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EDITORIAL NOTE

It seems that every institution goes through periods of expansion
and contraction. Over the last four years, the Institute of Buddhist
Studies has turned its attention inward, and engaged in an extensive re-
evaluation of its entire program, including its publications. The Pacific
Worldhaslong been a key element in the Institute’s publications, giving
the Institute a means of expressing its identity. As we have re-evaluated
our identity over the last four years, it has become clear that Contempo-
rary Shin Buddhist Studies is the focus of energies that the Institute
needs to pursue. The idea of Contemporary Shin Buddhist Studies is an
attempt to create a concept that is simultaneously inclusive and focused.

It is inclusive, first, because Shin Buddhism does not exist in
isolation from any other form of Buddhism or any other religious
tradition. Second, the exploration of the many ways in which Shin
Buddhism is related to the religious, philosophic and social concerns of
the contemporary world necessarily means continual re-exploration of
Shin and Buddhist history. At the same time the concept of Contempo-
rary Shin Buddhist Studies focuses our efforts, giving a point of refer-
ence from which to develop both an editorial and an institutional
identity.

After a two-year hiatus, we are now ready to initiate the third series
of the Pacific World. The editorial committee wishes to thank the
Bukkyo Dendo Kyokai for its understanding and continuing support of
the Institute, the Institute’s own Board of Trustees for their guidance
over the past four years, and the membership of the Buddhist Churches
of America, without whose support the Institute would not exist.

Richard K. Payne
Institute of Buddhist Studies, Dean
and Pacific World Editorial Committee, Chair






Rennyo: His Historical Significance and
Contemporary Relevance

Alfred Bloom

Professor Emeritus
University of Hawaii and
Institute of Buddhist Studies

THE 500TH ANNIVERSARY OF Rennyo’s death has opened a new
page in the history of Shin Buddhism. Through modern studies, Shin’s
potential to provide meaning for people in all areas of life, and increased
expectations among the members for positive direction in our confusing
and challenging contemporary world, have focussed attention on Rennyo
(1415-1499), who also confronted a turbulent and chaotic world. The
renewal of interest in Rennyo has centered on his personality and
leadership qualities, which enabled him to establish the languishing
Hongwanji as the foremost Buddhist sect of his age. The great transfor-
mation in the fortunes of the Hongwanji that he brought about gave rise
to such titles as Restorer, Renovator, Innovator, and Second Founder.
But more than creating a socially, politically and religiously powerful
institution, Rennyo laid the basis for a personal spirituality which has
sustained the movement into modern times when in the competition of
faiths, it has declined seriously. What is needed is a revival of the
determination, commitment, and creative spirit of Rennyo, which can
revitalize the movement and offer a needed vigorous spiritual challenge
to modern people universally.

It is the purpose of this essay to suggest in a summary fashion
aspects of his life and work which highlight Rennyo’s contemporary
significance and overcome the historical gap of five hundred years
between him and ourselves. Itis hoped that this study will inspire people
in their search for hope and faith in our turbulent world as he did in his.

I. THE HISTORICAL SIGNIFICANCE OF RENNYO

When Rennyo appeared on the stage of history in the fifteenth
century, the small, struggling Shin Buddhist Hongwanji branch was in
deep trouble. Yet, by the beginning of the twentieth century it could
boast a membership that was almost one-third the population of Japan.!
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4 Pacitic World

This astonishing success story is due to the energy and dedication of
Hongwanji’seighth Abbot, Rennyo Shonin. Though overshadowed since
the Meiji period (1868—-1912) by the figure of Shinran, Shin Buddhism’s
founder, Rennyo was a complex, multidimensional individual. He was at
one and the same time a religious leader, a builder of temples, an
organizer, a politician, and a writer of poignant letters. He stood at the
apex of the Hongwanji hierarchy. Yet, he remained a plainspoken man
of the people. He was a missionary, a pastor, a friend, as well as a
spiritual teacher. He was also an earthy man, outliving four of his five
wives and fathering twenty-seven children. In each of his roles, Rennyo
was above all a humane person, never losing his human touch. Though
not a scholar like Shinran, he conveyed the spirit and essence of Shin
Buddhism through the simplicity of his teaching, capturing the hearts
of hosts of people during his lifetime, and giving them a sense of the
value of their own lives.

Rennyo claimed to be no more than a transmitter of the truth that
Shinran had uncovered. Acquainted with grief, humbled by his back-
ground, he was affectionately called Rennyo-san by ordinary people and,
unlike Shinran, soon became the subject of popular anecdotes. As
restorer of Shin Buddhism, he was like a fresh spring wind bringing an
awareness of new growth. He was above all the right man at the right
time in the history of Hongwanji, giving the tradition a focus and energy
that made it the leading sect in Japanese Buddhism.

The 500th anniversary of Rennyo’s life has provided the occasion for
arethinking and re-evaluation of hislife and teachings by all Hongwanji
temples and members around the world, in Japan, North and South
America, and Europe. His life is being celebrated and studied by some as
a source and inspiration for the revitalization of Shin Buddhism in a
stressful time, not entirely dissimilar from his own.

Despite theimportance of Rennyo traditionally within the Hongwanji,
according to inquiries made by Itsuki Hiroyuki, a noted author, Rennyo
is generally not as well known as are the great monks Saicho (767 -822)
of Tendai, Kiikai (774-835) of Shingon in the Heian period (794-1185),
Honen (1133-1212), Shinran (1173-1262), Ippen (1239-1289), Dogen
(1200-1253), Eisai (1141-1215), and Nichiren (1222-1282) in the
Kamakura period (1185-1333), or the later Ikkyt (1394—1481) in the
Muromachiperiod (1338-1573) and Enkii (1632—-1695)in the Tokugawa
period (1603-1867). Most have heard Rennyo’s name, but know nothing
of his life and activities.

Itsuki points out that intellectuals generally disfavor Rennyo, be-
cause he appears to be a professional priest, while Shinran declared that
he wasneither a priest nor alayperson. Rennyo appeals more to business
people, politicians and those who work among the masses, as well as
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ordinary people who are still much influenced by Rennyo’s pastoral
letters (Gobunsho, or Ofumi).2

Itsuki notes that since the death of Rennyo five hundred years ago
there are even today many who feel intimate or familiar with “Rennyo-
san” while in contrast they revere and respect Shinran Shonin.3 He
writes that when people hear the name Shinran, they may straighten
their collar or alter their posture, naturally assuming an attitude of
devotion. However, when they hear Rennyo, their faces relax, and they
have a peaceful expression as though they are blown on by a spring
wind.4

Rennyo, as the Eighth Abbot descended from Shinran, haslong been
known as the Restorer or Second Founder of Shin Buddhism. Today he
isbeing called an Innovator. These titles are more than metaphors. They
have real, historical substance, indicating the contributions Rennyo
made to rescue Hongwanji from its long plunge into poverty and
isolation. The title Second Founder acknowledges Rennyo’s reinterpre-
tation of Shinran’s teaching. In dedicating himself consciously to the
renewal of Hongwanyji, helaid the foundation for the future religious and
social unfolding of Shin Buddhism. Although five hundred years have
passed since his leadership, his influence extends to the present day,
raising a real question whether Shin Buddhism is more reflective of
Rennyo than Shinran. Rennyo himself believed that he was returning to
Shinran as the spiritual source for Shin Buddhism, while correcting
misunderstandings of the teaching that occurred in what he called the
“middle period” between Shinran and himself.

Although admired as an innovator by many today, Rennyo is
controversial for having set the pattern for teaching and organization
that has been severely criticized in modern times as authoritarian and
feudalistic. These reproaches largely resulted from the momentous
events surrounding Japan’s defeat in World War II.

In the contemporary re-evaluation of Rennyo, many now see him as
a thinker who grasped the popular mind and brought hope to the
ordinary person. In the recent past, he has been viewed as merely an
organizer, cleverly employing his many children to construct an ecclesi-
astical institution. However, he is now recognized as struggling to
control a burgeoning movement whose followers sometimes used the
teaching to justify their anti-social attitudes and actions, such as
refusing to pay taxes or ridiculing other religions.

Thus, there are among modern scholars a variety of views about
Rennyo. What is most productive now is to gain insights and learn from
his experience in order to assist the renewal of Shin Buddhism in the
twenty-first century. As a person of the fifteenth century, we must view
Rennyo in that context, recognizing the differences between his era’s
challenges, the problems he confronted in his effort to revive the ailing
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Shin sect, and those of today. At his birth, conditions were abysmal in
Hongwanji, and from his early youth, Rennyo resolved to restore the
teaching. His aim and dedication was to proclaim Shinran’s vision of
Amida’s boundless, unconditional compassion for all people. Our focus
today must take into account that with all this, Rennyo remains a man
of the fifteenth century.

From our viewpoint five hundred years after hisremarkable achieve-
ments, we see the choices that Rennyo made may have had undesirable
implications for the future. How could he have known that? What
mattered then—and still matters—is that he adapted the teaching to
meet the needs of the people he led and nurtured. Of course, he differs
in points of emphasis from Shinran who lived in the thirteenth century.
These must be recognized. Rennyo had no intention to distort the
teaching. Rather, in his mind he faithfully followed Shinran, as Shinran
believed he followed Honen and transmitted the teaching in a manner
that would be most effective in enabling ordinary people to understand
and take it into their lives.

The tremendous growth of Shin Buddhism during his lifetime must
be credited to his insight that whatever the merits of the previous
Abbots, just copying texts or making official tours did not reach the
people effectively. Those Rennyo met were naturally and sincerely
convinced of his spiritual authenticity, and that his character mani-
fested his convictions. By this means, he attracted a great following, all
of whom were devoted to him.

Rennyo’s popularity in Japan is such that one legend about him has
been made into a kyogen drama which illustrates, perhaps, something of
Rennyo’s popularity, spiritual influence, and attraction for women. At
the same time, it reveals the conflict of the old religion and the new
religion. The story is called yome odoshi no men which means roughly
“bride-scaring mask.” Tourists also call it nikuzuki no men or “mask with
flesh attached.”

The legend relates that a mother-in-law became very jealous of the
devotion her son and daughter-in-law had toward Rennyo. Every night
after work they would both go to Yoshizaki. In an age when the women
would have been left at home to do chores and the men went out, the
story suggests something about Rennyo, when the husband and wife
both go to Yoshizaki. The mother-in-law resented being left behind. One
night when they went to Yoshizaki, she put on a demon mask and hid
behind a tree on the path. The wife was walking out in front, when the
mother jumped out, shouting she was a messenger of the deity of
Hakusan.

The “spirit” criticized the couple for always visiting Rennyo, neglect-
ing their work and the mother-in-law. The frightened woman fled home.
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The husband’s turn was next and while the mother waited for him, she
thought to take off the mask, but could not get it off. It ate into her face.
She cried out and when the son came, he asked why the mask covered the
mother’s face. She told him everything, and he took his mother to
Yoshizaki where Rennyo wasresiding. When she heard his teaching, she
was grateful and began to recite nembutsu. Suddenly, the mask myste-
riously fell off, but some of her flesh, which had been torn when she
earlier tried to force the mask off, stuck toit, giving rise to the name “the
mask with flesh attached.”5

In Japan, the popular familiarity with Rennyo comes also from such
stories told about Rennyo and his contemporary Ikkyt, the famous
eccentric Zen monk-poet, and himself the subject of popular legend. One
of these stories relates that on one occasion, when Rennyo was building
the Yamashina Hongwanji Temple in Kyoto, Ikkyt came and seated
himself over some trees that were going to be used in the construction,
putting some grass over his head. Some people working in the construc-
tion became nervous since Ikkyt refused to move from his place. They
went to Rennyo to complain about it. After explaining the situation,
Rennyo told them to just give some tea to Ikkyt and he would leave.
They gave him tea whereupon he immediately left the site. Everybody
was wondering what happened, when Rennyo explained: “The kanji for
teaismade from three parts: grasson top, a person in the middle and tree
on the bottom. This was just the way that Ikkytu asked for tea.”

On another occasion, in Kyoto there was a very famous pine tree
called Very Tortuous Pine (nanamagari no matsu). Ikkya put up a sign
in front of the pine tree which announced: “I am going to give one kan
(8.33 pounds) of gold to the person who can see this pine tree in a straight
way.” Everybody tried to see how such a twisted tree could be seen
straight. Some people thought that maybe from some angle the tree
could be seen as straight. After some time, someone told Rennyo about
the sign. Without seeing the tree, he said that he knew the answer and
asked for the one kan of gold. Ikkyt cautioned that on the reverse side
of the board there was a warning: “This is not valid for Rennyo.” Some
people asked Rennyo the answer and he replied: “The answer is very
simple. The way to see this tree straight is to recognize that itis twisted.”

