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Part 1

Excerpt from the “Introduction”








In spring of 1944, at the age of sixteen, I volunteered to join
the Japanese

Imperial Naval Air Service and was trained as a fighter pilot.
Months

before the end of the Pacific War, still a teenager, I watched as
one after

another of my comrades took off in an airplane loaded with
explosives

and just enough fuel for a one-way trip. Their orders were to crash
their

planes into allied warships and aircraft carriers in a desperate,
last-ditch

attempt to win an unwinnable war.

The treatment meted out to kamikaze pilots in training was
cruel

and brutal. We were constantly beaten, trained only to obey and
die. We

were brainwashed, told that to give up our lives was a great honor
and

that through our sacrifice we would not only save our sacred nation
and

serve the emperor but be granted immortality. Still too young to
make

the list, I knew it was only a matter of time before my turn
came—yet

deep down I prayed to live, as did my comrades. All of the doomed
pilots

tried to find meaning in that desperate situation. I well remember
that as

their only companion on that final flight, many chose to take along
the

book Tannisho and the message of Shinran.

After the war, my life fortunately spared, I turned my attention
to

that small book and its great teachings. My encounter with them
transformed

my life and filled me with renewed purpose. I still grow hot
with

anger when I think of how my friends and I were deceived, instilled
with

the idea that throwing away our lives was somehow beautiful. Yet I
am

grateful beyond words to have been granted the happiness of
knowing

the truth. I have dedicated my life to deepening my understanding
of,

and sharing with others, the same undying principles that were a
ray of

bright hope to those youths setting off on their dark and hopeless
journeys.

Sixty-five years have gone by since Japan’s defeat. With the
collapse

of the old Imperial Japan and the advent of a new era, the nation
went

through a time of wholesale physical and spiritual reconstruction.
New

values replaced the old ones. The emperor was not a god at all, it
turned

out, but a mere human being. Japanese people were not divine or
special,

either, but brothers and sisters of the whole human race with
freedom to

choose for themselves how to live and, more importantly, find out
why to

live. Instead of resigning themselves to bleak fate, they could sow
the

seeds of future happiness. With these ideas as a mainstay—ideas
rooted

in the teachings of Shinran—Japan rose from the rubble and found
courage

to go on.

Shinran’s ideas are truly liberating. He pointed out that to
attain

enduring happiness is the purpose of life, and that such happiness
can be

attained while we are yet alive. He preached the absolute equality
of all

people and the infinite preciousness of a single human life. This
truth

became the mainstay of the Japanese spirit in the postwar era,
underlying

contemporary Japanese political, economic, and educational systems,
as

well as other cultural fields.

 

—Kentetsu Takamori

Spring 2011








Part 2

Preface








As I privately cast my foolish mind over the time when Master
Shinran was alive and compare it with the present day, I cannot
help lamenting that there are deviations from what the master
taught us directly about true faith. I am concerned that doubts and
confusion will arise in the study and transmission of his teaching.
How is it possible, without being fortunate enough to encounter a
good teacher, to obtain salvation through other-power faith?
Private opinion must not be allowed to distort the true meaning of
other-power.

With this in mind I have noted down a few of the unforgettable
sayings of Shinran, which still echo in my ears. My sole wish is to
dispel the doubts of fellow followers of Shinran.








I


When, being saved by the inconceivable power of Amida Buddha’s
Vow, your birth in Amida’s Pure Land is assured beyond any doubt
and the desire to say the nembutsu erupts within you, in that
instant you are clasped fast by Amida, never to be abandoned, thus
entering into absolute happiness. Amida’s salvation makes no
distinction whatever between young and old or good and evil. Know
that faith alone is essential—faith in the truth of the Vow with no
possibility of doubt.

How is it possible that even an evil person can be saved merely
through faith in the Vow? This is the true value of Amida’s Primal
Vow: it was established precisely to save the monstrous sinner
whose blind passions rage and whose sins weigh heavy. It follows
that anyone saved by Amida’s Vow has no need to do good deeds for
the sake of their salvation, because no greater good exists than
the nembutsu bestowed on us by Amida. Also, whatever evil such a
person may commit, he is free from concern or fear, because no evil
can hinder salvation by Amida’s Vow.

This is what the master said.










II


You have come to see me all the way from Kanto, crossing over
mountains and rivers of more than ten provinces without regard for
your lives, intending solely to verify the path to birth in the
land of utmost bliss. But if you suspect me of withholding
knowledge of some path to birth other than the nembutsu of Amida's
Vow, or knowledge of some secret text, you are greatly
mistaken.

 If you have so little faith in me, then go to Nara or
Mount Hiei. There are many fine scholars there, so go ask them all
about the essence of birth in the Pure Land.

As for me, I simply trust in the teaching of Honen: “Believe in
the Vow, say the nembutsu, and be saved by Amida Buddha.” There is
nothing else.

