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Editorial Note

Eiji Hisamatsu  
Director, Research Center for World Buddhist Cultures 

The 2020 academic year opened up with the coronavirus pandemic. Due to the 
emergency situation, the Research Center for World Buddhist Cultures was obligated to 
cancel or postpone many scheduled events. However, despite restrictions caused by the 
circumstance, the center managed to conduct researches and hold online events while 
considering prevention of infection. For example, on the twenty-ninth of October, the 
center invited Rev. Dr. Takashi Miyaji (minister of the Southern Alameda County 
Buddhist Church and Assistant Professor at the Institute of Buddhist Studies in Berkeley, 
CA) as a guest speaker for the online lecture “Amida Nyorai no negai to deau: Shakai 

Encountering Amida’s Great Aspiration: A Shin 
Buddhist Approach to Current Social Issues). On the third of December, the center hosted 
a lecture by Dr. Obuse Kieko (Visiting researcher at Kobe City University of Foreign 

From a Viewpoint of Comparative Religion) where prominent scholars of Islamic Studies 
and Christian Studies participated. Moreover, on the seventeenth of December, the center 
co-hosted two events. One was the “International Symposium on Socially Engaged 

Buddhism (INEB), the Japan Network of Engaged Buddhism (JNEB), the Center for 
South Asian Studies (RINDAS), and Ryukoku University’s Religious Affairs Office. 
Japanese Buddhist activists were invited to present their experience with vulnerable 
populations, and it was the first attempt to discuss the reality of engaged Buddhism in 

(Pursuing the Cooperation between Nursing Care and Buddhism: What Should Nurses 
and Buddhists Do at the End of Life in Death-ridden Society) was held by the center’s 
Applied Research Division together with the Graduate School of Practical Shin Buddhist 
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Studies at Ryukoku University and the Kyoto Nursing Association. 
Regarding other projects the center originally planned to conduct during the 

academic year, most of them are now scheduled in the coming year. We are eager to carry 
out the projects despite this difficult situation.  

     Last but certainly not least, I am pleased to announce the publication of the fourth 
volume of the Journal of World Buddhist Cultures which includes seven articles by 
scholars from Japan and other countries. I would like to express my gratitude to the 
contributors, and it would be a delight if the journal could contribute to the development 
of international networks among Buddhist scholars. 
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Introduction 

Mitsuya DAKE 

“Shin Buddhism, Christianity, and Islam: Conversations in Comparative Theology” was 
a cooperative international research project conducted at Ryukoku University in Kyoto 
and the University of Münster in Germany, Georgetown University and the Institute of 
Buddhist Studies in the USA from 2016 through 2019. It brought together a small group 
of scholars working cooperatively to explore topics in Shin Buddhist, Christian, and 
Islamic theological thoughts in a comparative manner. In particular, it was designed to 
examine issues raised by Shin Buddhist thought from comparative theological 
perspectives. 

Western scholars have long noted that Shin Buddhism, as a Mahayana tradition that 
appears to share a number of conceptual and structural features in common with the 
Christian tradition, may serve as a particularly fitting partner in seeking interreligious 
understanding. This project afforded an opportunity to bring Shin Buddhism into 
sustained conversation with Christian and Islamic scholars of various nationalities 
engaged in Christian-Buddhist, Islamic-Buddhist, and Christian-Islamic researches and 
enabled fresh perspectives on dialogue among these major religious traditions. It has 
expanded and deepened Buddhist interreligious dialogue and further illuminated new 
directions for the development of contemporary Shin Buddhist thought in a global, 
pluralistic context. 

The research meetings were attended by Shin Buddhist, Christian, and Islamic 
scholars and researchers. In addition to them, there were a group of core participants (who 
attended all of the four main meetings), and other participants invited for particular 
meetings as budget and schedules permitted. All of the participants were familiar with 
introductory works on the other traditions selected by the core participants.  

Core participants (attended all meetings): 
Prof. James Fredericks, Loyola Marymount University, USA  
Prof. Perry Schmidt-Leukel, Münster University, Germany  
Prof. Imtiyaz Yusuf, Center for Buddhist-Muslim Understanding, Mahidol 
University, Thailand 
Prof. David Matsumoto, Institute of Buddhist Studies, USA 
Prof. Mitsuya Dake, Ryukoku University, Japan 
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Prof. Dennis Hirota, Ryukoku University, Japan 

Each meeting consisted of four sessions over two days. It was initiated by keynote 
presentations of the thinking within each tradition, followed by responses and open 
discussion. The presentations assumed basic knowledge of the traditions. The responses 
discussed topical issues and questions that were raised amongst the traditions for each 
other.  

The three papers published in this E-journal are some of selected papers presented 
at the research meetings.   

*The programs of the research meetings are as follows.

1) The First Conference at Ryukoku University, Research Center of World Buddhist
Cultures, Kyoto
Date: February 15-17, 2017 
Theme: Shin Buddhism, Christianity, and Islam: Conversation in Comparative 

Theology 

[Public Lectures] 
1. Prof. Perry Schmidt-Leukel (Münster University German, 2015 Gilford Lecture

Laureate)
“A Fractal Interpretation of Religious Diversity” 

2. Dr. Keiko Obuse (Kobe City University of Foreign Language)
“Mutual Perception between Buddhists and Muslims: With Special Reference 
to Japanese Buddhists’ Perspectives” 

[Trialogue] 
Session 1: Buddha’s Teaching, Revelation, Logos 

“Then Teaching as Truth in Shinran” 
Prof. Dennis Hirota (Ryukoku University) 

“Revelation in Islam” 
Prof. Imtiyaz Yusef (Mahidol University) 

“Buddha’s Teaching, Revelation, Logos: A Christian Perspective” 
Prof. Perry Schmidt-Leukel (Münster University) 

Session 2: Universality and Exclusivism 
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“Universality and Exclusivism in Religious Dialogue from 
Perspective of Shinran Thought” 

Prof. Mitsuya Dake (Ryukoku University) 
Prof. Junya Shinoe (Doshisha University) 
Prof. Peter Phan (George Town University) 

Session 3: Myth and History 
“Myth and History in Shin Buddhist Thought” 

Prof. David Matsumoto (the Institute of Buddhist Studies) 
“Myth and History in Islamic Religious Thought” 

Prof. Maria Dakake (George Mason University) 
“Myth and History in Christian Thought” 

Prof. James L. Fredericks (Loyola Marymount University) 
Session 4: Amida, Allah, Trinity 

“Revitalizing the Monothetics Discourse of Creation: Two 
Buddhist’s Views” 

Prof. Eisho Nasu (Ryukoku University) 
“A Muslim Perspective of Concept of Ultimate Reality” 

Prof. Elif Emirahmetoglu (Münster University) 
“Christian Doctrine of the Trinity: Distinctive Concerns and Possible 
Encounters with Buddhism and Muslim” 

Prof. Bernhard Nitsche (Münster University) 

2) The Seconds Conference at Münster University, Münster in Germany
Date: July 12-14, 2017
Theme: Theme: Evil and Self-Awareness

[Public Lectures] 
1. Prof. Imtiyaz Yusuf (Mahidol University)

“Buddhism, Islam and Politics in South- and Southeast Asia” 
2. Prof. Mouhanad Khorchide (Münster University)

“Islam and Inter-Faith Relations” 

[Trialogue] 
Session 1: Karmic Evil, Sin, Suffering, and Predestination 

“Karmic Evil, Sin, Suffering, and Predestination: A Shin-Buddhist 
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Perspective” 
Prof. Eisho Nasu (Ryukoku University) 

“The Mind al-Qur’an—Sin, Suffering, and Predestination” 
Prof. Imtiyaz Yusef (Mahidol University) 

“The Christian Understanding of Evil 
Prof. James Fredericks (Loyola Marymount University) 

Session 2: Practice, Prayer, and Transformation 
“The Real Is Transformative Dynamic: Shinran’s Concept of Shinjin” 

Prof. Dennis Hirota (Ryukoku University) 
“God’s Mercy Encompasses All, but Whom Does God Love?” 

Prof. Maria Dakake (George Mason University) 
“Practice, Prayer, and Transformation” 

Prof. Perry Schmidt-Leukel (Münster University) 
Session 3: Repentance and Forgiveness, Aspiration and Hope 

“Repentance and Forgiveness; Aspiration and Hope: A Shin-Buddhist 
Perspective” 

Prof. David Matsumoto (the Institute of Buddhist Studies) 
“Sin and Forgiveness in Islam and Its Meaning for the Afterlife” 

Prof. Mouhanad Khorchide (Münster University) 
“Being Saved and Being Just: Grace and Salvation in the Christian 
Tradition” 

Prof. Peter Phan (George Town University) 
Session 4: The Nature of Human Existence 

“A Shin Buddhist Perspective to the Nature of Human Existence” 
Prof. Mitsuya Dake (Ryukoku University) 

“Existence of Human Being in Islam”  
Prof. Junya Shinohe (Doshisha University) 

“Conceptions of the Human: A Christian Point of View” 
Prof. Bernhard Nitsche 
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3) The Third Conference at George Town University, Washington D.C. in the USA
Date: June 27-29, 2018
Theme: Salvific Action

[Pre-Conference Panel] 
Buddhist-Christian-Muslim Conversation on Salvific Action 

“What Can a Buddhist Learn from Islam?” 
Dr. Keiko Obuse (Kobe City University of Foreign Language) 

“Shinran, Kierkegaard and The Sickness unto Death” 
Dr. Daniel Rumel (Münster University) 

“Salvific Action in the Tension between Human Free Will and Predestination” 
Prof. Elif Emirahmetoglu (Münster University) 

[Public Lectures] 
1. Prof. Leo Lefebure (George Town University)

“Go, Tell It on the Mountain: Salvific Action in Light of African American 
Christian Experience” 

2. Prof. Dennis Hirota (Ryukoku University)
“Learning from Others: Engaging the Shin Buddhist Path in the Contemporary 
World” 

[Trialogue] 
Session 1: Wisdom-Compassion, Divine Love/Mercy, and Transcendence 

“Wisdom and Compassion, Exposure and Embrace: A Shin Buddhist 
Sense of Transcendent Immanence” 

Prof. David Matsumoto (the Institute of Buddhist Studies) 
“The Name and the Vow: Reading Exodus 3 with Shinran” 

Prof. James Fredericks (Loyola Marymount University) 
Session 2: Shinjin, Nembutsu, Surrender/Faith, Remembrance, and the Prophetic 

Voice 
“Shinran’s Idea of Realization in Shinjin and Nembutsu” 

Prof. Mitsuya Dake (Ryukoku Univeristy) 
“Surrender, Faith, and Remembrance” 

Prof. Leo D. Lefebure (George Town University) 
"Muhammad: A Human Prophet" 

Prof. Imtiyaz Yusuf (Mahidol University) 
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Session 3: Amida’s Directing of Virtue: Grace, Justice, and Moral Life 
“Amida’s Directing of Virtue and Its Moral Implications in Shin 
Buddhist Faith and Practice” 

Prof. Eisho Nasu (Ryukoku University) 
“Grace and Salvation in the Christian Tradition” 

Prof. Peter C. Phan (Georgetown University) 
“Deepening Belief in Islam with the Divine's Directing of Virtue: An 
Examination of the ‘Three Fun-damental Principles of Islam’ by 
Muhammad bin Abdul-Wahhab” 

Prof. Junya Shinohe (Doshisha University) 
Session 4: Naturalness (jinen), Fitra, Spirit 

“The Real Is Transformative Dynamic: Shiran’s Concept of Jinen” 
Prof. Dennis Hirota (Ryukoku University) 

“Simul Bodhisattva et Icchantika: A Christian Reflection on Jinen” 
Prof. Perry Schmidt-Leukel (Münster University) 

4) The Fourth Conference for Publication Project at Institute of Buddhist Studies,
Berkeley in the USA
Date: June 11-12, 2019 

Participants: 
Prof. James Fredericks (Loyola Marymount University) 
Prof. Perry Schmidt-Leukel (Münster University) 
Prof. Imtiyaz Yusuf (Mahidol University) 
Prof. David Matsumoto (Institute of Buddhist Studies) 
Prof. Mitsuya Dake (Ryukoku University) 
Prof. Eisho Nasu (Ryukoku University) 
Prof. Dennis Hirota, (Ryukoku University) 
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in English  

Elif EMIRAHMETOGLU 

Research Assistant, 

Berlin Institute for Islamic Theology, 

Humboldt University of Berlin 
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Abstract 
This paper aims to briefly portray from a Muslim view how the concept of ultimate 

reality is treated in Islamic thought focusing particularly on the three divine names: al-
Haqq (the Real), ar-Rahman (the Merciful) and an-Nur (the Light). After that, it points 
out some parallels between Shin Buddhism, Christianity and Islam in respect of the 
perception of ultimate reality and liberating experience of human being. 
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A Muslim Perspective of the Concept 

of Ultimate Reality* 

Elif EMIRAHMETOGLU 

Keywords: Islam, Buddhism, Ibn al-  

Two Main Aspects of God: Transcendence and Immanence 
The conceptions of God found in the Qur’an, the hadith literature and various theological, 
philosophical and mystical schools of the Islamic tradition provide us a wide spectrum of 
different images of God. Despite the diversity of the Islamic concepts of God we can 
speak of two main aspects of the Absolute: His transcendence and immanence. 

The Qur’an declares that “He is Allah, the One and Only. Allah, the Eternal, 
Absolute; He neither begets nor is born.” (112:1-3) and “there is nothing like Him” 
(42:11). “He is the Most High, the Most Great.” (2:255) Such verses explicitly point out 
the absolute transcendence of God which implies that nothing is identical with Him and 
can be equated with Him. However, the Qur’an also accentuates God’s nearness to the 
creatures, His concern for human beings and that He is present everywhere, as for 
example in the following verses: “He is with you wherever you are.” (57:4), “It was We 
Who created man, and We know what dark suggestions his soul makes to him: for We 
are nearer to him than (his) jugular vein. (50:16), “To Allah belong the East and the West: 
Everywhere you turn, there is the Face of Allah. For Allah is all-Pervading, all-Knowing.” 
(2:115)  

Taw d: “The All-Embracing Principle of Islam” 
The fundamental Islamic doctrine of taw  unities both the transcendent and immanent 
aspects of the divine Reality in question. The notion of taw  essentially means the 
oneness of God or more exactly recognizing the oneness of the ultimate Reality, but it 
also implies how the creatures are connected with this absolute Reality. Islamic tradition 
explains the relationship between the transcendence of God and the phenomenal world 
with the help of the two terms,  and , that is, the incomparability of the 
Absolute and the similarity of the Absolute respectively.  

* This essay is based on a paper given at a Shin Buddhist, Christian and Muslim trialogue at Ryukoku
University in Kyoto in February 2017.
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 means literally “to declare something pure and free of something else.”1 In 
accordance with the definition of the word, the perspective of  underlines the 
absolute transcendence and the total otherness of God. God in Himself is essentially 
beyond human understanding and language. As it is said in the Qur’an: “Utterly remote 
is Allah, in His limitless glory, from anything to which men may ascribe a share in His 
divinity!” (59:23) 

However, the same transcendent Reality has also some sort of similarity with his 
creatures. The Qur’an expresses these similarities in an anthropomorphic description of 
God as having hand and face, and by ascribing some human attributes and actions to God. 
Thus, the Qur’an says of God: “He is the Hearing and the Seeing.” (42:11) He is “the 
Sovereign, the Pure, the Perfection, the Bestower of Faith, the Overseer, the Exalted in 
Might, the Compeller, the Superior” (59:23). In addition to these attributes, God also 
describes in the Qur’an how He enters into relation with human beings and the cosmos as 
the Protector, the Provider, the Watcher and so on. The divine Names associated with 

 indicate the nearness of God to human beings that enables an experience of the 
Absolute. On the basis of the personal representations of God people can turn towards the 
transcendent Reality and experience His closeness and mercy, as indicated by this divine 
statement: “Call upon Me, and I will answer you.” (40:60) 

Sachiko Murata and William Chittick who both are outstanding scholars of Sufism 
and Islamic thought elucidate the notions of  and , these two complementary 
aspects of the main principle of Islam, as follows: “The perspective of  affirms 
God’s oneness by declaring that God is one and God alone is Real. Hence everything 
other than God is unreal and not worthy of consideration. God’s single reality excludes 
all unreality. In contrast, the perspective of  declares that God’s oneness is such 
that his one reality embraces all creatures. The world, which appears as unreality and 
illusion, is in fact nothing but the One Real showing his signs. Rather than excluding all 
things, God’s unity includes them.”2 

After my brief explanation of taw  as the fundamental notion of Islam, I would 
like to take a closer look at the three names of God which spell out more clearly the 
meaning of taw  as the unity underlying the diversity of appearances. The 
representation of the conceptions of God in the Islamic tradition through the medium of 
His following three names, that is, the Real, the Most Merciful and the Light, may also 
constitute both a useful and fruitful basis for a comparative analysis of the concepts of 
the ultimate Reality between Christianity, Shin Buddhism and Islam.  

