by anxiety. a heightened 

sense of sinfulness. and an often unspiritual drive 
to merit righteousness. Luther preached the com­
forting doctrine of an "alien righteousness" gratui­
tously bestowed upon man by virtue of the infmite 
merits of Christ· To an age in which popular 
belief held that the gates of Paradise were closed 
to all"~espite the greatest exercise of self­
power-Luther spoke with confidence of the 
power of Another." 

The reform insights of Shinran and Luther 
reveal a human nature burdened by moral and 
spiritual weakness." For Shinran. these burdens 
are blind passion and ignorance resulting from the 
evil carried over from one's beginningless karmic 
past. For Luther. the burden is concupiscence (in 
his peculiar reading of this term) resulting from 
original sin and intensified by personal sinning. 
Human nature is further burdened by being born 
into and living in an age of corrupt doctrine and 
corrupt practice. So depraved and spiritually inca­
pacitated is this age that it is. in and of itself. 
unsavable. 

Given the existential situation described 
above. it follows as a matter of course that Sh­
inran's buddhology and Luther's theology are 
preeminently soteriologies. Their concern is not 
primarily with the being (essence) of their respec­
tive Absolutes but with their doing. with their 
saving activity. Their message to an anguished age 
is of a Soter who takes upon himself the sole 
meriting of salvation and. in doing so. creates a 
new double-layered reality for those who abandon 
themselves in trusting belief. 

SALVATION IN SHIN BUDDHISM 

The essence of salvation for Shin Buddhism 
is enlightenment. It is liberation from the darkness 
of error. ignorance and an evil heart. and the attain­
ment. through Amida's Light. of right-seeing and 
hence right-mindedness. It is entry into eternal 
bliss. that is. rebirth in the Pure paradaisical Land 



(understood differently according to differentia­
tion of consciousness). The source and guarantee 
of salvation for Shin BuddhislS is the self-denying 
Vow of the Bodhisattva Dharmlikara. lIS "efficient 
cause" is Amida's Name, which is empowered by 
the Vow to effect salvation. 

The means to salvation for Shin BuddhislS is 
the transference to the devotee of the merilS 
acquired by Amida in his prolonged, sclf-sacrific­
ing striving for enlightenment. Merit-transference 
is the heart and soul of the concept of tariki. The 
devotee contributes nothing but receptivity to this 
saving activity, which includes the very disposing 
of the believer to believe. 

In Pure Land teaching prior to Shincan, 
merilS accrued through self-power were directed 
towards rebirth in Amida's Pure Land. But Sh­
incan's revolutionary reading of the Larger Sutra 
(and other pertinent texIS) consciously and consis­
tently places the directing of merit with Amida and 
not with the aspiranL" This understanding of 
merit-transference follows logically from Sh­
inran's teaching on the active role of Amida 
(Wild) and the receptive, passive role of the 
believer. It is also of a piece with Shinran's 
"mappO-soteriology." The directing of self-pow­
ered (jirile!) merilS towards attainmeDl of birth in 
the Pure Land is simply DOt possible given the cor­
ruption of human nature, the absence of the Bud­
dha-nature in the age of the Last Dharma." It is by 
virtue of Amida's merilS, and Amida's merilS 
alone that sentient beings are freed from the end­
less cycle of birth-and death and transported to the 
Pure Land. The understanding of merit-transfer­
ence is crucial to the undertanding of the generos­
ity and compassion of Amida as expressed in the 
Primal Vow." 

For the Pure Land tradition in general, 
Amida's compassion and saving intent are univer­
sal." His illuminating Light em braces all, nor 
"does it differentiate by time, or place, or any 
circumstance..... Reflecting on this, Shinran 
writes: "There is absolutely no falsehood in the 
statement 'All will be taken up and none left 
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behind' .... , In fact, on Shinran's reading of 
Amida's saving intent, one would have to con­
clude that Amida has a predilection for those least 
likely to be considered candidates for buddhahood. 
In a classic text, Shinran states this reading pow­
erfully: "Even a good person is born in the Pure 
Land, how much more so an evil person!"" 