Again, Ikkyu created the following koan (Zen riddle-like question)
for Rennyo: “Amida has no mercy since Amida only saves those who say
His Name.” (In Japanese: Amida ni wa makoto no jihi wa nakarikeri,
tanomu shujo nomi tasukeru). Rennyo answered the koan with a poem:
“There is no heart far from Amida, but a bowl of water covered cannot
reflect the moon” (Amida ni wa hedatsuru kokoro wa nakeredomo futa
aru mizu ni tsuki wa yadoraji).

One may imagine this exchange arising in friendly banter between
two friends. Yet, it captures two approaches to Pure Land teaching as it
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evolved from Honen and his emphasis on the sole practice of nembutsu.
Ikkyt sees the exclusivistic, discriminating feature of the practice,
confronting the world. Rennyo, however, points to the universal, inclu-
sive character of Amida Buddha that underlies the practice. The one
views nembutsu from the outside, while the other experiencesit from the
inside. According to Rennyo, Amida, like the moon, always shines
everywhere equally, but one’s mind and heart may be closed. They both
highlight the paradoxical nature of the teaching, whichis particular and
universal.

Stories concerning Shinran such as we find in the Godensho are more
serious and express points of doctrine. Here Rennyo is shown in a more
light-hearted way to be on good terms with a monk of another sect, but
also spiritually keen in responding easily to the questions put to him by
the monk. These stories show that Rennyo was the equal of Zen monks
who were prominent in religion and arts.

The ethnologist Yanagita Kunio (1875-1962), who diligently viewed
the life of the Japanese with great insight, digging deeply into the
Japanese mind, was not particularly friendly to Shin Buddhism. How-
ever, he indicated that the influence of Rennyo continues to live on in
remembrances, customs, and practices that have become flesh and
blood, and have been handed down unconsciously.® Rennyo established
the style of worship in Shin Buddhism, such as the recitation of the
Shoshinge (Hymn of True Faith written by Shinran in the Kyogyoshinsho),
Amidakyo and Shinran’s Wasan or hymns. He emphasized the obser-
vance of hoonko, the grateful commemoration of Shinran’s death, which
was first initiated by Kakunyo (1270—-1351), the third abbot. His “Letter
on White Ashes” (Hakkotsu no Gobunsho) became widely used in
funerals.

In modern literature, we can observe the influence of Rennyo in the
novel Black Rain (Kuroi ame) by Ibuse Masuji (1898-1993). The story
concerns the devastation of Hiroshima and an occasion where no priest
was available to perform services. A layperson is left with the obligation
to perform a service for a dead fellow worker. He receives from a priest
several texts to use in the service, including Rennyo’s “White Ashes.”
The sutra and other scriptures were difficult tounderstand, but Rennyo’s
letter was “in gentler, homelier Japanese, in a beautiful language that
struck home to the heart.” After the service, others wanted to copy the
letter. The response of the people was to Rennyo’s letter, which caught
the spirit of their tragedy and was easily understood.” In spite of the
many questions that have been raised among scholars about his leader-
ship and his teaching among scholars, Rennyo’s widespread popular
influence is enduring.

Particularly in the postwar period, there has been a rediscovery of
Rennyo by scholars, which has been noted by Mori Rytikichi, himself a



Bloom: Rennyo 9

scholar of Shin history. He indicates that until a direct path to the study
of Shinran had been opened in the beginning of this century, Shin
Buddhists could only view Shinran through the filter of Rennyo. This
has given rise to the question whether it is Shinran’s sangha or
Rennyo’s, because the influence of Rennyo has been so great. In the pre-
modern period, Rennyo was the symbol for the Shinsht kingdom and a
feudal religious Order of which he was the leader. Because of such
absolute authority, modern people, such asintellectuals, outside of Shin
Buddhism withdrew and kept their distance from Rennyo.

In the postwar period a new historical scholarship, represented by a
famous Buddhist scholar, Hattori Shiso, threw new light on Rennyo and
gave fresh impetus to the study of medieval Buddhism. He employed
little known textual records of a subsidiary medieval temple (Honpukuji
kyiiki) to set out the life of Rennyo, rather than just relying on hisletters,
despite their great value religiously and historically. Other important
scholars were Kasahara Kazuo and Inoue Toshio, whose fundamental
studies clarified Rennyo’s historical character and released him from
being merely a symbol for the sect. They restored his position as a
historical person, overcoming his long held bad reputation. He even
appeared in textbooks and historical novels.® Most recently, Rennyo has
become the subject of the popular author Itsuki Hiroyuki, whom we
mentioned previously. Through his novel, play, and various essays,
Rennyo has gained new attractiveness, because he is portrayed asliving
resolutely and boldly in an age of turmoil.

In my own scholarly experience, I have encountered the low evalu-
ation of Rennyo, because some of his policies contributed to the forma-
tion of the hereditary, ecclesiastical hierarchy in the Hongwanji cen-
tered on his family, which is unknown in the history of Buddhism. In
addition, the collusion of Hongwanji and the state (6b0-buppo) in
promoting the nationalism that contributed to the onset of the recent
war has focussed attention on Rennyo’s statements concerning the
relation of Buddhism and society which were used to justify such
collaboration.

While Rennyo hasbeen discounted as a scholar, his effortsin copying
texts as an assistant of his father exposed him to the writings of Shinran
in an intimate way. He absorbed the fundamental principles of Shinran,
which he concentrated in his letters. He also closely studied Kakunyo,
the third Abbot, and Zonkaku (1290-1373), Kakunyo’s son, as well as
the Anjinketsujosho, a Pure Land text of the Seizan school of the Jodoshi
whose author is not certain, yet a favorite of Rennyo and influential in
his thought.?

Rennyo’s major writings were his letters, which total over two
hundred. Later eighty of those letters were selected as a special collec-
tion by Ennyo (1491-1521), his grandson. These letters have now
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become virtually scripture for Shin followers, while certain ones are read
on special occasions. The most famous is “White Ashes” (Hakkotsu no
Gobunsho), which as mentioned above is frequently used at Shin funer-
als.10

In recent religious studies, the recognition of letters, as personal
communications, has grown with the observations that many great
teachers have used letters to relate to their followers and share their
teaching. Most notable are Honen, Shinran, Nichiren and outside of
Buddhism, Paul in the Christian tradition. Rennyo’s letters have come
to be viewed as an important religious resource, because they contain
insights and information, which reveal him to be a thoughtful and
knowledgeable person. Though he had deeply studied Shinran’s teach-
ing, he was neither scholastic nor pedantic.

Inspired by the 500th year commemoration of his death, scholars
have continued the effort to look more closely at Rennyo himself in his
own historical context, rather than projecting on him the results of later
developments in Hongwanji and Buddhism generally. That is, Bud-
dhism in Japan, as a whole, was greatly influenced by the rise of
feudalism and eventually imperial absolutism in Japanese history.
While it has been easy to attribute these later developments as they are
manifested in Hongwanji to Rennyo, more considered and critical study
focuses on Rennyo’s response to the problems of his own time in order to
construct a more accurate image of the person.

Comparisons are frequently made between Shinran and Rennyo
highlighting their differing religious and social perspectives, as well as
personalities. Shinran unintentionally created a movement and was
more individually oriented. His teaching reflects his inward, introspec-
tive and subjective, as well as more scholarly or philosophical character.
He speaks pointedly of his religious experience and his personal weak-
nesses or limitations and clearly rejected the idea that he was a teacher
or had disciples.

Rennyo, however, inherited a movement that had already become
institutionalized. While speaking very little about his own spiritual
experience, he consciously accepted the role of teacher or leader of an
emerging movement and had to deal with the problems of religious
power and authority that accompanied his status. He was concerned
with the fortunes of the Shin community. He was more outgoing in his
human relations. Further, his position as a teacher must be considered
in thelight of his enormousinfluence, for which thereislittle comparison
among other medieval teachers.

Despite differencesin personality and religious experience, Shinran’s
and Rennyo’s approaches to faith are similar in being subjective or
personal and requiring a definite turn of the mind in trust in Amida’s
Vows. It is expressed in the grateful recitation of the nembutsu. There
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is a common emphasis in both teachers on the absolute Other-Power
foundation of deliverance. They understand that Amida is a power
within the heart and mind of the person, bringing about a spiritual
transformation, as well asbeing enshrined as the essence of the nembutsu
itself.

Rennyo’s lowly origins as the son of a concubine and his experience
of poverty gave him great sympathy with the ordinary person and made
him easy to relate to. In the Rennyo Shonin goichidaiki kikigaki, there
is the notation:

(Rennyo) said: “Leaving aside social position and sitting together
with everyone alike is like Shinran who said: ‘All people within the
four seas who have faith [shinjin] are brothers [and sisters].” I only
ask that when we sit together that you raise your questions and
acquire faith [shin].”11

It is said that rather than speaking from a platform or raised seat,
Rennyo met people knee to knee and drank tea with them. In another
instance, Rennyo halted the Tendai practice used in Shin temples of
throwing thirty centimeter sticks at people in the audience from the
speaker’s elevated position when listeners were nodding off.12 He did not
put on airs and disliked a show of piety:

Rennyo Shonin disliked wearing clothes without designs or pat-
terns. He said that it made someone seem superior (or more
religious). He also disdained wearing charcoal black robes. When
someone came to him (dressed in this way) he exclaimed: “Here is
a properly dressed, superior priest.” Therefore, he said: “No, I am
not superior; only Amida’s Vow is superior.”13

Briefly, Rennyo’s personal style appears more open and democratic.
The first letter in the authorized collection emphasizes the camaraderie
of Shin Buddhism, noting Shinran’s declaration that he did not have
even one disciple. Rennyo wore plain gray robes and removed the
preaching platform. He sat on the same level with his followers. He
admonished his associates not to keep followers waiting and to serve
them food and sake. When he visited followers who had little to offer
him, he warmly ate the millet gruel that they ate and spent the night
discussing religion with them.4 He advocated that Noh plays be per-
formed to put people at ease and to teach the buddhadharma anew when
they have lost interest.15

Though Rennyo could be solicitous for the welfare of his followers, he
was also critical. He castigated the behavior of the priests who sought
greater spiritual and financial power over the members. He also cen-
sured the members for lacking proper religious motivation for their
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participation and for the lack of discussion and understanding of the
doctrine.

Rennyo is viewed as a teacher who gave consolation and hope to
followers in tough times, not entirely unlike our own time. His historical
background is the descent into war and chaos in what is known as the
Warring States period of Japanese history. With the gradual collapse of
the Ashikaga Shogunate, warlords vied for personal power and struggled
to gain control over the country. Rennyo and the Hongwanji were caught
in the midst of these struggles. In this context, Rennyo emphasized the
otherworldly aspect of Pure Land thought and challenged people to take
seriously their future destinies. In his time, the prospect of the Pure
Land was a compassionate alternative to the sufferings and uncertain-
ties of life in this world. Hence, he emphasized the “one great issue of the
afterlife (gosho no ichidaiji).” In Rennyo’s time, the yearning for
afterlife was a response to the terrors of life in an unpredictable world,
whereas in our time of affluence, the issue is the meaning of existence.
Today some who view this life as meaningless have gone so far as to take
their own lives, believing they will find meaning in other spheres when
they are free from their bodies and the material world.

Recent assessments of Rennyo by Western scholars, most notably
Minor Lee Rogers, James C. Dobbins, and Michael Solomon!6é call
attention to Rennyo’s central importance in the formation of Shin
Buddhism into a major religious force in Japan. Rogers notes the
ambiguous and controversial relation of Rennyo as a revered leader of
the Shin sect and the problems of religious power that accompanied his
historical role.1” He is multifaceted, being “a Buddhist priest, charis-
matic religious leader, shrewd political strategist, igniter of literary
imagination, friend for turbulent times, representative figure for Japa-
nese spirituality.”18 Dobbins views Rennyo as a rare individual who had
a vision and seized the moment, addressing the needs of ordinary people
and giving the clearest exposition of the teaching. He combined religious
exhortation and social expediency.19

The complexity of Rennyo originates from his having to deal with
theradical nature of Shin Buddhism initsrelations with other traditions
and the general society. In addition, popular rebellions called ikko ikki,
involved Hongwanji members, merchants, and peasants. These inci-
dentshad their rootsin theliberating implications of Honen’s Pure Land
doctrine, which permitted people to accept death positively, while
devaluing political and traditional religious institutions that controlled
the means of salvation.20 During this time, Hongwanji itself became a
power, while at the same time it was opposed by the established
Buddhist orders such as Tendai. Rennyo himself only narrowly escaped
death because of persecution. Under his leadership, Hongwanji became
completely independent of the Tendai order.
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In studying Rennyo, we have to distinguish the view within the
Hongwanji, which exalts him as the faithful transmitter of Shinran’s
teaching, and the more critically oriented historical and social studies,
which try to assess his role and position in the history of Japan,
religiously and socially. In order to develop a proper understanding of
Rennyo, it is necessary to provide a context in Japanese history and the
history of Shin Buddhism prior to Rennyo in order to make clear the
decisive role he played.