1 Sachiko Murata, William C. Chittick, , (London: I.B. Tauris, 2015), p. 71. 
2 Murata and Chittick,    , p. 71. 
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Al-Haqq: “Everything is perishing but His Face” 
One of the divine Names found in the Qur’an is al-Haqq, literally “the Real”. “That is 
because Allah is the Real, and what they call upon apart from Him is unreal.” (22:62, 
31:30) As declared by this verse and other numerous statements of the Qur’an, God is the 
only eternal Reality. From the point of view of the Real, all things in the phenomenal 
world are merely illusory appearances which we experience from the relative point of 
view as the cosmic multiplicity.  

The first statement of the Shahadah, the Islamic creed, also supports God’s absolute 
Reality: “There is no god but God”. This can be also formulated as ´there is nothing real 
but the Real´. God is the only eternal Real, everything other than God is unreal, transitory 
and illusory, as stated by the verse: “Everything is perishing but His Face.” (28:88) 

In addition to that, God declares in the Qur’an that He “created the heavens and the 
earth and everything between the two only with the Real.” (15:85) At this point, I would 
like to refer to the great Sufi master Ibn al-  (1165-1240) and introduce his 
interpretation of the relationship between the Real and the transitory and illusionary realm 
briefly.  

Ibn al-  concept of the unity or oneness of Being (wa  - ) denotes 
the ontological unity of God and creation. He characterizes this unity by the term "tajalli", 
which refers to the self-manifestation of God in the material world and in the heart of the 
faithful. God manifests himself by His names and attributes, but not by His essence. This 
means that we need to distinguish between God´s essence on the one hand, “God as 
Essence”, and God´s manifestation on the other hand, “God as Divinity”. In fact, Ibn al-

’s theory of the modes of manifestation, or the stages of Being, is more 
comprehensive and versatile but here I confine my remarks only to the two dimensions 
of the Absolute. God as Essence indicates the original and undifferentiated state of 
oneness that is the Real in Itself. Whereas the Essence of God remains always 
unrecognizable, He manifests himself in His various names. It is merely through His 
names and attributes that God is recognizable, since the human being is not able to realize 
the Essence of God with his limited abilities. For this reason, the manifestation of the 
qualities of the Absolute such as mercy, protection and sustenance demonstrates the 
closeness of God to His creatures. He can also be glorified in his Names and Attributes 
which manifest divine Reality within the categories of human language and conception. 

Ibn al-  refers to the phenomenal world as a shadow of the Real. The Real is 
ineffable, indefinable in itself, however it discloses itself in all things. Yet the divine 
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Essence as Self-sufficient is beyond all the Names and Attributes. For this reason, Ibn al-
 uses the terms “unity of many” and “unity of Essence” to point out “His [God’s] 

complete independence of the Names”. In his famous book,    , Ibn 
al-  says that “God’s Unity, in respect of the divine Names that require our 
existence, is a unity of many, while in respect of His complete independence of the Names 
and us, it is unity of Essence, for both of which the Name the One is used.”3 He further 
states that “There is [in fact] only He Who is distinct, nor is there any similarity [with 
Him]. In existence, there is no similarity or dissimilarity, for there is but One Reality, and 
a thing is not the opposite of itself.”4 The consideration of Ibn al- ’s doctrine of 
self-manifestation of the Real leads us to the second divine name which indicates another 
essential aspect of God and His relationship with human beings.  
 
Ar-Rahman: “The Breath of the All-Merciful” 
In the Sufi literature, a famous hadith qudsi is often mentioned to explain the reason of 
the existence of the realm of multiplicity. It reads as follows: “I was a hidden treasure, 
and I loved to be known. Thus, I created the creatures so that I might be known.” 
According to this divine utterance, the creative movement of God is activated by the 
principle of Love. He loved to be known and “breathed of His spirit into man” (32:9). In 
this respect, the whole being is considered in the Islamic tradition as the Breath of the 
All-Merciful (Nafas ar-Rahman). God turns to human beings in love and mercy and His 
“Rahma (Mercy) encompasses all things” (7:165). 

Thus, the basic idea is that God created the word out of Mercy. But not only 
creation is regarded as an expression of God´s Mercy. The revelation or the manifestation 
of God through divine words is also repeatedly mentioned in the Qur’an as a mercy and 
healing for the diseases in the hearts. By means of His All-Merciful Breath, the divine 
words become manifest, and thereby He enters into a saving and enlightening relationship 
with His creatures. The salvific aspect of the divine Mercy is depicted in the following 
verses: “Most Gracious! It is He who has taught the Qur’an. He has created man.” (55:1-
3), “[…] This is (nothing but) Lights from your Lord, and Guidance and Mercy, for any 
who have Faith. When the Quran is read, listen to it with attention. And hold your peace: 
That you may receive Mercy.” (7: 203-204). The act of the recitation of the Qur’an is in 
this regard the internalization of God´s declaration of Love and fulfillment of the heart 
with divine Mercy.  

 
3 Ibn al- ,    , translated by R.W.J. Austin, (New Jersey: Paulist Press, 1980), 
p. 126. 
4 Ibn al- ,    , p. 108. 
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The permeation of God´s merciful Breath in the whole creation has also another 
essential aspect which plays an important role in the spiritual perfection of human being. 
Since people carry within themselves the immanent divine nature of the merciful Breath, 
the realization of this nature leads man to the knowledge of God. As recorded in the hadith 
literature, “whosoever knows himself knows his Lord”. By recognizing and becoming 
aware of their true nature, human beings may attain an immediate vision of the Absolute. 

According to Ibn al- , “inhaling Mercy […] seeks to resolve thingness in 
Identity and Uniqueness.”5 As soon as the illusory perception of the distinction between 
subject and object, or knower and known is dispelled, the essential Unity with the Real 
will be recognized. “When you enter into His Paradise you enter into yourself. Then you 
will know yourself with a gnosis other than that by which you knew your Lord by 
knowing yourself. Thus, you will be possessed of two kinds of gnosis, first knowing Him 
as knowing yourself, second, knowing Him through you as Him, not as you.”6 

An-Nur: “The Light of the Heavens and the Earth” 
Another name of God closely associated with His Mercy and demonstrating His 
boundless grace to human beings is “the Light.” As the famous light verse of the Qur’an 
states, “Allah is the Light of the heavens and the earth” (24:35). In addition, God describes 
in the same way His revelation as a Light which illuminates the darkness: “there has come 
to you from Allah a light” (5:15). 

In the words of Ibn al- , the compassionate self-disclosure of the Real is the 
radiation of the Light in the heart of the believer. “The heart has been illuminated by God 
with the light of faith.”7 In this sense, the Light of faith reflects the divine Light. When 
the light of God shines in the heart of the person of faith, the darkness of the transitory 
world will be dispelled by the Mercy of God. The following verse refers to believers 
whose will be brought out of darkness into the light by virtue of their sincere faith: “On 
the Day you see the believing men and believing women, their light proceeding before 
them and on their right” (57-12). Another verse of the Qur´an also reinforces that through 
turning towards God in sincere faith the Light of God will be realized: “O you who have 
believed, repent to God with sincere repentance. Perhaps your Lord will remove from you 
your misdeeds, […] Their light will proceed before them and on their right; they will say, 
‘Lord, perfect for us our light and forgive us.’” (66:8) 

5 Ibn al- ,     p. 223. 
6 Ibn al-‘Ara ,    , p. 108. 
7 Ibn al- ,    , p. 161. 
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Conclusion 
Finally let us get back to our starting notion of taw  As I tried to show, the principle 
of taw  is related to the different aspects of the divine existence. In the words of Murata 
and Chittick: “Neither  nor  provides a complete picture of reality. The 
universe needs to be understood in terms of both perspectives simultaneously. Then we 
see that each thing is at once near to God and far from him, at once similar to God and 
incomparable with him.”8 In this respect, “tawh d is an all-embracing concept, in keeping 
with the all-embracing nature of the divine reality which it expresses.”9 The oneness of 
the Reality encompasses the whole aspects of God. He is both Outward and Inward, there 
is in fact no difference between God’s transcendent incomparability and immanent 
similarity as far as the oneness of Being is concerned. The blowing Breath and radiating 
Light of the Real imply this Unity. To express this again in Ibn al- ’s words: “So, 
O friend, do not know Him in one context and be ignorant of Him in another, nor affirm 
Him in one situation and deny Him in another, unless you affirm Him in an aspect in 
which He affirms Himself and deny Him in an aspect in which He denies Himself, as in 
the verse in which denial and affirmation of Himself are brought together.”10   

I have tried to portray a Muslim understanding of ultimate Reality by means of the 
three Names of God, which may provide an opportunity to talk about the parallels and 
commonalities between Christianity, Shin Buddhism and Islam, beyond the well-known 
doctrinal differences in certain respects. The Real as the transcendent aspect of God 
underlines that none of religious traditions can completely reflect the nature of ultimate 
Reality. This is a very good reason to remain humble while talking about the Real, but 
also to be more eager to acknowledge and appreciate its various conceptions in the 
different contexts. While the essence of divine Reality remains undefinable, God´s 
manifestation through the Name “All-Merciful” denotes the divine proximity and 
compassion to everyone. Since the Love and Mercy of God constitute the principle of 
creation, His Mercy is not limited merely to Muslims who belong to the institutionalized 
Islam as religion, rather it encompasses all creatures. Similarly, the divine names as the 
Breath and the Light show that God manifests himself in each human being, independent 
of whether they are aware or ignorant of this fact. There is no boundary to the forms in 
which It manifests itself and nothing devoid of the Mercy of God. 

“All becoming is an imagination 

8 Murata and Chittick,    , p. 73. 
9 Murata and Chittick,    , p. 44. 
10 Ibn al- ,    , p. 191. 
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And in truth also a reality 
Who truly comprehends this, 

Has attained the mysteries of the Way”11 

Response to the Papers of Eisho Nasu and Bernhard Nitsche 
In my response to the papers of Eisho Nasu and Bernhard Nitsche, I want to take three 
Buddhist teachings as a starting point to display the feasible parallels between Shin 
Buddhism, Christianity and Islam regarding the concept of ultimate Reality. They are “the 
doctrine of -k ya,” the concepts of “non-duality” and “the Buddha-nature.” 

The Mah y na doctrine of the three bodies of the Buddha ( -k ya) has already 
been compared to the Christian concept of ultimate Reality by some Buddhist scholars 
such as John Makransky or Masao Abe. I would like to bring in an Islamic perspective 
by highlighting some similarities between the concept of -k ya, Christian Trinitarian 
thinking and Ibn al- ’s concept of God. The doctrine of -k ya refers to the various 
manifestations of the Buddha as identical with the Dharma on the different levels of being. 
These tree bodies of the Buddha are -k ya (the truth body), -k ya (the 
enjoyment body), and -k ya (the transformation body). -k ya refers to 
the ultimate reality which is formless, undifferentiated and eternal. This inconceivable, 
formless -k ya manifests itself in conditioned form-beings as supramundane and 
mundane Buddhas, who represent the levels of -k ya and -k ya 
respectively.  

Similar to the formless and undifferentiated -k ya, the Essence of God 
remains always undefinable, ineffable and totally other in the Islamic tradition. It is the 
only eternal Reality being beyond all of the human words and concepts. Berharnd Nitsche 
likewise refers in his paper to God as “inaccessible fullness” and an “ungraspable 
mystery” which is also the foundation of all reality. Nitsche further describes the 
unfathomable abundance with the following nice metaphor: “As a shoreless and limitless 
ocean, it is the inner reality of everything without being composed of everything. This 
ocean precedes all seas and allows for them to exist. This divine ocean does not find 
fulfillment in the entirety of reality.” In line with this quotation from Nitsche, I want to 
cite the following verse from the Qur’an which also illustrates the unfathomable greatness 
of God and infinitude of His words: “If whatever trees upon the earth were pens and the 
sea [was ink], replenished thereafter by seven [more] seas, the words of Allah would not 
be exhausted” (31:27). 

11 Ibn al- ,    , p. 197. 
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It is obvious that all three religions use an apophatic discourse regarding ultimate 
Reality. In addition, there is another similarity between these religious traditions which 
relates to the manifestation of the transcendent Reality in the transitory realm. In the Pure 
Land tradition, the manifestation of the -k ya is as a compassionate activity in the 
realm of samsara which enables the person of faith attaining awakening. In this respect, 
the enjoyment bodies of the Buddha are called dharma-body as up ya, or, as it is 
understood by the English translation, as “compassionate means.” Amida Buddha, who 
is the central focus of J do Shinsh , represents one of the supramundane manifestations 
of formless reality. Out of great compassion, he has created his Pure Land as a realm of 
enlightenment and he is therefore considered as an object of faith and veneration in Shin 
Buddhism. 

Turning again to the Christian and Islamic tradition, we encounter a similar 
compassionate-salvific dimension of the transcendent Reality as the divine immanence in 
the world. In addition to the divine fullness, Nitsche also emphasizes in his paper the 
necessity of “the worldly presence of God in Jesus Christ and the Spirit.” According to 
Christian theology, “salvation and peace can only be effected through God himself.” 
Similar to Buddhism and Christianity, also in the Islamic tradition the compassion and 
mercy of God is the foundation that enables the attainment of realization and religious 
awakening. God enters into a saving and enlightening relationship with the creatures 
through the manifestation of the divine Names and Attributes which are the signs of His 
proximity. In this connection, it can be said that there is a functional similarity between 
the -k ya, the Logos and the divine Names. All three imply that the 
transcategorial ultimate appears as mercy-compassion-love when entering the sphere of 
human concepts and categories. 

Apart from the considered similarities, I now want to point out a difference between 
Islam and Buddhism in conceiving of the manifestation of ultimate reality. According to 
the doctrine of -k ya, after attaining Buddhahood the enlightened being can bring about 
a manifestation of -k ya as a transformation body. In contrast to this, the 
manifestation of the Names and Attributes of God takes place without any human 
endeavor, in the manner of the process of attaining Buddhahood and bringing about a 
manifestation of -k ya. More precisely, by practicing the Bodhisattva path, the 
Bodhisattva Dharm kara had attained Buddhahood, fulfilled his forty-eight vows and 
became the Buddha Amit bha. His Enjoyment Body and Pure Land represent the wisdom 
and compassion of Amida, but on the other hand, they are the spontaneous results of the 
Bodhisattva Dharm ra’s “collection of merit and wisdom.” As it can easily be seen, the 
starting point of the manifestation of ultimate Reality remains different in Islam and 
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Buddhism. In the Islamic tradition, the manifestation of the divine Names and Attributes 
is a downward movement from the Essence of God into the phenomenal world. In 
contrast, attaining Buddhahood and the manifestation of a Pure Land are primarily an 
upward movement from the realm of samsara and then a downward movement returning 
to the deluded people. However, the main reason of the manifestations of ultimate Reality 
is similar in both traditions: the saving mercy, compassion and wisdom of transcendent 
Reality.  

My second remark is related to the comparison of the Islamic emphasis on the 
oneness of ultimate Reality and the Buddhist notion of non-duality. In his introduction to 
Shinran, Dennis Hirota explains that the dharma-body is characterized by three kinds of 
non-duality: “that of the karma-created (…) and the uncreated; of existence and 
nonexistence; and of the many and the One”12. He further states that in the Pure Land 
tradition this non-duality is developed as the activity of Buddha in the realm of samsara.13 
To Hirota, all these forms of non-duality indicate the non-discriminating unity of nirvana 
and samsara and non-duality of existence and nonexistence. A similar paradoxical 
relation between the manifestations of ultimate Reality and the ultimate Reality itself can 
be ascertained in the writings of Ibn al- . He calls everything apart from the absolute 
Reality “imagination”, but the whole imagination is also seen as Reality at the same time. 
As soon as the illusory perception of the distinction between subject and object, or knower 
and known is dispelled, the essential Oneness will be recognized. In a similar manner, the 
Buddhist term of “non-discriminative wisdom” implies the realization of the oneness “of 
the many and the One.” 