Some people claim that saying the nembutsu is an act that causes
people to fall into hell; but whether the nembutsu is in fact the
seed that will cause me to be born in the Pure Land or an act for
which I will fall into hell, I have no idea. Even if I find I have
been deceived by Master Honen and end up falling into hell because
of the nembutsu, I will have no regrets.

For if I could attain buddhahood by carrying out any other
practice besides the nembutsu, and then fell into hell for saying
it, I would feel regret. But as I am incapable of doing any good at
all, I have no other possible destination but hell.

Given that Amida’s Primal Vow is true, then the teachings of
Sakyamuni, which concern only the Vow, cannot be false. If the
sermons of Sakyamuni are true, then the commentaries of Shan-tao,
who explained them faithfully, cannot contain lies. If the
commentaries of Shan-tao are true, then how can there be any
falsehood in the sayings of Master Honen, who conveyed them
faithfully? If the sayings of Honen are true, then how can what I
say be empty, since I have faithfully conveyed what he said?

This, in short, is my faith. Beyond this, whether to believe in
the nembutsu or discard it is entirely up to each of you to
decide.

This is what the master said.










III


Even a good person can be born in the Pure Land; how much more
so an evil person!

Although this is the truth, people commonly say, “Even an evil
person can be born in the Pure Land, so naturally a good person
can.” This way of thinking seems reasonable at first, but it goes
against Amida’s intention in making the Vow. Amida Buddha saw that
human beings are each a mass of blind passions, desperately evil
without a hope of salvation, and so he promised, “Entrust
yourselves to me; I will save you without fail.” Yet “good people”
think in their vanity that they can resolve the question of their
eternal fate through the good that they do, doubting the Primal Vow
that Amida made after he discerned how completely evil humans are.
Such people have no intention of entrusting themselves entirely to
Amida. Therefore they are not in accord with Amida’s Vow; they are
not objects of the Vow.

But even such people, once they have become astonished at their
true nature as perceived by Amida Buddha and left the question of
their eternal fate in his hands, are assured of birth in the Pure
Land after death.

It is impossible for us, filled with blind passions as we are,
to free ourselves from the suffering of birth and death. Amida took
pity on our condition and made his Primal Vow with the purpose of
ensuring that evil people will attain buddhahood. Therefore it is
precisely evil people, those who recognize that they have no hope
of salvation and so entrust themselves to other-power, who are the
real focus of Amida’s Vow.

This is why the master said that since even a virtuous person
can be born in the Pure Land, so without question can one who is
evil.










IV


Concerning compassion, there is a difference between the
Buddhism of sages and Pure Land Buddhism.

Compassion in the Buddhism of sages means to take pity on other
people and on all beings, cherish them, and nurture them. Yet
however hard we may try, it is all but impossible to benefit others
as we would like to do.

Compassion as taught in Pure Land Buddhism means quickly being
saved through Amida’s Primal Vow and becoming a person of the
nembutsu, attaining the enlightenment of a buddha in the Pure Land
and, with a mind of great compassion, freely benefiting others as
one wishes.

In this life, however much we may feel sorry for others and want
to do something for them in pity, ultimately we cannot save them.
The compassion of the Buddhism of sages is inevitably limited.
Therefore, the only way to attain the thoroughgoing mind of great
compassion is to be saved through Amida’s Primal Vow and become a
person of the nembutsu.

This is what the master said.










V


 I, Shinran, have never said the nembutsu even once for the
repose of my departed mother and father. For when I remember my
parents, it comes home to me that all living beings have, over the
course of endless cycles of birth and death, at some point been
father or mother, brother or sister to me. So in the next life I
must become a buddha and help one and all, without
discriminating.

Were the nembutsu a good act that we carried out on our own, we
might direct the resulting merit toward our parents and so save
them, but it is not and we cannot. Yet if we just quickly abandon
self-power, which seeks to fathom the Primal Vow, and obtain the
enlightenment of a buddha in the Pure Land, then we can employ the
power of a buddha to help first those who share close karmic ties
with us, whoever they may be and whatever world of suffering they
may be in.

This is what the master said.










VI


Among those who believe only in Amida and say the nembutsu,
there appear to be disputes about “my disciples” and “other
people’s disciples.” This is an outrage.

I, Shinran, do not have even one disciple.

The reason is simple: if I could use my own devices to bring
people to listen to Buddhism and say the nembutsu, I might well
call them my disciples. But as attending to Buddhism and saying the
nembutsu occur solely through the power of Amida, for me to claim
any personal disciples would be the height of arrogance.

