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By the Power of One’s Last Nenbutsu
Deathbed Practices in Early Medieval Japan

JacoueriNg 1. Stong

RESBARCHERS 1N THE FIELD of Japanese Buddhism have long noted
the remarkable rise of Pure Land thought and practice in the late
tenth through thirteenth centuries. Scholar-monks of the Heian
period (794-1185), such as the Tendai prelates Senkan (918-983)
and Genshin (942-1017), the Sanron masters Eikan (1033-1111)
and Chinkai (c. 1091-11532), and the Shingon figure Kakuban
(1095-1143), developed Pure Land doctrine within the framework
of their respective schools. Distinctively Pure Land forms of art and
architecture were sponsored by the aristocracy, while itinerant
monks such as Kiiya (or Koya, 903-972) and Rydnin (1072-1132)
spread the chanted nenbutsu among people of all classes. And in the
Kamakura period {(1185-1333), independent Pure Land sectarian
movements led by Honen (1133-1212), Shinran (1173-1262), and
Ippen (1239-1289) emerged. Less well recognized, however, is the
central role played in much of early medieval Pure Land Buddhism
by deathbed practices and accompanying beliefs about the radical
salvific power of one’s last nenbutsu, whether understood as the
contemplation of the Buddha Amitabha (or Amitdyus, Jpn. Amida)
or the invocation of his name. Although Buddhism in general has
held that the last moment of consciousness can influence one’s post-
mortem fate, in the Pure Land tradition, “right mindfulness at the
last moment” (rinjii shinen) was deemed the essential prerequisite
to experiencing the raigo--Amitabha’s descent, together with his
holy retinue, to welcome practitioners at the time of their death and
escort them to his Pure Land. Since birth in the Pure Land (5j5) was
equated with the stage of non-retrogression on the bodhisattva path,
" dying with one's mind fixed on Amitibha was thought to release the
practitioner once and for all from the round of samsara and to guar-
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antee one’s eventual Buddhahood. Early medieval concerns for a

ritually correct death were not limited to Pure Land devotees; other
Buddhists focused their postmortem aspirations on the Tusita

heaven, where the future Buddha Miroku (Maitreya) dwells; or Mt.

Fudaraku (Potalaka), home of the bodhisattva Kannon (Avalokites- -
vara); or Sacred Vulture Peak (Ry&jusen), where the eternal Sikya-
muni Buddha constantly preaches. Overwhelmingly, however, peo-
ple sought birth after death in Amitabha’s Pure Land of Utmost
Bliss (Skt. Sukhavati, Jpn. Gokuraku jodo), countless world-spheres
away to the west, and the medieval discourse of a death with right
mindfulness was dominated by a Pure Land idiom. This chapter
will briefly trace the major developments in Pure Land deathbed
practices in early medieval Japan, along with concomitant ideas
about the liberative power of one's dying thoughts of the Buddha.

Genshin and the Nijaigozanmai-e

On the twenty-third day of the fifth month, 986, a group of twenty-
five monks of the Yokawa retreat on Mt. Hiei, the great Tendai cen-
ter northeast of the imperial capital, met and put their names to an
oath. It reads in part:

We pledge together to be “good friends” to one another and, at life’s
last moment, to help one other contemplate the Buddha [Amitabha],
We hereby set the number of our society at twenty-five. If one among
us should fali ili, then by the power of the vow uniting us, without
concern for whether the day be auspicious or not, we shall go to him
and inquire after him and encourage [his deathbed contemplation].
And if he happens o achieve birth in [the Pure Land of] Utmost
Bliss, then—whether by the power of his own vow or by relying on
the Buddha's supernatural powers, whether in a dream or in waking
reality—he shall so communicate this to the society. Or, if he has
fallen into the evil paths, he shall communicate that as well. Our
society shall at regular times perform together with like mind those
practices leading to the Pure Land. In particular, on the evening of -
the fifteenth day of each month, we shall cultivate the samadhi of
mindfulness of the Buddha {nenbutsu zanmai) and pray that we may
be able to complete ten reflections [on Amitabhal in our last
moments.!

The newly formed association called itself the Nijligozanmai-e, or
Samadhi Society of Twenty-Five.2 Two sets of rules were promiul-
gated to govern the group. An original set of eight regulations, dated
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7986, has been attributed to Yoshishige no Yasutane (c. 931-1002), a

scholar of Chinese studies who had recently been ordained as the
monk Jakushin.3 A revised set of twelve regulations, dated 988, is
said 1o have been written by the monk Genshin, who was active in
the society’s later development. Although exhibiting some differ-
ences in style and orientation, both sets of regulations stipulate that
the society should devote the fifteenth of each month to nenbutsuy
practice with the aim of achieving birth in Amitabha’s Pure Land;
perform the mantra of light (komyo shingon} empowering earth and
sand, to be sprinkled on the corpses of deceased members; nurse
any members of the society who should fall sick and remove them
to a separate chapel called the Ojoin (Chapel for Birth in the Pure
Land), to be established for this purpose; and establish a gravesite
for members and perform funerals, centering around nenbutsu
practice.? As these regulations suggest, deathbed practice was part
of a continuum that encompassed, at one end, one’s habitual prac-
tice during ordinary times, and at the other, funerary rites con-
ducted after one’s death. Within that continuum, however, practice
during one’s last hours held a special place, as the potential of this
liminal moment was deemed 1o set it apart from ordinary time and
offer a unique opportunity for securing birth in the Pure Land.
The deathbed observances of the Nijigozanmai-¢ as set forth in

- these regulations resonate with slightly earlier prescriptions given

in Genshin’s 076 yoshii (Essentials of birth in the Pure Land), com-
pleted in the fourth month of 985, the year before the society was -
established.3 This work would come to exert a profound influence
on the rise of Japanese Pure Land thought and practice. It is justly
famous for its vivid opening descriptions of the hells and others of
the six realms of deluded rebirth, toward which one is to cultivate
aversion, and of the splendors of Amitabha’s Pure Land, toward
which one is to aspire. The heart of the text, however, is devoted to
instructions for practice to achieve birth in the Pure Land, among
which the contemplative nenbutsu—the visualization of Amitabha
~—holds a preeminent place. The sixth chapter, “On the Nenbutsu
for Special Times,” contains a set of detailed instructions for death-
bed nenbutsu practice, the first ever compiled in J apan.é

In the first part of this section, dealing with deathbed ritual (rinja
gyogi) itself, Genshin draws primarily on Chinese texts. He first cites
a “Chinese transmission” (zhongguo benzhuan), quoted in the com-
mentary on the four-part vinaya written by Daoxuan (596-667), in
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a section on “Caring for the Sick and Sending off the Deceased” that
purports to describe the care of the terminally ill at the Jetavana
monastery in Sravastl in India. The sick person is removed to a
“chapel of impermanence” (#ujsin), so that the sight of his familiar
surroundings and robe, bowl, and other possessions will not gen-
erate thoughts of attachment. There he should be placed behind a
standing Buddha image to whose right hand has been affixed one
end of a trailing five-colored pennant. The dying person should be
made to grasp the other end of this pennant, to help him generate
thoughts of following the Buddha to his pure realm. Those in atten-
dance are to burn incense, scatter flowers, and promptly remove
amy vomit or excrement.” Alternatively, Genshin cites the recom-
mendation of Daoshi (d. 668?) that the Buddha image should face
east, and the sick person should be placed in front of and facing it.8

Genshin also cites the instructions by the Chinese Pure Land
teacher Shandao (613-681) that the dying should face west, visual-
ize the coming of Amitabha’s holy retinue, and continually recite his
name, Of particular importance to the later Japanese tradition is
Shandao’s insistence that those in attendance should write down
any visions described by the dying:

If the sick are unable to speak, then those caring for them should by
all means ask from time to time what they are seeing. If they describe
scenes of painful punishment, then those by their side should say the
nenbutsu for them and assist them by performing repentance with
them, so that they may eradicate all their sins without fail. And if
their sins are thus eradicated, then the saintly host bearing the lotus
pedestal will appear before them in accord with their thoughts. That
also should be recorded as before.®

Genshin further quotes Shandao to the effect that relatives and
other visitors who have recently consurned meat, ‘alcohol, or the five
pungent roots should be refused access to the dying. Otherwise,
this might cause them to lose their correct concentration, allowing
demons to confuse them and make them fall into the evil paths.10

Another Chinese Pure Land master cited by Genshin is Daocchuo
{562-645), who comments on the difficulty of sustaining the ten
continuous thoughts of Amitabha in one’s last moments, deemed
necessary in order to achieve birth in the Pure Land:

To have ten uninterrupted reflections in succession would not seem
difficult. But most unenlightened individuals have a mind as untamed
as a wild horse, a consciousness more réstless than a monkey. . . .
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Once the winds of dissolution arise [at the moment of death], a hun-
dred pains will gather in the body. If you have not trained prior to
this time, how can you assume that you will be able to contemplate
the Buddha on that occasion? Each person should thus make a pact
in advance with three to five people of like conviction. Whenever the
time of death approaches [for any of them), they should offer each
other encouragemeni. They should chant the name of Amitabha for
the dying person, desire that person’s birth in the Pure Land, and
continue chanting to induce {in him] the ten moments of reflection. !