By addressing the notions of non-duality and oneness I come to my last point of 
the comparison: the Buddhist doctrine of “the Buddha nature” that is closely connected 
to the concept of non-duality. Perry Schmidt-Leukel uses in his introductory book on 
Buddhism the term “oneness” when explaining the Buddhist notion of dependent 
origination according to the Hua-yen school. He states that for this school “oneness as 
thoroughgoing interconnectedness, without remainder, is the universal Buddha-
Nature.”14 The Buddha nature as “original luminosity” enables the transformation of the 
mind and the heart of a person which are obscured by delusional thinking and the 
defilements. When someone becomes aware of his true nature through the practice of the 
nembutsu, the mind of the person of faith is replaced by Amida´s mind. Similar to J do 

 
12 Yoshifumi Ueda, Dennis Hirota,  An    , (Kyoto: Hongwanji 
International Center, 1989), p. 77. 
13 Ueda and Hirota,  An    , p. 89. 
14 Perry Schmidt-Leukel,  , (Edinburgh: Dunedin Academic Press, 2006), p. 
142. 
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Shinsh , the divine immanence has a parallel soteriological dimension in Christianity and 
Islam. The Breath of the All-Merciful and the radiating Light are divine immanence and 
“a hidden treasure” of which people are unaware. By recognizing the immanent divine 
nature of the merciful Breath, a spiritual transformation of human beings may occur.  
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Abstract 
  As different forms of discourse, myth and history have a complex relationship in 

Christian tradition. This essay claims that faith, as construed in the narratives about Abraham 
in the Book of Genesis, requires the renunciation of mythos and the embrace of history as a 
form of human existence. The author appeals to the thought of Mircea Eliade (1907-1986) to 
substantiate this claim. In contrast, Eliade’s colleague at the University of Chicago, Paul 
Ricoeur (1913-2005), called for the retrieval of mythos as a religious discourse. In his 
phenomenological inquiry into evil and his hermeneutical reflection on the Christian doctrine 
of Original Sin in The Symbolism of Evil, Ricoeur argued that Augustine’s highly 
rationalized interpretation of the Myth of the Fall needs to be replenished by the “surplus of 
meaning” available in the mythos of Genesis 2-3. The discourses of myth and history in 
Christian thought, therefore, must be understood in terms of renunciation (Eliade) and 
retrieval (Ricoeur). 
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Myth and History in Christian Thought: 
Renunciation and Retrieval 

James L. FREDERICKS 

Keywords: Myth, History, Eliade, Ricoeur, Faith, Eschatology, Original Sin, 
Christian Theology  

In Christian thinking, the relationship between history and myth, however these terms 
might be understood, has undergone multiple changes since the rise of scientific 
explanation and the application of critical historical methods in the study of the Bible. In 
the reflections that follow, I will address only two aspects of this complex issue, selected 
in the hope of inviting useful conversation among Christians and Buddhists. First, I will 
outline a theology of Christian faith understood as existential trust in the divine plan of 
redemption as it unfolds in the form of a “salvation history” (Heilsgeschichte). The 
Christian’s “eschatological hope” in the historical unfolding of God’s plan of salvation 
can be seen as an alternative to the “eternal return” to origins in mythical time that can be 
seen in many ancient societies. In this section of the essay, historical consciousness will 
be held up as an alternative to mythical consciousness. In the second section, I will argue 
that the relationship of myth and history in Christian tradition is considerably more 
complicated than the reflections in section one might suggest. To justify this claim, I will 
offer a sketch of Paul Ricoeur’s highly influential retrieval of mythos as a discourse of 
Christian revelation. My reflections conclude with some suggestions on how this 
conversation among Christians, Buddhists and Muslims might continue in the future. 

Part One: Christian faith as the Renunciation of Nostalgia for the Mythic Past 
The Myth of the Eternal Return 
Christian faith, understood as a form of human existence, is rooted in the Hebraic 
affirmation of history as the locus of God’s self-disclosure to human beings. For the 
ancient Hebrews, so it is often argued, God is not to be found in the mythological past, 
but rather in the historical future. Since the eighteenth century, and arguably much earlier, 
Christian theologians have set Christian faith in sharp contrast to the “mythic 
consciousness” of “archaic man” Thus, these theologians speak of a Heilsgeschichte 
(salvation history) which begins with God’s call to Abraham, the first Jewish Patriarch 
(in effect, the first Jew) to set out into the desert in the future hope of being led to a 
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“promised land.”1 As a result of this encounter with God, Abraham’s life is reoriented 
from the mythological past to the historical future. Therefore, the Jewish (and by 
extension the Christian) understanding of time is linear in contrast to cyclical notions of 
time as found in societies based on mythic narratives and, for that matter, in contrast to 
Buddhism.2 

The work of Mircea Eliade (1907-1986) presents us with a classic version of this 
argument.3 Eliade claims that the myths and rituals of so-called “primitive societies” are 
based on an implicit “archaic ontology.” For members of such societies, mundane human 
activities and events have no intrinsic value or meaning as unique and unrepeatable 
historical facts. Activities and historical events are “real” to the degree that they 
participate in an original, archetypal reality that was established in illo tempore (in the 
beginning, in mythic time). This archaic ontology allows for an escape from the 
meaninglessness of profane time into an original and pristine mythic time. The historical 
contingency of chance and misfortune of profane time is abolished by a return to the 
sacred time of origins through the repetition of the archetype in the performance of ritual 
and the recitation of the myth that accompanies the ritual. 

For example, Eliade notes that in archaic societies rites for the dedication of 
temples often included the recitation of the creation myth such that the construction of 
the temple recapitulates the original ordering of the cosmos in illo tempore by the gods. 
The same can be said of rituals commemorating the founding of cities. The periodic 
rebuilding of the Shinto shrine at Ise (the  Shikinen Sengu ritual), is a case in 
point. Every twenty years the shrine at Ise is dismantled and rebuilt anew. The ritual is a 
cultural performance of Shinto belief in the cyclic destruction and rebirth of the cosmos. 
As the shrine itself undergoes periodic destruction and rebirth in its pristine state, so also 
does the cosmos.4 This “eternal return” to mythic time also can be seen in the Akitu, the 
Babylonian new year’s ritual. The Akitu consists of 12 non-calendrical days in the spring. 
During this time there is the retelling of the Enuma Elish, the Babylonian creation myth, 
in which the great god Marduk slays Tiamat, the monster of chaos, and recreates the 
cosmos from the dead monster’s body. In the retelling of the myth, there is a return to 
mythic time in which the cosmos is regenerated through recreation. 

1 For a discussion of Heilsgeschichte as a theological term, see Oscar Cullmann, Christ and Time 
(revised edition), trans. by Floyd V. Filson, (Philadelphia, Westminster Press, 1989). 
2 Jan Nattier, Once Upon a Future Time: Studies in a Buddhist Prophecy of Decline, (Fremont: Asian 
Humanities Press, 1991).  
3 Mircea Eliade, The Myth of the Eternal Return or Cosmos and History, (Princeton, Bollinger Series, 
1954). 
4 Felicia G. Bock, “The Rites of Renewal at Ise,” in Monumenta Nipponica 29, 55-68. 
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In Eliade’s view, time is qualitatively differentiated. Historical or chronological 
time gradually grows old and falls into disorder, tainted by the misfortunes and confusion 
of contingent events. But time can also be renewed by a return to the mythic time of 
origins when the cosmos was first created out of the original chaos. Moreover, Eliade 
argues that primitive man’s nostalgia for mythical time constitutes a “refusal of history” 
[refus de l'histoire].5 In lieu of what might be called historical existence, “primitive man” 
opts for the eternal return to the mythological past, before there was death, toil, disease, 
pain in childbirth, and military threat; a Golden Age when human beings could converse 
with the animals and enjoyed friendship with the gods. 

The great break with this refusal of history, in Eliade’s view, is found in the 
Hebrew Bible.6  Eliade discerns in this literature the gradual emergence of “faith,” or 
alternatively “eschatological hope” in the fulfillment of a divine promise that is to take 
place in the future. Therefore, in the Hebrew Bible, the God of the Jews is not encountered 
in the eternal return to the mythic origins of the world in illo tempore. The Jewish God is 
encountered in historical time, the profane time that archaic societies seek to escape in 
the retelling of their myths. The Jewish God transcends not only the cyclic patterns of 
nature but also the chaotic vicissitudes of history. He is the “lord of history” who bends 
history to his will and reveals himself within history as he sees fit. Thus, God is 
encountered in historical time. The human person comes before this God only by stepping 
out into the contingencies of history. This Hebraic theology of history is the basis for the 
Christian understanding of faith as eschatological hope. 
 
Text: The Call of Abraham (Gn. 12:1-7) 
Eliade’s interpretation of the Hebraic understanding of history can be seen better by 
looking at texts from the Hebrew Bible. Traditions having to do with Abraham are 
especially important in this regard. Abraham’s first encounter with God is found in the 
twelfth chapter of Genesis, the first book of the Bible.  

The Lord [God] said to Abram [Abraham], “Go forth from the land of your 
kinsfolk and from your father’s house to a land I will show you. I will make 
of you a great nation, and I will bless you; I will make your name great, so 
that you will be a blessing. I will bless those who bless you and curse those 
who curse you. All the communities of the earth shall find blessing in you.” 
Abram went as the Lord directed him. (Gn. 12:1-7) 

 

 
5 Eliade 85-89 
6 Eliade 102 ff. 
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The exegesis of this text requires several comments.  
First, the text begins with a simple statement about a past historical event: “The 

Lord said to Abram.” To appreciate this, the text must be placed into its wider context. 
The first eleven chapters of the Book of Genesis constitute a compendium of myths: the 
two creation accounts (Gn. 1-2), Cain’s murder of his brother Able (Gn. 4:1-16), the story 
of Noah and the flood (Gn. 6:5 – 7:29), and the story of the tower of Babel (Gn.11:1-9). 
Note that, with the exception of the two creation accounts, these myths tell of the origin 
of disorder, not the establishment of order. In the twelfth chapter of Genesis, the literary 
form changes dramatically from myth to history. The “call of Abraham” (Gn. 12:1-7) is 
an early Jewish tribal tradition about the beginning of the Jewish people that has been 
redacted, not into a myth, but into an historical account of the first Jew. Moreover, the 
redactor has two explicit theological purposes: a Jewish theology of history and a Jewish 
theology of faith understood in terms of eschatological hope in the historical fulfillment 
of God’s promises. 

Second, God speaks to Abraham in the imperative mood: “Go forth!” ( -lekh ֶל -ְל
leka). The Hebrew emphasizes the definitive character of Abraham’s act of obedience to 
the summons of God as an act that takes place within historical time, not in illo tempore. 
This means that the Patriarch’s setting out into the desert is an historical event, not a ritual 
act based on the repetition of a mythical archetype. In setting out into the desert, 
Abraham’s has acted within the historical present, yet he has also stepped out into the 
eschatological future. He has not annulled what Eliade calls the “terror” of history by 
returning mythic time. Instead, he has acted within the present in response to a promised 
future – “a land I will show you.” 

Third, even as God commands Abraham to go forth into the desert, the command 
is immediately complimented by a series of promises: (1) God will make Abraham a great 
nation and will bless him, (2) God will make Abraham’s name great, and (3) God will 
bless those who bless Abraham and curse those who curse Abraham. The exclusive use 
of the future tense in these verses is noteworthy. Both the divine command to set out and 
the divine promises of future greatness reorient Abraham to a divine plan unfolding in 
historical time. 

Fourth, Abraham’s response to the divine command is obedience. He does not 
vacillate or ask for explanation. In fact, he says nothing in the entire account. The text 
simply informs us that Abraham “went as the Lord directed him.” Later in the Book of 
Genesis, Abraham’s obedience will be held up as the hallmark of his faith in God.7 

 
7 See the account of the sacrifice of Isaac in Gn 22 and the commentary on Gn. 22 in a New Testament 
text, the Book of Hebrews 11:17-19. In Christian tradition, the most influential argument for 
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Abrahamic faith requires the Jewish people to step out into the historical future in 
obedience to divine command. 

Fifth, this text documents the historical beginning of the Jewish people. As such, 
it is an origin story, comparable to mythological origin stories. The story of the call of 
Abraham, however, is not a mythological etiology. Abraham, summoned by God to set 
out into the desert, becomes the first Jew in an act of obedience to a divine command that 
takes place within historical time. The telling of the story of the first Jew does not take us 
back ab origine to a mythic past. The account does not begin in illo tempore. Gn. 12:1-7 
is a tribal memory about the origin of the Jewish people in the historical past. In 
assembling the Torah, this memory was redacted into a theology of faith understood as 
eschatological hope in God and a corresponding theology of history understood as the 
locus where the Jewish God will continue to reveal himself to the Jewish people in the 
future. Abraham is the first Jew, but the first Jew is not a mythological figure like the 
monster-slaying hero, Marduk, of the Enuma Elish or like Ninigi-no-Mikoto ( ), 
who descends from heaven with the three sacred treasures ( ) in the Kojiki. 
Neither is Abraham like Adam ( ָאָדם “the man”) as found in the mythological material of 
Gn. 1-11.  Abraham is also a kind of archetype. As the first Jew, he is an ideal-type of 
Jewish faith in the God who leads the Jewish people into the desert and into history. But 
Abraham is not an archetype in the ontological and mythological sense that Eliade assigns 
to this word. He is a historical example to be emulated, not an archetype from a mythical 
Urgeschichte to be re-enacted. Like Abraham, the first Jew, all of Israel has been uprooted 
from its past and now looks to the future for the fulfillment of God’s promises to his 
people. 
 
Text: The Covenant with Abraham (Gn. 15:1-21) 
In the fifteenth chapter of the book of Genesis, the new relationship between God and 
Abraham is ritualized by means of a “covenant” (ברית berith). Like the call of Abraham 
in Gn. 12:1-7, this text also constitutes a renunciation of Eliade’s archaic ontology, with 
its eternal return to mythic time. In Gn. 15:1-21, we again have a folk tradition that has 
been redacted for a theological purpose. The account begins with a reference to ordinary, 
historical time: “Some time after these events….” As with the call of Abraham, God 
initiates the encounter. God reminds Abraham of his promises: “I will make your reward 
very great.” Abraham responds by asking, “O Lord God, what good will your gifts be, if 
I keep on being childless….” The promises made to Abraham in his first encounter with 

 
understanding Abraham’s obedience as faith is in Søren Kierkegaard’s Fear and Trembling, (London: 
Penguin Classics, 1986). 
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God are meaningless, historically speaking, as long as Abraham remains childless. God 
responds by showing Abraham the nighttime sky and promising him that his descendants 
will be more numerous than all the stars he can see above (Gn. 15:2-5). God then 
solemnizes his relationship with Abraham by “cutting” (ָּכַרת karath) a covenant ( ברית 
berith) with him. Various animals are cut in half, following a standard ritual in the ancient 
Near East for establishing the responsibilities of a superior party with an inferior (Gn. 
15:9-21). The notion of a covenant as a way of configuring the divine-human relationship 
is noteworthy. Covenants are about future behavior, not past events. If the eternal return 
ab origine entails mythic archetypes of repetition, the historical existence required of 
Abraham’s faith in God looks to a radically different paradigm which forces our attention 
on to the future. 

In Gn. 15:6, the text informs us, “Abraham put his faith in the Lord who credited 
it to him as an act of righteousness.” Two important terms are introduced in this verse. 
The verb he’emin (ֶהֱאִמין), “to have faith,” is being used in a theologically precise way. 
Generally speaking, he’emin means “to rely on,” or “to trust in.” The verb suggests 
constancy or endurance over time. Moreover, he’emin is an activity manifest in acts that 
take place as time moves forward. Now this word is being applied in a narrative having 
to do with the Jewish people’s relationship with God. Thus according to Rabbinic midrash, 
Abraham’s “faith” takes a concrete historical form in his obedience to the divine summons 
to sojourn in the desert. Abraham’s steadfast faith in God corresponds to the future 
obligations imposed on God by the covenant. The text also speaks of Abraham’s tzedakah 
 or “righteousness.” Tzedakah connotes a harmonious relationship between (צדקה)
individual human beings, or between social groups. In this text, the connotation of the 
word is being extended to cover the relationship between Abraham and his God. In the 
Vulgate (the first translation of the Bible into Latin, dating from the fourth century of the 
Common Era), tzedakah is translated as iustitia (justice). The original Hebrew, however, 
does not suggest justice in any forensic sense. Instead, the Hebrew suggests an on-going 
relationship of trust and solidarity between Abraham and his God. Abraham’s 
righteousness, therefore, is the state of a human being who “walks with God” (see Gn. 
5:22). Once again, the text orients us to future hope, not the mythological past. 