In Shincan's understanding, an evil person's 
awareness of his sinfulness may open his eyes to 
his need for Other Power while a good person's 
awareness of his virtue may blind him to his de­
pravity and conftrm him in the illusion that self­
power is a means to enlightenment Amida's 
compassion, however, will eventually find a way 
to reach both the disillusioned evil and the illu­
sioned good. Where the opening lines of Shinran' s 
major work, The Kyi5gyi5shinsM, make it clear 
that Amida's Vow assures universal deliverance, 
the TannisM (a collection of Shinran' s utterances 
by a disciple) underlines this all-inclusiveness: not 
only the good, but above all the evil; not only those 
engaged full-time in austere practices, but also the 
stupid and the ignorant, the small and the helpless; 
all manner of people, in all walks of life, dwell in 
Amida's constant compasSion." All will be taken 
up and none left behind. 

SALVATION IN LUTHER 

Whereas for Shim-an, Amida expresses com­
passion for sentient beings through the Primal 
Vow, Luther sees God's mercy toward fallen 
humanity expressed in what he calls "God's ftrst 
promise"" contained in Genesis 3:15: 

I will put enmity between you and the 
woman and between your seed and her seed; 
he shall bruise your head, and you shall 
bruise his heel." 

The "seed of the woman" in this text was read as 
Christ," who would liberate humanity from the 
evil power which held it in bondage. For this 
reason, the Christian tradition saw Genesis 3:15 as 
the protoevangelium (the ftrst 'good news'), be­
cause it was understood to contain the promise of 



a savior. 
Salvation, for Luther, begins with this pri­

mal promise which is "certain and reliable, and is 
surely carried out, because God carries it out''''' 
God's vow to save, restated in many forms down 
through the history of the Hebrew Scriptures," is 
always found yoked together with faith," the ob­
ject of which is Christ" who, as Word made flesh 
is the historical fulfillment of the saving promise 
of God. 

Luther speaks of God revealing himself to 
humanity "dressed and clothed in His Word and 
promises. "11 The Word of God is the means by 
which everything that is, was brought into exis­
tence. When God outers (uuers) his inner Word, 
creation comes to be." When God in saving com­
passion speaks out his Word in flesh, a fallen 
creation comes to new being in fulfillment of 
God's promise. To hear the word, to believe the 
promise, to trust unreservedly in the saving power 
of Christ, is all that is asked in this scheme of 
salvation; for "no man by his works, but God by 
His promises, is the author of our salvation."" 

The saving of mankind begins and ends in 
self-renunciation on the part of God. This is ex­
pressed in Pauline terms as "kenosii'; that is, the 
self-emptying of the Word who is "God Him­
self."" The Word divests himself of his divinity, 
renounces paradise, and enters human history in 
order to fulfill God's saving promise and regain 
paradise for fallen humanity. a In clothing himself 
in the poverty of human flesh, he heals its infirmity 
and overcomes the various levels of alienation that 
sunder man from God, from himself, from others, 
and from nature. God's emptying of self for the 
sake of mankind is consummated in the crucifixion 
when Christ's humanity is "given over" in atone­
ment for the sins of man. For Christ's self-denial 
and self-giving on tI1e cross, "God has highly ex­
alted him ... " (Phil. 2:9) Resurrected, he enters 
triumphant into paradise, opening wide its gates to 
mankind. And there he has "bestowed on him the 
name [Jesus] which is above every name ... " 
(Phil. 2:9) 
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The closed doors of Paradise" were opened 
when Christ "once and for all merited and won for 
us forgiveness of sins on the Cross ..... The notion 
of transference of merits" found in Shinran are 
found here also. Again, it is of a piece witl1 a sot­
eriology which hold human nature incapable of 
any meritorious action, and proclaims salvation 
"by faith alone." Luther calls upon the believer to 
"have confidence in nothing but the merits of 
Christ,- wbo, as ''Proprietor and Savior ... has 
performed a superabundance of works and mer­
its."" Lutl1er's certitude of salvation lies in know­
ing that the attainment of etemallife is based not 
on his own virtues and merits, but rather on Christ 
who is"my merit and the price of my righteousness 
and salvation."" 

