Contemporary Understanding of Amida in Propagation :
Focus on the Conflict between the Historical and Symbolic Interpretation
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Challenges facing the understanding of Shin teachings in contemporary society.
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# A. Prof. Ohara Shojitsu in 1958 recognized the difficulty of understanding
Bodhisattva Dharmakara as a historical being. This has undermined the
premise of the Shin teachings.
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“This problem is related to the issue of how we understand within the context of
human history the fact that a person called Bodhisattva Dharmakara appeared in
the world in an enormous distant past when possibly only amebas existed. Such
being the case, we are unable to easily explain what the fundamental doctrine of
“the practice of the Name” (myogo-gyo) means to contemporary people. Since this
fundamental condition has been broken and does not hold up, contemporary people
are unable to understand why and how they should believe, no matter how hard
we encourage them to believe.” (See below: Ohara, p. 32)
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B. Prof. Ueyama Daishun attributes the challenges to the changes in people’s
outlook and life style caused due to 1) industrialization and urbanization
and 2) the prevalence of scientific outlook. (See below, Ueyama, p. 1)
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C. Prof. Martin Baumann recognizes three periods in the development of
Buddhism, which he calls 1) canonical (beginning of Buddhism up to King
Ashoka), 2) traditional (up to mid or end of 19th century), and 3) modern
(up to today) Modern period exhibits characteristics of 1) rational
elements, 2) texts, 3) meditation, and 4) social reform and universalism.
(Baumann, p.)
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D. A growth of American Buddhism exhibits manv of the characteristics of



“modern-contemporary” Buddhism noted by Baumann. The rational
element can be witnessed in the popularity of psychological interpretation
of Buddhism.
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2. Our objective is to present teachings about Amida to facilitate the
understanding of adult beginners interested in Buddhism.
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A. There is a need for a developmental model for presenting the teaching.
(Ueyama 2006,p.36) The initial stage calls for greater degree of
rational understanding.
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B. Prof. Dennis Hirota recognizes this developmental model in his distinction of
the initial level of dualism and the realized level of non-dualism. In this
paper, we are primarily concerned with the needs of those at the dualism
level.1
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C. Thus, for our purpose, it is not appropriate to take a non-dualistic position
that we often hear, that is, “I do not believe in Amida because Amida
exists. To the contrary, Amida exists because I believe.” Beginners require
an object of belief.
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#D. Here is an example of an introductory explanation found in the Nishi
Hongwanji website. I conducted a simple survey by asking 15 Shin and
non-Shin Buddhists what they thought of the explanation. Among their
responses, many expressed the following points: 1) The explanation is
unclear and at times confusing; 2) Amida’s nature is not clear, for they
questioned how he can perform practices for long eons; not sure if Amida
is a historical or a symbolic being. 3) The first paragraph made sense and
was appealing to them.
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Shin Buddhism #+ERE

1) At the heart of the Shin Buddhist teaching lies a vision of true reality as alive with
wisdom and compassion, working to bring all beings to the highest fulfillment of human life,
the attainment of Buddhahood. (EiR : EROFH 2 OHL.OIZIE, BE L ZEBITH B IO ESE
N, TOHEET-UREZ NHOREDOHTHLHILIRDHZE~NEIDTHD,)
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save all beings by bringing into his Pure Land, the realm of enlightenment, all who say his
Name, entrusting themselves to his Vow. He thus performed practices for long eons (>
& DEORIZ)  and fulfilled this Vow, so that his Name, Namu Amida Butsu, came to
resound throughout the universe, awakening all beings to the reality of great compassion.
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Saying the Name results in birth into the Pure Land, not because it is a good act that
people perform, but because it is the activity of Amida Buddha himself giving the virtues of
his own practice to them. Shinran therefore stresses that genuine nembutsu arises
naturally and spontaneously from the Buddha's mind that unfolds itself in us and
transforms our minds into wisdom and compassion. (EiR : &AM L > THEATE DI,
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As long as we perform religious practices or say the nembutsu contriving to achieve
Buddhahood, our acts are based on attachment to our own goodness. In fact, we constantly
cling to imagined selves that we take to be permanent and real, seeking to enhance and
protect ourselves by erecting barriers against all that we see as standing apart. Thus arise
the feelings that poison ordinary life - desire, envy, anger, fear. Acts rooted in such anxiety
and self-attachment can only lead to further pain. (%% : B /10728 A K. B ~DFEIZ
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A mind of true sincerity and authentic trust arises when we genuinely hear and are
grasped by Amida's Primal Vow, and realize that our own designs are futile and
unnecessary. Seeing ourselves with the Buddha's wisdom, we perceive for the first time
that all our acts arise from egocentric passions. Nevertheless, this is at the same time to
know that Amida's light and life pervade our existence just as we are. (F) : KFEIZHE
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When karmic bonds to this life end with death, people of the nembutsu go to the Pure Land.
But with their fulfillment of perfect wisdom-compassion, they return immediately to this
world in the dynamic activity of bringing all beings to awakening. (% : Z DO NAENKD
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The following passages, although brief, reveal the essential elements of Shinran's religious
awakening: the realization of the Buddha's wisdom-compassion working in one's existence
in the immediate present, coupled with insight into the actual nature of the bound and
ignorant self. (Zf : DL ENHHETIEH L0, BIEORAWEROZRLLEL DO THDH, £
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4.