In Japan, Daochuo’s suggestion of a pact among like-minded prac-
titioners to encourage one another’s deathbed practice was first
realized in the founding of the Nijogozanmai-e.

The “ten uninterrupted thoughts” mentioned here refers, on one
hand, to Amitabha’s famous eighteenth vow, which promises birth
in his Pure Land to all who aspire to this goal with sincerity and
call him to mind “even ten times”;!? it also refers to a passage in the
Contemplation Siitra, which, in describing the lowest of the nine
levels of birth in the Pure Land, says that even an evil person, if he
encounters a good friend (zenchishiki) who instructs him at the
hour of death so that he is able to sustain ten thoughts of Amitabha,
shall, with each thought, erase the sins of eight billion kalpas and be
born in Amitabha's Pure Land.!? By Genshin’s time, the ten thoughts
or ten reflections at the time of death had been subject to consider-
able interpretation, but he himself took them to mean chanting the
nenbutsu ten times while single-mindedly focusing on Amitsbha.

Following these instructions for deathbed observances, Genshin
gives his own recommendations for encouragement to the dying.
These consist of ten items of exhortation, centering on visualization
of Amitabha's physical marks, his radiant light, and his descent,
together with his holy retinue, to escort the practitioner to the Pure
Land. As the moment of death approaches, the person in attendance
is to say:

Child of the Buddha, do you realize that now is your last thought?

This single reflection [on the Buddha] at death ocutweighs the karmic

acts of 2 hundred years, If this instant should pass you by, rebirth [in

samsara] will be unavoidable. Now is precisely the time. Reflect on
the Buddha single-mindedly, and you will surely be born on a seven-

jewelled lotus pedestal in the pond of eight virtues in the subtle and
wondrous Pure Land of Utmeost Bliss in the west.14

The instructions for deathbed practice given in Genshin’s Of6 yoshii
and in the regulations of the Nijigozanmai-e mark the entry into
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Japanese Buddhist discourse of a concern with dying in a state of
right mindfulness and belief in the power of one’s last thoughts, rit-
ually focused, to determine one’s postmortem fate, The Oj6 vashii
drew attention in court circles: Fujiwara no Michinaga (966-1027),
the most powerful courtier of his day, kept a personal copy close at
* hand.!s The idealized account of Michinaga’s death given in the his-
torical tale Eiga monogatari (A tale of flowering fortunes, c. 1092)
is clearly based on Genshin’s description of deathbed ritual. Michi-
naga is depicted as dying lying down facing west, calmly chanting
the nenbutsu while holding cords attached to nine full-size images
of Amitabha, representing the nine levels of birth in the Pure
Land.16
Aspirations for the Pure Land as set forth in Genshin’s 0j6 yoshii
also stimulated developments in architecture, sculpture, and paint-
ing, giving rise to a distinctive Heian-period Pure Land visual cul-
ture. Personal chapels for Pure Land devotion (Amida-ds) were
sponsored by the aristocracy, such as the Hajoii, completed by
Michinaga in 1022, and the even more famous Byodsin at Ui,
* begun by his son Yorimichi in 1052, Similar structures were built in
considerable numbers up until about the thirteenth century,!’ The
late Heian period also saw the emergence of the raigbzu, a new form
of painting depicting Amitabha descending with his retinue of
bodhisattvas to welcome the practitioner at death. So closely were
raigdzu associated with the Pure Land thought of the 0Ojs yoshi
that, by the twelfth century, it was believed that Genshin had intro-
duced the genre.'8 Raigdzu were on occasion used in the deathbed
setting, and some surviving examples have threads remaining
where cords were once attached for the dying person to hold.19
Genshin is also credited with another sort of representation of
Amida’s descent, the mukaeks, or “welcoming rite,” a ceremonial
procession that actually enacted the descent of Amitabha and his
retinue, performed by monks and young novices in costume and
accompanied by music and nenbutsu chanting. The mukaeks may
originally have been performed at the Kedaiin, a chapel established
by Genshin at Yokawa, and spread to other locations. Unlike pri-
vately commissioned raigozu, mukaekso performances were wit-
nessed by people of a range of social classes. Genshin’s biography in
Hokke genki (Accounts of the wondrous powers of the Lotus Siitra,
compiled 1040-1044) says that those who witnessed the ceremony,
“from the monks and laiety, old and young, down to the dissolute
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“and those of false views, all wept spontaneously, forming the karma

for 676, and prostrated themselves, planting the seeds of enlightened
insight.”20 The monk Nogu, a disciple of Genshin, is said to have
dreamed of his deceased teacher being escorted to the Pure Land by
a procession of monks and four gorgeously arrayed youths, “on the
whole, like the welcoming rite of Yokawa”2!—thus hinting at the
power of such performances to shape the dreams and visions of the
living concerning the 6jd of the deceased.

Instructions for Deathbed Ritual after Genshin

Genshin's 0jé yoshii did much to inspire subsequent rimalizati_on
of the deathbed scene. The “deathbed practice” section of the Oj6
yOshii itself circulated in a somewhat modified, kana version as an
independent text;2? it also seems also to have been read on occasion
to the dying. For example, Shonen Ajari {(d. 1015), 2 member of the
Nijagozanmai-e, when he fell il], reportedly “requested that worldly
matters not be discussed in his presence but solely had the rinji
gyogi section of the Ojé yoshil read to him, learning its admoni-
tions.” On the night of his death, he had his attendant monks recite
it, along with the “Fathoming the Tathagata’s Lifespan” chapter of
the Lotus Siitra.??

The “deathbed practice” section of the 0jo yéshii also formed the
prototype for a number of subsequent rinjit gyégi texts, or “death-
bed manuals,” as they might be termed, compiled during the latter
Heian and Kamakura periods. These texts retain and elaborate on
the basic features of Genshin’s instructions: the removal of the dying
to a separate place; the enshrinement of a Buddha image with a
cord fastened to its hand for the dying person to hold; the offering
of flowers and incense; the shielding of the dying person from talk
of worldly affairs or the intrusion of those who have recently con-
sumed meat, alcohol, or the five pungent roots, or of those who
would be likely to arouse strong feelings, either of love or aversion;
and the need throughout to create a quiet and dignified atmosphere
conducive to contemplation in one’s last hours. Genshin’s exhorta-
tion to the dying person is frequently quoted: “You should not visu-
alize any form except the features of the Buddha, You should not
hear any sounds except the Buddha’s words of Dharma. You should
not speak of anything except the true teachings of the Buddha. You
should not think of anything except birth in the Pure Land.”2*
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Underscored above all is the decisive influence of the last moment
in determining the dying person’s postmortem fate, and hence, the
vital role of the person or persons in attendance—variously referred
to as the kanbyo (carer for the sick) or zenchishiki (kalyanamitra),
often shortened to chishiki (literally, a “good friend” or religious
guide)—in offering encouragement, guiding deathbed reflection
and repentance, and chanting the nenbutsu. This shared frame-
work, however, was quickly assimilated to a range of practices and
doctrinal interpretations. An early example is the Rinjiz gyvogi chiiki
(Annotations on deathbed practice), written by Tanshit (1066
1120?), a Kofukuji monk learned in Hosso doctrine.?s Tanshi iden-
tifies right thoughts at the last moment with the aspiration for
enlightenment (Skt. bodhicitta, Jpn. bodaishin), which marks the
beginning of the bodhisattva path; so long as one has aroused the
bodhicitta, one will not suffer at the time of death, even if one should
fall into the evil paths. Tanshii’s instructions for deathbed obser-
vance reflect the eclectic and monexclusive character of much
Heian-period Pure Land practice. In addition to chanting the Bud-
dha’s name, he says, if death is not imminent, other measures may
be taken: Someone versed in the Lotus Siitra may expound its mean-
ing for the dying person, or a companion in practice may read the
Daihannya rishubun (Scripture on the guiding principle of great
wisdom).?6 He also suggests having the bodhisattva precepts recited
for the dying person to hear, as an unrivalled source of merit. Tan-
shiis instructions for deathbed practice allow for aspiration to
sacred realms other than Amitabha’s Pure Land: If the dying per-
son seeks birth in the Tusita heaven, for example, then an image of
Maitreya should be substituted for that of Amitabha, and the dying
person should visualize being born there.2?

