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It is my contention that shinjin may be understood as a form of
realization. “Realization,” in common English usage, carries the force
of coming to know a fact beyond any inclination to doubt it. Thusshinjin
may be said to involve the realization that the enacting of Amida
Buddha'’s Vow of universal liberation is present as the voicing of the
Name, “Namo Amida Butsu” (and cognates). For the Jodo Shinsha Bud-
dhist, realization of , or direct encountering of, the most profound object
of his or her religious commitment.

Understanding shinjin in this way can provide a basis for dia-
logue with other schools of Buddhism. All schools can probably be shown
to contain a concern with realization, in the sense in which I am using
the term. In particular, I will discuss parallel problems in the matter of
realization in Jodo Shinshd and in Zen. If this investigation proves
fruitful, then within Zen and within Shinsha the problematics of real-
ization may be indicated as a basis for future dialogue with a variety of
other schools of Buddhism.

In the first section of this paper I will discuss shinjin, under-
stood as a form of realization or direct encounter with Amida Buddha.
Some parallels with the matter of encountering tathata/suchnessin Zen
will emerge in this section.

The second section will outline shared problems in the denial of
or minimizing of the role of mediation in Shinshn and Zen. This section
and the third will show indebtedness to Bernard Faure’s The Rhetoric
of Immediacy.!

The third section will claim that the doctrinal content of certain
descriptions of realization is inseparable from an ideological content
which defends a power basis of an elite while serving to disempower
those who do not affirm the same position.

The concluding section will treat the two truths of Mahayana
Buddhism, the ultimate and the provisional, as properly held in
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unreconciled opposition. This point in particular will show the influ-
ence of Yoshifumi Ueda and Dennis HirotaZ Discussions with Dennis
Hirota have been invaluable in helping me to clarify my concerns with
the matters elaborated here. It will be suggested in the final section
that the problematics of realization arise from the univocal identity
and non-identity of the Ultimate and the relative. Authentic Buddhist
living must persevere amidst the unreconciled tension between the two
truths. Tracing some of the contours of that tension may nurture re-
newal within Shinsho and Zen. It may also, in both sects, encourage
dialogue with the many other schools of Buddhism.

REALIZATION AS DIRECT ENCOUNTER

The central concern in the religious life of the Jode Shinsha
Buddhist is usually understood to be the realization of shinjin. As to
the question “What is shinjin?”, I have little contribution to make to the
centuries-long discussion. I find Dennis Hirota’s elaboration of the con-
cept to be quite satisfactory3 In brief summary of that view I will say
that shinjinis the taking of the believer into the Vow-Mind of Amida in
such a way that he or she is deeply one with the Buddha while at the
same time being diametrically opposed to the Vow in his’her passion-
driven humanness.

My interest here will be to look briefly at how Shinjin occurs.
The clearest explanation of the receipt of shinjin is that it occurs when
one hears the Vow:

“Hear” means to her the Primal Vow and be free of doubt. Fur-
ther, it indicates shinjin.4

The “Primal Vow” referred to is the eighteenth amongst the
forty-eight vows attributed to Amida Buddha in the “Satra of the Bud-
dha of Immeasurable Life.”% This Vow promises birth in a pure land of
great happiness for the purpose of awakening to Buddhahood to those
who take refuge in Amida through reflecting upon or saying the Name.
This vow, in making awakening available under minimal conditions of
worthiness is seen as the most fundamental of Amida’s Vows by Shinran.,

Shinjin is explained as hearing the Primal Vow. Such a hearing
of the Vow is a direct encountering, not a process of conceptualization
or endeavoring in a practice. This direct experiencing of the most pro-
found object of one’s religious concern is precisely what I intend to mean
by “realization.” 6

Whereas such a direct encounter with the object of religious
concern is common to most, and perhaps all, schools of Buddhism, the
degree to which its immediacy is stressed varies. The contemplative
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schools such as Zen are inclined to put great stress on the immediacy of
the encounter as well as upon the absoluteness of the object of realiza-
tion may even be said to be a mere artifact of language. A contempla-
tive may claim that in the pure experience itself there is no distinguish-
ing of subject and object of realization. Note the following statement of
the non-objectified nature of the object of realization by the Zen-influ-
enced philosopher Keiji Nishitani:

Emptiness lies absolutely on the near side more so than what
we normally regard as our own self.... It defies objective represen-
tation.”