The two streams of development that contributed to Shinran’s understanding of
Amida. HEOMRFEBIL, — SO BBAORNIEELZITTND

A. Historical/Substantialist understanding: Past Buddhas — Future Buddhas
— Contemporary Buddhas in Innumerable Other Realms —
Amitabha-Amitayus Buddha (Amida)
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B. Two-truths doctrine: doctrine of ultimate truth and expedient means as
seen in the Mahayana traditions represented by such figures as
Nagarjuna and Vasubandhu.
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# C. Tanluan reconciled these two streams under the doctrine of “the two-body
doctrine” of “dharma-body as suchness” and the second, “dharma-body
as expedient means.” Inherent in this reconciliation is the fundamental
tension of the two varying streams of thought.
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Shinran’s understanding #i7& o Hfif

A. Itis possible to interpret that Shinran developed Tanluan’s thought further by
1) having stressed the point that Amida as dharma-body of compassionate (or
expedient) means manifested form from Oneness and 2) connected it to the
Dharmakara/Amida narrative as seen below.
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“For this reason there are two kinds of dharma-body in regard to the Buddha.

The first is called dharma-body as suchness and the second, dharma-body

as compassionate means. Dharma-body as suchness has neither color nor

form; thus, the mind cannot grasp it nor words describe it. From this

oneness was manifested form, called dharma-body as compassionate

means. Taking form, the Buddha proclaimed his name as Bhikshu

Dharmakara and established the Forty-eight great Vows that surpass

conceptual understanding.” (Notes on "Essentials of Faith Alone)
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B. Amida Buddha is “the means” for us to better understand jinen.
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“Amida Buddha fulfills the purpose of making us know the significance of
jinen.” (On Jinen Honi, CWS, p. 428)
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#C. For Shinran. Amida was a means but was also a historical being that carried



a sense of substantiality.
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#1) Amida was a means in relation to jinen or ichinyo, but not a means in
relation to Shinran himself. As bombu Shinran saw that he had no other
way but to accept Amida as presented in the scriptures and explained by
Honen.
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a. “Such in the end, is how this foolish person entrusts himself [to
the Vow]” (Tannisho) 2
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b. “My life has now reached the fullness of its years. It is certain
that I will go to birth in the Buddha Land before you, so
without fail I will await for you there.(Letters)?
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c¢. Prof. Tomoyasu Naito echoes this outlook:
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“According to these scholar priests, the non-dual understanding is
impossible for bombus, for they cannot help but be attached to
dichotomous, substantialistic thinking.”
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“It is precisely the “dual” teachings about a Buddha who made the
vows and engaged in rigorous practice out of Buddha’s desire to
“save me” that one’s deep spiritual feelings are nurtured.
According to Shinshi doctrine, sentient beings that are the object
of salvific activity are seen as bombus, who as ordinary people cry,
laugh and get angry as they lead their daily lives.”

(2007 TASBS conference paper)
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2) For Shinran, Amida “manifested” in history, even if it was said to be
innumerable kalpas ago. Amida was true historically.
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6.