A number of texts of deathbed ritual instruction were also pro-
duced by monks active in the development of the himitsu nenbutsu,
or esoteric Pure Land tradition. The earliest example is the Byschii
shugyoki (Notes on practice during illness) by Jichihan (c. 1089
1144), which draws on elements from Genshin’s 0j6 yosha but rein-
terprets them in an esoteric mode, emphasizing the non-duality of
Amitabha and the shingon practitioner.?® For example, Genshin had
stressed the visualization of the radiant light emanating from the
white curl (itrnd) between Amitabha’s brows. This light embraces
the practitioner and enables him to eradicate sin, focus his death-
bed contemplation, and achieve birth in the Pure Land. Jichihan
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suggests that the white curl should be visualized as a transfor-
mation of the letter haim, endowed with Amida’s four inseparable
mandalas. He further equates the name “Amida” with three funda-

" mental esoteric meanings of the letter “A”: A indicating originally

unborn, which is the middle Way; mi, the non-self that is the great
self, which freely abides; and da, moment-to-moment accordance
with suchness, which is liberation. Deathbed nenbutsu is for Jichi-
han a form of empowerment through ritual union with the three
secrets of a cosmic buddha (sanmitsu kaji): the practioner’s reverent
posture corresponds to the secret of the Buddha’s body; the chant-
ing of his name, to the secret of his speech; and the contemplation
of the name’s meaning, to the secret of his mind. Another figure to
develop himitsu nenbutsu practice in the deathbed context was
Kakuban, revered as the founder of “new doctrine” (shingi) Shin-
gon, whose synthesis of Pure Land and esoteric thought is discussed
in James Sanford’s essay in this volume. Kakuban's Ichigo faiyé
himitsu shit (Esoteric collection of essentials for life's end), which.
explicitly draws on Jichihan's Bydchai shugyoki, also equates the
deathbed nenbutsu with esoteric three secrets practice. Kakuban's
text is sometimes regarded as embodying a more “orthodox” eso-
teric position than Jichihan's in explicitly defining Amitabha as an
aspect of the cosmic Buddha Dainichi (Mahavairocana), but the two
are alike in stressing union with the Buddha as the focus of the shin-
gon practitioner’s deathbed contemplation. Kakuban writes:

Amida is Dainichi’s function as wisdom. Dainichi is Amida’s essence’
as principle. . . . When one contemplates in this way, then, with?ut
leaving the saha world, one dwells in [the Pure Land] of Utmost Bliss.
One’s own person enters Amida, and Amida, without transformgtior‘;,
is precisely Dainichi. One’s own person emerges from Dainichi; this
is the subtle contemplation for realizing buddhahood in this very
body.?

The deathbed scene in Kakuban’s instructions even appears to be
arranged in a mandalic structure: four chishiki who assist the dying
person’s nenbutsu take up their positions around him so that
together they reproduce the configuration of the five wisdom bud-
dhas, the dying person occupying the central position of Dainichi.

Although Genshin had encouraged those in attendance to chant
the nenbutsu together with the dying to help them focus their con-
templation, in light of his 0j6 yosha, it is ultimately the dying per-
son’s own deathbed practice that determines his or her success or
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failure in achieving the Pure Land. However, rinjii gydgi texts of the
late Heian and Kamakura periods take cognizance, as the 0j6 yéshin
does not,.of the fact that many people lapse into unconsciousness
before dying, and these texts therefore increasingly stress the power
of the chishiki’s nenbutsu to lead the dying person to thepPui"e
La‘nd.3° Kakuban's instructions, for example, advise that, should the
dymg person lapse into unconsciousness, the chishik: aréa to observe
his breathing carefully and match their breathing to his, chantin
the nenbutsu in unison on the outbreath, for a day, tv:ro days g
we.ek, or as long as necessary until death transpires. Ir; this wa;g t,he
dying person can be freed of sins and achieve the Pure L;.nd
because the power of Amitibha's original vow must inevitab} ,
rf.zspor_xd to the invocation of his name. Moreover, the chishiki are tz
visualize their nenbutsu, chanted on the outbreath, as the six sylla-
bles Nc’z—mu-a-mzlda-bufsu in Siddham letters, entering the dy'
person’s mouth with the inbreath, transforming into six sun dz;mksg
and’dlspeliing with their brilliance the darkness of the obstmctions,
of sins associated with the six sense faculties. Here the deathbed
chanting of the nenbutsu by the chishiki in attendance is assimi-
lated to the visualization and breath meditations that were to fi
largely in the esoteric nenbutsu tradition,3! .
A similar theme appears in the Kanbys y5jin sho (also known as
tl'le Ranbys yojin or Kanbyo goysjin, Admonitions for attending the
sick), a very detailed set of deathbed instructions compiled by Nen'a
Ryc:)chﬁ (1199-1287), third patriarch of Honen's Pure Land sect.?2
Ryoch}i places immense responsibility on the kanbys to encoﬁraée
the dying person’s chanting of the nenbutsu with wholehearted reli-
ance on Amitabha as the “foremost essential” and to let him hear
the nenbutsu chanted when he himself can no longer chant it; so
long as the aural faculty is still operative, Ryochii suggests hear)in
the nenbutsu alone can be sufficient to enable the dying to I:each th§
Pure. Land. The kanbys must watch over the dying person with com-
passion, attentive to the exact morment at which life ends, and then
continue chanting the nenbutsu for two to four hours aft;:r the per-
son has died. “Perform the transfer of merit in all sincerity so tiat
by the viz:tue of this deed, the dead person will achieve ajo eve;i
from the interim state.”? Ryochit's emphasis on the kanbys ’s)ritual
influence over the dying person’s passage to the Pure Land ma
seem at odds with the spirit of abandoning reliance on the powai
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of one’s own efforts and instead placing wholehearted trust in the
“other power” of Amitsbha's original vow, which is often associated
with Hénen'’s Pure Land thought. However, it must be borne in
mind that Honen's disciples embraced widely varying understand-
ings of his teaching, a point underscored by their divergent attitudes
toward deathbed practice, to which we will return.

The thrust of such deathbed ritual instructions was to emphasize
the authority of the chishiki or kanbys as an emerging religious spe-
cialist. With him rested the ritual control of the final moment with
its brief window onto the possibility of escape from samsaric suffer-
ing, and thus a large share in the responsibility for a dying person’s
success or failure in reaching the Pure Land. Kakuban stipulates
that the chief chishiki should be a person of wisdom and aspiration
for the Way; the sick person should look upon him as the bodhi-
sattva Kannon come to lead him to the Pure Land.3* Ryochil for his
part writes: “Without the compassionate encouragement of the chi-
shiki, how could this sole great matter [of birth in the Pure Land]
be achieved? Thus the sick person should look upon the chishiki as
the Buddha, while the chishiki should extend compassion to the sick
person, as though toward his only child.”3% The chishiki’s author-
ity in turn worked to strengthen the larger religious networks, old

and new, in which it was embedded: monastic fraternities; nen-
butsu societies (kessha), sometimes including laypeople; or the ties
between lay patrons and the ritual specialists who served their reli-
gious needs. In the founding regulations of the Nijligozanmai-e, the
dying person and the attending chishiki are assumed to be fellow
monks; later, deathbed ritual became a service also performed by
monks for lay patrons. Honen and his disciples, for example, are
known to have acted as chishiki to lay followers as well as fellow
clerics.? A recent study by Jonathan Todd Brown analyzes how
Ta'amidabutsu Shinkyd (1237-1319), successor to Ippen as leader
of the Jisha, skillfully secured this fledgling movement an institu-
tional base among the bushi of the eastern provinces by emphasiz-
ing how hard it is for those professionally engaged in the sin of kill-
ing to reach the Pure Land, and thus, the immense benefits to be
gained by any warrior who supported a local Jishii practice hall,
thus ensuring himself the presence of a chishiki in his last hours.%
In later medieval times, as is well known, Jishit “camp priests”
(jins5) chanted the nenbutsu on the battlefield to ensure the 56 of
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the fallen and dying—an extension of the chishiki’s role at the death-
bed and of belief that, by hearing the chanted nenbutsu, the newly
deceased could be guided to the Pure Land.3

Good and Bad Deaths

What was the ideal death supposed to look like? While rinji gyogi
texts emphasize how deathbed scenes should be conducted imagegs
of exemplary deaths were circulated in a very different soﬁl of liter-
atm‘"e known as &jdden (literally, accounts of Sfonin, or persons who
achieved birth in the Pure Land). The first of these, Nilion 66 goku-
rakuki (A record of‘.T apanese who achieved birth in [the Pure Land]
of Utmost Bliss, c. 985), was compiled by Yoshishige no Yasutane
t}.ze. scholar of Chinese learning and close associate of Genshin tra:
cktac?naﬂy said to be the author of the Nijigozanmai-e’s initial reo-
ulations.? Yasutane was inspired by earlier Tang-dynasty accounfs
recording the ideal deaths of men and women believed to have
reached the Pure Land, such as Jiacai’s Jingtu lun (Treatise on the
Pure Land, c. seventh century), whose sixth chapter contains twenty
ﬁuch biographies of both clergy and laity, and the Wangsheng xifaﬁ
j;mgtu‘ rutying zhuan (Accounts of auspicious responses accompar, ff
ing birth in the western Pure Land), compiled by Wenshen (n dy)
and Shaokang (d. 805), which contains forty-eight such accoui;té
Yasutane’s own collection includes forty-two accounts that he dis:
coverfad in older records and through personal inquiry, of individu-
als said to have died exemplary deaths. His collection was followed
by‘ five subsequent major and several minor Gjdden collections
chiefly written in the latter part of the Heian period.4 Typicalt J
these include examples of the 6i6 of monks, laymen, nuns, and la}z
women, r.epresenting arange of social classes. In these accc;unts the
lives of gjonin tend to be summarized in a few sentences, as thc;ugh
mere headnotes to their deaths, which are often described in detail
.The stated purpose of this literature, for both compilers and read-.
ers, was to form a karmic tie, or kechien, conducive to birth in the
Pure Land by gathering or reading stories of those believed to have
reached this goal. Yasutane quotes Jiacai on this point: “The wis-
fiom of the beings is shallow, and they cannot understand the sagel
intent [set forth in siitras and treatises]. Unless one records exanz
ples of those who actually achieved 6j6, one will not be able to
encourage them.”#! But in addition, 6joden served to circulate
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images and thus, expectations, of what a death with “right mindful-
ness” should look like.