By contrast, the realization of shinjin occurs in the encounter-
ing of an object, even though that encounter is direct. For the realiza-
tion of shinjin, the object is not an absolutely non-objectifiable Empti-
ness, but rather a quite concrete auditory object, “Namo Amida Butsu®”/
“I rely on Amida Buddha” (or any cognate thereof). In the religious per-
spective of Shinran, which informs the various schools which refer to
themselves as Jodo Shinshn, the object of spiritual concern has already
taken the objective form of the Name for the sake of deluded suffering
beings. This doctrine is expressed in Japanese through the simple use
of the possessive, “no.” The Name is the name of the Vow; it is the
Vow’s Name. This use of the possessive (“no”) does not translate into
English smoothly and is rendered by Hirota and Ueda with the term
“embodies™:

... the Name that embodies the Primal Vow?8

The liberating activity of Amida Buddha as fulfillment of his
Primal Vow is the ultimate level of religious concern for the Buddhist of
the Pure Land steam of Mahayana tradition. It might be said that emp-
tiness compassionately take the form of Amida Buddha who then makes
his vows in order to enact his salvific intent? Shinran does not quite
say this and there is an unfortunate tendency in scholarship which is
impatient with multiple ideational frameworks referring to what is
assumedly the same Ultimate Truth.

All schools of Buddhism are directed toward the attainment of
Buddhahood. Certainly all Buddhas realize emptiness. Even so, realiz-
ing the reality of Amida’s Vow at work in the name, the realization of
shinjin, is not the same matter as the realization of emptiness through
practice. Shinjinis realized by a person will enmeshed in the passions
and unable to realize the emptiness of all things. The family resem-
blance running through all schools of Buddhism should not tempt us to
reduce all its explanatory frameworks to some one grand but empty of
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any fixed form Shinran comments on the literal meaning of “Amida”
“without measure:”

The supreme Buddha is formless,...in order to make us realize
that the true Buddha is formless, it is expressly called Amida Bud-
dha 10

The Ultimate Reality in Mahayana thinking is formless, as
Shinran emphasizes. But to be truly formless, truly unlimited by any
form, is also to be capable of taking form. Amida Buddha invests him-
self in his Vows and embodies his most fundamental Vow in his Name.
In this way the Ultimate truth becomes the possible object of realiza-
tion through hearing. In another place I have compared the hearing of
the Vow to the discerning of a musical theme being tapped out on a
hard surface 11 This analogy may allow us to see the discernment of the
Name as the Vow, the realization of shinjin as a matter of hearing-as.
the person who realizes shinjin hears the Name as the Vow.

I have borrowed the phrase hearing-as from the philosopher
Wittgenstein. He refers to the matter of suddenly discerning as aspect
of an object of experience as the dawning of an aspect:

I contemplate a face and then suddenly notice its likeness to
another, I see that it has not changed and yet I see it differently. I
call this experience “noticing an aspect” ... And I must distinguish
between the continuous seeing of an aspect and the “dawning of an
aspect.” ... Here it occurs to me that in conversation on aesthetic
matters we use the words: “You have to see it like this, this is how it
is meant.” “You have to hear this bar as an introduction.”?

One aspect of “Namo Amida Butsu,” and all of its cognates, is
that it is the embodiment of the Primal Vow. When that aspect dawns
upon a person while hearing the Name, that person realizes shinjin.
The problematics of coming to such a realization are closely related to
the problematics of realization in other Buddhist approaches to directly
encountering the Ultimate Truth, In the next section well will investi-
gate some difficulties with regard to the matter of mediation in Jodo
Shinshd and Zen Buddhism.