We must also look closely at hislife and his family. He is remarkable
because of the difficulties of his childhood, the problem of his becoming
abbot and his family life, which involved five wives in succession and the
birth of twenty-seven children, consisting of thirteen sons and fourteen
daughters. There were the problems of persecution, and there was the
work of propagation and instruction to which he devoted himself. His
letters, as the primary resource, highlight his effort to revitalize the
Shin movement, by giving correct teaching, while also creatively inter-
preting its meaning for the people of his time. The letters reflect internal
problems of the Shin community, spiritually and socially. The role of the
Hongwanji and Rennyo in the ikko ikki, or peasant uprisings is an
important area of concern for modern scholars.

We have only hinted at important facets of Rennyo’s life and work
in order to stimulate a deeper appreciation and realistic assessment of
his achievements in Shin history. In this way we can also receive
inspiration to develop the teaching in our own age, both maintaining its
proper understanding, while also adapting it to the needs of our contem-
porary society. We shall now turn to what we may learn from Rennyo’s
endeavors for our own day.

II. THE CONTEMPORARY RELEVANCE OF RENNYO

In our previous section, we summarized aspects of Rennyo’slife that
were the basis for his success in revitalizing the Hongwanji and creating
amajor, powerful religious movement in medieval Japan. Sifting through
the evidence of his thought and activities, we can discover clues for the
renaissance of contemporary Shin Buddhism, emphasizing his progres-
sive character. Above all, it is important that the spirit of Rennyo be the
guiding force of the Shin sangha.

A. Rennyo’s Perspective on Faith and Religious Experience
As we have earlier pointed out, both Shinran and Rennyo each

responded to issues of their own time and circumstance. There is a basic
unity in their thought, despite differences in their personalities and
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historical situation. While sharing Shinran’s personal vision of Amida’s
all-encompassing compassion and wisdom, Rennyo adjusted Shinran’s
fundamental insights to make them more accessible and understand-
able to the ordinary person of his day. He simplified the more complex
teaching of Shinran, holding to the principle of emphasizing only the
most essential principles. Further, being born within an already existing
institutional system, Rennyo believed that the teachings were made
manifest in the world by means of the Hongwanji tradition.21
Rennyo’s experiences of the deaths of his wives and several children,
as well as the violence of the age, made him keenly aware of the
impermanence, unpredictability, and violence in life.22 In view of the
brevity of life and depth of our evil23, the afterlife is of the greatest
importance (gosho no ichidaiji), in contrast to Shinran’s stress on the
reception of faith and assurance of rebirth in this life.24 Rennyo draws
aclear distinction between this world and the next, and it is the next that
should be the object of our aspiration and the decisive settling of mind.
While Rennyo upholds strongly the principle of karma as the basis
for encountering the teaching, religious experience is a total process for
him. This process is outlined in five conditions, which must be present in
order for a person to attain truly settled faith. First, there is the
unfolding of good karma from the past. Second, there is the meeting with
a good teacher.25 Third is receiving Amida’s light; fourth is attaining
faith, and fifth, saying the name of the Buddha.26 However, these five
elements comprise a simultaneous moment in which we have the good
fortune to encounter a teacher who clarifies the truth concerning our
spiritual condition and awakens confidence in the truth of the teaching.
It is the one moment of entrusting and attaining of truly settled faith.
According to Rennyo, faith is fundamental2? and is the source of
nembutsu.28 Faith “is granted by Amida Tathagata . . . this is not faith
generated by the practitioner, . . . it is Amida Tathagata’s Other-Power
faith.”29 The term shinjin is taken by Rennyo to be Amida’s Other-
Power true mind which displaces the believer’s mind of self-striving.30
An alternative term for faith is anjin or yasuki kokoro, which has
essentially the same meaning as shinjin, but with emphasis on the
aspect of the peace, or tranquillity that attends reception of faith.3!
Through the reception of shinjin/anjin the believer is embraced
within the Buddha mind in a spiritual union, confirmed by faith and
expressed in the teaching of the unity of the being and the Buddha (kiho
ittai), derived from the Anjinketsujosho. Rennyo interprets the terms
namu and amida butsu in the nembutsu to emphasize the oneness of the
mind of the person of settled faith and the Buddha. It is the action of the
Tathagata that creates the oneness of the Buddha mind and ordinary
mind, guaranteeing the ultimate enlightenment of the person of faith.32
The name namu-amida-butsu is the verbal, symbolic expression of the
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reality of that oneness when it is recited in trust and gratitude.33 The
recitation of the name is only for gratitude, arising spontaneously from
the settled mind of faith.34

It is important to note that external appearances, or the varying
outward conditions, status or roles of people in life, have no relevance in
attaining trust. Further, on attaining the settled mind, one carries on a
normal life, whetheritis asa hunter, fisherman, or tradesman.35 Settled
faith means also to honor the laws of the state and fulfill public
obligations.36 The relation of Buddhism and the state or society is an
important issue in Rennyo’s thought, but it must be viewed in the light
of his historical situation. Essentially he promoted the idea we have in
the New Testament of “rendering unto Caesar what is Caesar’s and unto
God [Buddha] what is God’s [Buddha’s].” (Matt. 15:15-22.)

In order to encourage his followers to be respectful of other religions,
Rennyo exalts Amida Buddha as the Original Teacher and Original
Buddha of all buddhas and gods.37 That is, he is the superior38 and
supreme expression of buddhahood which includes all other gods and
buddhas within himself. They appear as upaya or compassionate means
to lead people to the buddhadharma.

Both Shinran and Rennyo had to confront the problem of discipline
among the members. Shinran, living in Kyoto and at a great distance
from his followers in Eastern Japan, exhorted proper behavior on their
part without developing specific rules. Rennyo, however, in an institu-
tional context attempted to exert more control over the Shin community.
In his view the term anjin or settled mind carried with it the responsi-
bility to follow the obligatory observances, which he set down as a means
of avoiding conflicts and obstacles to the teaching in the general
community.

From this brief survey, we can see that Rennyo, like Shinran, was
concerned for the personal character of faith and its expression in a deep
conviction of Amida’s compassion. However, Rennyo consolidated the
growing Shin community by establishing principles that are more
specific for daily living and human relations.

B. Rennyo’s Mission of Propagation and Education

What ultimately gives Rennyo’s life significance is his work of
propagation and education, which enabled Hongwanji to become the
principal leader of Shin Buddhism. Without his consistent efforts to
make the teaching more comprehensible to the ordinary person, it is
clear that Shinran’s highly personal and subtle teaching would have
remained obscure and veiled in history.

The Abbots before Rennyo engaged in propagation activities, yet
Hongwanji remained a small segment of the larger Shin movement.
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Traditionally there were ten branches of which the Hongwanji was but
one. It opposed the flourishing Bukkoji and Takada branches, which
employed popular practices, viewed by Hongwanji leaders as inconsis-
tent with Shinran’s teaching. Lacking in popular appeal, the Hongwanji
became impoverished and isolated.

The controversy centering on Rennyo’s acceptance as Abbot re-
volved about the ability of the contenders to revive the fortunes of the
Hongwanji. Rennyo’suncle, Nyojo(1412-1460), convinced family mem-
bers that Rennyo, rather than Ogen (1433-1503), son of the legitimate
wife of Zonnyo (1396-1457), was more eminently qualified because of
his intimate relation to his father and closer relations to the followers.39
When Rennyo finally became Abbot, it was clearly the combination of
Rennyo’s personality, his abilities and activities, the times and the
character of his teaching that brought about the momentous change in
the fortunes of the Hongwanji. He was the right man in the right place
at the right time.

Rennyo’s activities continued his father’s efforts, which included
copying texts, writing objects of worship in the form of name-scrolls,
granting Dharma-names, undertaking teaching tours, establishing
temples, and writing letters, as well as frequent interviews and meet-
ings with individual disciples. These endeavors all aimed to secure the
relationship of Rennyo and the Hongwanji with the followers on a deeply
personal level. He was also perceptive in seeing how social dynamics
worked in Japanese society when he developed the system of 26, or small,
voluntary associations for religious nurture, and described how propa-
gation should proceed. We might say that Rennyo’s propagation and
education depended on personal relations, communication-publication
through copying texts or writing letters, etc., and social insight.

We may not all share Rennyo’s combination of personal traits that
contributed greatly to his enormous influence. Nevertheless, we can
benefit from the specific strategies he employed in his work of propaga-
tion and education which are the basis of his historical and religious
importance.

Though Shinran had established the precedent of writing letters to
respond to doctrinal questions from disciples, Rennyo’s letters were
central to his project as a vital means for presenting the essentials of
Shin Buddhism in clear and concise language. In comparison to Shinran’s
scholarly texts such as the Kyogyoshinsho, they could be heard by all
followers and were easily copied. Rennyo’s letters number over two
hundred. However, eighty were selected by Ennyo (1491-1521), Rennyo’s
grandson, directed by hisfather, Jitsunyo (1458 —1525) the ninth Abbot.
These have become virtually sacred text for Shin Buddhists. Most
famous among all of them is the “Letter on White Ashes,” discussed
above.40 This letter contributed to Rennyo’s popularity, it touched the



Bloom: Rennyo 17

hearts of people with the reality of impermanence, and the importance
of faith and gratitude in spiritual life.

Rennyo made gratitude a central feature of Shin Buddhism. A
general accounting of his lettersindicates that in the collection of eighty
letters forty-nine close with specific exhortations to gratitude, while in
others it is implied. Through his insistence, the expression of gratitude
became the distinctive approach of Shin Buddhism to practice and
religious reflection.

With his father, he made many hand-written copies of Shinran’s
text for various disciples. This was an extremely laborious method.
However, both Rennyo and his father promoted block printing and
dissemination of Shinran’s Shoshinge and Sanjo-wasan (three collec-
tions of hymns) which were more understandable for those who read or
sang them. Here he used, as it were, the latest technology to make
materials widely available to the members. Encouraging the use of these
textsin personal devotion at home, Rennyo contributed to the deepening
of the personal commitment of members to the teaching, as well as the
development of literacy among the people.

Rennyo laid the basis for a strong, stable ecclesiastical system by the
appointment of his sons to strategic temples and the marriage of his
daughters to important clergy. The formation of an inner circle of sons
to consult and carry on the teaching made for a broad base of leadership
and contributed to the doctrinal integrity of the movement. It isremark-
able that after his passing, the unity of the family was maintained.

While establishing the foundation for future Shinsht organization,
Rennyo also encouraged grass roots association and activity of a more
personal and democratic nature. As the social-religious foundation of
Shin Buddhism, the k06, (local, voluntary cells in the villages) provided
an intimate context to nurture the inward reality of faith. Through the
development of the k6, groups of disciples met on a monthly basis to
discuss the faith (yoriai dango). Here a lively sense of community and
commitment were nourished.

Since the 20 might coincide with the village, in time religious and
political aspects overlapped as is evident in the peasant ikko ikki
uprisings. One important characteristic, however, is that the k6 could
transcend its simply local character through its connection with the
broad movement of Shin Buddhism. This was the basis for the enormous
power that Shin Buddhism came to hold in medieval society. This power
lead to its struggle with Oda Nobunaga (1534-1582), and eventual
division under the Tokugawa.

We can see that the meetings of the k6 or temples provided opportu-
nity for members to interact and discuss their faith in a more personal
way. The dissemination of the Shoshinge and Wasan suggests that part
of the meeting involved the devotional chanting of these texts, while
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members and clergy then discussed the teaching. Rennyo also wrote
numerous letters marking the anniversary of Shinran’s death in which
he commented on the meaning of the teaching. The letters were to be
read at the services.4! The meetings were clearly also a social occasion,
though Rennyo desired that the religious purpose be constantly main-
tained.42 For him the spirituality of the movement was uppermost. In his
overall perspective he recognized that the prosperity of the movement
does not lie in the prestige of great numbers, but whether people have
faith, and the flourishing of the right sole practice comes about through
the will of the disciples who follow.43

In the educational process, Rennyo was also very perceptive. He
understood the essential role of the teacher, though not in an authori-
tarian fashion like the other competing Shin Buddhist movements of his
time. He realized that faith does not arise in a vacuum, but there must
be a teacher who interacts with the seeker to evoke faith and give it
stability (Gobunsho, 11-11). The teacher is to deal with questions and
doubts about the teaching and never to suppress the disciple’s inquiry.

