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Author’s Preface








IN SEPTEMBER 1999, I was offered the opportunity to speak about the fundamental principles of Shin Buddhism during three days of intensive lectures at the Graduate Theological Union in Berkeley, California. Most of those in attendance had some prior connection with Buddhism or Shin Buddhism. However, we were also joined by many people from various other religious traditions. I was not certain whether my thoughts would be sufficiently conveyed at such a venue—but I was happy to receive favorable comments from the attendees and was grateful that my own hopes seemed to have been attained. This small volume arose out of my notes for those lectures, with a few minor revisions.


Through the lectures I came to realize that if the teaching of Shin Buddhism is to gain general acceptance in the world of the future, more than anything else, it must be clearly grounded in Eastern logic and particularly in the principles of Mahayana Buddhism.


As long as Shin Buddhism remains stuck as the abstract and sectarian doctrine of the Shin Buddhist religious institutions, it cannot claim to represent the true Buddhist teaching. Further, it will not be accepted by the people of the world as a legitimate alternative to Christianity, Islam, or other religions. And, certainly, it will never be studied with sufficient interest. Therefore, I believe that the traditional doctrine of Shin Buddhism must be reexamined, and in its place a new teaching must be formulated. That new approach must offer an immediate return to the fundamental principles of Mahayana Buddhism and engage directly the basic intentions of Shinran, the founder of Shin Buddhism. It must also be capable of responding to the many and various problems that the people of the world will come to face in this new century.


My understanding of Shin Buddhism, which I have presented here, has been born of this aspiration. I am afraid, however, that my thoughts are truly wanting, not wholly fulfilling this aspiration. For their completion I can only look forward in anticipation to the young scholars who will carry on these efforts after me. I sincerely hope that Shin Buddhist studies of the future will continue to point in this direction and be addressed with even more diligence and thoroughness.


These lectures took place as part of the Yehan Numata Lectures, and I feel profound gratitude for the late Mr. Numata’s abiding benevolence in support of academic endeavors. In addition, all of the planning and preparations for these lectures was done through the efforts of David Matsumoto of the Institute of Buddhist Studies in Berkeley, California, and Professor Mitsuya Dake of the Department of Intercultural Communication of Ryūkoku University in Kyoto, Japan. I would like to express my deep gratitude to them.


The publication of this text has come about through the good offices of President Shichihei Nishimura and Mr. Kenyu Ikeda of Hōzōkan Publications in Kyoto. To them I also offer my sincere appreciation.


If this small volume may in some way prove helpful in allowing the teachings of Shin Buddhism and Amida Buddha to spread to the people of Japan and the world, I will be most gratified.


Takamaro Shigaraki


Kyoto, Japan




Translator’s Notes








WITH THIS TEXT, Heart of the Shin Buddhist Path: A Life of Awakening, an important voice rejoins an ongoing discussion in the West concerning Shin Buddhist thought and practice. Takamaro Shigaraki begins this work with the simple declaration that “Shin Buddhism is a path for our attainment of buddhahood.” To some people familiar with Mahayana Buddhism this statement might appear to be an obvious one, requiring no explanation or elaboration. For Dr. Shigaraki, however, it represents an essential focal point, which when carefully examined will allow the heart and value of the Shin Buddhist teaching to become fully realized in a human life.


Shin Buddhism (Jōdo Shinshū in Japanese) is a school of Pure Land Buddhism founded by Shinran (1173–1262) in Kamakura-era Japan. In the centuries since its inception, it has become a major school of Buddhism in Japan in terms of the number of its followers, the richness of its tradition, the highly organized structure of its institutions, and its well-developed liturgy and cultural ethos. In the Hongwanji and Ōtani branches sectarian scholarship and contemporary studies of Shin Buddhism operate in parallel with one another. The classic studies of the former branch have been introduced in small part in the West, with much of it reflecting the traditional approaches adopted in orthodox thought.