In contradistinction to the teaching of his age 
on merit, Luther harshly rejects the presumption 
that it lies in one's own power to contribute 
towards one's salvation." In fact, one who so 
presumes "adds sin to sin so that he becomes 
doubly guilty ..... The action of saving lies entirely 
with God in Christ." We are saved by no other 
means tI1an Christ "imputing his righteousness to 
us, bestowing his merits on us, and holding his 
hand over us ..... Like everything else tI1at pertains 
to salvation, tI1e merits of Christ are "the gifts of 
God and works which he alone performs."" Right­
eousness is attained to "not actively but pas­
sively ..... Luther makes very clear distinction be­
tween uactive" and "passive" righteousness." 
Active righteousness is the attempt to merit salva­
tion through self-effon." Passive righteousness, 
on the other hand, is absolute abandonment in faith 
and trust to the saving activity of God, in Christ" 
What for Shinran is jiriJd and tariJcj is for Luther 
active righteousness and passive righteousness. 

Luther calls passive righteousness "tI1e 
righteousness of faith," whereas active righteous­
ness is human reason's claim to righteousness" 
and as such is "but filt11y rags."" There is no middle 
ground between these two kinds of righteous­
ness.toO They are simply antithetical. On tI1is dis­
tinction between tI1e two rests tI1e whole doctrine 



of justification (righteousness) by faith. Justifica­
tion is not self-gift, it is gratuitious gift of God.'" 
Human merits (self-power) and Christ's merits 
(other-power) cannot coexist together. 

Even though man stands in God's favor by 
virtue of an alien (extrinsic) righteousness imputed 
to him, not merited by him,'" Luther nevertheless 
urges the Christian to "glory in the merits of Christ 
as though he himself had won them."'" The be­
liever who in faith and trust has surrendered self to 
Christ, shares with Christ all that he has merited.'" 
He may "boast of the merits of Christ and all his 
blessings, as though he himself (the believer) had 
accomplished them all himself."'" But it is not 
only his virtues and merits that Christ gives over 
to the believer-it is his very self.'" Passive right­
eousness means that the believer is peacefully and 
joyfully "set down amid strange treasures merited 
by the labors of Another."'" 

As with Shinran, this transference of merits 
takes place instantaneously. In the instant of being 
justified through faith, Christ's righleousness 
"swallows up all sins in a moment "". To this gift 
of faith is added grace which "does not come in 
portions and pieces, separately, ... rather it takes 
us up completely into its embrace ... "to. Nor is sin 
"nullified or eradicaled"(to use Shinean's words 
with respect to evil kanna at the moment of shin­
jin);'" for the believer is "semper peccator, sem­
per penilens, semper justus," that is, at one and the 
same lime sinful and just.111 Sin is in one as long 
as one lives. Because of the merits of Christ, God 
declares the sinner righteous in spite of the sin.'" 
Luther's righeousness is extrinsic, imputed; it is 
Christ's righ!Cousness. The believer, remains 
"semper peccator," a sinner in the tOlality of his 
being and doing. Clearly, 'faith alone' is the only 
means to this righteousness. Human works are but 
"filthy rags" compared to the spodess garment 
Christ spreads over the believer who, though trans­
formed by the power of faith (granted as gift), 
nevertheless is and remains a sinner.'" 

The sinner has always been at the heart of 
Christianity. God's love goes out in a special way 
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to the weak and needfu!.'" Matthew's gospel, for 
example, has Christ say: ''For I came not to call the 
righteous, but sinners" (9:13). Luther, reflecting 
Romans 5:20, draws attention to the relationship 
between the mercy of God and man's need: "for 
grace does not abound except where sin and 
wretchedness abound. "'" It abounds where there is 
admission of need.'" Nor is grace bestowed be­
cause of status or practice. The works of priests and 
nuns are no different than the works of laborers or 
housewives, "all works are measured before God 
by faith alone."117 The saving Word is addressed to 
all wbo can hear, not simply to the literate and the 
learned. Trusting faitlt, simplicity of heart, and 
genuine humility are the only prerequisites for the 
reception and lite gift of grace tltat brings salvation. 