Where texts of instruction for deathbed practice tend to stress
the importance and authority of the chishiki, the men and women
whose stories are recounted in 5jdden are in most cases very much
the principle agents in their own deathbed scenes. Death never takes
them by surprise; they foresee it to the day and announce it to dis-
ciples or family. They bathe, put on clean clothes, then sit upright in
the posture of meditation or lie down facing west. They die peace-
fully, as though sinking deep into contemplation or falling asleep.
Though no doubt considerably idealized, such accounts provide a
useful index to the range of deathbed practices carried out in the lat-
ter Heian period. Some 6jonin are described as entering meditation
in their last hours, but, for most, deathbed practice seems to have
entailed some form of vocalization, whether of mantras, dharanis,
siitras, or other sacred texts. Most popular was the invocation of
Amitibha’s name, Namu-Amida-butsu. Genshin had recognized the
value of the chanted nenbutsu as an aid to deathbed visualization,
and although the emphasis on contemplative practice remains para-
mount in his Pure Land thought, he also argued that invoking the
name of Amitabha in one's last moments carried an immense sal-
vific potency that it did not possess at ordinary times.*? In addition,

contermplation was thought to be extremely difficult to practice in
one’s last moments, when the “winds of dissolution” (danmatsuma
no kaze) were said t6 wrack the body with excruciating pain. Even
for those trained in meditation, the chanted nenbutsu may well have
proved more practicable at a time when one was greatly weakened
and perhaps suffering. It was at least partly in the context of death-
bed practice that the practice of chanting the nenbutsu spread.
Takagi Yutaka, tabulating the evidence from seven Hejan-period
&j6den collections, found sixty-seven examples, dating from 951 to
1153, of people who died chanting the nenbutsu in their last hours.
Most of these are concentrated after 1051.43 The year 1052, of
course, was widely thought to mark the beginning of the Final
Dharma age (mappd), when sentient beings are said to be greatly
burdened by ignorance and evil, and liberation becomes exceed-
ingly difficult to achieve. Although consciousness of mapps has
often been invoked uncritically as a convenient explanation for a
range of complex religious phenomena, the growing popularity of
the invocational nenbutsu may in part have stemmed from its rep-
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utation as a practice suited to benighted worldlings of the last age.
Certainly it was accessible to people across the boundaries of class
and level of education. The examples identified by Takagi of Jjonin
who chanted the nenbutsu as their deathbed practice inclhude not
only aristocrats and literati but also warriors of both high and low
rank, as well as provincial officials and commoners.

A second form of deathbed practice, also aimed at achieving birth
in Amitabha’s Pure Land, was reciting the Lorus Satra, or individ-
ual chapters, verses, or phrases from the Lotus Satra. In the same
survey of 6jéden, Takagi found examples of thirty-six individuals
who chanted the Lotus Sitra or some portion thereof on their
deathbed. This is a much smaller percentage than those who
employed the invocational nenbutsu and includes only seven lay-
people. Reciting the Lotus Siitra would presuppose either literacy
and access to a copy of the text or proximity to a teacher who could
instruct one in recitation and memorization. Satra recitation as a
deathbed practice would also have carried the risk that one might
fall unconscious or die in mid-sentence, a death that one imagines
would have been viewed as both inauspicious and unaesthetic.% In
contrast, one could die at any point while chanting the nenbutsu
and it could still be said of that person that he or she died in
admirable fashion, invoking the Buddha's name.,

However, while some djonin relied solely on the chanted nen-
butsy, this was not vet linked to a doctrine of the nenbutsu’s exclu-
sive validity, such as would emerge in the Kamakura period with
Honen, founder of the independent Japanese Pure Land sect. The
mainstream of early medieval Pure Land thought recognized a
spectrum of practices as efficacious for achieving birth in the Pure

Land, and both &jéden as well as court diaries and other historical
accounts describe the use of a range of deathbed invocations.4s
Sacred texts other than the Lorus were also employed; Genshin him-
self, when near death, in addition to chanting the nenbutsy, is said
to have recited from the “Twelve Salutations” (Chn. Shi-er Li, Jpn.
Janirai), twelve verses in praise of Amitibha attributed to Nagar-
juna, a practice that may also have béeen adopted by some members
of the Nijigozanmai-e and others 46 Deathbed invocations included
dharanis believed able to dissolve karmic hindrances, such as the
name of the bodhisativa Kokaza (Akasagarbha) or the dharani of
the Augustly Victorious One (Skt. usnisavijaya dharani, Jpn. sonsho
darani). Also employed were so-called “hell-harrowing texts,” or
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hajigokumon, sttra passages believed to protect the reciter agimsdt
falling into hell. A famous example is taken from the Flower Garlan

Sutra {Avatamsaka siifra): “One who desires the knowledge of the
Buddhas of the three time periods should contemplate; the dharma-
realm as being entirely mind-created.”#” Others clierlve ffrom the
Lotus Satra (for example, “One who with a pure ml'nd believes and
reveres and does not give rise to doubt will not fall into ‘[the rea;ms
of] the hells, hungry ghosts, or beasts but will be born in the pres-

. ence of the Buddhas of the ten directions”), or from the Larger

Siitra: “By the power of that Buddha's [Amitabha’s] original vow,
those who hear his name and desire birth in his Pure Land shall at
once arrive at that land, where they will achieve -{the stage of ] non-
retrogression.”®8 The efficacy of hajigokumon is also stressed in
some deathbed ritual texts; Ryéchii recommends several examples
to be recited by the chishiki should the dying person become
d by exireme pain. ‘
degaff}f voza}ization zractices were accompanied by other ritual
acts, such as holding a five-colored pennant or cord tied to th_e ha}?d
of a Buddha image, recommended by DaO%uan and specified in
instructions for deathbed practice from the Oj6 yoshii on. ‘Altema-
tively, some &jonin are described as forming r‘nudras: on their death-
bed or holding ritual implements, such as vajras or incense burners
or, in some cases, a written vow to be born in Pt_lre.Land ora rec:ozid
of the good deeds they had performed in their-hfetlmeﬁ@. Here again
we find a resonance between descriptions in éjfﬁden a.nd mstrucn_oris
in rinjiz gyogi texts. Both Tanshi's Riwnjil gyc_igz chizk.z and the Kdyo-
sha {Collection on filial conduct), a collection attributed t? Kaku-
ban and containing a set of instructions for deathbed ?racuce, spe-
cify that a record should be made of the dying person’s good deeds
in that lifetime, which is then to be read aloud and praised at the
deathbed to encourage that person.> ' ’
Ishida Mizumaro writes: “Right mindfulness in one’s last
moments is a subjective matter, and whether or not the .51ck.person
had in fact achieved it could not easily be known. ... To inspire con-
fidence in those attending,*some more immedia.teiy j"ecogr.uzable,
outwardly visible sign of a good death was required.”s? This hflps
account for the fact that “right thoughts at the 1as.;t moment,” or
rinjii shonen, quickly came to be understoo‘d, less in terms of the
dying person’s inward state of mind, inaccess1b%e to Ot.ltward obse_rv—
ers, than as a matter of conformity to prescribed ritual behavior,
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which was assumed to reflect a proper mental attitude. Dying
calmly, holding a cord attached to the hand of 2 Buddha image with
the name of Amitabha on one’s lips, was itself deemed proof of &j5,
However, additional evidence was sought, and three kinds of indi-
cators are particularly stressed in djoden. First are wondrous signs
appearing at the time of death or shortly after. Yasutane records that
when the prelate Zomy5, chief abbot (zasu) of Enryakuji, passed
away: “That evening a golden light suddenly illuminated the place,
and purple clouds arose of themselves, Music spread through the
heavens and a fragrance filled his room.”s3 Mysterious fragrance or
radiant light in the death chamber, music of unearthly beauty heard
in the air, or purple clouds rising in the west all appear in Yasutane's
Chinese prototypes and became- staples of Japanese Gjéden and
other deathbed accounts. Sometimes these signs were described as
perceptible only to the dying person, but in other cases they were
depicted as objectively evident to bystanders or even unrelated per-
sons at a distance.