Over one hundred years ago Shin Buddhism was brought to the West by immigrants from Japan, resulting in a thriving Shin Buddhist community, primarily among persons of Japanese-ancestry. In recent years the character of Western Shin Buddhism has begun to change as a growing number of non-Japanese practitioners and scholars have come to take an interest in it. Still, when compared to other forms of Buddhism that arrived after it, Shin Buddhism has remained until recent times relatively “under the radar” of both the majority population and the scholarly community in the English-speaking world. Yet that has also begun to change as the result of the discussion about Shin Buddhism that is now being carried on in both the academy and the local sangha. Dr. Shigaraki, who has been following this conversation with great interest, now offers to it his own expertise, insights, and aspirations.


According to Shinran Jōdo Shinshū is literally the “true essence of the Pure Land way” of enlightenment. It is a path of teaching, practice, and realization, which is directed to beings from Amida Buddha so that we may attain birth in the Pure Land. Dr. Shigaraki explores the implications of that path from both theoretical and practical perspectives. He explains that, as a path for our attainment of enlightenment, Shin Buddhism involves many forms of practice. In a broader sense, it also reveals a path of true humanness, a life of awakening in which we are able to encounter true reality in the midst of the emptiness and falsity of our human lives. By thus exploring the nuances and implications of the Shin Buddhist path of enlightenment, Dr. Shigaraki is able to highlight its significance in our individual and social lives today.


THE AUTHOR


Takamaro Shigaraki is a Buddhist priest and scholar. He was born in 1926, the second son in the family of Reverend Chiyu Shigaraki, the resident priest of Kyōen-ji, a Jōdo Shinshū Buddhist temple in Hiroshima province. As a young man he received the tokudo ordination in the Shin Buddhist Hongwanji branch and then went on to study Buddhism at Ryūkoku University in Kyoto. After completing his undergraduate and graduate studies at that university and at the Shūgaku-in academy of the Hongwanji, he became an instructor at Ryūkoku. He was appointed to the position of professor of Shin Buddhist Studies in 1970 and became the resident priest of Kyōen-ji in 1975.


Dr. Shigaraki’s long scholastic career culminated with his being awarded the degree of Doctor of Literature (bungaku hakase). He also served as President of Ryūkoku University from 1989 to 1995. Now Professor Emeritus of Shin Buddhist Studies at Ryūkoku, he is also the Chairman of the Bukkyō Dendō Kyōkai (Buddhist Promoting Foundation) in Tokyo, Japan.


Although not widely known outside of the Japanese world of religious studies, Takamaro Shigaraki is in fact one of the leading Shin Buddhist scholars in the world today. Thoroughly grounded in classic Pure Land and Shin Buddhist studies, his perspective differs greatly from the orthodox approaches of Hongwanji sectarian scholarship. For one thing, he believes it crucial that any study of the Shin Buddhist path combine academic rigor with a deep involvement of one’s religious heart, mind, and life. Thus, for him the features of the Shin Buddhist path, such as shinjin, nembutsu, the Primal Vow, or merit transference need to be examined thoroughly, using all of the objective academic tools available. And yet, he maintains, that path can never be understood truly unless, in his words, one walks out onto it “at the risk of one’s own subjectivity.” For the same reason he is able to view Amida Buddha and the Pure Land not as entity or place but as dynamic symbols or ideal spheres, which serve as the motives for authentic religious life.


Dr. Shigaraki also feels deeply that in the Western, English-speaking world Shin Buddhism must be examined in a way that differs from the orthodox perspectives to which it has been traditionally bound. He suggests that such an approach needs to be based in Mahayana Buddhist thought, or as he calls it, the “logic of the East.” Thus, he contrasts Shin Buddhist thought from that of theistic religions, which presume the existence of a transcendent god or a heavenly realm of peaceful reward. In fact, he claims, this kind of dualistic and objective interpretation of Shin Buddhism has created great misunderstanding as to its structure and purport both in Japan and in the West. As a result, its adoption and acceptance by Western Buddhist seekers has been delayed.