Shin Buddhism is more than simple faith in a practice that promises
some future benefit, such as the self-power nembutsu, which conduces
to an externality of religion or a quantitative calculation of benefits.
Shin Buddhism is a religion of personal experience, becoming aware of
Amida’s unconditional compassion at work in our lives. Through discus-
sion and interaction with the teacher, a clarity and confidence is reached
such that one is assured of rebirth in the Pure Land (shajoju) and lives
by that assurance. It is to attain the confirmation and conviction of one’s
faith indicated in the terms: shinjin ichinen (shinjin of one thought-
moment), ichinen hokki heizei ggjo (the karmic cause of birth is fulfilled
in ordinary life), or anjin ketsujo (attainment of the settled mind). It is
not a practice to do, but a faith to live by. D. T. Suzuki (1870-1966)
translated the term gyo (normally translated as “practice”) in the
Kyogyoshinsho as “living” which approaches the holistic perspective of
the Shin understanding of faith.

As a strategy for propagation, Rennyo spoke the language of the
people. This is demonstrated by his adoption of the term tanomu, which
was widely used by other Jodo schools. Rennyo gave it the Shinshtu
meaning of relying or trusting in the Vow of Amida Buddha, rather than
pleading for salvation as in the term tasuke tamae to tanomu. He often
employed the term anjin in place of shinjin because it was also widely
used in Pure Land circles. However, he gave clear Shinshli meaning to
these terms.

Rennyo made many tours of the countryside to spread the teaching.
This gave him wide exposure to the living conditions of the people. He
also suggested that to propagate Shin Buddhism effectively one must
approach the three most important people in a village, the priest, the
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elder, and the headman. Apart from the hierarchical character of this
social order, what is important here is Rennyo’s sensitivity to the
changing nature of the society in which he lived and his shrewdness in
recognizing its usefulness. Though in our more individualistic age, this
strategy would have little effect, the principle underlying his recom-
mendation is that we must understand the society we are living in and
be able to address important segments of society in a way that will
attract their interest and support.

Rennyo is notable in his time for his sensitivity to the spiritual
welfare of women, inspired perhaps by his concern for his wives and
numerous daughters, as well as the women who participated in his
movement. He refers to the spiritual status of women in fifty-eight of the
two hundred twelve letters that are considered authentic. Contrasting
Shin Buddhism with other Buddhist traditions, Rennyo stressed that
the salvation of women was a primary concern for Amida Buddha. This
is significant because the religious status of women in traditional
Buddhism was lower than the status of men.44 Though Rennyo declares
the spiritual equality of women, he does not make clear their social
equality. This remains a task for our contemporary sangha.

CONCLUSION

Like Rennyo, we must be able to adapt the teaching to meet the
needs of ordinary people, as well as to make clear its challenge for people
in all walks of life and segments of society. The pressing issues of
contemporary society cannot be ignored by religious faith. The life and
teachings of Rennyo, forged in a turbulent age, offer insight and
guidance for searching people today and inspire hope for life now, as well
as hereafter. We have observed many aspects of Rennyo’s activities and
style that brought Shin Buddhism to its highest level in the medieval
period.

It is important to note here, in distinction to other Buddhist tradi-
tions which place a high emphasison practice, that the nembutsu taught
in Shin Buddhism is “neither a practice nor a good deed,” aiming at
attaining enlightenment or some type of benefit. Life and living in its
totality is “practice” and not merely those activities regarded as “reli-
gious.” The principles of the unity of beings and dharma (kiho ittai) and
the interrelation of the spiritual truth and secular truth (shinzoku nitai)
imply that our lives are to manifest the highest truth; that we live with
self reflection, seeing ourselves in the mirror of the Dharma. The
characteristics of such a life, then as now, are comradeship, communica-
tion, critique, commitment or deep religious motivation and under-
standing. These are the keys to the future for Shin Buddhism.
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THE LETTERS OF RENNYO (Gobunsho, or Ofumi) formed the center-
piece of his propagational efforts throughout his life. Although the total
number of letters that he wrote during his career is unknown, as many
as two hundred fifty-two letters have been identified as those penned by
Rennyo. Two hundred eleven letters were compiled by Ennyo (1491 -
1521)during the tenure of Jitsunyo, the ninth Head Priest of Hongwanji.
Ennyo selected eighty letters from among them and compiled them as
the Letters in the Five Fascicle Collection (Gojo no Gobunsho). In
addition, four letters written by Rennyo during the last summer of his
life have been collected as the Letters of Summers (Ge no Gobunsho). The
final letter that has been included with those above is the Gozokushao,
which is Rennyo’s short biographical sketch of Shinran. A translation of
these eighty-five letters can be found in Shinshiz Seiten compiled by Tri-
State Buddhist Temples.! A recent translation of the Letters in the Five
Fascicle Collection has been presented with a detailed exposition of
Rennyo’s life and thought in Rennyo: The Second Founder of Shin
Buddhism by Minor L. and Ann T. Rogers.2

The remainder constitute the letters outside of the Five Fascicle
Collection, called Jogai no Gobunsho. Thus far very few of them have
been translated into English. Rennyo’s letter “On Kengyoku-ni” is
included with this group of letters and it now appears in English for the
first time. Many of Rennyo’s letters are doctrinal tracts, often present-
ing detailed expositions of the essence of Shin doctrine. Others contain
his admonitions to his followers to refrain from improper behavior. In
that respect, “On Kengyoku-ni” is somewhat different from his other
letters, forinit Rennyo writes movingly of thelife and death of his second
daughter, Kengyoku (1448—-1472). The letter is also unusual in the fact
that it represents a rare instance in which Rennyo talks at length about
amember of his family. However, what this letter holds in common with
most of Rennyo’s letters is his fervent urging to his followers that they
entrust themselves completely to the salvific reality of Amida Buddha’s
Primal Vow.

23
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In the letter, Rennyo describes the hardships that Kengyoku had to
endure throughout her young life. Sent off as a child to be a servant in
a Zen temple, she later became a nun of the Jokein lineage of the Jodo
school. Later she returned to Hongwanyji to care for her step-mother, who
had taken ill. Despite her best efforts, however, her mother, and two
sisters died within a short time. Shortly thereafter, Kengyoku was
summoned to join Rennyo at Yoshizaki in the northern regions. There,
Rennyo relates, she realized shinjin, the heart and mind of complete
reliance on Amida’s Vow, which brought about the settlement of her
birth. Soon thereafter, she passed away at the young age of twenty-five.

Theletter then goes on the describe the contents of a dream that took
place after her funeral. The dreamer (probably Rennyo) watches as a
golden buddha appears out of the ashes of Kengyoku’s cremated re-
mains. The buddha suddenly changesinto a butterfly and flies away into
the western sky. According to the letter, this vision is evidence of her
attainment of birth in Amida’s Pure Land. The letter then concludes
with Rennyo’s heart-felt admission that Kengyoku is a good teacher who
could guide him and all persons to realize shinjin and say the nembutsu
in gratitude.

Interestingly, three essays in this journal make reference to this
letter. Tomoyasu Hayashi states that Rennyo’s experience of loss had a
great impact on his views on impermance.3 Particularly, the deaths of
his second wife and four daughtersin a short period of time deepened his
concern about and understanding of the transciency of life. Akira Omine
focuses on Rennyo’s use of the word tamashii or, spirit.4 He concludes
that Rennyo did not equate that notion with the concept of a substantial
soul. Instead, in the letter the word indicates Rennyo’s grief over the loss
of his daughter and a reaffirmation of the primacy of shinjin. Finally,
Jitsuen Kakehashitakesthe relationship between Rennyo and Kengyoku
as the focal point of his lecture.5 He offers insight into the events of her
life and the meaning that her death held for Rennyo. Kakehashi
concludes with the observation that the bond between Rennyo and
Kengyoku represented the ideal relationship for followers of the Shin
Buddhist path, as they taught and guided each other to the settlement
of their birth.
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On Kengyoku-ni!

As 1 quietly consider this matter, I think that it must be true when
we say that the basis of a person’s character can be found in one’s name.
Thus, Kengyoku was the name of a person who has just passed away and
realized birth. Her name means “to see a gem.” What kind of gem? The
name Kengyoku means to behold the wondrous truth of suchness and
dharma-nature —the “wish-fulfilling gem” (nyoi haju).2

Kengyoku-ni was anun, who served originally as a servant (katsujiki)3
at a Zen temple, but before long she became a follower of the Jokein
lineage.4 Yet, drawn by inconceivable conditions from the past, she came
to realize, in recent days, the shinjin of our tradition. Here is the reason
why. On the fifth day of the twelfth month of the second year of Bunmei
(1470) the woman who had been her aunt5 passed away. Then, even as
she was deeply mourning that loss, her older sister’s life6 came to an end
on the sixth day of the second month of the third year of Bunmei (1471).
Her grief was boundless, and, as a result, she herself became incurably
ill. Perhaps, in the end, we must say that her illness arose out of her grief
and she was never able to recover. On the tenth day of the fifth month
of thisyear (1472) she was confined to her sick bed, and after ninety-four
days she passed away.”

Throughout her illness she would speak of the unlimited joy she felt
over having been able to abandon the “peace of mind” taught in the
Jokein lineage, which she had held until then, and become established
in the “settled mind” of our tradition.8 On the day before her life came
to an end, particularly, she spoke over and over again of the establish-
ment of her settled mind and of her deep appreciation for the efforts of
those who had nursed her for so many days. Besides that, she reflected
on all of the things that she had come to know during her life. Finally,
toward the end of the hour of the dragon (9 A.M.), in the morning of the
fourteenth day of the eighth month, lying with her head to the north and
facing the west, she attained birth.

Heroutward appearance and complexion had led those who cared for
her to think, as would anyone, that somehow she would become well
again if they would do all that they possibly could for her. But, human
life islimited, and so it was unavoidable that she would be summoned by
the winds of impermanence and pass away as she did. There was no one
who could reflect again upon herlife and not be moved to heart-felt tears.

Truly, it can also be said that the deceased was a person in whom the
karma of past good deeds (shukuzen)® had emerged. The reason for this
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must be that she had been able to encounter the inconceivable power of
Amida Tathagata’s Vow, which is a powerful condition for the attain-
ment of her birth. Indeed, it is also not insignificant that tens of
thousands of people attended her funeral service for the very reason that
she had travelled to this place in the northern provinces!® and here
attained birth.

Toward the dawn of the night of her cremation on the fifteenth day
of the eighth month, a certain personl! here experienced a wondrous
vision about her in a dream. In his dream he could see the funeral
grounds where her body had vanished in the smoke of cremation, and
there, arising out of the white ashes and bones that remained, he could
observe three blue lotus blossoms. Within the blossoms he could see a
golden Buddha, only one-inch tall, which sent forth rays of light. As he
watched, itinstantly turned into a butterfly and disappeared from sight.
He thereupon awoke from his dream.

This vision was a manifestation of the gem of suchness and dharma-
nature found in her name, Kengyoku. She became a butterfly and
disappeared from sight. This indicates without question that her spirit
has been transformed into a butterfly,12 which has gone into the sky of
dharma-nature, to the world of ultimate bliss—the city of nirvana.

Also, the fact that a funeral could even have taken place at this
temple was because the deceased had realized birth. In particular, there
had been a downpour of rain just prior to the cremation. Yet, at the time
of the cremation, the sky had cleared, and the moon was pure and bright.
Purple clouds stretched across the sky and were reflected in five colors
upon the full moon. Everyone could observe this. I truly feel that this
must have been an auspicious sign, which allowed us to know that the
deceased had assuredly attained birth in the Land of Ultimate Bliss.

Thus it is that everyone should reflect on this nun, Kengyoku, and
on her birth. We should understand that she is truly our good teacher
(zenjishiki).13 If people—all men and women—should, as a result,
become settled in shinjin in the one-thought moment of taking refuge
and say the nembutsu to respond in gratitude for the Buddha’s benevo-
lence, then surely her life will have become a condition for our going to
be born in the Pure Land of that one Buddha.

Respectfully.
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NOTES

1. This translation is based is the tenth letter located among the Jogai no
Gobunsho in Shinshii shogyo zensho, vol. 5 (Kyoto: Oyagi Kobundo, 1983),
pp. 306-308.