THE FAITH-EVENT IN SHINRAN 

"Hearing" (listening to tlte leaching) is cen­
tr.Il to the Buddhist striving for enlighlCnment, es­
pecially in lite early stages of practice. But in Shin 
Buddhism, according to one commentator: 

..... hearing is not just the beginning, itis the 
alpha and omega of religious life; for ulti­
malely what is heard defines what one is, the 
complete identification being none other 
than the experience of shinjin. "'" 

That faitlt (shinjin) comes through hearing is 
a central !Cnet of Shin Buddhism. Hearing is the 
means by which the saving power of Amida 's Vow 
and Name is directed to the devotee and shinjin is 
realized.'" 'Hearing' and 'awakening' to Amida's 
call are two inseparable aspects of the one moment 
in which a person is grasped by the saving power 
of the Vow. Awakening to shinjin is an instanta­
neous event rather than a process,'" despile the fact 
that it involves a number of factors: hearing, being 
illumined, awakening, trusting, responding, and 
abandoning (sell). It is instantaneous because it is 
solely the work of Amida and not the laborious, 
cumulative achievementofweak and sinful human 
beings. 



The compassionate call of Amida heard by 
the receptive devotee is a startling call which 
brings one to awareness of who and what one is: 
ignorant, blinded by passions, deluded as to one's 
true nature. Hearing the call in Shin Buddhism 
creates the possibility for illumination. Illumina­
tion, the work of Amida's saving Ligh~'" opens 
man's closed and blinded self to the truth of his 
depravity and to his inability to rise, of his own 
power, above his abject state. With illumination 
comes wisdom, a new kind of knowing which 
discloses not only man as captive to his passion but 
Amida, in a sense, as captive to his compassion. 
For what one now realizes is that one is saved not 
only despite one's depravity, but because of one's 
depravity. 

'Hearing' and 'responding' are also yoked 
together in coming to faith in Shin Buddhism. 
Shaken in onc's depths by the enormity of what 
one has heard and understood, the devotee re­
sponds with the grateful and trustful utterance of 
Amida's Name: namu-amida-butsu (nembutsu). 
The nembutsu expresses a wealth of meaning: it 
expresses, first and foremos~ absolute faith and 
trust in the veracity and sincerity of Amida's 
Primal Yow.''' It bears witness to the fact that 
shinjin has been realized.''' It is humble afflIl1la­
tion of the truth of one's depravity, revealed by 
Amida's light. It is rejection of self-power and the 
embracing of Other Power. It is a spontaneous ex­
pression of gratitude for rebirth in the Pure Land, 
settled here and now in shinjin. The nem butsu is all 
these things brought to being and expression in the 
devotee not by self-power, but by Other Power.'" 
It is solely by virtue of the transference of Amida' s 
own merits (virtues) that man can rise above doubt 
and calculation to single-minded abandonment to 
Amida. Arriving at shinjin in Shin Buddhism is 
something undergone, not undertaken, by the 
devotee. The closest one comes to independent 
human action is trustfully 'Ietting-be-done­
unto'.'" Amida is the active Giver, man the passive 
receiver. 

It was clear to Shinran, from his own expe-
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rience, that those who were practitioners of self­
power as means to salvation might well have dif­
ficulty accepting his teaching on salvation by faith 
alone. His so-called "easy-practice" demanded the 
difficult virtue of humility. The merit-minded 
would have to be disabused of the belief that they 
were, in ~ the instruments of their own salva­
tion. They would have to be brought to acknowl­
edge the fact that tallying merits and self-glorying 
in one's good deeds sullied even the best of human 
acts (if man could, in his depraved state, do any 
good deed in the age of mappO). 

Shinran knew also from personal experience 
how the self-power practice of merit-accruing and 
recitation of the Name deluded man into thinking 
that these actions would bring him to enlighten­
menL He had himself undergone a series of 
conversions, progressing from meditative and 
meritorious practices, inspired by the 19th Yow 
(which prescribed prayers, practices and desires) 
to the more centered and purer practice of the 
recitation of Amida's Name in the 20th Yow.'''' He 
had seen in himself and sensed in other devotees 
a certain duplicity, a submerged conviction that it 
was the practice (their saying of the Name)'" and 
not faith in the power embodied in the Name, 
which would bring them to salvation. In his heart 
of hearts Shinran was aware that if salvation 
depended, even in part, on his own works and 
practices, it was not an assured thing. With this 
conviction he embraced the "faith alone" demand 
of the 18th Yow (as he interpreted that Yow). The 
shift to the 18th Yow is none other than a leap of 
faith. For there is a moment between yielding self­
power and trustfully embracing Other Power when 
one imagines one stands nowhere. But in actual 
fact, the trust and faith, the relinquishing of doubt 
required to make the leap, are all the gift of the 
merciful Giver who has brought one to shinjin. 
One finds oneself accepted, afflIl1led, in all one's 
poverty and delusion, by the Yow which "grasps 
us, never to abandon ... " 

"To realize this shinjin is to rejoice and be 
glad ... to leap and jump, expressing bound-



less joy .. . to dance ID the heavens .. . to 
dance on the earth. ",,. 