When conditions bring us together, we will be together, and when
they lead us apart, we must part. Meeting and parting happen
according to complex karmic law. No one should ever say that if you
turn your back on your teacher and say the nembutsu under someone
else, you cannot go to the Pure Land. Are people who say such
things deluded into thinking that the faith bestowed by Amida comes
from them, and that they can withdraw it if they wish? This is a
deplorable error. Such an absurd claim must never be made.

When we encounter the true salvation of Amida, the depth of our
debt to him becomes self-evident, and likewise our debt to our
teachers.

This is what the master said.










VII


Anyone who is saved by Amida and says the nembutsu is blessedly
free from all hindrances. Why? Because before one who has been
saved by Amida, the gods of heaven and earth bow their heads in
reverence, and demons and heretics can no longer offer any
obstruction. No sin such a person may commit, however great, will
cause him or her to suffer, nor can the results of the greatest
good such a person may do possibly equal the joy of salvation; thus
any such person enjoys absolute freedom and happiness.

This is what the master said.










VIII


The nembutsu is, for those saved by Amida, not a practice or a
good deed. Since it is not uttered at one’s own discretion, it
cannot be called a practice. Since it is not uttered according to
one’s own judgment, it cannot be called an act of goodness. Since
the nembutsu derives completely from the power of Amida and has
nothing to do with the designs of the self, for those saying it who
are already saved by Amida, it is not a practice or a good
deed.

This is what the master said.










IX


“Although I say the nembutsu, I feel no leaping, dancing joy.
Also, I have no wish to hurry to the Pure Land. Why is this?”

I asked the master these things frankly, and he replied, “The
very same thought has struck me. Yuien, you feel the same way?”

The master continued, “When I think carefully about it, the
wonder that I—someone without a hope of salvation—am saved ought to
fill me with such boundless joy that I could dance forever, but my
very lack of joy shows plainly that my birth in the Pure Land is
assured.

“It is blind passions that keep us from rejoicing when we
naturally should. Amida perceived long ago that human beings are
nothing but blind passions. When we are made to realize that the
Primal Vow is for us, whose hearts are numb, we see all the more
how precious it is. 

“Further, having no thought of hurrying to the Pure Land, when
we become even slightly ill we wonder forlornly if we will die.
This is also the doing of the blind passions. These worlds where
since time without beginning we have died and been born, again and
again, are places of suffering and pain; and yet we think of this
as our old home and find it hard to leave. That we have no longing
whatever for the Pure Land of Amida, where we are sure to be born,
shows the power and intensity of our blind passions.

“And yet, however reluctant we may be to leave, when our bonds
to this world end and our strength to live fails, we will go to
Amida’s Pure Land. Amida takes special pity on those who have no
thought of hurrying there. The more we are made to see our wretched
state, the more reassuring Amida’s great Vow becomes, and we
realize that our birth in the Pure Land is assured. If I were
filled with bubbling joy and wished to hurry off to the Pure Land,
I might worry that as I had no blind passions, the Vow did not
apply to me.”

This is what the master said.










X


The true meaning of the nembutsu lies in the absence of human
deliberation, for the wondrous nembutsu of other-power, where the
deliberations of self-power have been annihilated, is beyond
speech, beyond explanation, beyond imagination. It beggars human
understanding.

This is what the master said.










Part 3

Preface to the Latter Part of the Book








Back when Master Shinran was alive, those who wanted to gain the
same faith as him and be born in Amida's Pure Land traveled all the
way from Kanto to Kyoto to receive teachings directly from his
lips, and so no great problems arose.  However, I have heard
that lately, with the increasing number of people who receive
teaching from Shinran's disciples and say the nembetsu, heretical
views that the master never taught have come to hold great
sway.  This is lamentable. Below I will set forth those
heresies and errors.








Part 4

Epilogue








The above heresies all arose apparently because their
proponents’ faith diverged from that of Master Shinran. He once
told me the following story. Master Honen had many disciples, but
it seems that few of them had the same faith as him. Perhaps for
this reason, a debate once took place between Shinran and some of
his friends. A remark of Shinran’s set it off.

“My faith is the same as Master Honen’s,” he said.

Several of the disciples, including Seikan-bo and Nembutsu-bo,
heard this and went into a rage, denouncing it as an affront. They
demanded angrily, “How can you, a lowly disciple, say that your
faith is the same as that of our master, who is foremost in
wisdom?”

Shinran replied, “Had I claimed to possess wisdom as great as
Master Honen’s or learning as vast, your anger would be justified;
but in terms of faith that leads to birth in the Pure Land, there
is no difference whatever. Our faith is one and the same.”

Unable to accept this response, the others continued to
challenge Shinran, demanding to know how he could say such a thing.
In the end they were obliged to appeal to Honen for a ruling.

When he had heard the details, Honen said, “My faith is the
faith that is granted by Amida, and so is Shinran’s. They are
exactly the same. Anyone whose faith is different from this cannot
go to the Pure Land where I am going.”