2. A precious gem that was said to fulfill all of one’s wishes. Known as cinta-
mani in Sanskrit, it was said to provide one with jewels, garments, or food,
according to one’s desires. Also, it was said to be able to ward off disaster,
chase away evil and purify unclean water. In a more general sense, the mani
gem was a symbol representing the Dharma or virtues of the Buddha.

3. This word refers to a young person who serves food to the priests of the
temple. When she was just a child, Kengyoku had been placed in the care of
a Zen temple by Rennyo. Kengyoku was born in 1448, prior to Rennyo’s
succession to the position of Head Priest of Hongwanji. During this period
Hongwanji as a whole and Rennyo in particular faced severe financial
hardships. As a result, Rennyo placed many of his children in the care of
other temples.

4. Jokein lineage was one of the most important branches of the Jodo school
that had been established by Honen. The Jokein lineage was begun by Rai’a
Nenk (d. 1297), a disciple of Honen. It derives its name from the Shojokein
temple in Kyoto. Shojuan was a temple for nuns of the Jokein order. It was
at this temple that Kengyoku became a nun of the Jodo school and studied
its teachings.

5. This refers to Renyt, who was the younger sister of Nyoryo (d. 1455),
Rennyo’s first wife. After Nyoryo’s death, Renyt became his second wife.
Kengyoku’s birth mother was Nyoryo. Thus, Renyt, the woman who had
been Kengyoku’s aunt became her step-mother. Rennyo asked Kengyoku to
leave Shojuan and return to Hongwanyji in order to care for Renyt when she
became ill.

6. This refers to Nyokei (b. 1446), Rennyo’s eldest who died in the second
month of 1471 at the age of twenty-seven. In actuality, another sister, Myoi
(b. 1461) also died during the same month at the age of twelve.

7. Kengyoku died at Yoshizaki at the age of twenty-five in the eighth month
of 1472. Just prior to her death, a third sister, Ryonin, also passed away in
the eighth month of 1472.

8. Although Rennyo uses the same word word anjin in thisletter, it has been
translated in two ways, “peace of mind” and “settled mind,” in this passage
in order to reflect the differing interpretations of the word by the Jokein
lineage of the Jodo school and by the Jodo Shinshii. In the case of the Jokein
lineage, anjin represents the calmness of mind that one needs to have at the
moment of death in order to gain the assurance of birth. In Shin Buddhism,
anjin is the mind of complete trust in Amida Buddha, which brings about the
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complete settlement of one’s birth, even in the midst of daily life.

9. Good acts performed in and stored from the past. In Shin Buddhism the
roots of good that have been stored from the past emerge (kathotsu)in a way
that allows a person to realize shinjin.

10. This refers to Yoshizaki, which was situated on the border between
Echizen and Kaga provinces. In this rustic place Rennyo established a new
base of operations for the Hongwanji’s propagational activites throughout
the northern regions. Kengyoku was summoned by Rennyo to join him at
Yoshizaki. At that time Kengyoku was staying at Miidera in Omi province
with Rennyo’s children. Prior to that she had been a nun in Kyoto.

11. It is believed that this refers to Rennyo himself.

12. The word Rennyo uses is tamashii, which means spirit. This does not
indicate a permanent, substantial soul. See Omine’s discussion of this topic
in this journal. Kakehashi’s article in this journal suggests that the
butterfly is a universal symbol of death. He also states that, for Rennyo, it
represented Kengyoku’s birth in Pure Land and attainment of enlighten-
ment.

13. A good friend and teacher who teaches and guides beings to follow the
Path of the Buddha. Kalyana-mitra in Sanskrit. In Letters II-2, Rennyo
states that meeting a good teacher is one of the five conditions that are
necessary to attain birth.






The Idea of Impermanence in
Rennyo’s Letters:

Tomoyasu Hayashi
Ryukoku University, Kyoto

THE 500TH YEAR MEMORIAL Service for Rennyo Shonin (1415-
1499), the Eighth Head Priest of the Hongwanji, was observed over a
ten-part, one hundred day period from March through October of 1998.
This commemoration took place on a scale considerably larger than the
two previous memorials for Rennyo, each of which was held over periods
of eight days. The 400th Year Memorial Service took place from April 7
through 14, 1894, while the 450th Year Memorial Service was held from
April 10 through 17, 1948.

Indeed, the flurry of recent activities concerning Rennyo has been
very gratifying. Research projects, public lectures and symposia on
Rennyo, as well as groups studying his writings—his Letters (Gobunshao,
or Ofumi) and his memoirs, known as Rennyo shonin goichidaiki
kikigaki (The Recorded Sayings of the Master Rennyo)— are still taking
place in many locales. Moreover, publications related to Rennyo are now
being produced in greater numbers than before.

The popular writer, Itsuki Hiroyuki, has authored two books on
Rennyo. The first isentitled Rennyo: Seizoku guyii no ningenzo (Rennyo:
A Human Being of the Sacred and Secular Worlds).2 The second book is
a drama script entitled Rennyo: Ware fukaki fuchi yori (Rennyo: From
the Depths of My Abyss).3 It is said that Itsuki was writing this drama
at the time when the Hanshin-Awaji earthquake of January 7, 1995,
occurred and that the impact that the earthquake had upon him is
strongly reflected in the work. In a booklet distributed at a performance
of the drama,4 Itsuki states the following,

Honen, Shinran, Rennyo. Each of these three religious individuals
was uniquely different from the others in nuance and shading. This
is the way that I would describe them:

First, Honen was a person who taught us about easily practic-
ing a matter of utmost importance. Next, Shinran, who was Honen’s
disciple, was a person who sought to examine this easy matter truly
and deeply. In contrast, Rennyo, who relied upon Honen and
Shinran, was a person who, throughout his life, sought with all of
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his might to transmit this profound matter as widely as he could.

To practice the important matter easily;
To examine the easy matter deeply;
To transmit the deep matter widely.

These three aims represent the intentions which I also first had
when I set out as a writer; they remain my secret aspirations that
I cherish even today. Now as we dramatize Rennyo’s life, I believe
that it is necessary for us to meditate anew on these three aspira-
tions.

With these words, Itsuki presents his own view of the historical devel-
opment of the nembutsu, which flowed through Honen (1133-1212),
Shinran (1173-1262) and Rennyo. They also reveal the view of human-
ity of an author who has presented one literary work after another to the
world.

On August 30, 1996, a second year student in my class at the
university died in a traffic accident. Both the young man and his father,
who had been at his side guiding him, died. This young man, who had
received his driver’s license five days earlier, was practicing his driving
ontheroad when he crossed over the center line while attempting to pass
a vehicle in front of him. Colliding head-on with a truck that had been
approaching from the opposite direction, the vehicle in which he was
riding was crushed beneath the truck. Both the young student and his
father died instantly.

I went with the chief of my section at the university to take part in
the funeral service at the family temple in Hyogo Prefecture. Standing
before the two caskets for the family photograph the young student’s
mother fought back her tears as she simply repeated the nembutsu.
According to the young man’s mother, he had just decided that he
wanted to succeed his father as priest of the temple and so had received
his priestly ordination in March of that year. His father had just retired
from his teaching post, at which he had worked for many years. He was
also just at the point of regaining his health, having overcome an illness
that had lasted for over one year. The young man was twenty years old;
his father was sixty-two.

My relationship with this young student was very brief. He had
attended twelve sessions of my class during the spring term from April
11 through July 4. Yet he was an excellent and serious student, having
submitted all of his classreports and never once having been absent from



Hayashi: Idea of Impermanence 33

class. It was truly regrettable that his young life ended much too soon,
with his goals only partially realized.

Namoamidabutsu.

RENNYO’S VIEW OF IMPERMANENCE

The centerpiece of Rennyo’s propagational activities and teaching
can be found in his Letters (Gobunsho, or Ofumi). It is said that over two
hundred fifty letters exist today and in many of them Rennyo expounds
his view of the impermanence of life. Among the eighty letters included
in the Letters in the Five Fascicle Collection (Ggjo Gobunsho), there are
thirteen which make reference to this subject,5 and we can find another
twelve in Jogai no Gobunsho, which collected those letters not included
in the five fascicle collection,® for a total of twenty-five letters which
make mention of impermanence.” The sixteenth letter in the Fifth
Fascicleisthe famousletter “On White Ashes” (Hakkotsu no Gobunsho).

Aswe quietly consider the transient nature of humanlife, we realize
that what is truly fleeting is our own life which is like an illusion
throughout its beginning, middle and end. Thus, we have never
heard of anyone living forever. Our lifetime passes so quickly. Could
anyone now live for one hundred years? Will I die first, or will it be
another? Will it be today or tomorrow? We do not know. It is said®
that those who are left behind and those who go before are more
numerous than the drops of dew that fall upon the roots of the trees
and linger on the tips of their leaves.

Thus, in the morning we may have a radiant face, but in the
evening come to be white ashes. When the winds of impermanence
blow through, both eyes suddenly close and when our final breath
is stilled forever, our radiant face turns lifeless and its beauty is
altogether lost. Our family and relatives may gather and lament,
but all is to no avail. Since this cannot go on for long, our body is then
taken to a field and, when it has vanished as smoke in the night, all
that is left is white ashes. Words cannot describe such sadness.

The transience of human life is not limited to the old or the
young and so all people should immediately take to heart the most
important matter of birth in the life to come, and, deeply entrusting
in Amida Buddha, say the nembutsu.

Respectfully.?

Thisletter “On White Ashes” brings us into a head-on confrontation
with the impermanence of human life. It counsels us to look immediately
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at the nature of this transient world and take up the “most important
matter of birth in the life to come” (gosho no ichidaiji), or, that is, the
issue of eternal life. It guides us, in the midst of this impermanent world
of delusion, to aspire for the eternal realm of enlightenment. For that
reason it urges usto entrustin Amida Buddha’s Primal Vow and say the
nembutsu.

The background of Rennyo’s view of impermanence can be found in
an historical period which spanned three major conflicts: (1) the Jokyi
Disturbance of 1221, a conflict in the imperial court between the Retired
Emperor Gotoba (1180-1239) and the Regent Hojo Yoshitoki (1163—
1224); (2) the War between the Southern and Northern Dynasties, a
conflict between Ashikaga Takauji (1305-1358) supporting the North-
ern Dynasty and the Emperor Godaigo (1288-1339) of the Southern
Dynasty in 1336; and (3) the Onin War, a war between the Eastern Army
of Hosokawa Katsumoto (1430-1473) and the Western Army of Yamana
Sozen (1404-1473) beginning in 1467. This era of ongoing conflict
culminated during the Muromachi Period (1338-1573), which was
about to give way to the Period of Civil War that engulfed all of Japan.

Still, the background of Rennyo’s thought is not only limited to these
historical events. It was also greatly impacted by Rennyo’s own life in
which he experienced the repeated separation by death from important
relatives and members of his family. Rennyo had five wives, but his first
four wives passed away almost one after the other. His first wife, Nyory®o,
died when he was forty-one years old. His second wife, Reny, died when
Rennyo was fifty-six years. His third wife, Nyosho, died when he was
sixty-four. His fourth wife, Shiinyo, died when he was seventy-one years
of age. Finally, Rennyo was cared for by his fifth wife, Renno, and
himself passed away at the age of eighty-five years.

With his five wives, Rennyo had a total of twenty-seven children,
thirteen sons and fourteen daughters, and a number of them also died
at young ages. In particular, during a brief period of one year and nine
months, from the twelfth month of 1471 through the eighth month of
1472, he lost five members of his family to death.