Other texts from Genesis could be cited. The sacrifice of Isaac (Gn. 22:1-19) and 
the account of Jacob wrestling with God (Gn. 32:22-32) come easily to mind. All of these 
texts are Hebraic tribal memories redacted for a theological purpose: an affirmation of the 
God who has entered into vicissitudes and contingencies of history and is to be found 
there, not in the mythological past. These texts constitute a repudiation of Eliade’s archaic 
ontology of the eternal return to mythic time and, in its place, these texts affirm faith as 
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eschatological hope in the historical fulfillment of the divine promises. In the centuries 
after Abraham, Jewish eschatological hope will become focused on “the day of the Lord” 
 in which God will finally fulfill the promise he made to Abraham ,(yom Adonai ֹיום ְיהָוה)
and to his descendants. Israel’s journey of faith will end. This Jewish theology of history 
is now central to Christian faith. The God of Christianity is the God of Abraham, the God 
who cannot be conjured by means of the eternal return to origins by the ritual enactment 
of myth. Christian faith orients us to the eschatological future, not the mythological past. 
History, properly understood, is a Heilsgeschichte, the unfolding of God’s plan of 
redemption within historical time. 
 
Part Two: Paul Ricoeur’s Hermeneutical Retrieval of Mythos 
The Legacy of the Enlightenment on Christian Thought 
There are multiple reasons for the marginalization of myth in Christian tradition. The 
Jewish eschatological understanding of history as Heilsgeschichte is certainly one of them. 
Faith constitutes a new form of human existence within historical time, a form of human 
existence that entails the renunciation of the comforts of mythos. But in addition to this 
renunciation of mythos rooted in the Old Testament itself, we must recognize that 
Christianity, more so than any other religion, has had to deal with the acids of criticism 
leveled against mythology demanded by the European Enlightenment. Many 
Enlightenment thinkers insisted on a sharp separation of myth from history. The rise of 
scientific explanation and the application of critical historical methods to the Bible led to 
the dismissal of myth as false explanation and the product of the pre-modern mind. 
Christian thinkers have responded to the Enlightenment’s rejection of myth in various 
ways, both successful and unsuccessful. Some Christians insist on the literal truth of the 
biblical page, rejecting the findings of the historical-critical method. At times, these 
“fundamentalists” argue, for example, that the two creation stories in Genesis (Gn. 1-2) 
are historically accurate accounts of the origins of the world and that “creation science” 
should be taught in schools as an alternative to geology and evolution theory. The irony 
of Christian Biblical literalism is that it is often criticized for being “Medieval” in its 
reading of the Bible when, in fact, it is a form of Christianity that has accepted the 
Enlightenment’s epistemology uncritically. Fundamentalism is a modern phenomenon. 
The Liberal Protestant theologians, on the other hand, tended to agree with the 
Enlightenment thinkers that myths are simply erroneous etiologies. They also argued, 
however, that the myths in the Bible are unnecessary for Christian faith. Fredrich 
Schleiermacher (1768-1834), for example, stressed the radically historical character of 
religious consciousness perhaps even more than Hegel, his colleague at the University of 
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Berlin. Schleiermacher argued for a trans-religious principle emerging within the world 
that is discernable in the unfolding of history. This allowed him to conclude that Protestant 
Christianity takes pride of place as the highest form of “religion” because it is the most 
rooted in the forward march of God’s historical plan.8 

The relationship of myth and history in the Bible, however, is considerably more 
complicated. A strict separation between myth and history is no longer acceptable for 
most Christian thinkers, biblical literalists being a significant exception. Myth cannot be 
dismissed as the product of pre-scientific consciousness. Myths make available truths that 
cannot be expressed with the propositions of scientific objectivity. This return to 
mythology in Christian thought has been supported in no small way by the rise of 
phenomenological studies of religion by figures like Rudolf Otto, Max Muller, Mircea 
Eliade, Gerard Van der Leeuw, Joachim Wach and Raffaele Pettazoni. In addition, a 
renewed appreciation of mythos among Christian theologians has been guided by the 
phenomenological hermeneutics called for by Martin Heidegger, Hans-George Gadamer 
and Paul Ricoeur. Ricoeur’s contribution alone is enormous. Here, I will comment only 
on part of his contribution to the discussion. 
 
The Retrieval of Mythos 
Ricoeur’s philosophical journey was long and convoluted. Early in his career, Ricoeur 
was interested in a philosophy of human fallibility. He published Le Symbolique du Mal 
in 1960. 9  In this volume, Ricoeur argues that articulating a philosophy of human 
fallibility is hampered by the fact that evil does not come into speech directly; it is present 
ambiguously through the mediation of symbols. This being the case, he proposes a 
phenomenological “re-enactment” of the confession of fault by religious consciousness 
as a necessary first step toward a hermeneutics of mythos as a “narrated symbol.”10 Myth 
arises as the intermediary between primitive and spontaneous symbolizations of evil and 
the speculative language of theology and philosophy. 

Ricoeur’s starting point, therefore, cannot be highly rationalized and abstract 
speculation regarding human fallibility. Augustine’s theology of original sin, 11  for 
example, is far removed from the immediacy of the more spontaneous avowals of fault 
that can be found in the psalms (Hebrew liturgical hymns) and the Hebrew prophets. The 

 
8 Christian Berner, “Mythe et philosophie: de l'exégèse biblique à l'herméneutique philosophique,” in 
Mythe et philosophie: les traditions bibliques.” (Paris: PUF, 2002), 257-270. 
9 For an English translation, see Paul Ricoeur, The Symbolism of Evil, (Beacon Press: NY, 1967). 
10 Ricoeur, Symbolism of Evil,19. 
11 For Augustine’s theology, see Alasdair McGrath, Iustitia Dei: A History of the Christian Doctrine 
of Justification (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2020), 42-58. 
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Christian doctrine of original sin is Augustine’s theological rationalization of the “Adamic 
myth,” more commonly known as the “myth of the fall,” as found in the second and third 
chapters of Genesis. But even the Adamic myth is a derivative, secondary language of the 
confession of fault. Proceeding phenomenologically, Ricoeur argues that the reality of 
evil emerges most spontaneously in the symbolisms of defilement, followed by sin as a 
relatively more complex symbolization and finally the symbolism of guilt.12  

Although the phenomenology of evil admits to various levels of complexity, there 
is no confession of fault that completely escapes the mediation of language. The most 
archaic symbolizations of evil are already emerging into discourse as logos. Thus, the 
phenomenology of the symbolism of evil opens-up the possibility of a hermeneutics of 
evil. Therefore, Ricoeur can argue that myth is a species of symbol that arises in the 
interval between the spontaneous expressions of fault and speculative discourse about 
human fallibility. In mythos, the primordial symbols of evil are “thickened” by submitting 
to narration. By being narrated, the primordial symbols are located within the categories 
of space and time.13 

Ricoeur also notes that myth is an “embarrassment” to the Enlightenment thinkers 
for whom history and myth must be strictly separated. The modern attempt to separate 
mythos from logos, however, is yet another example of the Enlightenment’s failed quest 
for objectivity. Even still, Ricoeur’s phenomenology of the avowal of fault does not 
surrender to a nostalgia for a pre-modern naivete about mythos. Instead, he seeks to affirm 
a post-critical “second naivete” in which myth is allowed to speak once again after the 
work of criticism.14  

In order to let mythos speak again, Ricoeur must rule out certain approaches to 
myth. First, he argues that myth is not a form of allegory. If myth is a species of allegory, 
then its narration of primordial symbols of evil would be fully translatable into the 
propositional truths of speculative discourse. This would make myth into something 
disposable, “like a useless garment,” after being decoded into propositions. In the recital 
of myth, however, there is the disclosure of a “surplus of meaning” that cannot be fitted 
into propositional language with no remainder.15 Second, Ricoeur warns that myth must 
not be dismissed summarily as erroneous explanation or what he calls “false gnosis.” The 
critical consciousness of the Enlightenment rejects myth as a pre-scientific etiology and 
as false history. Myth, however, needs to be understood as a mediation, in narrative form, 

 
12 Ricoeur, Symbolism of Evil, 25-150. 
13 Ricoeur, Symbolism of Evil, 18. 
14 Ricoeur, Symbolism of Evil, 161. 
15 Paul Ricoeur, Interpretation Theory: Discourse and the Surplus of Meaning, (Fort Worth: Texas 
Christian University Press, 1976). 
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of the more primordial expressions of fault (defilement, sin, guilt).16  As a narrated 
symbol, myth makes ambiguously present a meaning that would otherwise be unavailable. 
The more primordial symbolisms of evil emerge as speech at the level of narration. Of 
course, narrative is a discourse bound by the finitude of time and space. This binding, 
however, is itself the circumstance which awakens us to a surplus of meaning which 
exceeds the narrative’s capacity for mediation. There is a plentitude of meaning present 
under the contingency of a finite sign. Thus, in keeping with Heidegger’s view of symbol, 
myths reveal and conceal truth. 
 
The Adamic Myth 
Ricoeur’s treatment of the Adamic myth (Gn. 2-3) is illustrative.17 After creating Adam 
and Eve, the first parents, God places them in the garden of Eden with the command, 
“You are free to eat from any of the trees of the garden except the tree of knowledge of 
good and evil. From that tree you shall not eat; when you eat from it you shall die (Gn. 
2:16-17). The serpent, the “most cunning of all the wild animals the Lord God had made,” 
temps the woman into eating this forbidden fruit. The dialogue between Eve and the 
serpent is carefully composed. The serpent asks, “Did God really say, ‘You shall not eat 
from any of the trees in the garden’?” The woman responds, “We may eat of the fruit of 
the trees in the garden; it is only about the fruit of the tree in the middle of the garden that 
God said, ‘You shall not eat it or even touch it, or else you will die.’” The serpent then 
says, “You certainly will not die! God knows well that when you eat of it your eyes will 
be opened and you will be like gods, who know good and evil.” After eating the fruit, “the 
eyes of both of them [the man and the woman] were opened, and they knew that they 
were naked; so they sewed fig leaves together and made loincloths for themselves.” When 
they hear God walking about in the garden “in the cool of the day,” the man and the 
woman hide. God calls out, “Where are you?” Adam answers, “I heard you in the garden; 
but I was afraid, because I was naked, so I hid.” God’s interrogation of Adam, Eve and 
the serpent and their punishments follows on this. The serpent will crawl on its belly for 
the rest of its days. The woman will endure childbirth in pain. The man will wrest food 
from the ground by the sweat of his brow. The first parents are then expelled from the 
garden, “to the east,” and God stations an angel (in Christian tradition, the Archangel 
Michael) with a fiery sword at the gate of the garden to insure that no one will ever enter 
Eden again. 

 
16 Paul Ricoeur, Symbolism of Evil, 161-170. 
17 Ricoeur, p. 235 ff. Ricoeur also provides extensive commentary on Gnostic myths, Greek tragedy 
and Mesopotamian myths. 
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I will make only a few brief comments on Ricoeur’s treatment of this myth.  
First, the literary form of this narrative is mythos, not an objective account of 

historical events that happened in years past. Reading the text as an historical account 
leads to a systematic distortion of the meaning. This includes those Christians who hold 
that the first and second chapters of Genesis (the two creation stories) are “scientific” 
accounts of the origins of the world. Renouncing the narrative as history is a necessary 
first step in letting the text begin to speak again as mythos. On the other hand, the Adamic 
myth is not “merely a myth” in the sense of a false etiology. The narrative supplies a 
disclosure of truth that cannot come into human speech in clear and unambiguous 
propositions without leaving a surplus of meaning. 

Second in Ricoeur’s reading, the Adamic myth is the most radical attempt to 
separate the origin of evil from the divine act of creation and the intention of the Creator. 
The root of evil is not found in creation (in contrast to various gnostic myths and 
Manicheism), nor in a wicked god or fate (in contrast to Greek tragedy). Evil comes from 
the defectability implicit in the embodied self-awareness of the human person as a nexus 
of finitude and freedom. As a result of their eating of the forbidden fruit in an exercise of 
their freedom, the man and the woman fall into a self-consciousness that they cannot 
abide: “the eyes of both of them were opened, and they knew that they were naked.” 
Neither is the serpent the zone of the emergence of evil into the world. Note that the 
serpent never lies to Eve. The serpent is correct in saying “you certainly will not die” if 
you should eat the forbidden fruit. In addition, eating the fruit does in fact make them 
“like gods, who know good and evil.” But the man and the woman are not gods – their 
eyes are now opened yet their finitude cannot be renounced. They are unable to bear this 
god-like knowledge. Guilt is the result of this newly arrived inability to abide as an 
embodied transcendence. The sign of this guilt is their awareness of their nakedness. The 
zone of evil’s emergence into the world is not the cosmos and not the serpent. Evil comes 
into the world in the inability of the man and the woman to endure their God-given 
creatureliness. 

Third, the Adamic myth arises at the boundary that separates the primordial 
symbols of evil and speculative discourse about evil. The symbolisms of defilement, sin 
and guilt come into language by being narrated as Adam and Eve’s hiding from God, their 
disobedience to divine command and the denial of their creatureliness. But the narrative 
mediates the primordial symbols in a way that allows for theological speculation about 
the possibility of defection implicit within finite freedom. Augustine, reflecting 
theologically on this text in the fifth century, will interpret the narrative as “the fall” 
(lapsis) into “original sin” (pecattum originale), although neither of these terms appears 
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in the Bible. These terms are part of a speculative theology that Augustine has generated 
from the narrative. 

Fourth, in the Adamic myth, narrative has a heuristic function. Looking from the 
level of myth downward to the more spontaneous avowals of fault, narrative can be seen 
as a way of exploring how the meaning of evil supplied by the primitive symbols are 
interrelated. For example, the narrative succeeds in linking sin (as disobedience to divine 
command) with guilt (nakedness). Looking upward, toward speculative language about 
evil, the narrative is a way of exploring how the interrelation of the primitive symbols, as 
narrated in the myth, supplies an impetus for philosophical and theological theory. For 
example, as remarked above, Ricoeur does not look on the serpent as the devil. Belief in 
Satan is a later development in Jewish thought. The serpent is a tempter or trickster, not 
an allegorical figure representing evil. More to the point, the serpent is a necessary 
element for advancing the plot so as to reveal the defectability implicit within the human 
person as a nexus of finitude and freedom. By means of narration, therefore, the myth 
shows that evil emerges as something subsequent to the creation of the world and 
subsequent to the creation of the first human beings. The origin of evil lies in the inability 
of the human person to bear the burden of freedom and finitude, but evil is not an essential 
element in the human person’s creatureliness. This truth is discovered by the heuristic 
function of the narrative and revealed in mythos as a form of narration. 
 
Augustine’s Theology of Original Sin 
Augustine’s theology of original sin provides a classic example of bringing the ambiguity 
and plentitude of mythos into speculative discourse as theology. Speculative reflection on 
the Adamic myth led Augustine not to a cosmology (as with the various systems of 
Gnosticism and Manicheism) or to a wicked god (as in Greek tragedy), but to an 
anthropology. The first man, Adam, has fallen away from his original innocence by means 
of a misuse of his God-given freedom. His soul, created to be opened-up to divine 
transcendence, has become turned-in on itself (incurvatus in se).18  Now, all human 
beings share in this fallen state. Adam was created to be a nexus of freedom and finitude. 
As such, fallibility is implicit within our creatureliness as created by God, although this 
fact does not make a fall into sin inevitable. Neither our finitude nor our freedom are evil 
in themselves. Assuredly, neither is the nexus of finitude and freedom evil in itself. The 
nexus of finitude and freedom constitutes our fallibility but does not imply the 

 
18 The phrase, properly speaking, can be attributed to Luther, but may have been coined by Augustine 
himself. See Matt Jenson, Gravity of Sin: Augustine, Luther and Barth on Homo Incurvatus in Se 
(London: T & T Clark, 2006).  
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inevitability of our defection. In his speculative reading of the Adamic myth, Augustine 
concludes that the human person has the freedom to reject his God-given creatureliness. 
The human person has been created a “living being” (ֶפש  nephesh), innocent of a ֶנ֫
consciousness of its own fallibility. And yet evil begins within us, not in God and not in 
the cosmos God has created. 

Ricoeur also argues that speculative discourse drawn from myth is in constant 
need of revision and renewal by being brought back to the plentitude of meaning supplied 
by the myth itself. Augustine, for example, assumed that Adam and Eve are figures from 
the historical past, not the illud tempus of the mythic past. He also taught that the “stain” 
of original sin is passed from generation to generation by sexual intercourse. But 
Augustine’s theology is subject to revision by means of a return to the Adamic myth out 
of which it first emerged. The fall need not be conceived as a matter of a temporal 
succession from innocence to guilt. To say that Adam’s disobedience constitutes an 
“original” sin need not indicate its temporal priority over other sins and its biological 
transmission. The fall of the man and the woman is not a distant historical event passed 
on to us generation after generation as argued in Augustine’s theological speculation. The 
mythological past arises spontaneously in the historical present. If “in Adam all have died,” 
as the Apostle Paul teaches (I Cor. 15:22), Adam’s defection is recapitulated within the 
finite freedom of every human person for whom, as Heidegger has said, “being in the 
world” (in-der-Welt-Sein) is always a “being unto death” (Sein-zum-Tode).19 
 
Part Three: Questions for Discussion 
These reflections are only a sketch of two issues pertinent to the question of myth and 
history in Christian thought: the renunciation of mythos demanded by the eschatological 
character of Christian faith and the retrieval of mythos by Paul Ricoeur. Even though they 
are only a sketch, they bring with them opportunities for further discussion among 
Christians, Buddhists and Muslims. I will raise a number of possibilities for further 
conversation. 

