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Honen Shonin's Sayings

Founding a new religious sect is not at all
included in Buddha’s own teachings. Such a sect
is a final destination that a religious founder has
reached by comprehending the real intentions of
Buddhist scriptures and articles which he himself
has learned. Those religious sects are all formed
in this way. That I now establish the Sect of Pure
Land means that I form the religious sect that
was founded and named by my predecessors who,
relying on its proper scriptures, had mastered
the teaching of the rebirth in the Pure Land.
(The Words Honen Taught to Zenshobo)

Commentary

In the days when he founded a new sect called “the
Sect of Pure Land”, Honen was the target of a lot of
criticisms and slanders. Their point was that there was
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no reason to make an effort to form any new sect, because the conventional nembutsu of those
days was sufficient for people to go to the Pure Land. Compared with our present-day society,
Hieizan in those days was, as it were, a contemporary university, consisting of the “Faculties”
of the main Tendai, Esoteric Buddhism, Ritsu, Pure Land and Zen. What was preached there
was that priests should ultimately return to the teachings of Tendai and become buddhas.

The nembutsu, for example, was still thought of as a practice supplementary to the
concentration of one’s mind upon a particular object. It was a “gushu”, a dependent sect in
preparation for returning to the teachings of Tendai: it was like what we call an “isourou” in
Japanese, which literally means “a person who depends on another person for food and
lodging”. That is to say, the nembutsu at that time had not yet been an independent sect
preaching that it was sufficient for the salvation. Then Honen established the Sect of Pure
Land as an independent doctrine, saying definitely that the nembutsu was Amida Buddha's
Original Vow and that only its uttering enabled people to be born in the Paradise. In the above
quotation, Honen stated that the founding of a new sect was by no means what Buddha
himself had taught, but that, if Buddha's teachings were put into practice and his true
intentions were understood, a new sect would naturally come into existence in this way. Thus
it has turned out that Buddhism is not a religion which only repeats the exposition of its
founder’s doctrines, but one which sustains a vigorous and steady growth in a new direction.
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