5th day of the 12th month of 1470: second wife, Renyu

1st day of the 2nd month of 1471: fifth daughter, Myoi (12 years old)
6th day of the 2nd month of 1471: eldest daughter, Nyokei (27 years)
1st day of the 8th month of 1472: eighth daughter, Ryonin (6 years)

14th day of the 8th month of 1472: second daughter, Kengyoku (24
years)

The death of his second daughter, Kengyoku (1448-1472), is set
forth in detail in the tenth letter of Jogai no Gobunsho.
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Kengyoku-ni was a nun, who served originally as a servant at a Zen
temple, but before long she became a follower of the Jokein lineage.
Yet, drawn by inconceivable conditions from the past, she came to
realize, in recent days, the shinjin of our tradition. Here is the
reason why. On the 5th day of the 12th month of the 2nd year of
Bunmei (1470) the woman who had been her aunt passed away.
Then, even as she was deeply mourning that loss, her older sister’s
life came to an end on the 6th day of the 2nd month of the 3rd year
of Bunmei (1471). Her grief was boundless, and, as a result, she
herself became incurably ill. Perhaps, in the end, we must say that
her illness arose out of her grief and she was never able to recover.
On the 10th day of the 5th month of this year (1472) she was
confined to her sick bed, and after ninety-four days she passed
away.10

When she was a child, Kengyoku was placed in the care of a Zen
temple where she served as a katsujiki or child-servant. Later, she
became a follower of the Jokein temple. She worked very hard and
finally, Rennyo says, she took up residence with Rennyo in Yoshizaki
and realized shinjin in accord with the Jodo Shinshi tradition. In setting
out her experiencing of the deaths of her step-mother and sisters one
after another, as well as her own illness and death, Rennyo gives
expression to his own grief. And yet on the other hand, he also affirms
his belief that, since Kengyoku was established in her settled mind
(anjin), she realized birth in the Pure Land.!1

Finally, at the end of this Letter, Rennyo refers to Kengyoku as a
good teacher of the Way (zenjishiki), and states that, for all men and
women who are settled in shinjin of the one-thought moment of entrust-
ing and who recite the nembutsu as a response in gratitude for the
Buddha’s benevolence, she will be a condition for their certain birth in
the Pure Land.12 I believe that Rennyo’s view of impermanence was
deepened all the more through the deaths of these members of his
family.

Rennyo’s Letters contain many words and expressions that refer to
impermanence. Here are some examples: “the winds of impermanence”
(mujo no kaze), “dream-like illusion” (yume maboroshi), “the ephemeral
human world” (adanaru ningenkai), “not determined by age or youth”
(rosho fujo), “vainly spend one’s life; vainly pass one’s days” (itazura ni
akashi, itazura ni kurasu), “those who are vigorous and lively will
certainly wither away; those we meet will certainly depart” (josha
hissui esha jori), “that those who are left behind and those who go
before” (okure sakidatsu), “transient nature of life” (fusho), “fleeting
world” (ukiyo), “fleeting, like a flash of lightening or the morning dew”
(denko choro), “we depart alone” (dokko), “alight flickering in the wind”
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(fazen no tomoshibi), “bubbles floating on water” (suijo no awa), “leaf of
a banana plant” (basho), and “white ashes” (hakkotsu). What we must
keep in mind here is that all of these phrases are simply references to
impermanence; they do not represent some world-weary or misan-
thropic view on Rennyo’s part.

OTHER VIEWS OF IMPERMANENCE

The current of the flowing river flows endlessly,

and yet the water is not the same.

Foam floating in the eddies now disappears, now forms,
but it never lasts for a long time.

Human beings and their dwellings in the world are just like
this.

This is the opening passage of Hgjoki (A Record of My Ten-Foot
Square Hut) written by Kamo no Chomei (1153-1216).13 As we look at
Kamo no Chomei’s view of impermanence, we see that he combines a
stark look at the impermanent state of the world during his time with
an attitude that allows for an objective consideration of actual condi-
tions. At the same time, his is the posture of a solitary recluse who lived
in quiet retreat in the mountains of Hino. Although he devoted himself
to the Buddhadharma, he did not become a true seeker of the Path. In
addition, even while he regarded as repugnant the state of the actual
world, he did not absolutely negate it.

Rennyo’s view of impermanence differs from that of Kamo no
Chomei. For Rennyo, impermanence was a truth or principle that
affirmatively takes on the reality of suffering. This we can surmise from
various passages from his Letters:

However, life in the human realm is but a brief, transient moment
of life (ittan no fusho). The life to come contains the blissful fruition
of eternal life (yosho no rakka).14 (Letters I1-7)

Human beings dwell in a realm of uncertainty (fujo no sakai). The
Pure Land of Ultimate Bliss is the eternal, unchanging world (joji
no kuni). Therefore, we must aspire not to remain in the uncertain
human realm, but rather for birth in the eternal world of Ultimate
Bliss.15 (Letters V-11)

In that regard, human beings dwell in a realm of uncertainty, not
determined by old age or youth (rosho fujo). Life in this world is but
a brief, transient moment of life (ittan no fusho). Since the life to
come contains the blissful fruition of eternal life (yosho no rakka),
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we should not desire to remain forever in this life. In the life to come
we will never fall into the realms of hell for eternity, and so by all
means we must quickly understand the most important matter of
the life to come (gosho no ichidaiji) and, entrusting in Amida’s
Primal Vow, become settled in shinjin of Other Power.16 (Jogai no
Gobunsh0116)

The phrases “transiency of life” (fusho) or “the realm of uncertainty”
(fujo no sakai) refer to the world of delusion in which we attribute life
with a substantialized nature and are uncertain as to our true place of
refuge. In contrast, “eternal life” (yosho) and “eternal, unchanging
world” (jojiz) refer to the “birth of non-birth” (musho no sho), or that is,
the eternal, universal world of enlightenment and immeasurable life.
The life to come should not be understood to be simply a substantialized
world that exists after death. Rather, it is the realm of awakening to an
eternal, universal reality, which pervades the three worlds of the past,
present and future. This is the sense behind the expression “the most
important matter of the life to come” (gosho no ichidaiji).

SOURCES OF THE LETTER “ON WHITE ASHES”17

Evident within the letter “On White Ashes” are passages from the
works upon which it is based. They include excerpts from Zonkaku
hogol8 (Dharma Words of Zonkaku) by Zonkaku (1290-1373) and a
passage from Mujokoshikil® (A Discourse on Impermanence) of the
Retired Emperor Gotoba, which is quoted in Zonkaku hogo. Rennyo
composed his letter “On White Ashes” by quoting first from Gotoba’s
Mujokoshiki, from various portions of the Zonkaku hogo, and also from
various literary works such as the Wakan roeishii (A Collection of
Japanese and Chinese Poetic Recitations).20

1. The passage, “As we quietly consider the transient nature of
human life,” in the letter is a quotation from the Zonkaku hogo.2!

2. The pasages, “. .. we realize that what is truly fleeting is our
own life which is like an illusion throughout its beginning, middle
and end. Thus, we have never heard of anyone living forever. Our
lifetime passes so quickly. Could anyone now live for a hundred
years? Will I die first, or will it be another? Will it be today or
tomorrow? We do not know. Those who are left behind and those
who go before are more numerous than the drops of dew that fall
upon the roots of the trees and linger on the tips of their leaves,” is
composed based on the passages in Mujokoshiki.22
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3. The passages, “Thus, in the morning we may have a radiant
face, but in the evening come to be white ashes...,” and “. . . and,
all that is left is white ashes,” are composed based on a passage in
Wakan roeishii and a passage in a Noh play, Kasasotoba.23

4. The passage, “. .. both eyes suddenly close and when our final
breath is stilled forever, our radiant face turns lifeless and its
beauty is altogether lost”; “our body is then taken to a field and,
when it has vanished as smoke in the night”; and “not limited to the
old or the young and so . ...” are composed based on the passages

in Zonkaku hogo.24

In the first year of Jogen (1207) the Retired Emperor Gotoba
brought about the suppression of Honen’s movement of the exclusive
practice of the nembutsu. Gotoba is said to have made the imperial
journey to Kumano some twenty-nine times, delighting in reciting waka
poetry on the road back to the court. This has a close connection with the
compilation of poetry, Shin kokin wakashii (New Collection of Japanese
Poems of Ancient and Modern Times).25 The priests of the Todaiji and
Kofukuji in Nara, and Enryakuji of Mt. Hiei, had pressed Gotoba to
suppress the nembutsu order and prohibit the practice of the nembutsu.

As it happens, during one journey to Kumano, two court ladies
whom Gotoba held in great favor, Matsumushi and Suzumushi, came to
hear the teaching of the nembutsu and became Buddhist nuns. As a
result, the pretext for suppression of the nembutsu movement was
established. The Master Honen was ordered to exile to Tosa province
(modern Kochi prefecture) in Shikoku (actually Sanuki province, mod-
ern Kagawa prefecture) and his disciple Shinran was exiled to Echigo
province (modern Niigata prefecture). The records of this exile refer to
this as the Jogen Suppression (Jogen no honan). It is set forth at the end
of the “Chapter of the Transformed Buddha and Land” in Shinran’s
Kyogyoshinsho26 (A Collection of Passages Revealing the True Teach-
ing, Practice and Realization of the Pure Land Way) and in the appended
note in Rennyo’s copy of the Tannisho2? (A Record in Lament of
Divergences).

However, it is said that history has a way of repeating itself. Later,
after having been defeated by the Hojo Regents in the Jokyi Conflict
(Jokyti no ran,1221), the Retired Emperor Gotoba, who had suppressed
the nembutsu movement and sent both Honen and Shinran into exile,
was himself exiled to Okinoshima (a remote island in Japan Sea, belongs
to modern Shimane prefecture). In addition, his children, Retired Em-
perors themselves, were also sent off into exile: his eldest son,
Tsuchimikado (1195-1231) to Tosa and his third son, Juntoku (1197 -
1242) to Sado. This remarkable incident of three Retired Emperors being
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made to experience exile was an occurrence unprecedented in history.

Gotoba, the eighty-second Emperor, possessed the name, Takahira.
He was the fourth son of the Emperor Takakura (1161-1181).
Tsuchimikado, who was the eighty-third Emperor, was called Tamehito.
Finally, Juntoku, the eighty-fourth Emperor, had the name Morinari.
The poems of Gotoba and Juntoku appear as the ninety-ninth and
hundredth verses in the Hyakunin isshu (Collection of Single Poems by
a Hundred Poets).28

The poem of the Retired Emperor Gotoba

There are those who are beloved;

There are those who are despised.

Thus thinking about this meaningless world
I am lost in thought. (99)

hito mo oshi

hito mo urameshi
ajikinaku

Y0 wo omou yue ni
mono omou mi wa

The poem of the Retired Emperor Juntoku

It was an ancient time

(So long ago) that it is beyond the length
Of the tangled creeping vines

On the decaying eaves

Of the ancient palace. (100)

momoshiki ya
furuki nokiba no
shinobu ni mo
nao amari aru
mukashi narikeri

Gotoba was never, until his death, able to escape from Okinoshima.
However, in his final years, the Retired Emperor who had suppressed
the nembutsu movement himself came to take refuge in the exclusive
practice of the nembutsu and wrote the Mujokoshiki. The whereabouts
of the original manuscript of the Mujokoshiki are today unknown. In
1918, a copy of the text, written in the original classical Chinese
characters, was discovered in a repository at the Ninnaji temple in
eastern Kyoto. It is now considered to be a National Treasure.29

At the outset of the Mujokoshiki, there are two lines of verse. It then
proceeds in three sections, first, middle and last. Written at the end of
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each section is the Name, Namoamidabutsu. The passages quoted
within Zonkaku hogo are from the middle section. In the first and last
sections, the following passages are set forth respectively.

First Section:
Rejecting the suffering of the five paths and six paths of
samsaric existence,30 what we must aspire for is the pure realm
of peaceful sustenance. Born between Buddhas of the past and
future,3! we must entrust to the compassionate Vow of Amida.

Simply recite the Name of Amida, and wish to born in a lotus
blossom.

Thus, not rising with the smoke of the verdant mountainsin the
east, though we hasten, we should hasten to receive the virtues
of the nembutsu; not wiping away the dew of the mountains to
the north,32 though we endeavor, we should endeavor to per-
form the practice leading to birth.

Last Section:
Though we vow, we should vow to be companions in the
assembly of bodhisattvas and sages; though we entrust, we
should entrust in the salvation brought about by the Primal
Vow of Amida.

Perfecting our contemplation of the twelve-fold chain of causa-
tion,33 we lament the impermanence of samsaric existence and,
wishing to be guided to birth for the nine grades of beings,34 we
recite the Name of Amida.

It is my wish that, when my life comes to an end, I may behold
the Buddha of Immeasurable Life and the body of unlimited
virtues. I wish that, after we have seen that Buddha, I and other
believers will realize the eye of wisdom that eliminates defile-
ment and be born in the Land of Peace and Bliss.

During his exile, the Retired Emperor Gotoba experienced with his
own body the teaching that “all things are impermanent” (shogyo mujo)
and “all things flourishing with life will certainly wither away” (etko
seisui). He then came to take refuge in Amida Buddha and recited the
nembutsu, wishing to be born in the Pure Land. All beings, friend and foe
alike, can be born in the Pure Land of Peace and Bliss together, in exactly
the same way, through the nembutsu.