Leaping and dancing express, for Shinran, 
the joy and gratitude that floods the being of the 
person of shinjin in that moment of sudden, radical 
shift from self-centeredness to Other<entered­
ness, from self-mind to Amida-mind. With this 
new mind comes a new view of self and of Buddha­
nature. The existential anxiety that is rooted in 
ignorance is dispelled. Doubt is cast out. Concern 
with good and evil is eliminated.'" The new self, 
liberated from calculative self-effort (hakaraJ),'JO 
lives on amidst the suffering of the karmic world 
with a peace and joy not of this world. 

THE FAITH-EVENT IN LUTHER 

When one turns to the faith-event in Luther 
one notes the centrality of 'Word' and 'hearing'. 
The Word is the means by which God reveals 
himself and his compassion for fallen humanity.'" 
That God chose 'Word' as his means of commu­
nication with humanity underlines the central 
Christian belief in the personal nature of God. 
Conversation is his mode of relationship. He is a 
God "who never appears except in the only vehicle 
of the hearing of the Word."'" The Word is God 
addressing man. The Word is God redressing man. 
And it does so by disposing him 10 be a truster and 
a believer. But this he can only be if he is a hearer. 
"To such an extent has everything been reduced 10 
an easy way of life," writes Luther, that God 
"requires only ears."'" Not the burden of ceremo­
nies, not works, simply passive acceplance of the 
Word of God by an organ more adapted to recep­
tivity than 10 action: 

''Therefore the ears alone are the organs of 
a Christian man, for he is justified and de­
clared to be a Christian, not because of the 
works of any other member [organ] but be­
cause of failh."')01 

External hearing of the Word is linked with 
the internal activity of the Spirit.'" The Spirit 
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disposes the soul to hear this word as Word of 
God."" The Spirit illumines'" the self-centered 
darkness of man and brings him ID awareness of his 
depraved Slate. Perceiving his inability 10 rise un­
aided from his depths, man opens self ID the saving 
Word, which both bears and is the good news of 
God's merciful promise of salvation. Illumined by 
the Spirit, man accepts and assents to this Word in 
unshakable certitude that God has spoken and that 
what he has said is true, even though he does not 
fully undersland this Word in its depth and mys­
tery.'" He then yields himself passively and trust­
fully 10 the power of the saving Word, for " .. 
. as the soul needs only the Word of God for its life 
and righteousness, so it is justified by faith alone 
and not any works.'" 

When man in sincerity and honesty opens 
self to God's saving Word, he encounters truth. In 
a sudden, shattering insight, the unholy nature of 
the human and the all-holy nature of the divine is 
revealed. This insight, thus far precluded by self­
satisfaction and self-glorying, heightens man's 
awareness of his ungodliness and creates the 
moment for genuine self-accusation. The Word of 
God, heard in the conscience, accuses man of sin 
and self-righteousness. Man recognizes his sin as 
hateful,"· accuses self of sin,''' and in so doing 
eonfinns the judgment of God that in his presence 
"there is none who is jUSl "'4: That man can attain 
to insight as ID his true nature, and rise to self­
judgment,lies not within depraved human powers. 
It is solely the merciful work of the Word and the 
illumining Spirit within him: 

"For the fact that we declare His word right­
eous is His gift, and because of the same gift 
He Himself regards us as righteous, that is, 
He justifies US."IU 

Acknowledging his true Slate, man aban­
dons self-righteousness and the conslantjustifying 
of himself and his sin before God. The'letting-go' 
of self-righteousness is, at the same time, and em­
bracing of extemal (alien) righteousness, .. . .. for 
it cannot happen that he who is filled with his own 



righteousness can be filled with the righteousness 
ofGod."'~ For the merit-minded, this is a step de­
manding courage and profound humility.'" 