Va UBREERE S ZORMEBRRTND,
“For Shinran, however, the Amida story is historically true, and it was

important for him to anchor Amida in the historicity of

Shakyamuni. ... This story of Amida, in particular the

establishing of the Vows, has historicity for Shinran.” 4
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Inevitable differences exist in the understanding of history between people of
Shinran’s time and contemporary people.
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A. A revolution took place in our historical perspective in the second half of the
19th century.
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B. Prof. Ohara Shajitsu acknowledged this when he wrote:
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“If we take this (Dharmakara/Amida narrative) as historical fact of this world, ten
Kalpas would have taken place in an immeasurably ancient past; it would be prior
to the advent of human beings. It would, thus, be unthinkable that a human being
such as Bodhisattva Dharmakara would have lived in such a time.”
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# Just because the narrative is not historically true, we should not abandon it. Instead,
we ought to retain the narrative as a “Sacred Story.”
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A. The narrative should not be eliminated as it was done by Prof. Nonomura
Naotaro. He tried to eliminate it precisely because he tried to find
historicity in the narrative Historicity is not what is needed today.
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B. We should regard the narrative as “myth” as understood by Joseph Campbell
and other contemporary scholars of myths. Myths are capable of
expressing truth that otherwise cannot be effectively conveyed any other
way. It should, thus, not be treated in the same way as “falsehood” or
“fairy tale.” Nevertheless, since “myth” is easily misunderstood, we shall
adopt “sacred story” in this presentation.
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7.
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“In other words, philosophic expression alone would not serve as resource for
people’s lives. ... In order to convey the true religious revelation, it
borrowed the format of the (sacred) story of Bodhisattva Dharmakara’s
vow and arduous discipline of the Buddha who attains Buddhahood ten
kalpas ago in the Larger Sutra of the Buddha of Immeasurable Life and
the Sutra on Amitabha.”
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# Without abandoning the Sacred Story, talk about it rationally and practically.
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A. Continue to speak of Amida as “the Buddha of Wisdom and Compassion,”
which constitutes a rationalized explanation. More precisely, it is
none other than the workings of enlightened reality (Oneness,
Dharma-nature, etc.), which manifests as wisdom and of compassion to
awaken us spiritually. This working is the Primal Vow, which is none
other than Other Power.
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B. The meaning of Amida’s Primal Vow as Other Power needs to be expanded to
apply beyond the spiritual to encompass the rest of our lives and in the
world. Prof. Ueyama argues for this expansion in meaning of Other
Power. (Ueyama, p. 33, see below)
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C. Amida’s Primal Vow as Other Power manifests as compassion in the
(objective) physical and the social dimensions of our lives.
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1) These workings of compassion are symbolized by Bodhisattva Dharmakara
to make the Vow to liberate all beings by directing the fruit of his efforts
over kalpas of period. Also, this compassionate working that often provide
the resources of “life” can be seen as being encompassed in immeasurable
life, (“Amitayus”) .
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2) The workings of compassion manifest in the physical and social dimensions.
ZOFEEOITHEIF, WHED - SO RIIZEN D,
a) Hase Shoto: Creative nature (natura naturans) and created nature

(natura naturata).
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b) Okano Moriya: Cosmos therapy, for example, the number of our
ancestors over 10 generations, 20 generations, etc. One realizes
the preciousness of life, through the understanding of life
connected to one’s ancestors.
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¢) Wes Nisker: Our inseparability with the natural world, particularly
with that of our body and the four elements of earth, water, fire
and wind.
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d) The social institutions that support us in times of need: hospitals,
schools, fire department, etc.

VBRSOV R— b JwbE. . BB

D. Amida’s Primal Vow as Other Power manifests as wisdom in the mental
(subjective) dimension of our lives.
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1) The fact that Bodhisattva Dharmakara has already become Amida Ten
Kalpas ago shows us that the conditions for realizing the Shinjin of
wisdom. And the source of that Shijin of wisdom is the “immeasurable
light” (Amitabha).
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2) The workings of wisdom nurture the mental dimension of our lives.
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a) The working of wisdom manifests as insights that teachers, family,
friends and social institutions (including religious) provide us.
BEOIT6 ZTAN, FiE, KA. BEEGUOHEEBERELTIND
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b) The working of wisdom manifests as inspiration that nature, artistic
creation and noble human actions stir in us.
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E. When our awareness of the workings of wisdom and compassion matures and
deepens, we approach or realize Shinjin In Shinjin, our spiritual
quandaries are fundamentally resolved.
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8. Conclusion o
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