His works in Japanese are voluminous, ranging from his scholarly treatments of Pure Land doctrinal developments in India, China, and Japan, to groundbreaking examinations of life science and deeply personal expressions of his encounter with religious reality. His scholarly works include: Jōdokyō ni okeru shin no kenkyū [A Study of Shinjin in Pure Land Buddhism], Shinran ni okeru shin no kenkyū [A Study of Shinjin in Shinran’s Thought], Bukkyō no Seimeikan [Buddhist Life Perspectives], Kyōgyōshō Monrui Kōgi [Lectures on Passages Revealing the True Teaching and Realization], and Shigaraki Takamaro chosakushū [Collected Writings of Shigaraki Takamaro]


Dr. Shigaraki has also written a great number of works for the general readership, including Shinshū Kyōdanron [Shin Buddhist Institutional Theory], Shinshū Nyūmon [Introduction to Shin Buddhism], Gendai Shinshū Kyōgaku [Contemporary Shin Buddhist Doctrinal Studies], Anjin Ketsujōshō Kōwa [Lectures on the Anjin Ketsujōshō], Shinshū to Gendai Shakai [Shin Buddhism and Contemporary Society], Shinshū no Tai’i [The Essence of Shin Buddhism], Shinshūgaku shirizu [Shin Buddhist Studies Series], and many others.


THIS TEXT


The present text developed out of the notes of lectures that Dr. Shigaraki delivered at the Institute of Buddhist Studies in 1999. Those notes were originally published in Japanese as Shinshū no tai’i [The Essence of Shin Buddhism] in 2000. The title, Heart of the Shin Buddhist Path: A Life of Awakening, has been chosen for this English translation for a number of reasons. First, it seeks to pay reference and homage to an earlier work that introduced Dr. Shigaraki’s thoughts to the English-speaking world more than two decades ago: The Buddhist World of Awakening. The present text reflects a development and expansion of many of the themes presented in that earlier work.


Moreover, for Dr. Shigaraki, “awakening” represents the core of the Buddha’s enlightenment and Shinran’s perspective on shinjin. On the one hand, the Buddhist concept of awakening symbolizes the arising of wisdom, where one is able to see things exactly as they are through eyes that transcend the world. In that sense, the idea of awakening can be explored in an objective or descriptive manner. At the same time, awakening could be said to represent the innermost reality of an individual’s religious experience, in which one’s ego-burdened self is abandoned and one’s new self is born. In this sense, awakening represents a declaration of understanding, appreciation, and action by the religious being.


One can clearly see that Dr. Shigaraki’s approach to Shin Buddhism is both scholarly and religious (“spiritual” is the word he uses). His work, including this text, therefore finds its place among important contemporary commentaries that combine scholastic rigor and objectivity, with a deeply religious insight born of subjective practice and experience. Other noteworthy works in English are: River of Fire, River of Water: An Introduction to the Pure Land Thought of Shin Buddhism and Shin Buddhism: Bits of Rubble Turn into Gold by Taitetsu Unno, The Promise of Boundless Compassion: Shin Buddhism for Today by Alfred Bloom, Ocean: An Introduction to Jodo Shinshu Buddhism by Kenneth Tanaka, and Shinran: An Introduction to His Thought by Yoshifumi Ueda and Dennis Hirota.


THE TRANSLATION


The author’s unique perspective on Shin Buddhist thought necessitates a three-fold approach to the translation of his ideas into English.


First, some Sanskrit, Chinese, or Japanese terms have been left untranslated. Dr. Shigaraki takes the position that the rendering of certain terms into English could result in fatal misunderstandings of their underlying meanings. For instance, he feels that translating the term shinjin [image: images] into English as “faith” or “belief” would reduce a complex idea to a simplistic and dualistic concept. His treatment of the term tariki [image: images], which is usually translated literally as “Other Power,” reflects a similar approach. The author criticizes this rendering, for it makes unidimensional the otherwise complex notion of “other” in Pure Land Buddhism. Furthermore, he feels, “Other Power” seems to characterize Shin Buddhism as a religion of power, rather that a religion as path. The key term nembutsu [image: images] has also not been translated.


Instead, by explaining the meaning and significance of those terms, the author seeks to offer them as new English Buddhist terms, complex in structure and meaning, while bearing a rich history and the potential for elucidating key ideas in Shin Buddhist thought in a new way to a new audience. As a consequence, in this text they have not been italicized in the main body of the text.