MEDIATION VS. ULTIMACY

The project of directly realizing the Ultimate Truth tends to
raise a concern with the immediacy of that encounter. In Zen Bud-
dhism this concern often leads to a demand that the object of realiza-
tion be entirely one with the subject —that no objectification be involved.
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This tends to absolutize the subject as was seen in Nishitani’s view that
emptiness is nearer (vis. more the subject) than what we ordinarily
consider ourselves as subject to be. A similar perspective can be seen in
the practice instructions of Zen Roshi Koun Yamada: “The conscious-
ness of pure and clear essential nature is the inside of the whole uni-
verse.”3

By contrast, the Jodo Shinsh0 approach involves encountering
the pure subjectivity which is the mind of Amida as the object of hear-
ing. While the rejection of mediation in Zen is generally a denial of the
objectifiability of the Ultimate truth, in Shinsha it is commonly the
rejection of a practice or process of theorizing. Thus Shinran stressed
that the realization of shinjin takes place in one thought-moment, which
he explained as being of the utmost temporal brevity: “ ‘one thought-
moment’ is time at its ultimate limit, where the realization of Shinjin
takes place.”

As in Zen we see in Shinran’s thought a tendency to identify the
Ultimacy of one’s religious concern with its immediacy. However, the
absolute rejection of a mediating process leads to an abstract elevation
of one’s object of reverence and eventually, to its trivialization. One
must, for example, have some knowledge of the sacred story regarding
Dharmakara becoming Amida and some grasp of the teaching that the
compassionate activity of the Vow, the very presence of the Buddha is
embodies in the Name, in order to hear the Name as the Vow. To reject
the mediating process of learning the teaching would be to trivialize
the Fundamental Vow under the guise of elevating it. Indeed, in order
to hear the Name as the Vow in the one moment of the dawning of
shinjin, one must (say and or) listen to the Name being voiced. In cau-
tioning against contrived utterance, Shinran often repeated a motto of
his teacher, Honen: “In Other Power, no selfworking is true working,™5

In Shinran’s teaching this saying is strongly paradoxicall€ With
Honen, the paradoxically of the statement was balanced by repeated
urgings to say the Name often. Thus the motto had the significance of a
guide to proper practice. We might paraphrase Honen's message as
“When you allow the voicing to emerge in a natural and unselfconscious
way it is the Buddha’s working. Just say the Name and in time any
conniving or manipulative intention on your part will fade away and
the Buddha’s presence will shine forth through the Name—when
selfworking stops the true working of Other Power will illumine your
utterance.” If we read Honen's meaning as some such guidance for proper
practice there is nothing fundamentally paradoxical about the phrase.

With Shinran the same statement takes on a thoroughly para-
doxical character. This is because the rejection of mediating practice on
the devotees’ part, “no selfworking is true working,” is not balanced by
frequent urgings to engage in the saying of the Buddha’s Name, as was
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done by Hsonen. For Shinran the phrase is not advice as to how to prac-
tice, but dismissal of practice as being utterly without value. Shinran
uses his teacher's motto not to guide practice, but to describe realiza-
tion,

Having looked at shinjinas a form of realization we have seena
similar problematic in Jodo Shinshd and Zen. Both schools are suspi-
cious of mediation. Mediation by practice toward realization, or
conceptualization of the Ultimate truth is suspected of relativizing that
Truth. Shinsha is not opposed in principle to finding its Ultimate con-
cern in an object. If the Buddha has mediated his presence in the com-
passionate giving of his Name, then the encounter of the name is still a
direct access to the primal Vow, albeit in a mediated form17 However,
Shinsh1 is also concerned with the pristine nature of its lauded realiza-
tion—shinjin, This must occur in the brevity of one thought-moment,
where there is no room for contrivance or selfworking. This one though-
moment is said not to be an act of the devotee’s mind (“hi i-g6”). Yet this
denial of mediation has a tendency to produce the opposite of its in-
tended effect. Instead of safeguarding the absoluteness ofshinjin, there
ig an inevitable thrust toward its trivialization in the denial of media-
tion. Is it really an absolute and universally compassionate activity which
is only encountered by those who see the irrelevance of selfworking and
are will moved to utter the Buddha’s Name?18

DOCTRINE AND IDEOLOGY

We have been discussing the problematic nature of realization
in Buddhism with special attention to the J3do Shinshn and Zen schools.
A related problem is that any statement regarding the status of media-
tion is likely to have both doctrinal and ideological forcel? Ideology,
properly so called, is exercise of power which appears to be something
else; e.g., an expression of philosophical truth. Such a lateral enforcing
of power may take place no matter how sincerely the parties involved
engage in the primary, e.g. doctrinal discourse.