First, many Pure Land Buddhist intellectuals, although not all, are comfortable 
with the idea that the story of King Dharmakara in the Larger Pure Land Sutra [

 Daimuryoju-kyo] is mythos. 20  How much reflection there has been on this 
interpretation of the Larger Sutra in the Japanese language literature on the Sutra is 
unclear to me, but various questions can be posed. If the story of Dharmakara is mythos, 

 
19  Martin Heidegger, Being and Time, trans. John Macquarrie and Edward Robinson. (New York: 
Harper & Row, 1962), H255. 
20  Carl B. Becker, “Hermeneutics and Buddhist Myths: Bringing Paul Ricoeur to Mahayana 
Buddhism,” Soundings, Vol. 67 no. 3 (Fall, 1984), 325-335. 
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can we conclude that Shinran’s teachings about the Sutra are a speculative rationalization 
of the Dharmakara myth? If so, this would make Shinran’s teachings (roughly) analogous 
to Augustine’s rationalization of the Adamic myth as theology in his writings on original 
sin. And if this should be the case, how might Shinran’s speculative language be critiqued 
and/or renewed by a return to the “surplus of meaning” to be found in the Dharmakara 
narrative? Currently, I have the impression that the recognition of the Dharmakara 
narrative as myth sometimes functions as an excuse for ignoring the Sutra and fixating 
on Shinran’s theological speculation as normative.  

Second, our understanding of Shinran’s rationalization of the Dharmakara myth 
might be assisted by looking at contemporary Shin Buddhist discussions of Shinran in 
light of the work of Paul Ricoeur as outlined above. Rudolf Bultmann, a Christian 
theologian noteworthy for his call to demythologize biblical narrative, also might 
illuminate discussions among Shin Buddhists and Christians. The relationship between 
Ricoeur’s work on myth and Bultmann’s is, to say the least, complicated.21 I think it safe 
to say, in a preliminary way, that there are important differences distinguishing Bultmann 
from Ricoeur. Bultmann, for example, calls for the liberation of the kerygma (the basic 
message of the New Testament) from its prison in mythological language in order to 
render it intelligible to the modern world. Ricoeur, in contrast, argues for a “second 
naivete” though which we can return to the “surplus of meaning” in mythos as a way to 
replenish our speculative thinking. How does this difference separating Ricoeur from 
Bultmann illuminate contemporary Pure Land Buddhist interpretations of the 
Dharmakara myth in the Larger Pure Land Sutra? My hunch is that Pure Land scholars 
have demythologized the Larger Sutra with the aim of rendering its teaching in a more 
existential language, in keeping with Bultmann’s program for Christian Biblical 
hermeneutics. Have Pure Land scholars engaged the Sutra with a “second naivete”? How 
might this second naivete require a revision of contemporary interpretations of Shinran? 

Third, I have sketched the contrast between mythos (the “eternal return”) and 
history (eschatological hope) in Christian faith. I have also argued that the notion that the 
Christian world view is “historical” in contrast to the “mythological consciousness” of 
“primitive societies” is overly simplistic. Here let me go on to note that mythos figures 
prominently not only in Christian protology (creation and fall). Mythos figures 
prominently in Christian eschatology (the fulfillment of the Heilsgeschichte) as well. In 
Christian tradition, discourse on the origin of the world is mediated by mythos. Discourse 

 
21  This complexity is amplified by Ricoeur’s own publications on Bultmann. See for example 
Ricoeur’s “Preface” to Bultmann’s Jesus, mythologie et demythologisation (Paris: Ed. du Seuil, 1968). 
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on the ultimate destiny of creation is mediated by mythos as well. In the New Testament, 
for example, Christian eschatology presents itself in the mythopoetic language of 
apocalyptic discourses.22 The end of time will be inaugurated by the “second coming” of 
Jesus, understood as the “Son of Man” as promised in Jewish apocalyptic literature. This 
“second coming” will bring with it the “new and eternal Jerusalem.” Many of the themes 
found in the mythologized language of Christian eschatology are present mutatis 
mutandis in Islamic tradition. This correspondence can be seen most dramatically in the 
eschatological beliefs of Shiite Muslims, but can be seen in Sunni traditions as well. 

Fourth, the New Testament witness to the resurrection of Jesus is highly 
mythological. This point is closely related to the mythologization of Christian eschatology. 
There is now a broad consensus among Christian theologians and exegetes that the 
“Easter event” (the resurrection of Jesus) constitutes the irruption of the eschaton (the 
“last day,” the fulfillment of God’s plan) into the historical present.23 This being the case, 
the language of the New Testament about the Easter event must be recognized as 
mythopoetic language: Jesus has been “exulted,” “glorified” and “resurrected,” into a 
“new and eternal life” and in the process, Jesus has become a “new creation” like “the 
new and eternal Jerusalem” promised by the Hebrew prophets. In the resurrection of Jesus, 
the “fullness of time” is arising (my use of the present tense is deliberate) within historical 
time. This means that the resurrection of Jesus is not a simple, unambiguous, historical 
event that can be known objectively by all observers apart from what is called “Easter 
faith.” In effect, the resurrection of Jesus, while remaining an historical event, can be said 
to “happen to” the disciples of Jesus. The disciples who see the empty tomb are filled 
with fear and confusion. These same disciples proclaim that “Jesus is risen” only by being 
transformed by his appearance to them as crucified and risen. Therefore, “Easter faith” 
arises by means of a personal metanoia or conversion. The only language Christians have 
for this metanoia is mythopoesis. There may be an opportunity for discussion with Pure 
Land Buddhists in regard to this issue. For example, what is the relationship between 
shinjin , to the extent that it can be understood as a personal metanoia, and the myth 
of the Primal Vow and its “working” ( hataraki)? David Matsumoto, a Shin Buddhist 
theologian, has reflected on this issue. Professor Matsumoto quotes Keiji Nishitani to the 
effect that, 

Time is in its most fundament nature, religious. And this nature of time 
emerges as present only through man’s religious existence. In Shinran’s 

 
22 Inter alia, see the Apocalypse of St. John, Matthew 24, Mark 13 and II Thessalonians 2. Much of 
the New Testament apocrypha qualifies as highly mythologized apocalyptic literature as well. 
23 For a survey of this discussion, see Francis Schussler Fiorenza, Foundational Theology: Jesus and 
the Church, (NY: Crossroad, 1984). 
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religious experience, the historical time of his realization of shinjin is 
simultaneously the time of the working of the power of the Primal Vow.24 

These words could be modified only slightly to reflect Christian affirmations about the 
resurrection of Jesus and its intimate connection with the rise of “Easter faith” in the life 
of a Christian. 

Fifth, much of my reflections on myth and history in Christian tradition was 
written with the European Enlightenment’s critique of myth in mind. The Enlightenment 
looked on mythos as erroneous etiology. We should not be bound by this narrow 
understanding of myth for several reasons. For example, restricting myth to etiology is 
not helpful in understanding the mythopoetic quality of Christian and Muslim eschatology. 
This is especially the case with Shia Muslim belief in the eschatological hope for a madhi 
(redeemer) who will establish justice on earth.  In addition, restricting myth to non-
scientific etiology does not account very well for the mythic quality of the 
commemoration of historical events, such as the Jewish Passover or, in Christian tradition, 
the death and resurrection of Jesus on Easter. Moreover, myth is not merely “bad history.” 
Myths must include narratives of events that cannot, in principle, be verified historically. 
In this regard, our discussions might continue by reflecting of Paul Ricoeur’s subsequent 
work on narrative. 25  In Ricoeur’s argument, narrative constitutes a form of human 
discourse that includes both mythos and history (as both are understood by the European 
Enlightenment). 

I began this discussion by recognizing the complexities inherent in a discussion 
of myth and history in Christian tradition. In this essay, I have addressed only two issues. 
First, I looked at the contrast between mythos and the Christian eschatology of 
Heilsgeschichte and the seminal impact this has on Christian understandings of faith as 
existential hope in the historical fulfillment of the Divine Promise. Faith entails a 
renunciation of mythos. Second, I reflected on Paul Ricoeur’s retrieval of myth by means 
of his hermeneutics of sacred texts. My hope is that both of these issues carry with them 
possibilities for deepening the conversations among Christians, Buddhists and Muslims. 
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Abstract 
An inter-religious, theological conversation about wisdom and compassion should 

draw upon shared reflections on transcendence and immanence within each participant’s 
tradition. 

anluan’s 
two-fold dharma-body theory. 

The true Buddha and land manifest the activity of fundamental nondiscriminative 
wisdom and its compassionate unfolding as subsequently-attained wisdom. They are, 
moreover, nirvana, which transcends understanding or explication, and yet works 
immanently to bring all beings to enlightenment. 

In the arising of shinjin wisdom is experienced, not simply by the enlightened 
subject, but also by its object – the unenlightened sentient being. Wisdom arises when our 
false claims to independence and omnipotence are exposed and emptied within the 
Wisdom-Light, giving rise for the first time to the possibility of knowing ourselves and 
living genuine lives. Shin Buddhism thus offers a soteriology of transcendent immanence. 
Amida as Absolute Other exposes and embraces the finitude and particularity of each 
being as other; Amida as Other becomes Absolute within the other’s being exposed as 
finite and evil and thus embraced by the Other. 



  David MATSUMOTO  
  Wisdom and Compassion, Exposure and Embrace  Articles 1  

 

45 

Wisdom and Compassion, Exposure and Embrace: 
A Shin Buddhist Sense of Transcendent Immanence 
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Introduction - Transcendence and Immanence in Theological Reflection 
The question of transcendence and immanence in religious and philosophical thought has 
been addressed in academies, churches and assemblies for many centuries across a vast 
range of worldviews, scholarly considerations and religious concerns. Discourses have 
considered whether transcendence signifies an independent, ontological divinity above 
and beyond all existences, or indicates a reality that is beyond our conception, expression 
or explanation. They have considered whether the idea of immanence describes a divine 
essence that permeates the universe or depicts the working of the divine in this imperfect 
world.1 

It is not be my intention to offer here a thorough study of the question of 
transcendence and immanence. I simply suggest that any conversation about wisdom and 
compassion in Christian, Islamic and Buddhist traditions would benefit from shared 
reflections on the meaning and implications of transcendence and immanence within each 
participant’s own tradition. Allow me to suggest also that a deep-reaching and fruitful 
inter-religious conversation about wisdom and compassion might well be facilitated by a 
willingness to consider certain fundamental questions raised within the age-old discourses 
on transcendence and immanence. For instance, 

 
1. Must a transcendent (existence, reality, truth) by its very nature be beyond the 

realm of being(s)? 
2. Is the transcendent prior to the existence of being(s) or in response to the state of 

 
1 There is an abundance of helpful references on this topic. Among them are: Louis Dupr
e, “Transcendence and Immanence as Theological Categories,” 

, 31, 2012. Retrieved from: https://ejournals.bc.edu/index.php/
ctsa/article/view/2842; Chin-tai Kim, "Transcendence and Immanence." 

 55, no. 3, 1987, 537-49. Accessed February 28, 2021. http://www.
jstor.org/stable/1464069; David R. Loy, “Beyond Transcendence? A Buddhist Perspective on
 
-172. Retrieved from: http://www.davidloy.org/downloads/Loy_Beyond_Transcendence.pdf. 



2021.3 Journal of World Buddhist Cultures Vol. 4 

46 

that existence? 
3. Does transcendence know? feel? love? Can it be known? felt? loved?
4. Might we identify a middle ground (a Middle Way!) between monistic or dualistic

perceptions of immanence and transcendence? What might be the features and
implications of a nondualistic apprehension of finitude and the infinite, the
measurable and immeasurability, or conditioned existence and the unconditioned?

5. Can an Absolute Other expose and embrace the (relative, finite, particular) other?
Could it be that the Other becomes Absolute within the other’s experience of being
exposed as finite, imperfect, and evil and thus be embraced by the Other?

Transcendence and Immanence from a Buddhist Perspective 
Buddhism is the path of enlightenment—the path that enables an unenlightened being to 
attain Buddhahood. It is a path that originated in teachings attributed to the historical 
Gautama Buddha (463–
ancient India. It could be said that the starting point of the path lies in our own samsaric 
state of existence. Samsaric existence is characterized by endless repetitions of pain and 
suffering from birth to death to rebirth, which are driven by deluded passions and craving, 
and arise out of a fundamental attachment to the self. Stated in another way, lying at the 
bottom of our bondage to samsara is our distorted view of reality in which we see a world 
centered around (the desires of) our self and which apprehends a dichotomy between this 
self (the subject which sees) and the world (the object which is seen).2 Perhaps it might 
be more precise to say then that the Buddhist path begins with a sentient being’s encounter 
with one’s own finitude, limitations, fooli
path of teaching, practice and realization is the vehicle upon which one seeks to break 
through ignorance and craving and root out self-centered and dichotomous thinking. 

uddhist path is the bodhisattva, the person 
in search of enlightenment. The bodhisattva’s engagement of the path involves the 
awakening of mind aspiring for enlightenment ( ) for oneself and all other 
beings, aspirations that find expression in the bodhisattva’s vows. Upon declaring those 
vows, the bodhisattva undertakes over great innumerable kalpas of time the practice of 

, or nondiscriminative wisdom. The “goal” of the Buddhist path is 
Buddhahood, the realization of complete enlightenment. Also expressed as supreme 
nirvana, this reality is referred to as ultimate, for it represents the complete transcendence 
of our own finitude, limitations, foolishness and false consciousness. 

2   
International Center, 1989), 56-90. 
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The dynamic nature of the path of enlightenment is given further clarity with an 
examination of the Indian word, “ ,” which is a synonym for Buddha. 
represents a two-fold combination of ideas.  ( ) refers to supreme nirvana, true 
reality, suchness, and thusness.  ( ko) indicates “has gone,” the past-perfect tense 
of the verb “to go.”  ( ) is its opposite; hence, “has come.” In other words, 

 (  + ) as the “thus gone” ( ) means that Buddhas is “one who has 
gone to suchness.” At the same time, Buddha is  ( + ), the “thus come” 
( ) or the “one who has come from suchness.”  

In other words, the path of enlightenment is framed with this complex sense of 
directionality: (1) the bodhisattva encounters the finitude of one’s samsaric existence and, 
attaining nondiscriminative wisdom, ultimately “goes to suchness,” which completely 
transcends all aspects of one’s existence, and (2) the awakened one “comes from suchness” 
to work actively, compassionately, and immanently in samsaric existence for the sake of 
unenlightened beings. 

3 offers us many expressions intended to bring us to realize insight 
into the nature of the finite self and infinite Buddha. “Samsara is nirvana” is well-known, 
of course, but more relevant to our discussion here is the phrase, “Form is not different 
from emptiness; emptiness is not different from form. Form is itself emptiness; emptiness 
is itself form.”4 “Empty" signifies two aspects of a single reality. First, it refers to  
(non-dichotomous wisdom) or the cutting off of dichotomous thought ( ). This is 
the bodhisattva's contemplative practice of “not seeing.” Second, it indicates emptiness 
( ), or that is, the non-existence of all things discriminated by the ego-centered mind. 
Stated in another way, non-discriminative wisdom (not seeing) arises when dichotomous 
thinking ceases, and the subject (the seer) and object (the seen) become one. Thus, the 
bodhisattva is able to see all things just as they are, in their absolute particularity, and also 
in their non-difference from all other things (which are empty of all inherent self-nature).5 

-  (consciousness-only, or, subjectivity-only, also known as 
) thought of Maitreya, Asa ga and Vasubandhu (c. 4th C. CE) describes the 

practical implications of the idea that “form is emptiness.” In particular, Asa ga’s 
6  sets forth the  perspective that three kinds of 

3 , 56-90. 
4 A famous phrase from the -

, 63. 
5 Ibid. 
6 Asa ga,  ( . John P. Keenan, trans. (Ber

retrieved from: https://web.archive.org/web/20140821120318/http://www.bdk.or.jp/pdf/bdk/digital
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nondiscriminative wisdom are realized on the bodhisattva path.7 They are: 

1. Preparatory nondiscriminative wisdom (S. - , J. 
). Wisdom realized at the preparatory stages of practice in the mundane

world, where one hears the teaching, yet still makes it an object of discriminative
thought. In contrast to ordinary deluded thought, such wisdom deepens through
practice

2. Fundamental nondiscriminative wisdom (S. - , J. 
). All discriminative thinking is eradicated, and the

opposition of seer and seen is broken through. The bodhisattva “touches”
suchness and will hereafter never fall back into the bondage of samsara. Still,
however, residues of deluded passions remain to be eliminated through the
practice of .