The second and most widely reported index to a person’s §j8 was
the revelatory dream, examples of which were recorded in immense
variety.5 Such dreams could be precognitive, indicating that the
dying person would reach the Pure Land and appear either to the
individual concerned or to other parties. More common were
dreams after the fact, indicating that the dead person had indeed
achieved 676. Dreams of this variety recall the charter oath of the
Nijogozanmai-e, which mandated that deceased members should
make contact with those still living and inform them of their post-
mortem fate. Dreams appearing to more than one person were
deemed especially reliable. An example is the case of the monk
Rythan, a member of the Nijligozanmai-e, who died while still a
very young man. Both his parents subsequently dreamed that he
appeared to them and announced, “I am now in the land of Utmost
Bliss, where my name is Bodhisattva Benevolent Wisdom
(Ninne).”55 As in this case, dreams could reveal not only the fact of
0j0 but the level of birth achieved: Oe no Masafusa (1041-1111), in
whose 6joden collection this account appears, concluded that Ryo-
han must have achieved the ninth and highest grade of birth, pre-
sumably because he referred to himself as “bodhisattva.” The
dreams and the visions reported by the dying, and their artistic and
literary representations in raigozu, 5joden and, other sources, prob-
ably stood in a circular relationship: reports of dreams and death-
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bed visions would have informed the representations, and the repre-
sentations in turn shaped the dreams and visions; people saw what
they knew they were supposed to see.

A third class of indicators was the appearance of the corpse.
Nurmerous accounts tell of §jnin whose bodies did not decay but
emitted wondrous fragrance. Even in the crematory fires, their bod-
ies retained the posture of meditation and their hands, the mudras

" they had formed. In the liminal period right before and after death,

the body, normally opaque, became in effect a lens opening oiato the
individual's postmortem fate. Ojoden report only success stories, but
behind such accounts lurked the specter of a bad death and conse-
quent rebirth in the evil realms, which, it was thought, could also be
known from the manner of dyving and the subsequent appearance
of the body. “When those who do evil are about to die,” Genshin had
written, “the wind and fire elements depart first, so they are restless
and feverish, and suffer greatly. When those who do good are about
to die, the earth and water elements depart first, so they are calm,
and experience no pain.”% Passages in canonical Buddhist ti?XtS
dealing with corporeal indices to a dying person’s realm of rebirth
attracted considerable interest in the late Heian and Kamaklfra
periods. For example, Kakuban's instructions for deathbed prac?me
cite the Chinese esoteric scripture Shouhu guofiezhu tuoluoni jf’ng
(Stitra of the dharani for protecting the ruler of the realm), which
enumerates fifteen signs that the dying will fall into the hells (such
as crying aloud with grief or choking with tears, urinating or defe-
cating without awareness, refusing to open the eyes, .foul breath, or
lying face down); eight signs that the dying will fall into t.he realm
of hungry ghosts (such as burning with fever or suf'fermg from
hunger or thirst); and seven signs presaging a descent into the bes-
tial realm (such as contorting of the hands and feet, foaming at the
mouth, or sweating from the entire body)—all signs requiring the
chishiki’s immediate ritual intervention.5? Although further evidence
is needed, one suspects that the emphasis on dying ﬁth right mind-
fulness may have served in part to counter fears about onryé (venge-
ful ghosts), the products of painful or untimely deaths, who could
vent their resentment on the living in the form of sickness or other
disasters. The manner of death of both worldly and religious 1ea§-
ers was appropriated for a variety of polemical agenda.ms. The epic
Tale of the Heike, for example, represents the usurper Tan.*a no nyio-
mori as dying in an agony of fever and convulsions, while his wife
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dreams that horse- and ox-headed demons arrive to carry him off to
the Avici hell.’® The treatise on poetics Nomori no kagami, attributed
to Minamoto no Arifusa, criticizes the death of the Jishit founder,
Ippen:

Beforehand, people insisted that {when Ippen died,} purple clouds
would rise and lotus blossoms would fall from the skies, but when
the time actually came, there was no sign of Amitabha's descent. His
body was in such a state that his disciples’ expectations that he would
achieve the Pure Land were completely thwarted, and they had to
hurry to cremate him before others could see it,5

The monk Nichiren (1222-1282), who preached exclusive devotion
to the Lotus Saitra and opposed Pure Land practices in any form,
argued his case not only on doctrinal grounds but by charging that,
among the leaders of the exclusive nenbutsu movement in particu-
lar:

There are some who have died without [auspicious] signs appearing
[evenl in two weeks’ time, or who have broken out in evil sores, or
spit blood, or had hot sweat pour from their entire bodies. In general,

of Hoénen's more than eighty disciples, not one has died a good
death 60

Nichiren also lamented the frequency with which his contempora-
ries concealed the facts of a teacher’s or parent’s inauspicious death
and instead claimed that the deceased had achieved birth in the
western Pure Land ! —thus hinting indirectly at a crisis of interpre-
tation that must have arisen with some frequency when a deceased
loved one’s reputation for virtue or piety was not borne out by the
manner of his or her death.

The Last Nenbutsu and the 074 of Evil Men

Many of the 5jdden biographies simply tell how virtuous persons
died exemplary deaths, and thus offer no moral or soteriological
surprises. But these collections also include accounts of the 6j6 of
persons who, according to ordinary social morality or conventional
understandings of karmic causality, might be thought to face great,
even insurmountable hindrances to achieving the Pure Land. By
including such cases, gjoden reinforce the notion of life’s final
morment as a realm of unique liberative potential, radically discon-
tinuous with society’s values, ordinary moral codes, and even the
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efficacy of everyday practice. One notes, for example, accounts of
female 6jonin, both nuns and laywomen. Although not barred from
Buddhist liberation, in being bound by the “five hindrances and
three obediences” and subject to the pollution restrictions associ-
ated with menstruation and childbirth, women were often thought
to constitute a soteriologically challenged category. The treatment
of women in 5jdden is ambivalent; not infrequently, they are repre-
sented as potential hindrances to the deathbed contemplation of
men.52 Nonetheless, by including tales of women gjonin, these col-
lections underscore the point that, by right mindfulness at the last
moment, anyone—even those thought to have severe karmic limi-
tations—could at once escape the round of rebirth and achieve the
Pure Land.

Also significant in this regard are accounts celebrating the 576 of
people who deliberately reject conventional values, including those
of the religious establishment. Examples include hifiri, or holy men
who leave their Buddhist temples, renouncing the possibility of high
monastic office, fame, and remuneration to.lead an ascetic life or
practice in reclusion; monks like Z&ga and Ninga who deliberately
feign madness to avoid the snares of clerical promotion and worldly
honor; 6 and the nun Myochd, who defies her noble parents’ plans
for her marriage in order to take the tonsure.$* Laypeople, too,
although on more modest a scale, are sometimes depicted as sub-
verting social norms in their aspiration for the Pure Land. A woman
from Nara stubbornly ignores her household duties despite her hus-
band’s rebukes and spends her time reciting the Lotus Siitra. Her
death is calm and exemplary, and her body emits fragrance for sev-
eral days.® Such nonconformist 6j6nin may flaunt this-worldly con- |
ventions, but they know how to prepare for the last moment, whose
rules are clearly not those of quotidian reality.

But the strongest emphasis in 6j6den on the extraordinary soteric
potential of the last moment lies in their examples of the 675 of “evil
men” (akunmin), Yasutane's original gjdden collection contains no
such examples, although he notes that one of his sources of inspira-
tion, the Tang-dynasty collection Ruiying zhuan, includes cases of
people who butchered cattle or sold chickens and yet still were able
to achieve 6j6 by meeting a “good friend” and completing ten death-
bed thoughts of Amitabha.é¢ By the latter Heian period, however,
accounts of evil men achieving the Pure Land (akunin 6i5) begin to
appear with seme frequency. The emblematic “evil men” of these
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Japanese collections are not butchers or poultry dealers but war-
riors {bushi), a group emerging as a powerful force within medieval
society but whose professional obligation to engage in killing—of
animals in the hunt, as a form of war training, and of men on the
battlefield—was seen from a traditional Buddhist perspective as
deeply sinful. :