Gotoba, however, could go no further than desire for a birth appro-
priate for the nine grades of beings or desire to be guided to birth at the
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moment of death. This is referred to as birth through various practices
set forth in the Nineteenth Vow. Rennyo Shonin, on the other hand,
speaks of birth through nembutsu of Other Power as provided by the
Eighteenth Vow.

In the first letter of Mattosho, a collection of Shinran’s letters, he
states,

The idea of Amida’s coming at the moment of death is for those who
seek to gain birth in the Buddha Land by doing religious practices,35
for they are practicers of self-power. The moment of death is of
central concern for such people, for they have not yet attained true
shinjin . . ..

The practicer of true shinjin, however, abides in the stage of the
truly settled,36 for he has already been grasped, never to be
abandoned. There is no need to wait in anticipation for the moment
of death, no need to rely on Amida’s coming. At the time shinjin
becomes settled, birth too becomes settled; there is no need for the
deathbed rites that prepare one for Amida’s coming.37

Shinran explains that abiding in the “stage of the truly settled”
(shajoju) is a benefit bestowed now, in this life, in the one-thought
moment of shinjin. Kakunyo (1270-1351) and Rennyo referred to this
benefit with the phrase, “the karmic cause of birth is perfected in
ordinary life” (heizei ggjo), since the karmic cause of birth in the Pure
Land and the realization of enlightenment is perfectly established
during ordinary, everyday life and not at the moment of death.

Rennyo explains this in his letter “On Leaving One’s Home in the
Aspiration for Enlightenment” (Shukke hosshin no sho, Letters 1-2)

In our tradition, the fundamental teaching of the Master Shinran
is not that one must leave one’s home in the aspiration for enlight-
enment; nor does it declare that one must renounce one’s family and
discard all worldly desires. It is simply that, when shinjin of Other
Power is settled in the one-thought moment of taking refuge, there
are no distinctions as to whether one is male or female, old or young.
The Larger Sutra describes this as “they immediately attain birth
and dwell in the stage of non-retrogression.” It states in [T an-
Luan’s] Commentary38 that, “In the one-thought moment of shinjin,
one enters the stage of the truly settled.” This, then, is the teaching
that one need not depend upon Amida Buddha’s coming to welcome
one at the moment of death” and the meaning of “the karmic cause
of birth is perfected in ordinary life.”39

Here Rennyo reveals that the various notions which give explana-
tion to the realization of shinjin, such as “they immediately attain birth
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and dwell in the stage of non-retrogression,” “the stage of the truly
settled”, “not depending on Amida Buddha’s coming to welcome one at
the moment of death” and “the karmic cause of birth is perfected in
ordinary life,” all have the same meaning. The notion that “the karmic
cause of birth is perfected in ordinary life” (heizei g5j0) is not taken from
the standpoint that something takes place after death. Rather, it means
that, in this life, one transcends death and is established in the stage of
the truly settled in which birth in the Pure Land is assured. Thus,
Rennyo states, one is able affirmatively to accept—and transcend—
death.

MEANINGS OF ANAKASHIKO (RESPECTFULLY)
IN RENNYO’S LETTERS

Finally, Rennyo’s Letters invariably end with the word anakashiko
written two times. What is the meaning of this phrase? An examination
of anakashiko reveals that it possesses three possible meanings.40

1. An expression of deep respect and awe, such as “Respectfully
yours” or “Sincerely yours.”

2. A concluding phrase: a word or expression which appears at the
end of a letter.

3. A declarative adverb: a word which is followed by a proscriptive
or imperative phrase, such as “by no means” (kesshite), “not at all”
(yume yume) or “ by all means” (kanarazu).

The following sentences are examples from classical Japanese litera-
ture where anakashiko is used in the third sense, as a declarative
adverb.4!

You must never behave foolishly.
anakashiko orokani subekarazu
(Konjaku monogatari 20-36)

By no means should you reveal this to anyone else.
kono koto anakashiko hito ni hiro suna
(Heike monogatari 5, Kanyogt)

By all means, keep this a secret; by all means keep this a secret.
anakashiko anakashiko hisu beshi hisu beshi
(Otogizoshi)

I believe that the word anakashiko in Rennyo’s Letters functions as
something more than just a simple, pro forma concluding expression. It
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also functions, more importantly, as a declarative adverb. For example,
compare the following:

By all means, one must never disparage them.
atkamaete henshii wo nasu koto yume yume nakare, anakashiko
anakashiko

(Letters IV-4)42

By no means should you speak of this to anyone. By no means
should you speak of this to anyone.
atkamaete aikamaete tare nimo tare mimo katari tamaunayo,
anakashiko

(Otogizoshi)

The two sentence patterns above are quite similar. In Rennyo’s
Letters, when anakashiko appears at the conclusion of the letter and
immediately follows an imperative clause in the body of the letter, it
takes on the added function of a declarative adverb. That is to say, it is
used to emphasize and underscore the content of the letter. It follows
then, that in the letter “On White Ashes” the phrase anakashiko
anakashiko emphasizes and calls our attention once again to the words
that immediately precede it, which are,

The transience of human life is not limited to the old or the young
and so all people should immediately take to heart the most
important matter of birth in the life to come, and, deeply entrusting
in Amida Buddha, say the nembutsu. (Letters V-16)

As we humbly read this letter anew, we should accept it as the
testament of Rennyo’s aspiration to transmit this deep matter widely to
all beings. It is Rennyo himself saying to us, “This is my wish, so, by all
means, please do so! Please do so!”

Translated by David Matsumoto
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The Idea of Tamashii in Buddhism:
Who is the “Self”?1

Akira Omine
Rytkoku University, Kyoto

WHAT ISBORN IN the Pure Land? Where does the self come from and
where does it go? Who is this self? In seeking to answer these fundamen-
tal questions, we will engage in a discussion of ideas beginning with
Plato up through modern and contemporary Western philosophy. Our
inquiry will also look into ideas developed in Mahayana and Pure Land
Buddhism, with emphasis on the thoughts of Dogen (1200-1253) and
Shinran (1173-1262).

LOCATING THE PROBLEM

Where do we go when our human existence comes to an end? Is it
that nothing exists after death and that death simply returns this self
tonothingness? Orisit that some other world exists after death and that
we will go to live there in some form? These questions are as ancient as
the history of the human race. Yet, though we are living today in a
modern technological age, these are questions that are not far removed
from us at all.

It is likely that primitive people had already faced these questions,
albeit in a nebulous way. However, they were probably first posed self-
consciously in around the fifth Century B.C.E., a time that Karl Jaspers
referred to as the “axial age” (Achsenzeit). It could be said that Western
metaphysics, which began with Plato, as well as world religions such as
Buddhism and Christianity, were set in motion by questions such as
these.

These questions perplexed philosophers in modern Europe as well.
The fundamental problem addressed in Descartes’ Meditations on First
Philosophy concerned proofs for the existence of God and the immortal-
ity of the soul. The critical philosophy of Kant later denounced as
dogmatic the proofs set forth by those metaphysicians, but it did not
consider the questions themselves to be meaningless. The existence of
God and the immortality of the soul (Seele) could not be proven through
theoretical reason. However, it was possible to inquire into them as the

47
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objects of faith within the scope of practical reason. What this means is
that the inquiry of practical reason is a matter of great significance as
it relates to the depths of human existence itself. Metaphysical studies
of subjectivity in German idealism after Kant, including Fichte and
Hegel, further sought to resolve the same problems in the new direction
that had been established by Kant. In place of the traditional schools of
metaphysics, which from the time of the Greeks had considered such
things as “god” or “mind” from the standpoint of their substance
(Substanz), there arose a new perspective that viewed them as subject
(Subjekt), or as “spirit.” Yet despite this shift, the problems themselves
continued to exist. The thinking of Kierkegaard, who opposed Hegel’s
metaphysical speculation, and that of the existentialists associated with
Kierkegaard focused on these problems as well. Their thinking dealt
exclusively with the problem of transcendence in human existence.

In Mahayana Buddhist thought, this problem corresponds more
than anything else to the issue of birth in the Pure Land as set forth in
the Pure Land teachings. “Birth in the Pure Land,” it could be said,
actually constitutes a Buddhist symbol for transcendence. However, in
Pure Land thought and faith, the words “Pure Land” and “birth” are
losing the potent sense of reality and the power to arouse that they had
previously possessed. This phenomenon parallels one found in Western
philosophical and Christian thought, in which views pointing to the
transcendent are on the verge of vanishing.

Such is the state of the contemporary age. For this reason, in order
for the idea of birth in the Pure Land to be restored to its place of
importance within the life experiences of people in the contemporary
age, it will definitely be necessary to approach the problem with the
proper attitude. That is to say, we must break through the outer shell of
those concepts and enter into their interior, and there seek to compre-
hend the concepts once again, from a point of life that exists prior to
concepts. I am referring here to the hermeneutical situation that
Heidegger and others set forth for the interpretive study of classic texts.

In an early essay entitled, “Phenomenological Interpretations with
Respect to Aristotle,”? Heidegger discussed the significance of the
hermeneutical method. When we who live in the present seek to
understand ideas from the past, he stated, we must also comprehend
them experientially. The extent to which we can grasp ideas from the
past will be dependent upon the extent to which, and whether, we who
are presently engaged in interpretation can keep alive our own ques-
tions. Nowhere does there exist a transparent text that will always be
clearly evident to all people. Our questions are established vertically, up
from the ground of the present reality of the hermeneutical situation.
That source of our questions is also the fundamental situation that
allows the past to talk about the past itself.
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Questions like “What is birth?” or “What is born?” can be rephrased
as “Where have I come from and where will I go?” or “Who is this self?”
I do not know whether or not these questions were asked in the
traditional studies of Shin Buddhism. However, these questions cannot
possibly be answered simply by combining or enlarging upon the exist-
ing doctrinal knowledge or through analysis of such concepts as birth or
Pure Land. Of course, any interpretation is apt to cast excessive light, in
the direction of its point of view or tenor of observation, upon any object
that we ourselves consider to be the main subject. Hence, the light that
we cast upon it must be dimmed whenever appropriate. However, by
passing through the excessive illumination of the hermeneutical condi-
tion an object that has always been viewed only under a dim light can,
for the first time, be comprehended just as it appears within that
dimness. One such object that we must consider in this manner today is
the problem of “birth in the Pure Land.”

T°’AN-LUAN'’S “BIRTH OF NON-BIRTH”

T’an-luan (476-542) was a major figure in the development of
Chinese Pure Land Buddhist thought. In his major work, Ching-t'u-
wang-sheng-lun-chu (A Commentary on the Treatise of the Pure Land;
Jpn. Ojoronchii), there appears a famous passage presented in a ques-
tion and answer form.3 The question begins by stating that all of the
texts of Mahayana Buddhism, such as the Vimalakirti Sutra or the
commentaries on the Mahaprajiiaparamita Sutra, teach that the funda-
mental nature of the existence of sentient beings is that of “non-birth”
(Jpn. musho), in which they neither are born nor die. It is like empty
space, which is not possessed of self-nature (svabhava) or substantial
nature. In other words, the fundamental realization of Mahayana
Buddhism is that all things are “empty” (sSanyata). If that is so, then
what does it mean when Bodhisattva Vasubandhu (ca.4-5 C.E.) states
that he “aspires to be born” in the Pure Land?

T’an-luan goes on the answer this question in the following way,

Answer: There are two meanings to the explanation that the nature
of sentient beings’ existence is that of non-birth, just like empty
space. The first is that “real” sentient beings, as conceived by
ordinary beings, and “real” birth-and-death, as viewed by ordinary
beings, are ultimately non-existent, just like hair on the shell of a
tortoise. They are just like empty space. The second is that all things
are born of causes and conditions; hence, they are “not-born.” They
are non-existent, just like empty space. The birth to which
Bodhisattva Vasubandhu aspires signifies birth that is the arising
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of causes and conditions. Since birth means the arising of causes and
conditions, it is provisionally called “birth.” It is not used in the way
that ordinary beings refer to the “real” sentient beings or “real”
birth-and-deaths.4

The birth to which Vasubandhu refers when he says, “I aspire to be
born”isnot birth thatis conceived as “real” by ordinary beings. Ordinary
beings view birth (or, life) as something “substantial,” or that is,
something having real substance. For example, a human possesses
something with “real” substance called a body, which performs many
actions. In addition, one possesses something with “real” substance
called amind, which thinks of various things. Thus, birth (or, life) is used
to refer to the activity of an existing thing that is endowed with a
“substantial” mind and body. Death means that all such activity ceases
to exist. This is the way in which ordinary beings view birth as “real.”