Humility is a basic step in coming to faith in 
Luther.''' But it is nol, suiclly speaking, self­
humiliation; that is, a work wrought by the self. It 
is the Spirit who works humility by confronting 
man with his true image. '" Word and Spirit reveal 
to man that his unbelief and self-glorying have, in 
fact, been a form of self-idolatry.''' In the light of 
this new view of needful self and merciful God, 
confession is now made as to man's rightful rela­
tionship to the divine.''' With this sincere admis­
sion, a shift has taken place from egocentricity to 
theocenuicity, a dethronement of prideful self and 
an enthronement of God as Lord, and Savior, and 
gracious Giver of all good things. 

It is importantto note that Luther never loses 
sight of the fact that man, though faUen and de­
praved, nevertheless lives in an order of redemp­
tion. No sooner has the Fall taken place than God, 
moved by compassion, speaks out his promise of 
the advent of the saving Word. Thus the leap of 
faith that demands self-accusation and the aban­
donment of self-effon as preludes to true faith, 
always take place in human awareness of divine fi­
delity to a promise made. So unshakable is Lu­
ther's belief in the compassion behind this promise 
that he is prepared to offer himself "to the will of 
God even for hell and eternal; death, if God so will 
... "'" It is, then, in a benevolent and merciful (if 
chastising) presence that man, informed by the 
Word and enlightened by the Spirit, contemplates 
the truth about himself and the human predica­
ment. Misery and mercy; impotence and omnipo­
tence; hatefulness and holiness; emptiness and 
fullness, judgement and justification-these are all 
held in paradoxical unity on Luther's thought. 

In the hearing of the Word; in believing the 
promise; in acknowledging one's sinful Slate re­
vealed by the Spirit; in accusing self before the aU­
holy God (and thereby justifying God in his 
words); in rejecting dependence on one's own 
merits; in embracing Christ alone as Savior, one 

34 

arrives at faith, according to Luther's teaching. But 
at each slage of the way, it is God who wodes the 
transformation. As with Shinran,coming to faith is 
something undergone by man, not undenaken: 
"This faith is no human achievement ... it is God's 
good gift. .. ," 

With faith, comes grace and salvation, un­
earned, unmerited, by virtue of the Word and the 
promise. Faith alone, in Christ alone, creates "a 
different spirit and different mind, and makes a 
quite new man. "In Man now lives in a new rela­
tionship to self, world and God. The grace and 
graciousness of God fills him with joy and grati­
tude, and a certitude of salvation that dispels aU 
anxiety: 

"Faith is a living and unshakable confidence, 
a belief in the grace of God so assured that 
a man would die a thousand deaths for its 
sake. This kind of confidence in God's grace 
... makes us joyful, high-spirited, and eager 
in our relations with God and all man­
kind."ln 

CONCLUSION 

The soteriological teachings of Shinran and 
Luther come to be in existential faith-crises. Their 
personal, spiritual anxiety as to salvation reflects 
that of their age. Their teaching is profoundly 
influenced by text and context. The inherited text, 
in each case, undergoes emendation to respond to 
the needs of the context in which they are reflect­
ing on and interpreting their traditional sources. 

Salvation for Shinran lies in the work of 
Amida's Vow and Name. The Vow expresses 
compassionate intent to save all sentient beings. 
The Name, empowered by the Vow, effects what 
is promised. 

Salvation for Luther lies in God's promise 
and Word. The promise expresses God's merciful 
intent to save fallen beings. The Word effects what 
is promised. 

In the teachings of both traditions, salvation 



is worked by virtue of the transference of merits; 
in both, the human element is represented by 
passive receptivity or this saving activity, by faith 
alone. 

Vow, Name and Faith. Promise, Word and 
Faith. These sets of inseparables form the essence 
of the soteriology of two religious founders whose 
religious traditions are in most other respects 
worlds apart.''' 
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vation. Cf. Passages on the Pure Land Way, p. 78; 
TannisM: A Shin Buddhist Classic, translated by 
TaitelSu Unno (Honolulu: Buddhist Study Center 
Press, 1984), p. 20, 
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