The first two examples of evil men's §/5 in Japanese &joden occur
in the second such collection, compiled more than a hundred years
after Yasutane’s by Oe no Masafusa. An official, Minamoto no Noritd
no Ason, governor of Tajima, amasses great wealth and is stingy;
nevertheless, he reads the Amitabha sitra forty-nine times a day and
dies in a state of right mindfulness, being welcomed by the Bud-
dha.7 In the second example, Minamoto no Yoriyoshi no Ason, for-
mer governor of Iyo and an outstanding military leader (“the num-
ber of heads he cut off and exposed and the lives he took were
- beyond calculation”) repents of his sins and practices the nenbutsu:
his birth in the Pure Land is confirmed by the dreams of many.
Masafusa comments: “Thus we may surely know that even those
who commit the ten evils and five perverse offenses may be wel-
comed into the Pure Land. All the more so, those who are guilty of
other {that is, lesser] offenses! In considering these two cases, we
may be greatly reassured.”$® Some tales make explicit that the
power of the deathbed nenbutsu is what enables such sinful men to
achieve the Pure Land. Sange &joki tells of Tanba no Taifu, a war-
rior from Kai province who hunts and exacts harsh tribute from the
peasants on his estates; his atrocities are “too many to record.” But
in later life, he repents his evils and dies calmly, after having
chanted the nenbutsu. Renzen, the compiler, remarks: “Surely this
shows that even those who commit the ten evils and five perverse
offenses can achieve birth in the Pure Land, by the power of the last
nenbutsul”é®

Obara Hitoshi has argued that the evil of warriors as described
in 5jodenn—that is, their identification as akunin—is inseparable
from their social status and occupation and so reflects an aristo-
cratic bias on the part of the compilers; warriors themselves did not
necessarily regard their profession as sinful.7 It may be, as Masa-
fusa’s comment suggests, that the 8/6 of warriors who kill served in
these collections as extreme examples, reassuring in their very
extremity to the merely ordinarily sinful aristocratic reader: If even
such evil men as these can attain the Pure Land, surely one’s own
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pilers were aristocrats of rather low rank, and a majority of the 5j5-
nin whose deaths are described in their collections come, not from
the highest social levels, but from the lesser nobility and literati
down to local officials, nameless monks and warriors, and even ser-
vants. These facts have led some scholars to argue, in a manner
opposite to Obara's view, that 6joden reflect an attitude critical of
the aristocracy and a nascent religious egalitarianism.” Although
this argument has sometimes been carried to excess, the presence
in these collections of many humble 5jonin does suggest both the
spread of Pure Land practices in the Heian period among a range
of social groups and a growing belief in the possibility of liberation
for anyone who could face death with a mind fixed reverently on the
Buddha, even the lowly and evil. It should also be noted that oj6den
contain examples, although very few, of persons whose wrongdo-
ings cannot be attributed to their social circumstances but appear
to be gratuitous. A notable case is the monk Jjungen. An accom-

_ plished scholar, he is clever in exegesis but gives no sign that he ever

meditates or chants the nenbutsu. At one point, he engages in sex-
ual relations with his daughter. When reproached, he responds spe-
ciously: “Haven't you read the Buddha’s teachings? All women are
our mothers and children, our elder and younger sisters. How
should one distinguish who is a relative, and who a stranger?” But
when death comes, he meets it well, chanting the nenbutsu and fac-
ing west, and the god Bishamon (Vai$ravana} escorts him to the
Pure Land.”? : '

In short, in these collections, the last moment is represented as
a realm apart: its rules are not those of this world, nor can it be cal-
culated by ordinary standards. An ideal death is not the monopoly
of the highborn, the virtuous, or the socially conforming. Especially
in accounts of the 66 of evil men, we see an implicit questioning of
a direct causal relation between morality or merit-accumulation
and salvation, which was to become one of the dominant themes of
Kamakura-period Buddhist thinkers.? '

Anxieties and Extreme Acis

As suggested above, the notion of life’s last moment as a unique win-
dow of liberative opportunity was on one hand a hopeful one; it
was linked to, and helped promote, popular doctrines of universal
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salvation, especially for those unable to keep the Buddhist precepts
or perform demanding practices. Yet precisely because the last
moment was seen as discontinuous with ordinary karmic causality,
it was also deemed potentially dangerous. That is, even a virtuous
Buddhist who had practiced devoutly throughout life could inad-
vertently negate such accumulated efforts at the last moment by a
stray doubt or distracted thought. Honen eloguently voices such
CONCErns:

Even though you may have admirably accumulated the merit of the
nenbutsu over days and years, if you should meet with some evil influ-
ence at the time of death and in the end give rise to evil thoughts, you
will lose [the opportunity of] birth in the Pure Land immediately
after death and be swept away to suffer in the currents of samsara for
another lifetime or two lifetimes. How vexing that would be! ™

In other words, one had to be concerned that, whether due to insuf-
ficiency of training in practice or to a lack of good roots, one might
not be able to focus on chanting the nenbutsu when death overtook
one. In this sense, the demand for right mindfulness at the last
moment could be terrifying.

Sudden or distractingly painful death might, of course, come
upon anyone. But for some groups of people this posed a particular
danger. Most obvious were the bushi, who could be cut down sud-
denly in battle with no time to fix their minds on the Buddha. We
see such concerns reflected in the recorded teachings of religious
leaders who counted many warriors among their following, such as
Hobnen or Ippen’s successor, Shinkyd. Such writings may of course
reflect the efforts of Buddhist proselytizers to convince warriors
that they were in fact “evil men” in need of salvation, as well as the
warriors’ own spontaneous concerns. But in either event, Buddhist
teachers addressing. themselves to bushi were often willing to
abridge many of the conventions of deathbed ritual. Honen, for
example, is said to have counseled the samurai Amakasu Tadatsuna
as follows:

Since [Almitdbha’s original vow was made entirely for the sinful, the
sinful person just as he is can achieve birth in the Pure Land by
chanting the name. . . . Even someone born into a warrior house who
loses his life on the battlefield, if he dies having said the nenbutsu,
then, in accordance with the original vow, Amitabha will come to
welcome him and he will achieve birth in the Pure Land.™
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Tadatsuna, a retainer of the Minamoto, is said to have achieved &j6
on the battlefield, fighting against the armed monks of Mt. Hiei.’
Shinky®, too, taught his warrior patrons that many of the con-
ventions of deathbed practices could be dispensed with: one need
not be reclining or sitting upright, nor was it necessary to place the
palms together. One need only chant the nenbutsu, even once:

When you face [the enemy's] military camp, or when you are about
to fight a hated foe, your desire to destroy your opponent at all costs
must indeed be very powerful. Such [feelings] are karmic causes
which should make you fall immediately into the evil realms. But for
those who faithfully practice the nenbutsu, since they end their lives
after having chanted the name, their sins are extinguished by its
sound, and they definitely achieve birth in the Pure Land.”

Parenthetically, it should be noted that the sufficiency of a single
battlefield nenbutsu was not an idea altogether original to these
Kamakura-period teachers. Two twelfth-century 5j6den include the
example of the warrior Sukeshige, who is struck down by an arrow
from behind but achieves birth in the Pure Land by uttering a sin-
gle Namu-Amida-buitsu.™

While willing to simplify greatly the ritual requirements of the
last moment, both Honen and Shinkyd stressed the importance of
chanting up until the moment of death; Shinkyd in particular is
explicit about the absolute necessity of chanting at least one last
nenbutsu as one’s final conscious act.”? This very simplification
throws the ambivalence of the rinjii shonen ideal into stark relief:
So great is the power of one’s dying nenbutsu that it can remove
even a warrior’s grave karmic hindrances; but if he fails to chant
that single nenbutsu, he will at once be dragged down into the evil
realms. Fears about inability to chant even a final nenbutsu in the
thick of battle led to the emergence, in the Muromachi period, of the
jinsé mentioned above, who followed their warrior patrons to the
battlefield and conferred on them the ten nenbutsu—the traditional
basic requirement of 676—in advance of the fighting.®