In contrast, another set of terms have been translated into English, for it was felt that by doing so the text would be able to benefit from terms rich in religious and theological connotation. Examples include the following: Heart and mind for kokoro [image: images], belief for shinrai [image: images], faith for shinkō [image: images], prayer for inori [image: images], wish or aspiration for negai or gan [image: images], and salvation for kyūsai [image: images] or sukui [image: images].


In still other cases, the translator has chosen to coin certain terms so as to bring attention to the author’s unique perspective on certain elements of the Shin Buddhist path. For instance, the term “deabsolutize” is a rendering of sōtaika suru [image: images]. It is intended to refer to the process of negating our tendency to attribute absolute value or substance to concepts that are in fact relative and limited. “Personal subjectivity” is a translation of shutaisei [image: images] and is meant to point to the deepest level of the self, which must be experienced directly. It is not the product of any conceptualized speculation, nor is it something perceived as the object of dualistic or scientific views. “Harmonious living” is a rendering of the term kyōsei [image: images]. It is intended to overlap in many ways with the concepts of symbiosis or conviviality, but without the biological or social limitations that those terms might possess.


Finally, this text makes frequent use of the term “evil” as a translation of the Japanese word aku [image: images]. In a similar vein, the word zaiaku [image: images] is translated as evil act, while akugō [image: images] is rendered as karmic evil. The decision to employ these renderings was made with an understanding that their use is problematic and subject to possible misunderstanding. Conventionally, notions of good and evil have ethical or moral implications. Many religions, for instance, urge their followers to engage in good behavior and desist from doing evil. By contrast, the idea of evil in Shinran’s thought is quite complex and multilayered. While committing an evil act has ethical and moral implications, that is not the fundamental significance of aku in Shin Buddhism. Rather, as the author suggests, “evil” in Shinran’s thought means that any thought, word, or deed performed by an ignorant being can only lead to further suffering and delusion. We can do nothing at all to cut off our deluded passions or karmic evil, and yet within the experience of shinjin, an ignorant being can encounter true wisdom. This experience is revealed only within the paradoxical logical of Mahayana—evil karma, without being nullified or eradicated, is transformed into the highest good.


The translator hopes that his choice and usage of these terms will not interfere with the reader’s appreciation of the author’s intentions. Any confusion that might result herein is solely the fault of the translation and not of the original text.
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The Shin Buddhist Path




1


The Fundamental Principles of Buddhism








THE TEACHINGS OF GAUTAMA BUDDHA


SHIN BUDDHISM is a path for our attainment of buddhahood. It is a path taught by Shinran (1173–1262 C.E.), but it actually originated with the teaching of Gautama Buddha (463–383 B.C.E.), also known as Śākyamuni Buddha, of ancient India. Even though Shinran lived over fifteen hundred years after the death of Gautama Buddha, his teaching of Shin Buddhism clearly inherited and revealed the essence of the Buddha’s teaching, especially as it was directed to lay householders living at the lowest levels of society. For that reason, I would first like to present an outline of the Buddhist path as it developed from the teaching of Gautama Buddha to that of Shinran.


Buddha’s Final Words


As he lay dying, Gautama Buddha offered in his final words to his followers a straightforward explanation of the fundamental principles of the Buddhist teachings. These words are preserved in a Pāli text, the Dīgha Nikāya, and have also been transmitted in a Chinese scripture, known as the Last Teaching Sutra, which appears in the Long Āgama Sutras. Briefly summarized, they state:


Make of yourself a light. Rely upon yourself; do not depend upon anyone else. Make my teachings your light. Rely upon them; do not depend upon any other teaching.1


This, we are told, is the final teaching of Gautama Buddha. I believe that these words reveal the fundamental principles of Buddhism.