3. Subsequently-attained nondiscriminative wisdom (S. -p - , J.
gotokuchi). The bodhisattva engages in discriminative thinking in order

mundane wisdom, in which the bodhisattva knows, based on fundamental
wisdom, that such discriminatory thinking is false and that both the subject and
objects of perception are non-existent.

ming 
toward fundamental wisdom), whereas the third type of wisdom takes place in the 
direction of descent from the dharma realm to this mundane realm where the bodhisattvas 
engage in salvific activity of teaching and guiding ignorant sentient beings.8 

Ued
wisdom corresponds to “subjectivity only with no object.” That is, the bodhisattva 
realizes wisdom in which all objects are seen as false and non-existent. Thus, the subject-
object dichotomy has been eradicated and both seer and seen are empty. And yet at the 
same time, since the bodhisattva’s mental activity (perception and cognition) sees that all 
objects are false and non-existent, that subjectivity, which perceives and discriminates 
between objects, must be said to exist provisionally. The objects (beings that are seen) of 
the bodhisattva’s mental activity are referred to as “subjectivity that has appeared as form.” 
This has two meanings: (1) the bodhisattva that practices and realizes  is 

dl/dBET_T1593_GreatVehicleSummary_2003.pdf. 
7 , Leslie 

-225.   
8 4-  
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able to know things by becoming them (the seer vanishes into identity with the seen), and 
(2) so the bodhisattva knows itself without falsely objectifying itself (subjectivity-only
without an object).9

There are two consequences to this discussion. The first is that non-dichotomous 
wisdom comes to manifest itself as form that accommodates itself to the capacities of 

compassionate activity. 
known as the three Buddha-body ( ) theory, which reveals that “Buddha” is a multi-
dimensional construct. The three bodies are: 

(1) “Dharma-body” ( - ) ( hosshin). True, formless reality itself,
suchness or dharma-nature. This is the fundamental dimension of enlightenment,
of reality perceived by (and identical with) non-discriminative wisdom, which
transcends all concepts of subject, object, space or time.

(2) “Enjoyment body” ( - ) ( ) The “fulfilled,” “recompensed,”
or “reward” Buddha-body. It arises as the result of the bodhisattva’s practice and
fulfillment of the bodhisattva vows. In a sense, this body is said to “enjoy” the
fulfillment of those vows and practices, thereby being adorned with special
features of the vows. The Buddha establishes a Buddha land in which to act to
help brings beings to realize nirvana.

formlessness. The Buddha embodies timeless and formless true reality, which also 
has a temporal beginning in the bodhisattva vows. It also exhibits form with a 
temporal sphere, although inconceivable by ignorant beings. Traditionally, it was 
held that this dimension of the Buddha can be seen by beings only through 
contemplative or other practices; and it is capable of influencing and helping only 
those who can realize a direct perception of it. 

(3) “Transformed body or bodies” ( - ) ( keshin) of the Buddha.
Sometimes called the “accommodated” or “provisional body” ( ), this is
the form taken by the Buddha when dwelling in samsaric existence within
historical time. As such it has a beginning and an end within the birth and death
of that historical figure. A temporary or impermanent existence, -k  at
the same time embodies timeless and formless true reality. True reality enters into
history as the body of transformation in a manner that is accommodated to the
capacities of ignorant beings so as to lead them to enlightenment.

9 , 72-75. 
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In other words, body of true reality or suchness ( - ) provisionally 
manifests form as recompensed body ( - ) and transformed body ( -

) within samsara in order to perceive unenlightened beings (which it knows to be 
empty and non-existent) and guide them (knowing them by becoming them) to 
enlightenment.   

A second consequence of  thought is that there is no true reality apart from 
falsity. Wisdom is absolute and always holds within itself the existence of false thinking. 

king is in reality non-existent, since the objects of such thinking do not 

subjectivity exists through not existing. It is both true and real, and at the same time it is 
empty, false and unreal.10  

This paradoxical structure of wisdom will ground the Shin Buddhist perspective on 
shinjin. As I will attempt to explain, what makes the Shin Buddhist view unique is the 
fact that wisdom is experienced, not from the perspective of the bodhisattva, the subject 
of perception, but from the perspective of the object of perception – the unenlightened 
sentient being.  

Wisdom and Compassion in Shin Buddhism 
Pure Land Buddhist Path 
Over two hundred and ten sutras make some mention of Buddha  
and/or the Buddha  and that Buddha’s land of utmost bliss ( ). Each of 
these Pure Land scriptures describes the sublime and ideal beauty of that land and of that 
Buddha and the bodhisattvas of that land. Among those scriptures, the three Pure Land 
sutras provide detailed descriptions of and focus on Amida Buddha and that Buddha’s 
land of utmost bliss.  

For instance, the describes the land in this way, 

Further, the halls, living quarters, palaces and storied pavilions, all adorned with 
the seven precious substances, appear miraculously of themselves. Covering them 
is a jewel-canopy composed of pearls, moon-radiant mani-jewels, and various 
other gems. Everywhere about the buildings, both inside and out, there are ponds 
for bathing ten yojanas, or twenty or thirty, up to one hundred thousand yojanas 
across. Each is of dimensions—in length, breadth, and depth—of perfect symmetry. 
They are brimming with pure and fragrant waters possessed of the eight excellent 

10 , 75-83. 
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qualities and have the taste of nectar.11

The  instructs practitioners to engage in a range of contemplations 
on Amida Buddha and his land. Among them is the ninth contemplation, which states in 
part, 

should realize that his body is as glorious as a thousand million kotis of nuggets of

thousand kotis of nayutas of yojanas multiplied by the number of the sands of the
Ganges. The white tuft of hair curling to the right between his eyebrows is five

oceans; their blue iri
kotis of universes, each containing a thousand million worlds….12 

Among the many descriptions of Amida’s land in the  are these, 

Sariputra, why is that land called ‘Utmost Bliss’? Because beings there suffer no 
pain but only enjoy pleasures of various kinds. Again, Sariputra, in the Land of 
Utmost Bliss there are seven rows of balustrades, seven rows of decorative nets, 
and seven rows of trees. They are all made of four kinds of jewels and extend over 
the whole land, and so it is called ‘Utmost Bliss.’ … 
  
Sariputra, the Buddha’s light shines boundlessly and without hindrance over all the 

Sariputra, the lives of the Buddha and the people of his land last for innumerable, 
unlimited and incalculable kalpas. It is for this reason that the Buddha is called 

13   

Amida’s Buddha-land, in other words, was conventionally considered to be an ideal 
place—in contrast to this world—for hearing the Buddha’s teaching and practicing the 

11 In Shinran, , Chapter on Transformed 
Buddha-bodies and Lands -ha. 

-9. 
12  
1994), 332-333. 
13 Inagaki,  353-355. 
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bodhisattva path of enlightenment. 

Shinran’s Reformulation of the Pure Land Path 
Shinran (1173-  of inconceivable 
light,” while the “true land” is the “land of immeasurable light.”  

Reverently contemplating the true Buddha and the true land, I find that the Buddha 
is the Tathagata of inconceivable light and the land also is the land of immeasurable 
light. Because they have arisen through the fulfillment of Vows of great 
compassion, they are called true fulfilled Buddha and land. There are relevant Vows 
that were made: the Vows of light and life.14  

Amida Buddha and the Buddha’s Pure Land are viewed respectively as 
inconceivable and immeasurable light, which is the form taken by (and symbolic of) 
wisdom and compassion. In addition, Shinran affirms that both Buddha and land are 

- , the fulfilled Buddha-body, for they have come about through, or 

through the perfection of bodhisattva practices. This Buddha’s enlightened activity has 
taken this form of inconceivable and immeasurable light (Amida Buddha and the Pure 
Land) because of the bodhisattva’s Twelfth and Thirteenth Vows. 

and land. In other words, Shinran does not adopt the classic Pure Land Buddhist approach 
that seemed to attribute physical features to Amida Buddha and that Buddha’s land. 

and the Pure Land to be an environmental expression of enlightenment. Rather, both are 
significant as inconceivable light and emerge as the dynamic compassionate activity of 
ultimate reality. 

The modifiers “inconceivable” and “immeasurable” indicate that both the true 
Buddha and land transcend all false, discriminative thinking. They represent the activity 
of fundamental nondiscriminative wisdom and its arising as subsequently-attained 
nondiscriminative wisdom. Immeasurable light points to spatial infinity—that which 
transcends all spatial conceptualizing. Immeasurable life, in contrast, represents temporal 
infinity—that which transcends all temporal conceptualization. The true Buddha and land 
transcend all dimensions of space and time and are thus inconceivable for they cannot be 
grasped by our conventional thought, which seeks to substantialize all existence within 

14 Shinran, , Chapter on the True Buddha and Land, 177. 
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the limits of our discriminative consciousness. 
And yet, although they comprise both immeasurable light and life, it is the light of 

that extol the twelve-fold light of the Buddha, a light that is boundless, unhindered, 
incomparable, blazing, pure, joyful, wisdom, uninterrupted, inconceivable, inexpressible 
and surpasses the sun and moon. The Buddha’s light, he says is exalted and supreme; it 
is boundlessly excellent.  

In order to arrive at this conclusion, Shinran offers a formulation unique within 

e clearly 
adopts another, somewhat related perspective on the dharma-body, which is found in the 

 by Tanluan (476-542). According to that theory, 
the dharma-body is two-fold.  

The following quotation of a passage from Tanluan is found in the Chapter on True 
Realization of Shinran’s . 

Concerning the phrase, Reflect on this, we should reflect that these three types of 
fulfilled adornments were originally accomplished by the adorning activity of the 
pure Vow-mind expressed as the Forty-eight Vows; hence, because the cause is 
pure, the fruition is also pure. It is not that there is no cause or that there is some 
other cause. 
It is because, stated in brief, they enter into the phrase “one-dharma.” 
The preceding seventeen phrases on the land’s adornments, eight phrases on the 
Tathagata’s adornments, and four phrases on the bodhisattvas’ adornments are 
“extensive.” That they enter into the phrase “one-dharma” is termed in brief. Why 
is it explained that extensive and brief interpenetrate? Because all Buddhas and 
bodhisattvas have dharma-bodies of two dimensions: dharma-body as suchness 
and dharma-body as compassionate means. Dharma-body as compassionate means 
arises from dharma-body as suchness, and dharma-body as suchness emerges out 
of dharma-body as compassionate means. Those two dimensions of dharma-body 
differ but are not separable; they are one but cannot be regarded as identical. Thus, 
extensive and brief interpenetrate, and together are termed “dharma.” If 
bodhisattvas do not realize that extensive and brief interpenetrate, they are 
incapable of self-benefit and benefiting others.15 

15 Shinran, , Chapter on True Realization, 165. 
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Tanluan’s  presents the notion of the two kinds of dharma-body 
(dharma- -body as suchness ( , literally 
“dharma-nature dharma-body”) and (2) dharma-body as compassionate means (

, literally “  dharma-body”). Traditional Shin Buddhist studies 
generally assert that this theory represents an explanation of Tanluan’s Buddha-body 
theory, and, accordingly, his perspective that Amida Buddha is the dharma-body as 
compassionate means. 

anluan does not refer to the kinds of 
Buddha-bodies, such -  or -  here. Surmising that this text may 
have preceded the full development of the  doctrine in Chinese Pure Land 
Buddhism, Mochizuki concludes that Tanluan’s introduction of the two-fold dharma-
body theory is not made in the context of the concept of the three Buddha-bodies.16 
Instead, he suggests, Tanluan draws upon texts such as the  and  

and formlessness.  
-fold dharma-body 

ives on the activity of ultimate reality (S. 
- , J. ) and more specifically, the meaning of 

entering into the phrase “one-dharma” ( ) that is presented in the 
. Ultimate reality is the sphere of the Buddha’

primary focus is to demonstrate the interpenetration or nonduality of the brief or 
condensed ( ) aspect of ultimate reality (dharma-nature of suchness, 

) and its extensive or manifested ( ) aspects (the 29 adorned dharmic-
virtues of the Buddha-realm – 17 of the Land, 8 of the Buddha, and 4 of the bodhisattvas). 

Because all Buddhas and bodhisattvas have dharma-bodies of two dimensions, the 
extensive and brief aspects of ultimate reality interpenetrate ( k ). 
The dharma-body as suchness and dharma-body as compassionate means arise mutually 
from each other; they differ but are not separable; they are one but not the same. Thus, 
the two dharma-bodies arise in simultaneous immediacy in a horizontal relationship and 
not through a step-by-step or vertical relationship.17 

Roger Corless suggests that Tanluan presents the two-fold dharma-body theory in 

16 -luan.” Leo M. 
Pruden, trans. Richard K. Payne, ed. . 
Third Series, no. 2 (Fall 2000): 164. 
17 -luan’s Theory of Two Kinds of Dharma-body as Found in Shinran’s Wago 
Writings,” . Third Series, no. 2 (Fall 
2000): 100-101. 
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order to propose a solution to the dilemma posed by two dualistic polarities: 
 

1. If the realm of liberation from suffering is the same as or continuous with the 
realm of suffering, then there is no true liberation from suffering. 

2. If the realm of liberation from suffering is different from this realm of suffering, 
then there is no way to get from here to there, and there is no liberation from 
suffering. 
 

sources include the  ( ) and  (
of , 378-413). Thus, maintains Corless, Tanluan declares that the realms of 
suffering and liberation are nondual; they are connected, while at the same time 
separate.18 

It is important to note that Shinran follows this line of thought in his 
, but not in his Japanese writings. That is evident by the fact that 

he quotes Tanluan’s passage on the two-fold dharma-bodies in the Chapter on True 
Realization and not in Chapter on the True Buddha and Land of his major text. 
In the Chapter on True Realization, Shinran states that true realization is both the 
wondrous state attained through Amida's perfect benefiting of others (  

i) and the ultimate fruition of supreme nirvana (
). That is, true realization is not simply a matter of one's own 

realization of wisdom; it is also the culmination of Amida Buddha's perfect directing of 
virtue (the mind of self-benefit and benefiting others). 

This implies, moreover, that true realization does not merely arise in a single 
direction.  The true Pure Land path comprehends a movement from samsara to nirvana 
and also a movement (a return) from nirvana to samsara. This two-fold directionalism is 

htened one has 
“gone to thusness” (  + , ) and “comes from thusness” (  + , 

). A Shin Buddhist sense of the bi-directional nature of enlightened activity can be 
seen in the two aspects of Amida Buddha’s directing of virtue (to beings): (1) the aspect 
of going to be born in the Pure Land (  ), which comprises true teaching, 
practice, , and realization, and (2) the aspect of returning from the Pure Land 
(  ). Shinran’s stance regarding true realization results from his radical 
re-interpretation of traditional notions pertaining to Amida Buddha and the Buddha’s 

 
18 Roger Corless, “The Enduring Significance of T’an-luan,” 

. Third Series, no. 2 (Fall 2000): 4-6. 
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Land of Bliss. Buddhahood and enlightenment give expression to a reality that is dynamic 
and active. True realization represents the nonduality of (1) the “necessary attainment of 
nirvana” (by beings) and (2) “great nirvana” itself. 

Further, one might say that Shinran presents a uniquely Shin Buddhist slant on the 
 bod ). 

In general, the bodhisattva’s aspiration for enlightenment has two inseparable aspects: (1) 
the wish to attain enlightenment for oneself (   self-benefit) and (2) the desire to 
save sentient beings (  benefiting- t, Amida’s directing of 
virtue to beings in both aspects of going to and returning from the Pure Land could be 
symbolic of two ways in which ordinary beings come to experience that true aspiration. 
That is, Amida Buddha is presented as the subject that directs virtue (the actor that 
transfers merit), and we sentient beings are positioned as the objects toward which virtue 
is directed (the recipients of such merit). In other words, we are being benefited by the 
Other in going forth to the Pure Land and we are receiving Amida’s benefiting of others 
in the return to the  world.19 
clearly states that being able to “return to this world” upon the attainment of birth and 
realization of supreme nirvana in the Pure Land is also a benefit that we receive – the 
state of benefiting and guiding others” (   ).  