How could one maximize one’s chances of dying with one’s mind
serenely fixed on the Buddha? Probably the most common strategy
was to accumitlate enough religious merit during one’s life that one
would be predisposed to right thoughts at the last moment. Genshin
had cited Daochuo on this point: “If a person accumulates good
practices, then at death there will be no evil thoughts. When a tree
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leans and topples over; it inevitably falls the direction in which it
has been bent.”8! This accounts in large measure for what art histo-
rian Willa Tanabe has termed the “merit of surfeit,” a quantitative
approach to merit-making seen in an emphasis on reciting the Lotus
Sttra hundreds of times, or chanting millions of nenbutsu, or, if one
had the means, commissioning dozens of Buddha images or siitra
_transcriptions, or tens of thousands of miniature votive stupas.8?
All such efforts were geared, ultimately, to the final moment, in the
hope that virtue accumulated in this life would enable one to meet
one’s end with a calm and focused mind. Examples abound: She-
nen, a member of the Nijiigozanmi-e mentioned above, is said to
have practiced the Amitabha offering rite (Mida kuyohs} twice daily
and chanted the nenbutsu ten thousand times at each of the six
divisions of the day and another hundred times together with pros-
trations at each of the twelve divisions of the day, every day for if-
teen years, during which period he also recited the Lofus Sitra
4,200 times.8* Miyoshi no Tameyasu, compiler of two twelfth-cen-
tury ofoden, is said to have recited the Heart Satra three hundred
times, the nenbutsu ten thousand times, the smaller Amitabha satra
nine times, the Diamond Wisdom Siitra (Skt. Vajracchedika-prajiia-
paramitd sutra, Jon. Kongd hanmya kyo) three times, and the invoca-
tion of nyoirin Kannon a thousand times, every day for the last
twelve years of his life.3¢ This quantitative emphasis is especially
marked in later Heian 6j6den: A monk of Kuramadera chants the
nenbutsu twelve thousand times daily for four thousand days (about
thirteen years), counting his recitations with small beans. At the
end of the period, he has accumulated 287 koku, 6 to of beans—an
amount that Frederic Kotas has calculated at about thirteen thou-
sand dry gallons.® Even Honen, while insisting that 576 is achieved
through the power of Amitabha’s compassion and not by one's own
amassed merit, nevertheless stressed continual chanting of large
quantities of nenbutsu as the practice conforming to Amitibha’s
original vow and essential to ensuring that one would be able to
chant the nenbutsu at the moment of death. He himself for years
chanted the nenbutsu first sixty thousand, and then seventy thou-
sand, times a day. He is even said to have remarked: “Sometimes
one dies from choking on food while eating. You should chant
Namu-Amida-butsu whenever you chew and Namu-Amida-butsu
whenever you swallow.” 86
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The demand for a proper death encouraged such unremitting
efforts in continuous practice and merit accumulation while at the
same time undercutting any certainty that such efforts would ulti-
mately be efficacious. The resultant anxiety sheds light on the obses-
sive quality of much of late Heian aristocratic Buddhist practice.
The Pure Land devotions of the nobility have often been character-
ized as overly aestheticized, preoccupied with ceremony and out-
ward display. But as Nishiguchi Junko writes:

Behind the proliferation of Amida halls, the various Buddhisfc cere-
monies that were conducted, the cultivation of good deeds, the burial
of sittras, pilgrimages, nenbutsu chanting, and siitra recitation, la..y
the severe dernands of 6j6. Unless we understand such phenomena in
this light, we do no more than skim the surface of aristocratic Pure
Land devotion. Similarly, the quantitative approach to faith that
spread among ordinary people should be understood in the same
way. For those who chanted the nenbutsu so many hundreds or thou-
sands of times daily, counting their recitations with small beans, such
efforts did not in themselves translate into a guarantee of 5j6. In the
figures of these people, fully aware of this uncertainty and yet contin-
uing to count their beans, we cannot fail to see the distress of those
who aspired to the Pure Land.®7

Some individuals are said to have turned to even greater extremes
in coping with the uncertainty of the last moment. Rather than
await a natural death, when senility or the pain of illness might
interfere with deathbed contemplation, they literally took matters
into their own hands and deliberately ended their lives while in full
possession of their faculties. The reasoning behind such acts is
voiced by a hifiri of Mt. Shosha described in the Hosshinshii (A col-
lection of religious awakenings) by Kamo no Chomei (1155-1216),
who embarks on a terminal fast: “Although I am deeply resolved to
meet death with right mindfulness and so achieve birth in the Pure
Land, it is impossible to know how cone will die. So I am resolved to
cast aside this body now, while no particular deluded thoughts are
troubling me and T am free from bodily illness.”# Religious suicide,
committed in hopes of quickly achieving the Pure Land (jigai 5j0),
.is especially well documented around the late Heian period, and a
range of methods was employed.?® Among the most widely pub-
licized was auio-cremation, which has its textual basis in the Lotus
Siitra, where a bodhisattva called Beheld with Joy by All Living
Beings (Skt. Sarvasattvapriyadaréana, Jpn. Issai Shujd Kiken) burns
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his body in offering to the siitra. Auto-cremation in Japan is attested
from the late tenth century and was soon assimilated to aspirations
for birth in Amitabha’s Pure Land, much more consistently so than
on the continent.®® The Hokke genki, for example, relates the case of
an unknown monk from Satsuma who resolves to immolate himself
as an offering to the three treasures, in emulation of the bodhisattva
described in the Lotus Satra. As he approaches the act, he vows:

“By virtue of my thousand recitations of the [Lotusl Satra, 1 will
surely be born in the land of Utmost Bliss. After my Body has burned
there will be marvellous signs.” Though no wind was blowing, as his,
body burned, the smoke rapidly drifted toward the west, and though
the skies were clear, purple clouds rose in the east. The monks, nuns,

Efayn:en, and laywomen who had assembled all shed tears of rejoic-
ing.%t

Drowning was another common method of religious suicide. A pre-
ferred spot was in the sea off Shintenndii, 2 temple founded by
Prince Shotoku on the shore at Naniwa, now Osaka. According to
tradition, the western gate of this temple, which faced the ocean,
communicated directly with the eastern gate of Amitabha’s Pure
Land. Devotees habitually gathered there to chant the nenbutsu,
and &jonin would sometimes row out from the western gate and
throw themselves into the sea. Again, people gathered to watch, and
wondrous signs were recorded.®? A particularly poignant case, also
described in Hosshinshii, is that of 2 woman of the court, who,
grieving over the untimely death of her daughter, goes to Shinten-
noji and practices intense nenbutsu recitation for twenty-one days.
Telling the landlord where she lodges that she wishes to see the
famous coast at Naniwa before returning to the capital, she per-
suades him to row her out to sea, where she faces west, chants the
nenbutsu, and flings herself into the waves. Purple clouds rise and
envelop the boat, and there is a strange fragrance. A dream diary,
discovered in her room, reveals that on the successive weeks of her
stay she had dreamed of being welcomed, first by Jizo (Ksitagarbha)
and Ry@ju (Nagarjuna), then by Fugen (Samantabadhra) and
Monju (Mafijusrl), and finally, by the Tathagata Amitabha and his
retinue.”

Religious suicide for the stated purpose of quickly achieving the
Pure Land, including such forms as fasting, auto-cremation, self-
burial, drowning, and the like, clearly exhibited continuities with
earlier forms of ascetic practice, of both Buddhist and non-Bud-
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dhist traditions. Tales such as that of the grieving mother who
drowns herself in the sea off the Shintennsji also suggest that the
explanatory net of “aspiration for the Pure Land” was drawn around
suicides that were prompted primarily by grief and thus could oth-
erwise be understood only as delusive and tragic.

Acts of religious suicide did not escape criticism. “Such a thing is
not to be done,” says the monk Toren in Hosshinshi, voicing a com-
mon objection as he remonstrates with the kijiri Rengejo against
drowning himself. “You would do better to [remain alive and] accu-
mulate the merit of the nenbutsu, even by a single day.” % Other crit-
ics, however, did not condemn religious suicide per se but raised
questions about underlying motives and mental states. In his diary,
the courtier Nakayama Tadachika (1131-1195) criticized contem-
poraneous acts of burning the body as heretical. He argued that the
bodhisattva whose self-immolation is described in the Lotus Siitra
had already achieved the stage of acquiescence to the unbornness
of the dharmas, so such an act was appropriate for him. But when
deluded people attempt it, he said, it merely results in karmic ret-
ribution.®

Witnessing the death of an §j6nin, including an act of religious
suicide, was thought to create a karmic tie that would assist one’s
own birth in the Pure Land. Those intent on such acts would some-
times announce their intentions in advance, drawing crowds of
spectators. However, the presence of observers inevitably lent the
death an aspect of performance. Concerns were voiced that this per-
formative aspect of religious suicide could lead to egotistic motives
of display and the desire to be seen as holy, which could interfere
with one’s salvation. Tadachika’s criticism may in fact have been
prompted by the auto-cremation of an ascetic at Funaoka on the fif-
teenth day of the seventh month, 1174, which “high and low gath-
ered in a crowd” to watch.% By the Kamakura period, cautionary
tales began to appear about suicides that go wrong when the indi-
vidual concerned loses right mindfulness at the crucial moment.
Mujd Ichien (1226-1312), in his Shasekishii (Colléction of sand and
pebbles), offers two paired accounts illustrating first the wrong atti-
tude, and then the right attitude, in which to go about religious sui-
cide.%7 In the first account, a monk of Ohara, eager to abandon this
wretched world, decides to hang himself after observing thirty-

seven days of silence. He announces his intentions, and the abbot of
his temple, deeply impressed, arranges for several special nenbutsu
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services so that others can establish a karmic tie with this holy
monk, and also issues invitations to ranking prelates, When the day
arrives, the monk’s resolve fails him, but, ashamed to back out after
all the publicity, he hangs himself anyway. Six months later, the
abbot falls ill. He has been possessed by the spirit of the dead man,
who has fallen into the demonic realms for his deluded thoughts
and is nurturing a grudge because no one prevented his reluctant
suicide.