From this story it may be gathered that even back then, among
those who believed solely in Amida and said the nembutsu were some
whose faith differed from Shinran’s. I am making the same point
over and over, but I have set it all down here in writing.

As long as life clings to my frame like a dewdrop on a blade of
dry grass, I will go on listening to the doubts of those who have
accompanied me thus far and tell them what Master Shinran said. But
it weighs on me that after I have left this world, heresies of all
kinds will run rampant. That is why I have written down the
master’s words. When you find yourself confused by the contentions
of people who spread false teachings such as those laid out here,
carefully examine the sacred writings that reflect the late
master’s teachings and that he himself referred to.

Generally the scriptures consist of the truth, set forth exactly
as it is, and the provisional or expedient—that which leads us to
the truth. It was Master Shinran’s fundamental intention that in
reading the scriptures we should abandon the expedient and take up
the real, leave the provisional and enter into the true. Let no one
ever interpret sacred writings to suit himself. Be at utmost pains
not to misconstrue their true meaning. I have excerpted a few
important passages and included them in this book as a guide.

 

The master would often say this:

 

Through untold aeons of deep deliberation, Amida worked out the
Primal Vow. Its meaning is brought home to me through reflection,
and I see that it was all for my sake alone. How thankful I am for
the Primal Vow, which Amida bestirred himself to make for my
salvation, burdened as I am with evil and sin beyond reckoning!

 

As I recall these heartfelt words of Shinran’s, I find them not
at all different from this wise saying of Shan-tao’s:

 

I know myself to be one who continues even now to commit great
evil, one who is suffering and lost. For countless aeons I have
been continually submerged in the sea of suffering, continually
repeating birth and death, with never a chance in all eternity to
leave this labyrinth.

 

I am humbly grateful for these words of Master Shinran where he
uses himself as an example, no doubt to awaken us from the depths
of delusion in which we slumber, dead to the depths of our own evil
and the greatness of Amida’s compassion and benevolence.

Truly, people everywhere seem to say nothing about the
benevolence of Amida Buddha, while focusing only on issues of good
and evil. Master Shinran used to say this:

I know absolutely nothing about good or evil. For if I could
know with certainty, as a buddha does, that an act was good, then I
would know good. And if I could know thoroughly, as Amida Buddha
does, that an act was evil, then I would know evil. This world is
as unstable as a burning house, inhabited by human beings
consisting of nothing but blind passions; all is empty and foolish,
without a grain of truth. Only the nembutsu bestowed by Amida is
true.

 

In reality, when I stop to think about it, I myself as well as
others speak nothing but falsehoods. I must mention a sad fact:
whenever talking or preaching about the mind with which we say the
nembutsu, or the particulars of faith, in order to silence others
and drive our point home we attribute to the master words he never
said, swearing that he did. We must be especially on our guard
against this deplorable tendency.

What I have recorded here are by no means my own thoughts, but
as I lack sufficient understanding of the sutras and commentaries
and am hardly acquainted with the depths of the scriptures, some
parts are bound to be strange. Nevertheless, I have summoned to
mind a small portion—barely a hundredth part—of what Master Shinran
used to say, and set it down.

How sad it would be if, despite having the rare good fortune of
saying the nembutsu, one were not born directly into the true Pure
Land but instead lingered on its outer edge! So that there may be
no difference in faith among fellow believers who have heard
Buddhist truth and studied the teachings, I have taken up my brush
with tears in my eyes and set down this record.

I will call it Tannisho.

Let it be kept from the eyes of those with no understanding of
Buddhism.

 








Part 5

About Unlocking Tannisho








This translation of Shinran's Tannisho, by Kentetsu
Takamori and Juliet Winters Carpenter, is made available courtesy
of Ichimannendo Publishing, Inc. 

To learn more about Shinran's teachings and Pure Land Buddhism,
please read Unlocking Tannisho: Shinran's Words on the Pure
Land Path by Kentetsu Takamori—the only definitive commentary
on this beloved classic text.  Unlocking Tannisho has
been a remarkable success, selling over 200,000 copies in Japan,
and is now available in English translation. 

 

Praise for Unlocking Tannisho:

“Tannisho (Lamenting the Deviations) is a major Pure Land
Buddhist classic.  Although it is little known in the West, it
is one of the most important texts to appear in the history of
religion.  In Unlocking Tannisho, Juliet Winters Carpenter’s
skillful translation and Kentetsu Takamori’s unambiguous commentary
clarify the essential meaning of this text that offers a universal
spiritual challenge for modern people.”

—Dr. Alfred Bloom, professor emeritus of religion at the University
of Hawaii

 

For more information, contact:

 

Ichimannendo Publishing, Inc.

970 West 190th Street, Suite 920

Torrance, California 90502

info@i-ipi.com

http://www.i-ipi.com

(310) 740-6400
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