In actuality, however, this way of viewing birth implies a certain
self-centeredness. Self-centeredness is an attitude whereby one seeks to
discover the basic substance present in all things. By grasping that
substance, it is believed, one will realize peace of mind. In fact, however,
one’s grasping onto basic substance means, on the contrary, that one’s
own self actually becomes seized and made captive by that basic
substance. Birth that is viewed by ordinary beings who are being held
captive in this way cannot be called the true form of birth.

In contrast, the birth of Vasubandhu’s aspiration to be born is birth
as seen from the standpoint of the arising of causes and conditions. The
phrase “causes and conditions” refers to the mutual interdependence of
all existences (pratitya-samutpada). It is an alternative name for emp-
tiness. All things exist in a manner that is neither self-centered nor
substantialized. T’an-luan says that such birth is not “real” birth, but is
“provisionally called ‘birth’” (kemyo no sho). This does not mean that
birth is like a fantasy or illusion. Rather, it means that ordinary beings
refer to the birth that they are seeing as “real.” Thus, the true way of
viewing birth is to refer to it as what is “provisionally called birth.” This
is the manner in which T’an-luan answers the question in his text.

However, that aloneisnot reason enough to explain why Vasubandhu
says that he “aspires for birth.” Birth is originally non-birth and, if that
is the actual state or truth of birth, then shouldn’t Vasubandhu have
stated that he aspired for non-birth instead? That is the reason why
there arises a second question, “Question: In what sense does he speak
of ‘birth’?” Again, the issue raised here is why birth is desired instead of
non-birth.

This becomes an inquiry into the relationship between birth in this
defiled realm (saha world), which is what ordinary beings see, and birth
in the Pure Land. Why is the same term used to refer to birth in the
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defiled realm and birth in the Pure Land? T’an-luan answers that,

That which is provisionally called a person in the defiled realm and
that which is provisionally called a person in the Pure Land are
neither definitely the same nor different.>

In other words, it cannot be said that birth in the saha world and
birth in the Pure Land are identical; nor can it be said that they differ.
Both views—that they are identical or different—come about when one
understands the two forms of birth substantially. But that is not the
case. They are “neither the same nor different.” This might also be
referred to as the “continuity of dis-continuity.” Yet, this explanation
alone is still somehow insufficient, for it does not penetrate thoroughly
into the source or fundamental essence of birth itself.

Here, we must go another step deeper with our inquiry into the
fundamental essence of birth. Bodhisattva Vasubandhu states that,

Itake refuge in the Tathagata of Unhindered Light and aspire to be
born in the realm of peace and bliss.6

Yet, birth is the origin of our self-centered existence; it is the source from

which the multitude of samsaric sufferings arises. Hence, although we

might turn away from birth or life in the saha world and aspire for birth

in the Pure Land, wherever we go we would just end up being born once

again. Would this not mean then that we could not become free from

transmigrating in samsaric existence no matter where we might go?
T’an-luan answered this question in the following way,

(Birth in) that Pure Land is the birth of non-birth (mushé no sha)
thatis brought about by the pure, Primal Vow of Amida Tathagata.
Itisrevealed not to be like birth within falsity and emptinessin any
of the three existences. This can be said because Dharma-nature is
pure; ultimately, it is non-birth. We speak of “birth” only when we
refer to the feelings of the person who seeks to attain birth (in the
Pure Land). Since birth is actually non-birth, how could birth be
exhausted??

The manner in which this answer is presented is quite different from
those of the preceding questions-and-answers. What we see here is a
fundamental inversion of the standpoint from which birth is viewed. Up
until this point, birth had been viewed from the human standpoint of the
person who wishes to be born. That is, the previous explanations had
made distinctions between “real” birth and birth that is “provisionally
called birth.” They had also stated that “provisionally-named persons of
the defiled realm” and “provisionally-named persons of the Pure Land”
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were neither the same nor different. In other words, their point of view
was from the side of “real” birth.

In contrast, T’an-luan is now trying to view birth from the source of
birth itself. This is revealed where he states that,

(Birth in) that Pure Land is the birth of non-birth that is brought
about by the pure, Primal Vow of Amida Tathagata.8

This means, in other words, that birth in the Pure Land does not result
from our aspiration for birth. Rather, it originates in the Primal Vow of
Amida Tathagata.

That is the reason why birth in the Pure Land, or, the birth of non-
birth isnot the same as birth “that is provisionally called birth.” Rather,
we must call it true birth, or, fundamental birth, which is based in the
Primal Vow of the Tathagata. Passing through its own self-negation as
non-birth, birth casts off its self-centeredness and comes to be revealed
as birth that wells up from the fundamental activity of existence—
Amida Tathagata’s Primal Vow. Birth of non-birth refers to the non-
birth from which birth arises, and at the same time, to the birth that
arises from non-birth. The phrase, “since birth is actually non-birth, how
could birth be exhausted?” expresses the fundamental affirmation of
birth that has passed through negation. Birth into the Pure Land does
not simply refer to birth in a separate world of tranquility where
samsaric existence has been transcended. It signifies an unlimited,
active dynamism that turns and goes back into the very midst of the
ocean of samsaric existence, thereby seeking to work exhaustively to the
ends of that ocean of birth-and-death.

We ordinary beings cannot grasp the birth of non-birth through our
own self-power. The Pure Land is not a place in which we can be born
simply by wishing to be born there. Rather, we must abandon our self-
powered calculation, with which we try to grasp birth, and entrust
ourselves to the Tathagata’s Primal Vow, which originally aspires on
our behalf, saying that it cannot help but cause us to be born. When we
do, we will discover ourselves, already in the midst of that life. What is
born? It is this self that entrusts in and relies on the Primal Vow of the
Tathagata.

THE IDEA OF TRANSCENDENCE IN THE WEST

Let usnow take alook at a number of ideas regarding transcendence
of the present life as expressed in the sphere of Western culture. Plato’s
philosophy of the Idea was the origin of traditional metaphysics that
viewed the non-extinction and eternal life of the soul as lying at the base
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of the workings of human culture and life, which includes death.
According to Plato, nothing that we can observe in the realm of the
senses actually or truly exists. Rather, all things exist temporarily.
Things are nothing more than shadows of transcendent ideas. Still, he
considered the realm of ideas that transcends the senses not simply to lie
at the base of human culture. It is also the religious principle that
enables human beings to live in transcendence of death. Humans who
understand eternal ideas are eternal and inextinguishable, just like
ideas. The core of Platonic philosophy lies in his teaching as to the path
of the human soul, which ascends to the world of ideas in the heavens.

Among his Dialogues, Phaedo is a work that has provided encour-
agement to the hearts and minds of countless people. In it, Plato has
Socrates say the following,

When death draws near to human beings, those among people who
are bound to die will die. As for those who will not die, their death
is postponed at that time and thus, completely whole, they get up
and leave without incurring ruin.?

If we treat the soul as if it were immortal, what concerns me about
that is not just this brief period of time that we call human life.
Rather, it must be the entire period of its immortality. Further, the
dangers that we incur are great, but right now they appear before
our own eyes. It is the danger that we will incur if we treat the soul
without respect.10

According to Plato, death is the occurrence in which the human soul
becomes separated from the physical body. However, there are cases
when this separation is carried out purely and cases when it is not. In
order for the soul to take on a pure form and separate cleanly from the
physical body it is necessary to practice the separation constantly while
one is still alive. One trains in focusing on the soul itselfin order to avoid
having the soul become mixed with the physical body. The content of this
practice is philosophical speculation, or, the path of the “soul as the
power of speculation that preserves self-identity.” Thisis the reason why
philosophical speculation is none other than the training in preparation
for death. For Plato philosophy was not simply for the satisfaction for
intellectual curiosity or for the performing of polemic techniques. It was
the way to transcend death and reach the dimension of the immortality
of the soul.

One point is noteworthy in Plato’s notion of transcendence. It lies in
his thinking in regard to the original power of the human soul, or that
is, the power of self-identifying reason. This is the idea of substance, an
idea that was followed even in seventeenth century Europe. It was
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reflected in the thought of Descartes, who understood the fundamental
essence of the human soul to be a “thinking substance” (res cogitans).
This metaphysics of substance included the thought of Aristotle, flowed
through medieval Christian theology, and was inherited by modern
philosophers like Descartes, Spinoza and Leibnitz. Such metaphysics
finds, in the fundamental essence of our soul or mind, a self-identifying
thing that exists in transcendence of temporality and creation. This it
calls “substance.” With Kant’s criticism of substantiality
(Substanzialitdt), for the first time the principle of the subject (Subjekt)
or spirit (Geist) took its place. Hegel’s well-known thesis was that
“substance is subject.” However, as we will see below, the clearest
exemplar of a criticism of the Platonian or Cartesian notion of the
immortality of the soul can been seen in the thought of Fichte.

For instance, in his work, Science of Knowledge (Wissenschaftslehre
1804), Fichte states the following.

The science of knowledge cannot recognize the immortality of the
soul. The reason is that according to the science of knowledge the
soul does not exist. Death and potential do not exist as well. There
isonly life (Leben). Life exists eternally within life itself; that which
now exists within life is, like life, eternal. For that reason, the
science of knowledge sustains life and, just like Jesus, it states the
following, “One who believes in me will not perish. You will come to
possess life within yourself.”11

In place of a god that is substance, like that of Spinoza, Fichte
considered the principle of philosophy to be the self as activity, which is
totally free. This subjective selfis not a substance that thinks, but is the
self-awareness that precedes substance. The self-awareness of knowing
oneself constitutes the true self as subject. Viewed from this standpoint
of self-awareness, when we substantialize and become attached to an
immortal soul that is separate from the body we are mistakenly taking
that which is not the self to be the self. Fichte said that the soul that we
consider to be substantial is nothing more than our own spirit. Fichte’s
view of religion was that our true self is the self that abandons the
individual self and lives within God, who is great, expansive life. Fichte
echoed the words of Jesus in the Gospel According to St. John when he
said that the true God is neither personalized character nor substance;
He is this life that we are now living.

THE IDEA OF TAMASHII IN DOGEN AND SHINRAN

In Buddhism it has often been thought that what corresponds to the
soul or reason (nous) of Western metaphysics is consciousness (vijiana),
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in particular, the storehouse consciousness (alaya-vijiiana) as set forth
in the commentaries of the Yogacara school. It is well known that, in
response to the question of whether the soul does or does not exist after
death, Sakyamuni remained silent. This signified his denial of the
existence of a substantial soul of the kind that we have been examining.
It did not mean that he was advocating a simple materialistic position.
If human beings simply consisted of physical bodies, not only Buddhism,
but also religion itself would be ineffective. Therefore, from ancient
times the problem has been found in the question of what we think of the
thing that we have come to call the “soul” (tamashii) or the “mind”
(kokoro).

The words of Dogen that appear in the “Bendowa” (On the Endeav-
our of the Way) Chapter of his work, Shobogenzo (Treasury of the True
Dharma Eye),!2 represent some of the sharpest criticism of the gener-
ally-held concepts of the substantial soul or the conscious self, including
those of Platonism. In this chapter, a certain person asks a question
regarding the meaning of realization in the teachings of the Buddha. Is
it to know that the body constantly changes through deaths and births,
but that “mind-nature” or, soul, transcends birth-and-death and is thus
indestructible in its permanent self-identity?13 In response, Dogen
answers that any teaching that “mind-nature” is permanent is similar
to the heretical views of Senika, who was a religious thinker prior to
Sakyamuni.l4 It does not accord with the Buddha-dharma at all. This
kind of thinking —that the body may perish, but the mind does not cease
to exist—isactually the fundamental cause of samsaric delusion. Itisthe
height of foolishness to have these thoughts, which are the cause of
samsaric existence, and then seek to gain emancipation from samsara
through them. That is a pitiable, false view.

In contrast, the standpoint of Dogen’s teaching was that no division
can be made between the body and mind, or that is, between that which
undergoes temporal change and that which is eternal. Dogen’s expres-
sions for this included phrases such as “oneness of body and mind”
(shinjin ichinyo), “non-duality of nature and form” (shoso funi), and
“samsara is identical with nirvana” (shaji soku nehan).15 Needless to
say, the standpoint of attachment to an impermanent physical body is
not present in the Buddhist teachings. At the same time, however, any
thinking that the mind transcends the body and is thus imperishable
also operates from a standpoint that substantializes the mind and forms
attachments toit. Both the substantializing of the body and the substan-
tializing of the mind arise from our egoistic attachment and false views
as to the self. They equally serve to destroy the Buddha-dharma.

From the standpoint of “the oneness of body and mind,” it is not just
the body that perishes; the mind also perishes. Yet, it can also be said
neither the mind nor the body perishes. This is because, even while