In the second story, an unnamed monk resolves to drown him-
self in order to quickly reach the Pure Land, and prevails on a com-
panion to row out onte a lake with him to render assistance. He
worries, however, that under the discomfort of drowning, delusive
thoughts might arise at the last moment and impede his salvation,
He has his companion fasten a rope to him, instructing that he will
jerk on it if he changes his mind. Once in the water, his resolve
wavers; he tugs on the line and is hauled out, dripping. After some
days’ interval he makes a second, and then a third, unsuccessful
attempt. Finally, the day arrives when he dives in and does not jerk
on the rope. “In the sky, celestial music was heard and a purple
cloud trailed over the waves. When his friend beheld these auspi-
cious signs, tears of gratitude fell with the water dripping from the
oars.” Here, dignity of performance is humbly sacrificed in the
interests of insuring death with right mindfulness, and the monk
achieves the Pure Land.

Contestation and Routinization

The beginnings in Japan of concern with a properly ritualized
death, leading to birth in Amitabha's Pure Land or other ideal realm,
are fairly easy to pinpoint in the Oj6 yashii and the regulations of
the NijGgozanmai-e. Identifying its end, however, is more complex.
Deathbed rituals continued to be performed, and instructions for
deathbed practice to be compiled and published, throughout the
early modern period (1603-1868). It may even be the case that,
under the Tokugawa systern of mandatory temple registration,
deathbed rituals became available at this time to all social classes,
as one of the standard ritual functions provided by local priests to
their parishioner families. However, concern for dying in a state of
right mindfulness does not figure as prominently in early modern
literature as it did during the medieval period. Tokugawa-period
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texts of deathbed ritual instruction are for the most part simply col-
lections or reworkings of early medieval rinjiz gydgi texts and show
little new development of content. Although the postmedieval devel-
opment of deathbed practice requires further study, one might say,
at least as a preliminary thesis, that it became routinized.

By the Kamakura period, a number of fault lines and points of
contestation were becoming evident in the discourse of death with
right mindfulness. A major social factor in this process, as suggested
above, was the emergence of warriors as a new and influential body
of religious consumers, whose needs mandated some modification
of traditional deathbed ritual. Another was the appearance of doc-
trinal challenges to one or another fundamental component of the
rinjii shonen ideal, leading to loss of consensus.

Honen, for example, as noted above, maintained the necessity of
chanting the nenbutsu up until the moment of death; nevertheless,
his conviction that 675 is achieved solely through wholehearted reli-
ance on the “other power” of Amitabha’s vow led him to deempha-
size the ritual aspects of deathbed practice, especially in his later
teachings.% In a famous letter to the nun Shonyo-bd (d. 1201), a
daughter of the retired emperor Goshirakawa, Honen—having just
embarked on an intensive nenbutsu retreat—declined her request
that hevisit her in her final illness, explaining that Amitabha would
come to welcome those who chanted the nenbutsu in all sincerity,
whether a zenchishiki was in attendance or not. “You should aban-
don thought of a zenchishiki who is an ordinary worldling, and rely.
on the Buddha as your zenchishiki,” he said.%® Contrary to the
accepted idea that right mindfulness on the part of the dying prac-
titioner is what brings about Amitabha’s welcoming descent, Honen
argued that Amitabha comes to welcome the dying person because
he or she has practiced in accordance with the original vow all
along, and that it is rather the appearance of Amitabha and his ret-
inue before the dying that induces in them the state of right mind-
fulness. 190 This reversal of traditional ideas about the raigd is linked
to Honen's radical denial of the by then traditional position that
one’s deathbed nenbutsu possessed a particular efficacy that it did
not have at ordinary times. “How could the nenbutsu at ordinary
times be in any way distinguished from the nenbutsu at the moment
of death? If one dies while chanting nenbutsu as one’s ordinary
practice, then that is the deathbed nenbutsu, and if one’s deathbed
nenbutsu were to be prolonged, it would be the nenbutsu of ordi-
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nary times.”1%! Honen's reading thus allowed for an abridgment of

deathbed formalities, and he understood the deathbed nenbutsu— -
as he did the nenbutsu in general-less in terms of exerting personal

control over one’s last moments than of entrusting oneself to the
compassionate power of Amitabha’s vow. According to some biog-
raphical accounts, on his own deathbed, Honen refused up until the
end to seize hold of the cords fastened to the hand of the Buddha
image, saying, “That is people’s usual way of practice, but it is not
necessarily appropriate for me.”192 This may have been the reason
why his contemporary Jien (1155-1225), the eminent Tendai pre-
late, criticized Honen'’s manner of death, saying, “People gathered
there [at Otani], saying over and over that he had attained the Pure
Land, but it is by no means a certain thing. There was nothing
remarkable about his deathbed observances, as there was in the
case of Zdga Shonin and others.”103
Honen's disciple Shinran, revered as the founder of Jodo Shin-
shii, denied the necessity not only of the chishiki but of deathbed
nenbutsu altogether. In keeping with his understanding of Honen's
teaching as one of absolute reliance on the absolute “other power”
of Amitabha’s original vow, Shinran understood the decisive
moment in one'’s salvation to be, not the moment of death, but the
moment when—abandoning all calculation and reliance on per-
sonal effort and entrusting oneself wholly to Amitabha—one is
seized by the power of the Buddha's compassion, never to be let go,
and faith arises in one’s heart: “When faith is established, one’s
attainment of the Pure Land is also established; there is no need for
deathbed rituals to prepare one for Amitabha’s coming.” He also
wrote, “Those whose faith is not yet established are the ones who
await Amitabha’s coming at the time of death.104
The Jishii organizer Shinkyo, as seen above, insisted on the need
for both a chishiki and the final nenbutsu. But, as Jonathan Todd
Brown has noted, Shinkyo also undercut the tyranny of inauspi-
cious signs by ingeniously arguing that the good or evil omens
accompanying a death reflect, not the dead person’s success or fail-
‘ure in achieving the Pure Land, but the good or evil of that person’s
deeds in this samsaric realm:

When purple clouds form and flowers fall from the sky, this [indi-
cates] the 56 of a good person. When there are bad omens, this [indi-
cates] the 50 of an evil person. In either case, if the person died
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chanting the nenbutsu, then he or she achieved birth in the Pure
Land.105

By shifting the referents of good and evil omens from one’s post-
mortemn destination to relatively insignificant matters of this life,
Shinky® mitigated some of the fears asspciated with demands for an
ideal death.

Such innovations met with criticism, even within the new Pure
Land movements, from those who took a more conservative stance.
For example, Benchd (also known as Ben'a or Shéko, 1162-1238)
of the Pure Land Chinzei lineage, the second J6doshn patriarch,
understood his teacher Honen as having mandated the deathbed
presence of a zenchishilki. 19 Bench&'s own view of deathbed signs
was traditional and severe:

A good death is when {the pain of] the last illness abates, so that the
dying do not suffer but pass away as though sleeping, with a com-
posed mind and palms pressed together, or when they die saying
Namu-Amida-butsu as their final words. Or if purple clouds gather,
or if the dying see radiant light or behold a manifestation of the Bud-
¢ha, that is the highest form of death. . . . A bad death is when they
thrash about, spit blood, or become deranged before dving. . . . All
such persons fall into the three evil paths. One hears of those who say
that whatever the manmner of their death, nenbutsu practitioners
achieve the Pure Land. But theirs is a distorted understanding of the
nenbutsu.¥7

Benchd’s very vehemence, along with his reference to those of dis-
torted understanding, suggests that traditional understandings of
rinjii shornen were now being contested. '

Such contestations did not mean that deathbed practice declined,
simply that unanimity on the subject was fragmenting and mecha-
nisms were being devised for coping with some of the more acute
anxieties surrounding the demand for right thoughts at the last
moment. By the end of the Heian and early Kamakura periods,
although stories of ideal deaths continue to appear in tale collec-
tions, they are increasingly accompanied by others, some clearly
intended to amuse, of people whose death fell short of the mark—
suggesting that the ideal was now subject to criticism. By the latter
part of the thirteenth century, &jdden ceased to be produced as a
genre.18 This same period also saw the proliferation of great vari-
ety of mortuary rituals {fsuizen kuyd) performed by survivors on
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behalf of the deceased, a development linked 1o the spread of Bud-
dhism among an increasingly wider social range.®® Especially
among the bushi, one notes the growing popularity of gyakushu, or
“preemptive funerals”—services performed for an individual’s post-
mortem welfare but held while he or she was still alive.l1¢ Both
gvakushu and mortuary ritual aimed at ensuring postmortem wel-
fare but did not depend on the person involved dying in a state of
right mindfulness. This was equally true of the standardized funer-
als that began to spread among people of all classes in the late
medieval and early modern period.i!! Increasingly, the energy of rit-
ual efforts to influence the postmortem state shifted from deathbed
practice to funerary ritual. Deathbed practices aimed at birth in the
Pure Land, and the ideal of a good death, remained important
throughout the medieval and early modern periods, but in a more
routinized way, and accompanied by new ritual forms.

Notes

This essay is preliminary o an in-progress boolklength study of deathbed practices
in medieval Japan. I would Hke to thank Yasuko Makino, Gail Chin, and Sarah Hor-
ton for helping me obtain relevant sources.
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