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Good morning.  I’m glad to be back here with you again, and especially honored to be here with you on the most important and solemn day in the Jodo Shinshu calendar: Hoonko, the anniversary of the passing of our founder, Shinran Shonin.  Although Hoonko is the commemoration of Shinran’s death, it’s also an occasion to celebrate his life.  And, certainly, to acknowledge our great debt to him.

It’s a good occasion to think about the question: what was Shinran’s outstanding accomplishment?  There of course are many to choose from, but to me the most important and vital, the accomplishment that set the course for his life, and, ultimately, brought us all together here, is that Shinran recognized the truth of the human condition – and wasn’t afraid to face it and acknowledge it.

As a monk in the midst of a Buddhist temple famous for its strict and arduous monastic discipline, a temple filled with other monks trying to achieve enlightenment through almost heroic feats of self-power, Shinran came to  the remarkable realization that he was not spiritually advanced enough to achieve anything in this way; on the contrary, he saw himself as a foolish being filled with delusions and passions that could not be overcome in his own lifetime by any amount of self-power or discipline.

Having spent years studying sutras and performing austere practices, one would think that Shinran would become despondent or depressed at this discovery. But on the contrary, he knew that the Buddha intended for all beings to find a way to enlightenment, and as a result,  he came to be drawn more and more to the Pure Land teachings promulgated by his predecessor at Mt. Hiei, Genshin, and being taught at that time by Honen.

At the age of 29, still a doso (a monk charged with leading chanting and performing rituals), Shinran wrote the following:

“I have studied as hard as possible, and performed all the difficult practices prescribed, but I am unable to truly devote myself to the teaching.  I am unable to recite the nembutsu single-mindedly and without a distracted mind.  That being the case, how are lay persons who must work for a living, who are fettered by love of their wives and children, who are unable to engage in religious practice, ever to come in contact with the Buddha’s emancipation?  True emancipation should not be limited to a few – it should also be available to those who are unable to separate themselves from work and family.”

And so Shinran left the protective life of a monk on Mt. Hiei, and descended the mountain to study with Honen.  As he learned more about the Pure Land teachings from his master, Honen, he came to understand that his realization of his own limitations and utter powerlessness was, in fact,  sure proof that he had been touched by Amida.  Upon receiving the gift of Amida's boundless compassion, wisdom and power, he was able to give himself up to Amida, along with his clinging to his delusions of power and  merit. Shinran later wrote of this time, “I, Gutoku Shinran, disciple of Shakyamuni Buddha, in the year 1201,  put away the study of sundry practices and took refuge in the Primal Vow.”

Shinran became an earnest disciple of Honen, and Honen trusted him enough to ask Shinran to make a copy of one of his important works, “Passages on the Nembutsu” and also to paint a portrait of Honen.

As a result of agitations on the part of the traditionalists on Mt. Hiei, who felt threatened by the Nembutsu teaching, Honen and his disciples were exiled from the Kyoto area and scattered throughout Japan in the year 1207, Shinran to the coast of the Sea of Japan.  He never again saw his beloved teacher.

Shortly after his exile, Shinran, no longer recognized as a monk or priest, married Eshinni and started teaching the Nembutsu practice to a small group of followers.  Each new disciple he first helped  to acknowledge his true human nature and limitations.  Each individual he taught on a personal level, according to his ability to learn, and in so doing Shinran emulated the teaching of the Buddha.  

Shinran said, of this period, “If it were not for my exile, how would I have been able to bring the teaching to the people of this far-off area?  All this I owe to the teaching of my master, Honen.”

After finally being pardoned, Shinran and his family moved to the vicinity of the present-day Tokyo, and later returned to Kyoto, always spreading the teaching of the Nembutsu practice to an ever-growing number of followers.  Despite the large number of followers, Shinran never thought of himself as a religious leader with disciples; he referred to them as “fellow practitioners of the Nembutsu” and wrote, “I, Shinran, do not have even one disciple.”

Nor did he ever intend to found a new school, but as he states in the Kyogyoshinsho and other works, he merely followed the teachings of the Buddha and the Seven Masters and sought to reveal their true meanings.

During the last thirty years of his life Shinran continued to teach the Nembutsu practice to followers from near and far, even in the face of continued difficulties with the Kamakura government’s persecution and the perversion of his teachings by his own son, Zenran.  He also devoted himself to writing, and many of his best-known works were produced during this time. 

In the year 1262, Shinran became ill and began to fail.  The Denne speaks briefly of the last days of Shinran’s life:

“Toward the latter part of mid-winter in the year 1262, the Shonin showed the first symptoms of illness,  and after that he did not again talk of earthly matters, dwelling only on his deep gratitude to the Buddha; he constantly repeated the Nembutsu.  On the 28th day of the month (equivalent to January 16, 1262), he laid himself on his right side with his head facing north and his body facing west,  and when he had finished his last recitation of the Nembutsu, he entered the Pure Land.  He was then just completing his ninetieth year.”

Thus ended an incredible life, fraught with challenges and setbacks, yet culminating in triumph – the triumph of seeing through delusion and recognizing the limitations of the human condition, while realizing the salvation available to every being, through the compassionate vows of Amida Buddha.

***         ***         ***

So let us close by bowing our heads in gassho and listening to Shinran’s words:

“Your aim in coming here, traveling at the risk of your lives through more than ten provinces, was simply to learn the way of rebirth in the Pure Land. Yet you would be mistaken if you thought I knew of some way to obtain rebirth other than by saying the Nembutsu, or if you thought I had some special knowledge of religious texts not open to others. Should this be your belief, it is better for you to go to Nara or Mt. Hiei, for there you will find many scholars learned in Buddhism and from them you can get detailed instruction in the essential means of obtaining rebirth in the Pure Land. As far as I, Shinran, am concerned, it is only because the worthy Honen taught me so that I believe salvation comes from Amida by saying the Nembutsu. Whether the Nembutsu brings rebirth in the Pure Land or leads one to Hell, I myself have no way of knowing. But even if I had been misled by Honen and went to Hell for saying the Nembutsu, I would have no regrets. If I were capable of attaining Buddhahood on my own through the practice of some other discipline, and yet went down to Hell for saying the Nembutsu, then I might regret having been misled. But since I am incapable of practicing such disciplines, there can be no doubt that I would be doomed to Hell anyway. 

If the Original Vow of Amida is true, the teaching of Shakyamuni cannot be false. If the teaching of the Buddha is true, Zendo's commentary on the Meditation Sutra cannot be wrong. And if Zendo is right, what Honen says cannot be wrong. So if Honen is right, what I, Shinran, have to say may not be empty talk. 

Such, in short, is my humble faith. Beyond this I can only say that, whether you are to accept this faith in the Nembutsu or reject it, the choice is for each of you to make.”

Namo Amida Butsu