“No selfworking is true working,” for example, elaborates an
ineliminable aspect of Shinshn doctrine while also stating an ideology
which empowers an elite. Those who can grasp, or who are willing to
feign grasping, what this rather cryptic phrase means, constitute an
elite. Those who really understand the doctrine are liberated from a
requirement to practice. At the same time, the lack of practice whereby
to encounter the Ultimate Truth is an alienating factor for others. Those
still wondering what to do are disempowered by this ideology. Whether
they are called heretics, or merely considered ones of little understand-
ing, they are subordinated.

The ideological thrust to the denial of selfworking is prior to
and independent of any religious organization. Since the no-selfworking
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doctrine sets up an elite as against a subordinated group, it would be a
danger to any Shinsha institution which failed to embrace it firmly. An
ecclesiastic hierarchy whose officers allowed that self-power practice is
efficacious would be subordinated as itself heretical by members who
establish themselves as the true Other-power only elite.

In fact, there are passages in Shinran’s writing which encour-
age the saying of the Name in a spirit of aspiration which closely re-
sembles an endeavoring in practice. But for the reasons discussed above,
anyone who wishes to appropriate Shinran’s teaching from a position of
power must de-emphasize such aspects of his thought. Consider, for
example, this passage: “People who feel that their birth in the Pure
Land is not yet settled should say the Nembutsu aspiring for birth."

This is one of many passages in which Shinran encourages the
utterance of nembutsu prior to realization of and in hopes of receiving
shinjin. But to avoid emphasizing this side of his teaching does not
merely serve ideological interest. That the Name embodying the Pri-
mal Vow dawns upon one suddenly is an essential aspect of Shinran’s
insight. No amount of repetition of the Name nor any rigorous study of
Buddhist philosophy will ensure that the aspect of the Name which is
that it is the very working of the Vow will dawn upon one. The Ultimate
Truth of the Buddha's compassionate working is in agnostic tension
with the relative mode of its realization—saying and hearing the
Buddha's Name.

The fact that doctrinal discourse also has an ideological side
does not invalidate it. Faure's critique of the Zen rhetoric of immediacy
includes the following caution:

(Scholarship) cannot totally reject the possibility of a
heterology—of an irruption of the “Other” into the tautological dis-
course of metaphysics, the shining through of some kind of tran-
scendence into the most flagrantly ideological discourse.2!

In Mahayana Buddhism the Ultimate Truth is always discov-
ered in contradictory tension with our access to it through relative truths.
In the concluding section I will suggest that the paradoxically which
we’ve seen in the stance on mediation and also the elusive role of ideol-
ogy in Jodo Shinshn derive from a vision of the two truths which no
school of Mahayana Buddhism can avoid.

IN CONCLUSION: TWO TRUTHS
We have seen that the project of realizing the Ultimate Truth

leads to the question of how it is relativized in the necessary mediation
which it must undergo in being understood. The classic statement of
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the mutual dependence of the Ultimate Truth (paramartha-satya/
shintai) and the conventional truth (samvrti-satya/zokutai) was made
by Nagarjuna:

The ultimate truth is not shown except on the basis of the con-
ventional truth. Without gaining the ultimate truth nirvana is not
to be obtained 22

There are a variety of possible interpretations of what relation
actually obtains between these two truths., Also, there are numerous
different sorts of perspectives from which this question has been ap-
proached by various Buddhists teachers and writers, My approach here
is certainly not that of a logician, a historian of ideas or a practitioner of
sectarian hermeneutics. My comments will be quite non-technical and
my concern pastoral. The question of the relation of the two truths arises
for me at a level which a Zen Buddhist would call practice-level. The
view which I am taking here is that the Ultimate Truth is utterly in-
commensurable with those conventional expressions upon which Bud-
dhists monks, nuns and laity depend for its understanding. At the same
time, and in the same sense, the Ultimate truth and the conventional
truth in no way differ from one another. The non-identity of the conven-
tional and Ultimate truths is in no way canceled by the univocal affir-
mation of their identity.

