
Introduction to Shin Buddhism

Shin Buddhism or Jddo ShinslrrZ is a teaching

that grew out of the Mahdydna Buddhist tradi-

tion and was clarified by Shinran Sh6nin (l173-

t262t63),a Buddhist priest in Japan. Its founda-

tion is based on three sums (recorded sermons of
Shalcyamuni Buddha), the Sutra on the Buddha

of Measuretess Life (commonly referred to as

the "Larger Sufia"), the Sztra on Contemplating

the Buddha of Measureless Life ("Contemplation

Sutra" or "Meditation Sutra"), and the Sutra on

Amida Buddha ('smaller Sutra"). These are the

principal teachings of what is called Pure Land

Buddhism.

The Pure Land tradition was born in lndia

and expanded greatly in China" but did not devel-

op into a separate denomination until the twelfth

century in Japan with the appearance of H6nen

Sh6nin (1133-1212), Shiffan's leacher. H6nen

was a student at the Tendai monastery at Mt. Hiei

in Kyoto. Dissatisfied with the traditional mo-

nastic path of climbing up the ladder to enlight-

enment-which made Buddhism inaccessible to

most people-H6nen chose the teaching of the

Nenbutsu, the recitation of Natru Amida Butsu

("I take refuge in Amida Buddha")- He left the

monastery in order to sharc the teaching with the

everyday, common people for whom traditional

Buddhism was inaccessible-

Shiffan shared a similar path. He entered the

monastery at the age of nine, then spent twenty

years in study of the Tendai teachings- The expe-

rience, however, teft him empty and feeling far

away from the awakening the Buddha described.

He left the monastery in 1201, and joined the

Sangba established by HOnen. In his teacher, he

saw a totally different model of a Buddhist teach-

er, a person who considered himself first and

foremost a bonbtt,an ordinary and unenlightened

being whose mind was clouded by ignorarrce and

It is apath for those who are struggling to survive,
who do not have the oppornrnities to live in
monasteries aod devote their lives to study and

training, who cannot, through their own powers,

polish their lives and climb the ladder towards

enlightenment.

filled with self-centercdne$s, and exhibitcd total

humility in all aspects of his life.
Through H0nen and the teaching of the Nen-

butsu, Shinran discovered a patb of Mahfudna

Buddhism open to him. He wrestled with the fact

that the gaining of knowledge and practice dur-

ing his nro decades on Mt. Hiei had not made

him a better person. In fact, that experience had

left him more anogant" feeling superior to those

who studied and practiced less than he.

As a result, it left him even furtheraway from

the awakening he saw in the model of Shalqya-

muni Buddha. In H6nen and in the rcaching of
Nenbutsu,he realized that Buddhism is uuly uni-

versal, and open to anyone who could come !o

an honest evaluation of himself as a being con-

uolled by ego.

It was an awakening to the tnrth that he was a

bonbu.ln Narru Amida Butsu, he saw the vehicle

that enabled him to see the truth about himself.

Nanru represented the ignorance that creates suf-

fering for the "self' and for those around him,

while Amida Butsu represented the tuth extolled

by Buddhism, the realrty of life as described in

the Four Noble Truths.

Pure Land Buddhism has often been incor-

rectly described as a theistic version of Bud-

dhism, with Amida Buddha in the role of a god

leading us to "salvation" expressed as birth in

the [\rre Land. Shinran's rurderstanding, how-

ever, was thatAmida Buddha was not a mythical

Buddha who promised salvation to anyone who

repeated his name, but rather, a symbol for the

Dharrra itself.

Shin Buddhisrn, therefore, is a teaching whicb

brings about a true understanding of the life of
suffering the Buddha described and the ignorance

which cneates it. It is a path of Buddhism that

shows that awakening is available to all beings'

It addressqs the concems of all human beings
and requires only an unswervingly honest in-
trospection of one's own sheer limitations. That
honest reflection, in Shinran's mind, was the first
and essential step towards awakening and libera-
tion.
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