Here Gautama Buddha instructs each human being to live by relying upon himself or herself. None of us has chosen on our own to live this human life. We have each been born into this world—into a life that utterly transcends our own wills, a life that has been given to us. We have each appeared in this world, bearing our own sets of problems, yet in a manner not determined by our own wills. This is the real beginning of our human lives: they harbor much contradiction and are filled with suffering. Nevertheless, Gautama Buddha teaches us that, no matter how much or what kind of contradiction or suffering we may have, we must each take full responsibility to stand up and bear the burden of our own lives, as if we had in fact chosen or even requested those lives. This is the meaning of the words, “Make of yourself a light. Rely upon yourself.”


He then turns to his own teachings. The Dharma, he says, is the universal principle that pervades the world, all humanity, and, more broadly, the universe itself. In this world, at all times and in all places, there exists a universal principle that holds true for all humans and can be understood by anyone. The Buddha teaches us to live our lives in reliance on this universal principle, making it our light. This was the final teaching of Gautama Buddha.


Let us discuss this in a way that may be a little easier to understand, by viewing it in terms of vertical and horizontal axes. The instruction to take responsibility for our own lives may be said to represent a vertical axis. The Dharma—the universal principle that pervades the world and all humanity—would then be a horizontal axis. Gautama Buddha instructs us to live at the point at which the vertical axis and the horizontal axis intersect.


That is to say, we humans all have our own egos, and as a result, we always make judgments and act according to whatever is most convenient to ourselves; yet it is only because there is a universal principle that permeates our lives that we become able to live truly as human beings. We must take responsibility for our own lives and bear the responsibility for our lives resolutely, and yet, at the same time, we must be in accord with the universal principle that pervades everything in our lives. The truth is, however, that our lives are always far removed from this point of intersection. For that reason, Gautama Buddha teaches us that we must constantly strive to live at that point.


According to Buddhist tradition, Gautama was the first person to stand at this point of intersection. Therefore, he was called the “Buddha.”


What Is the Buddha?


What then does “buddha” mean? The word is derived from the Sanskrit word budh, which means “to awaken.” The verb budh, “to awaken,” is converted into the noun buddha, “awakened person” or “awakened one.”


Next, let me briefly discuss the meaning of “awakening.” In Buddhism, a person’s intellectual or mental activity is referred to as either “knowledge” (chishiki in Japanese) or as “wisdom” (chie). The original Sanskrit word for chishiki is vijñāna, while the original word for chie is prajñā. In Buddhism, human “knowing” can be generally divided into these two functions.


Knowledge refers to our normal mental activity. For example, take the case in which we see a flower. Intellectually, the “I” that sees and the flower that is seen arise in a relationship in which each stands in opposition to, and separate from, one another. In addition, when we usually see something in the ordinary sense, we have some kind of subjective reaction to it. For instance, we may feel, “I don’t like tulips!” or “I love carnations!” Our own subjective feelings come up to the surface. For the most part, when we human beings see something, we look at it in that way.


There is another way that people see things, which is more purely objective. It differs from the subjective way of looking at things. For instance, the scientific method is supposed to eliminate our feelings of liking or disliking the things that we observe. We may wonder about what flower family the tulip belongs to or where its habitat may be located. With this method of observation, we seek to analyze, synthesize, and comprehend things from many different angles in an objective, scientific way.


The first way of “knowing” encompasses both our ordinary, everyday way of seeing things and the scientific manner of observing objects. In both cases, it is based on a relationship between the subject, which sees, and the object, which is seen. In Buddhism, this way of looking at things is called knowledge. In contrast, in wisdom, the object that is seen and the subject that sees become one: I become the tulip and the tulip becomes me. That which sees and that which is seen become completely one. This second way of perceiving an object, such as our tulip, is called wisdom. It is also referred to as “awakening” or “realization,” and it represents another structure of knowing by human beings.


What does it mean that the object that is seen by the subject and the subject that sees the object become one? When we deeply look into a thing, the “I” that sees becomes—in and of itself—the thing that is seen. As we see the tulip, we enter into the life of that flower. Becoming one with the life of the tulip, we come to know the tulip and see the tulip. Conversely stated, the life of the tulip reaches into our lives and into the deepest part of our hearts and minds. There, we ourselves come to know that tulip’s heart, as well as its life and the meaning of its existence. This way of seeing is called “awakening.”
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