Since Tanluan takes up Vasubandhu’s declaration that all of the pure adornments of 
the land, the Buddha and the bodhisattvas originated in the “Vow-mind,” Shinran finds 
that the adorned virtues of the land (which are manifested forms of enlightenment) are 
interpenetrated by formless, uncreated dharma-body. 
extensive and brief” (  k ) implies that (1) extensive phenomena 
arise out of the singular, pure Vow-mind, thereby manifesting that noumenal reality and 
(2) the unfolding of purity into the adornments of Amida Buddha and the Pure Land 
becomes the foundation for saving ignorant beings in samsara. Dharma-body as suchness 
and dharma-body as compassionate means are revealed to be in a complex, dynamic 
relationship in which the latter arises from the former, even as the former emerges as the 
latter. In Tanluan’s words, they differ but are not separable; they are one but are not 
identical.  

I would suggest that this interpenetration of dharma-bodies is also representative 
of the relationship between fundamental nondiscriminative wisdom and subsequently-
attained nondiscriminative wisdom as compassionate activity. This perspective is more 

 
19 A more detailed examination of Shinran’s perspective on Other’s benefiting and benefiting others 
can be seen in Jitsuen Kakehashi, “Shinran’s View of Other Power: On “the Profound Significance of 
Other’s Benefiting and Benefiting Others,” 

. Third Series, no. 2 (Fall 2000): 61-98. 
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evident in Shinran’s Japanese writings, in which there is a slight difference in the 
approach taken to the two-fold dharma-body theory by Shinran. In his text, Notes on 

, Shinran interprets Tanluan’s idea in this manner, 

Since it is with this heart and mind of all sentient beings that they entrust 
themselves to the Vow of the dharma-body as compassionate means, this shinjin is 
none other than Buddha-nature. This Buddha-nature is dharma-nature. Dharma-
nature is dharma-body. For this reason there are two kinds of dharma-body with 
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. 
     
established the Forty-eight great Vows that surpass conceptual understanding. 
Among these Vows are the Primal Vow of immeasurable light and the universal 
Vow of immeasurable life, and to the form manifesting these two Vows Bodhisattva 
Vasubandhu gave the title, “Tathagata of unhindered light filling the ten quarters.” 
This Tathagata has fulfilled the Vows, which are the cause of that Buddhahood, and 
thus is called “Tathagata of the fulfilled body.” This is none other than Amida 
Tathagata.20  

Dharma-body as suchness is true reality itself, perceived through non-
discriminative wisdom, within the absolute non-duality of subject and object, in which 
all existences are emptied of conceptualized substance or self-nature. Therefore, Shinran 
says, it “has neither color nor form; thus, the mind cannot grasp it nor words describe it.” 
As a result, it becomes active as subsequently- attained non-discriminative wisdom, 
taking form so that it might be grasped and described with words, and thereby guides 
ignorant beings to enlightenment. This form, says Shinran, is called “dharma-body as 
compassionate means” (literally, - )  

In effect, Shinran is carefully weaving through the interrelated nuances in the so-
called three-Buddha bodies and two-fold dharma-body theories, which can be found in 
the description of this dharma-body as compassionate means.  

“Fulfilled” means that the cause for enlightenment has been fulfilled. From the 

20 Shinran, ,’ Den -
ha.  
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fulfilled body innumerable personified and accommodated bodies are manifested, 
radiating the unhindered light of wisdom throughout the countless worlds. Thus 
appearing in the form of light called “Tathagata of unhindered light filling the ten 
quarters,” it is without color and without form; that is, it is identical with the dharma-
body as suchness, dispelling the darkness of ignorance and unobstructed by karmic 
evil. For this reason it is called “unhindered light.” “Unhindered” means that it is not 
obstructed by the karmic evil and blind passions of beings. Know, therefore, that 
Amida Buddha is light, and that light is the form taken by wisdom.21  

According to Shinran, the dharma-body as compassionate means clearly refers to 
- , for he calls it “  

more complex than simply that. In his view, Amida Buddha as fulfilled body or 
immeasurable light manifests “innumerable personified and accommodated bodies.” It 
would appear, that is, to embody -  as well. Furthermore, these personified 
bodies also radiate unhindered light. In one sense, this means that they are identical with 
dharma-body as suchness. In another sense, it means that they actively work to save 
beings, dispelling ignorance without any hindrance. 

This Japanese text thus presents the multi-faceted and dynamic notion of the true 
Buddha and land in Shinran’s thought. Amida Buddha and the Pure Land are not static 
entities. Instead, they are described as dharma-body as suchness giving rise to dharma-
body of compassionate means. Formlessness gives rise to form, which is the 

filling the ten quarters,” Amida Buddha remains identical with suchness even while it is 
active in the world of beings, dispelling the darkness of ignorance and unobstructed by 
karmic evil. The dharma-body as suchness is formless. Therefore, it fulfills its true nature 
by taking form as dharma-body as compassionate means.  

This compassionate reality, in which non-duality arises as duality, represents, as it 
were, a dichotomy of non-dichotomy. True Buddha sees ignorant beings as false and 
empty, and yet also sees them as non-different from self. Thus, it arises within samsara to 
awaken beings and take them into itself, thereby directing them to the attainment of 
Buddhahood. Shinran describes this “formlessness as form” in greater detail in another 
Japanese text, Notes on Once- - , 

True reality- -nature. 

21 Shinran, ,’ 461-2. 
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Dharma- nature is Tathagata. With the words, “treasure ocean,” the Buddha’s 
nondiscriminating, unobstructed, and nonexclusive guidance to all sentient beings 
is likened to the all-embracing ocean waters of the great ocean. 
   From this treasure ocean of oneness form was manifested, taking the name of 

cause, became Amida Buddha. For this reason Amida is the “Tathagata of fulfilled 
body.” Amida has been called “Buddha of unhindered light filling the ten quarters.” 
This Tathagata is also knows as - -butsu -Buddha of 
inconceivable light) and is the “dharma-body as compassionate means.” 
“Compassionate means” refers to manifesting form, revealing a name, and making 
itself known to sentient beings. It refers to Amida Buddha. This Tathagata is light. 
Light is none other than wisdom; wisdom is the form of light. Wisdom is, in 
addition, formless; hence this Tathagata is the Buddha of inconceivable light. This 
Tathagata fills the countless worlds in the ten quarters, and so is called “Buddha of 
boundless light.” Further, Bodhisattva Vasubandhu has given the name, “Tathagata 
of unhindered light filling the ten quarters.”22  

Wisdom-
( ) in order to make itself known to sentient beings mired in samsaric 
existence. At the same time, it is formless wisdom (suchness) arising unobstructed in the 
midst of darkness to awaken beings to itself. Because suchness manifests form and reveals 

freedom from birth-and-death. As an earlier version of the  states, “Among 
all beings and even insects that leap and worms that crawl, there is none that does not see 
Amida Buddha’s light.”23 In other words, for Shinran, the true Buddha and land represent 
light that cuts through all limitations. Moreover, it transforms all who see it. 

Among those in the realms of hell, beasts, hungry ghosts, or asuras, where they 
suffer pain and affliction, there is none who, upon seeing Amida Buddha’s light, 
does not gain respite and, although not acquiring remedy, obtain emancipation 

throughout the boundless, unlimited, countless lands of the Buddhas in the eight 
quarters, the zenith and the nadir. There is none among devas and human beings 

22 Shinran, Notes on Once- -
-ha. 

486-7 (emphasis added)
23 Cited by Shinran in , 180.
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who does not hear and know them. Of those who hear and know them, none fails 
to attain emancipation.24  

It is not insignificant that Shinran here cites an earlier version of the , 
for in it we see an early connection between the Buddha’s light and 

activity taken by non-discriminative wisdom or true reality as it compassionately works 
to bring ignorant beings to enlightenment. 

It is interesting to note that in the Chapter on the True Buddha and Land of his 
principal text Shinran never describes the nature of Amida Buddha and the Pure Land 
using traditional Pure Land terminology or symbols. Instead of positive, concrete 
expressions of the Buddha’s countenance, lotus pedestal, jeweled pavilions or the like, 
Shinran often employs negative expressions (“nonexistent” or “impermanent,” for 
example), which are grounded in notions of non-dichotomous emptiness.  

It is from the perspective of thought that Shinran states that the true 
Buddha and land are none other than emancipation, for they represent true, eternal, and 

 and emancipation with nothingness, here not 
signifying a void, but rather emptiness or the transcendence of all ego-centered, 

-arising, 
non-perishing, un-
eternity is use
karmic action; it is not an entity brought about by ever-changing connections between 
causes and conditions. Because of this, true Buddha and land are not “impermanent;” they 
are “eternal.” 

Shinran also states that the true Buddha and land possess the virtue of Buddha 
nature. They manifest the potential for Buddhahood, the fundamental reality of 
Buddhahood, and the process for its attainment. When sentient beings, who lack the 
wisdom eye, see wisdom through practice, therein the bodhisattva attains enlightenment. 

enlightenment. The following passage is a well-known. 

.   … 
    refers to the place where one overturns the delusion of 
ignorance and realizes the supreme enlightenment.  means “place”; know it 
as the place of attaining enlightenment. 

24 Cited by Shinran in , 180. 
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    has innumerable names. It is impossible to give them in details. I will 

happinenss, eternal bliss, true reality, dharma-body, dharma-nature, suchness, 
oneness, and Buddha-nature. Buddha-nature is none other than Tathagata. This 
Tathagata pervades the countless worlds; it fills the hearts and minds of the ocean 
of all beings. Thus, plants, trees, and land all attain Buddhahood.25  

According to Shinran, the true Buddha and land also have the virtue of bliss or 
pleasure. Instead of pleasure in the conventional sense, they possess the four aspects of 
true pleasure: eradication of pleasure (and pain), great quiescence, all-knowing-wisdom, 
and a body that is undecaying. The land is also possessed of the virtue of purity. Because 
it is great nirvana, it bears the four aspects of purity and severs twenty-five forms of 
existence. Shinran draws upon Tanluan’s , which states, 

Concerning “the fulfillment of the adornment of the virtue of purity,” the gatha 
states: 

Contemplating the features of that world, 
I see that it transcends the three realms. 

Why is this inconceivable? When foolish beings possessed of blind passions attain 
birth in the Pure Land, they are not bound by the karmic fetters of the three realms. 

be conceived?26  

The true Buddha and land are pure; their nature is that of the , or 
compassionate, salvific activity unfolding from wisdom. Because of this, it is said, 

 do not actually enter ultimate nirvana and are termed “bodhisattvas.” This is 
inconceivable to ignorant beings. In the same way, the paradoxical nature of Buddha-
nature cannot truly be grasped by beings. Buddha-nature transcends conventional 
concepts of time, such past-present-future, and yet, for beings mired in samsara, it is to 
be realized in the future. Although buddha nature is possessed by all sentient beings, it 
does not exist in the present in ignorant beings; it only exists in the future. Stated 
differently, those lacking the good roots or seeds of Buddhahood ( ) have no 
possibility of attaining enlightenment, and yet, since all beings have Buddha nature and 

25 Shinran,  460-1. 
26 Tanluan, , cited by Shinran in 

, Chapter on True Buddha and Land, 191. 
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lacking the seed of Buddhahood fall into hell.”27  
The Buddha teaches, from the perspective of wisdom-compassion, that all beings 

have Buddha nature, and yet “because it is covered over by blind passions,” sentient 
beings “cannot see it.” Even bodhisattvas of the highest stage only see Buddha nature “a 

—they can know the 's mind 
and know that they will attain enlightenment. 

Shinran concludes, 

Thus, we clearly know from the Tathagata’s true teaching and the commentaries of 
the masters that the Pure Land of peace is the true fulfilled land. Delusional and 
defiled sentient beings cannot, here, see [Buddha-
blind passions. The [  states, “I have taught that bodhisattvas of the 
tenth stage see a little of Buddha-
Buddha-land of happiness, we unfailingly disclose Buddha-nature. This is through 
the directing of virtue by the Power of the Primal Vow. Further, the [  
states, “Sentient beings will, in the future, possess a body of purity adorned with 
virtues and be able to see Buddha-nature.”28  

The significance of true Buddha and land, for Shinran, is that the person of 
is the “same as Maitreya” (a bodhisattva of the highest stage). As such, she can hear and 

— —and know that the Vow 
carries those who cannot attain Buddhahood to enlightenment. The salvific activity of 
Amida Buddha and the Pure Land arises from the great compassion of true enlightenment 
of equality. The true Buddha and land possess the inconceivable power of the fulfillment 
of virtues of self-benefit and benefiting-others. In Tanluan’s words, “The Vow gives rise 
to the power; the power fulfills the Vow.”29  

Reflections: Wisdom and Compassion, Exposure and Embrace: a Shin Buddhist 
Sense of Transcendent Immanence 
Amida Buddha and the Pure Land Are the Activity of Wisdom Unfolding as 
Compassion. 

27 The , cited by Shinran in , Chapter on True 
Buddha and Land, 186. 
28 Shinran, , Chapter on True Buddha and Land, 202. 
29 Tanluan, , cited by Shinran in  Chapter on 
True Buddha and Land, 194. 
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My understanding of Shinran’s insight is that Amida Buddha and the Pure Land are 
 of inconceivable 

light and the land also is the land of immeasurable light”30 his heart-felt realization that 
Amida Buddha is the activity of wisdom unfolding as compassion within this realm of 
samsara. I receive this sense even more so in his words, “Formless Buddha manifests 
form, revealing a name, and making itself known to sentient beings. It refers to Amida 
Buddha. This  is light. Light is none other than wisdom; wisdom is the form of 
light.”31 

Transcendence and immanence in Shin Buddhism 
—transcendent enlightenment, Buddha in all of its simultaneously 

multiple dimensions—is active. It reveals a name, making itself known to us—beings of 

perhaps searching for peace, happiness, or just the end of pain, gradually, step-by-step, 
-

as-  
The famous nembutsu follower, Asahara Saichi (1850-1932), expresses this 

realization in verse.  

Where is the ?  
The  is here.  
It fills Saichi's heart.  

 

 
 

It is Saichi.  

The oneness of being and Buddha. 

Oya's calling voice!  
The child's response.  

30 Shinran,  Chapter on True Buddha and Land, 177. 
31 Shinran, Notes on Once- - , 486. 
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Amida 
– the taking of a name to make itself known to those whom it knows cannot know on our
own. It is a calling, a calling voice. It calls us to dare to choose – to walk out onto the
single white path of the power of the Vow.

-Light. As Shinran says, 
This Tathagata is called the Buddha of light surpassing conceptual understanding 
and is the form of wisdom. Know that Amida pervades the lands countless as 
particles throughout the ten quarters.32  

The Pure Land, explains Shinran, is nirvana, which has many names. It is called dharma-
body, suchness, oneness, Buddha nature and , among other things. It is 
transcendent reality that is beyond understanding or explication, and yet (and because of 
that) it is immanent and ubiquitous, actively working to bring all beings to enlightenment. 

Buddha-nature is none other than Tathagata. This Tathagata pervades the countless 
worlds; it fills the hearts and minds of the ocean of all beings. Thus, plants, trees, 
and land all attain Buddhahood.33 

This transcendent realm is not silent; it echoes with the sound of enlightenment. I sense 
that Shinran might have drawn from the words from the , “The great sound 
of enlightenment / reverberates throughout the worlds of the ten directions!” when he 
wrote these hymns of praise, 

Pure winds blow in the jewel-trees, 
Producing the five tones of the scale. 
As those sounds are harmonious and spontaneous, 
Pay homage to Amida, the one imbued with purity.34 

32  Shinran, 
-ha. 

501. 
33 Shinran, ,  461. 
34 Shinran, -ha. 
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The delicate, wondrous sounds of jewel-trees in the jewel-forests 
Are a naturally pure and harmonious music, 
Unexcelled in subtlety and elegance, 
So take refuge in Amida, the music of purity. 
 sounds: the branches of the trees, the waters of the ponds, and the things that work 
and move - these all, without exception, produce the sound of dharma. 

: the softness of the sounds of the notes,  
cheng, and  35 

s that work and move 
- these all, without exception, produce the sound of dharma.”

Coda One. The Great Compassionate Heart of the Buddha. 
The Institute of Buddhist Studies has been operating at the Jodo Shinshu Center in 
Berkeley, California since 2006. Early on, Rev. Kodo Umezu (now the Bishop of the 
Buddhist Churches of America) and I were given the task of selecting a motto or Buddhist 
passage that could capture the spirit of the center’s educational programs. After some 
deliberation, we chose the words of the Chinese Pure Land Master, Shandao, “

 ( ), which we translated as “learning the great compassionate heart 
of the Buddha.”36  The motto never really gained much popularity and it was never 
official adopted. At the tenth anniversary celebration for the JSC, I decided to bring up 
Shandao’s words again, this time giving it an ungrammatical spin, “We are able to learn 

 the great compassionate heart of the Buddha,” in order to suggest the following 
notion.  