Taking this perspective, let us look back briefly at some of the
concerns raised earlier in this paper. The fact that the Ultimate Truth
and the conventional truth must be held in simultaneous unreconciled
opposition underlies the problematic of mediation which we have seen
to be present in both Jodo Shinshd and Zen. Even saying “Namo Amida
Butsu” is suspected of cheapening one's relation to Amida’s Vow if that
utterance is a sort of technique. Shinran’s teacher, Honen, suggested
the paradoxical nature of the nembutsu way in the following statement
as well,

The way to say the nembutsu lies in having no “way.” If you
just say it earnestly, without taking account of your conduct or the
good and evil of your heart, you will attain birth23

The paradox of having “no way” is mitigated by the encourage-
ment to sat the Name. Honen encouraged his followers to repeat the
nembutsu tens of thousands of times a day. Shinsha aficionados have
often tried to find a way out of the incomensurability of the Vow and
any deliberate action on our part—an escape of the paradox for Shinran.
Factions within Shinsht have urged some special way of saying the
Name, e.g., in a spirit of gratitude, or spontaneously24 In fact there is
no way out. Shinran's teaching squarely confronts the unstable tension
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in which the Ultimate truth and our conventional understanding present
themselves. There is no way to go about bridging the gap between our
self-centered relativity and the Ultimate truth—not by being grateful,
not by being spontaneous—no way at all.

Although conventional formulations must fail to adequately
express the Ultimate Truth, there is no other way to reach it. This nec-
essary use of relative formulations leads to the problem of implicit ideo-
logical force attending expressions of doctrinal positions. Individuals
always have a stake in the power structures which enmesh their lives,
a personal agenda, a political orientation. For example, there is a strat-
egy of condescension underlying Shinran’s claim to be merely repeating
the instructions of his teacher, Honen 25 That maneuver did nothing to
cancel his authority as an independent leader, while accruing to him
the added power due a humble and loyal student whose pronounce-
ments carried all the authority of his great teacher.

It is in keeping with the spirit of Shinran’s teaching to note the
problem of ideological force connected with even the most sincere state-
ments of doctrine. Shinran’s teaching truly endeavors to be the way of
no way in all its radical transcendence of linear reasoning and in all its
depths of faith. Amida's presence as his name (pastorally speaking, the
Ultimate truth) is in unreconciled tension with the relative mode of its
actualization—we simply say and hear the Name. This vision has com-
monalties with the necessary holding of inconsistent views which is
urged repeatedly in the Prajilparamita literature. For example:

...as far as nay conceivable form of beings is conceived: all these
I must lead to Nirvana, into that realm of Nirvana which leaves
nothing behind. And yet, although innumerable beings have thus
been led to Nirvana, no being at all has been led to Nirvana. And
why? If in a Bodhisattva the notion of a “being” should take place,
he could not be called a “Bodhi-being "26

The only genuine approach to living a life informed by the rela-
tion between the Ultimate and the relative is to hold them in
unreconciled tension—-whether simultaneously or dialectically2” So far
as the actual project of living one’s life as a Buddhist goes, the only
alternatives would be a hierarchical or an immanentist-reductionist
view. The former betrays the non-dualist insight fundamental to the
Buddha-way, and leads toward something like theism. The latter, re-
ferred to as “the naturalist fallacy” in Zen tradition, abandons the hope
for transformation of human suffering, which is the source for all Bud-
dhist thought, practice and devotion.

The sense in which the Ultimate may be said to be identical to
the relative in Mahayana Buddhism does not cancel the fact that they
are diametrically opposed to one another. There is no way for anyone to
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have the last word on this matter. The fact that the relative is funda-
mentally opposed to the Ultimate leads to a critique of mediation (e.g.,
“no selfworking is true”). This liberates some from contrived detours,
but enslaves others to an ideal which they have no means to approach
(e.g., shinjin, kenshd). The embracing of mediation (e.g., “just say the
Name in an unselfconscious way and the fact that it is the embodiment
of the Vow will dawn upon you one day.”) liberates some from alien-
ation from an Ultimate which they are not in touch with; but it en-
slaves others to a calculative approach which itself becomes a barrier.

The problematics of realization which we have considered here
cannot be solved. Sincere seekers of the Buddha-way must live amongst
their tension. Whole-heartedly adopting both the Ultimate and the rela-
tive perspectives sometimes opens out into an unsynthesized panoramic
vision. Those who experience the Truth from such a perspective give
its realization various names: shinjin, kenshd, etc. Without blurring
the uniqueness of the discrete Buddhist pathways and the distinctive-
ness of their fruits, there may still be helpful dialogue on our shared
problems in the matter of realization.
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