As we reflect upon the myriad of activity—the dreams, support, work, study and 
learning of the Buddha-dharma that goes on constantly, we become aware of the wisdom 
and compassion of all the Buddhas and bodhisattvas throughout time and space whose 
wish to guide all beings to enlightenment represent the living heart – the life blood – that 
sustains this ever-widening world of faith and practice that we call Buddhism. Might we 
acknowledge that that myriad of activity, support, maintenance and learning is an ongoing 
manifestation of great wisdom and compassion in this world? Would it be too much to 
suggest that all of that activity is in reality – and effect – Buddha activity, immeasurable 
light and life at work within our lives – here and now? Or that the Buddha-mind – that 

35 Shinran, , 39, 334. 
36 

. 
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activity of enlightenment – supports, grounds, enables our individual and communal lives 
of seeking to take the Buddha’s Vows as our own and practice compassion with a deep 
sense of interconnectedness and gratitude for all existences?  

Exposure and Embrace – a Shin Buddhist Sense of Transcendent Immanence 

that his reformulation of the Pure Land path of enlightenment was grounded upon his 

examine in particular the  underpinnings of Shinran’s Pure Land perspective on 
wisdom and compassion. 

We briefly discussed the bodhisattva’s practice and attainment of three aspects of 
nondiscriminative wisdom ( ) and how they correspond to the notion of 
“subjectivity only with no object.” The bodhisattva realizes wisdom in which all objects 
are seen as false and non-existent. The subject-object dichotomy is eradicated and both 
seer and seen are “empty.” And yet at the same time, the bodhisattva’s perception and 
cognition, while grounded in fundamental nondiscriminative wisdom, perceives and 
discriminates between beings and objects in samsaric existence. Those objects (beings 
that are seen) of the bodhisattva’s mental activity “subjectivity that has appeared as form.” 
It means: (1) the bodhisattva that practices and realizes  is able to know 
things by becoming them (the seer vanishes into identity with the seen), and (2) so the 
bodhisattva knows itself without falsely objectifying itself.  

Wisdom unfolding as compassion means that: (1) non-dichotomous wisdom comes 
to manifest itself as form that accommodates itself to the capacities of ignorant beings, in 
order to lead them to enlightenment, and (2) there is no true reality apart from falsity. 
Compassionate wisdom is absolute and always holds within itself the provisional 
existence of ignorance, delusion and false thinking. For this reason, according to Tanluan, 
formlessness gives rise to form, which is the manifestation of formlessness. This is the 
“dharma-body as suchness” giving rise to the “dharma-body as compassionate means.” 
Transcendent suchness, which surpasses our human finitude and understanding, fills our 
emptied hearts and those of all sentient beings. 

In Shinran’s words, 

“Compassionate means” refers to manifesting form, revealing a name, and making 
itself known to sentient beings. It refers to Amida Buddha. This Tathagata is light. 
Light is none other than wisdom; wisdom is the form of light. Wisdom is, in 
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addition, formless; hence this Tathagata is the Buddha of inconceivable light.”37 

Transcendent suchness manifests the form of light, which exposes our emptiness 
and falsity within its illumination, and reveals a name, making itself known to us as it 
comes to know us by becoming us. I interpret Shinran’s perspective in this way: Although 
Shinran inherits the perspective, topic and subject of this discursive narrative from 
Vasubandhu and Tanluan, he shifts the focus of the narrative from the subject, 
bodhisattva/practitioner, to the object, foolish beings (“us”) who, in the experience of 

, find ourselves exposed and embraced by wisdom arising as compassion. 
The experiences of exposure and embrace are referenced, I believe, in Shandao’s 

teaching of the two kinds of profound realization ( ), 

Deep mind is the deeply entrusting mind. There are two aspects. One is to believe 
deeply and decidedly that you are a foolish being of karmic evil caught in birth-
and-death, ever sinking and ever wandering in transmigration from innumerable 
kalpas in the past, with never a condition that would lead to emancipation. The 
second is to believe deeply and decidedly that Amida Buddha’s Forty-eight Vows 
grasp sentient beings, and that allowing yourself to be carried by the power of the 
Vow without any doubt or apprehension, you will attain birth.38 

Deep mind, for Shandao, this is a two-fold belief that (1) one is a foolish being of 
karmic evil forever caught in birth and death without any condition leading to 
emancipation, and (2) Amida's Forty-eight Vows grasp beings and carry beings without 
doubt or apprehension to birth in the Pure Land. Shinran considers deep mind to be the 
content of  itself. Its two aspects — the fundamental impossibility for one to attain 
nirvana and the absolute certainty of attainment through the Vow — form the content of 

-requisite for the other. Rather, they arise together, 
in a mutual inter-relationship.  

The realization of , says Shinran, is none other than the arising of wisdom. 

Know that since Amida’s Vow is wisdom, the emergence of the mind of entrusting 

37 Shinran, Notes on Once- - , 486-7 
38 Shandao, , cited by Shinran in 

 -ha. 
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oneself to it is the arising of wisdom.39  
 

This is a counter-intuitive sense of wisdom. It is wisdom that arises when we 
profoundly realize our finitude, falsity and emptiness. Even this sense of wisdom is 
beyond our capability, however. It is Buddha-wisdom that unfolds as compassion. Even 
as we seek to know ourselves and the Buddha – as we learn, read and hear the Buddha’s 
voice – we come to realize that the Buddha really knows us by becoming us, entering into 
our hearts as . 

We come to know the Buddha when we find ourselves illumined by the Wisdom-
Light. We are exposed by the light, emptied within the light. Our false claims to 
independence, agency, and omnipotence are exposed and emptied within the light. It is 
exactly in that emptying that there arises for the first time the possibility of being able to 
know ourselves and live genuine lives. We awaken to the reality of wisdom and 
compassion in all existences and find ourselves able to be participants in the activity of 
wisdom and compassion in our lives. 

 
Coda Two. Shinran and Transcendent Immanence 

 Buddhism. In 
particular, we were discussing this well-  
 

To study the buddha way is to study the self. To study the self is to forget the self. 
To forget the self is to be actualized by myriad things. When actualized by myriad 
things, your body and mind as well as the bodies and minds of others drop away. 

-trace continues endlessly.40 
 

My conversations with Daijaku Kinst are usually rambling, speculative and highly 
entertaining. We recogni
perspectives on practice, enlightenment and Buddha. But, to the extent that they were 
more-or-

 
39 Shinran, - anji-
ha.  
40 ” (Actualizing the Fundamental Point), in  ("Treasury of the
 True Dharma Eye"), translated by Robert Aitken and Kazuaki Tanahashi, and revised at the
 http://www.the
achings/GenjoKoan_Aitken.htm. 
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by their approaches to common religious concerns. On this particular occasion, we were 
discussing the passage above, and I offered this rather shallow (and provisional) 

Buddhist path be expressed, respectively, in the following way? 
-nature is revealed when the self, actualized by myriad things, 

of reality within this realm of duality. Perhaps this might also offer an insight on the idea 
of immanent transcendence. In other words, “That which is beyond the self is revealed 
within none other than the self itself.” 

In contrast, my sense on Shinran could be expressed in this way: Myriad things are 
actualized when the self is exposed by emptiness/Buddha-nature. This perspective might 
be focusing on the exposure of our dualistic apprehension of reality within compassionate 
activity that unfolds from nondual wisdom. In that sense, it could be thought of in the 

other than this very self is exposed by that which is beyond the self.” 

example: Imagine yourself sitting in a pitch-black room; no light has entered that room 
for eons of time. Suddenly, a curtain parts, allowing a single ray of light to pierce the 
darkness. We might ordinarily say that the light has entered the room and illuminated the 
darkness, and thus we see the light. But what does that mean? In actuality, we are not 
really seeing the rays of light themselves. What we are seeing is the light reflecting off of 
dust floating in the room. Isn’t this always the case for us, in our samsaric existence? We 

In contrast, might Shinran be teaching us this? “Because of the light, we can see 
the dust.” I would like to suggest that Shin Buddhism offers a focus on a soteriology of 
transcendent immanence. Formless Dharma-body as suchness gives rise to Dharma-body 
as compassionate means. It manifests the form of light, which exposes us in its wisdom-
illumination, and takes a name— —making itself known to us, enabling 
us to know ourselves and live authentic lives. 

Moreover, it also seems to me, that Shinran, the realist, might now ask an age-old 
 

ite in faculties, in 
form and moving, how express and admirable in action, how like an Angel in 
apprehension, how like a God! The beauty of the world! the paragon of animals – 
and yet to me, what is this quintessence of dust? Man delights not me – nor Woman 
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neither, though by your smiling you seem to say so.”41 
 

With these words from his monologue in Act Two, Scene 2 of Shakespeare’s play, 

believe themselves to possess and the base reality of the human heart and behavior. 

What does it mean to be a sentient being? Exposed within the illumination of Wisdom-
Light do we simply recognize ourselves as dust, albeit the fifth-level element within our 
base and evil world? Is that all there is to Shinran’s message to unenlightened beings? Or, 
might he be suggesting paradoxically transformative and empowering? Does Shinran 
perhaps reveal that Amida Buddha as Absolute Other exposes and embraces the finitude 
and particularity of each being as other, and in that way Amida as Other becomes Absolute 
within the other’s experience of being exposed as finite, imperfect, and evil and thus 
embraced by the Other? Perhaps within the activity of wisdom unfolding as compassion 
it is not just that we can see the light because of the dust or see the dust because of the 
light. Perhaps Shinran offers that we can see it in both ways.  

In this well-known passage in the postscript of , the individual sentient 
being Shinran cries out from the particularity of his own experience of shame and 
gratitude for the compassionate activity of Amida’s Vow-mind: 

 
When I consider deeply the Vow of Amida, which arose from five kalpas of 
profound thought, I realize that it was entirely for the sake of myself alone! Then 
how I am filled with gratitude for the Primal Vow, in which Amida resolved to save 
me, though I am burdened with such heavy karma.42  

 
The Buddha’s Vow mind is not true because we know it, but because it exposes us; it 
knows us and becomes us. It is not real because we seek and find it, but because it 
embraces us; it seeks and finds us just as we are. Emptied of our false claims to 

-esque terms) “embraced and 
never abandoned” by the Wisdom-Light, and are now able to live genuinely, as unique 
individuals within a universe of genuine, unique individuals. The Buddha’s Vow mind—

 
41  , (University of 

https://internetshakespeare.uv  
42 -
ha.  
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that activity of wisdom unfolding as compassion—exposes and empties us, and yet at the 
same time, it grounds and enables our individual and communal lives so that we may seek 
to take the Buddha’s Vows as our own and practice compassion with a deep sense of 
interconnectedness and gratitude for all existences.  
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Abstract  

Tsunashima Ry sen (1873–1907) realized that human beings are Sons of God 
through a variety of religious experiences that were not confined to any particular 
religious tradition. However, he deepened this awareness through prayers based on 
traditions of religions such as Christianity and Pure Land Buddhism, and he used thought 
derived from both religions to develop a specific discourse based on his awareness. This 
paper utilizes Paul Ricœur’s concept of testimony after examining the concepts of 
religious pluralism, multiple religious belonging, and religious subjectification to develop 
a framework for understanding Tsunashima’s religious attitudes. 

According to Ricœur, “testimony” comprises a witness’s self-designation that he or 
she was present at a given event. Testimony is not only objective evidence for the content 
of the testimony but also a call for faith in the testimony. Proof of the testimony is 
established by eliciting the trust of the person receiving the testimony. Additionally, the 
witness demands that those who do not believe their testimony listen to the testimonies 
of other witnesses. 

Tsunashima’s discourse on religious experience can be clearly understood by 
Ricœur’s theory of testimony. Tsunashima specifically narrated his own religious 
experiences to demonstrate that he was a witness to his religious experiences, and he 
propagated the truth of the “awareness of Sons of God” not only to help people understand 
but also to persuade them to believe in his truth. Furthermore, he invited those who did 
not believe him to read the discourses of Christ and Shinran, whom he believed spoke the 
same truth he did. 
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believing without belonging

9
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8 Catherine Cornille, “Multiple Religious Belonging”, in D. Cheetham, D. Pratt, D. Thomas (ed.), 
Understanding Interreligious Relations, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2013, pp. 324-340. 
9 

Ibid., p. 327  
10 Ibid., p. 326. 
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Abstract 
 traditions, amitra—a spiritual benefactor/friend, 

good companion—has been depicted as a crucial element which has the most decisive impact 
upon one’s religious practice. Although the concept of amitra is present in all Buddhist 
traditions, a significant difference can be observed in the way it is symbolized. The aim of 
this study is to analyze how the various features of amitra are revealed through the 
metaphors in the Ga -  
Theory. According to the cognitive linguistic view of metaphor, each of various metaphors 
partially structures a concept and jointly provides a coherent understanding of the concept as 
a whole. This paper investigates metaphors with amitra as the target domain from two 
angles: 1) it summarizes the source domains which are mapped to the amitra; and 2) 
examines the diversity of perspective takings, i.e. the prominent features in the source domain 
that get mapped onto the target domain. 

Through the analysis of the single target projected from multiple sources, this study 
demonstrates that specific features in a source domain which are mapped onto amitra 
are mainly activated by a verb or verbal phrase in sentences. As for this linguistic category, 
the mapping relationships between amitra and its multiple source domains in the 
Ga  

are grounded on a cognitive perspective that a 

traditions and provides the basis for various metaphorical conceptualizations. 



Jianrong SHI 
Metaphorical amitra” in the Ga a ha-s tra Articles 2  

97 

amitra” in the 

Ga a ha-s tra* 

Jianrong SHI 

Keywords: amitra, , etaphor, Ga , 
 

Introduction 
The aim of this study is to analyze how the various features of amitra are revealed 
through metaphors in the Ga -  (hereinafter referred to as Gv) within the 

ka amitra amitta, Ch.  ) —a spiritual benefactor, good 
companion— has been depicted as a crucial element which has the most decisive impact 
upon one’s religious practice. Although the concept of amitra is present in all 
Buddhist traditions, a significant difference can be observed in the way it is symbolized.1 
Visiting amitras and seeking after their teachings is the theme of Gv. As a result, 

importance of 
amitra on one’s spiritual path. In the course of search for the next spiritual counsel, 

the seeker, Sudhana (Ch.  ), several times contemplates manifold virtues of 
amitras, describing them by means of multiple metaphors. 
Similes (Skt. ) and metaphors (Skt. ) play an indispensable role in the 

Buddha expounds a viewpoint (Skt. ) by providing a simile (Skt. ), 
introducing it with the standard formula: “As to that, friend, I shall give you a simile, for 
some wise men understand the meaning of a statement by means of a simile.”2 Both 

* I would like to express my sincere gratitude to the reviewers for their comments which helped to

English of this paper and her valuable suggestions.
1 Har Dayal,  (London: Kegan Paul, Trench,

-sutra (London and New York: Routledge, 2009), 25.
2 x 

” Friedrich Grohmann,
— —— ,
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metaphors and similes are often used to make unfamiliar familiar, by taking a concrete 
concept (source domain) to describe an abstract concept (target domain).3 However, a 
conceptual domain can be presented from a number of different perspectives. When a 
subtle comparison reveals a hidden connection or resemblance, metaphor can make us 
reconsider a familiar concept or experience by disclosing some essential aspects of it. 

-
domain mappings.”  It is customary to represent such mapping relationships with the 
notation of A IS B.5 For example, a journey is a conventional metaphor for life, and in 

source domains can be illustrated in the following schema.6 
 

The source domain: JOURNEY The target domain: LIFE 

Traveler The agent, person leading a life 

Fellow-travelers Friends, partners 

The beginning of the journey Birth 

The end of the journey Death 

To reach destination To achieve a goal 

Crossroads Dilemma, the necessity of choice 

 Difficulties 

Ups and downs (on the road) Good and bad situation 

 

concept and jointly provide a coherent understanding of the concept as a whole, 7 this 
paper investigates metaphors with the amitra as the target domain from the two 
angles: 1) it summarizes multiple source domains which are mapped onto amitra; 
and 2) examines the diversity of perspective takings, i.e. the prominent features in the 

 
3 J. I. Saeed,  (London: Blackwell Publishers Ltd, 1997), 303. 
 Zoltán Kövecses,   

5  
6 T , 
accessed August 31, 2020, http://scodis.com/for-students/glossary/conceptual-metaphor/) and 
Kövecses ( , 116). 
7 Lakoff and Johnson,  (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 2003), 89. 
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source domain that get mapped.  
This approach reveals a divergence in how the concept of amitra is perceived 

and metaphorical structured in early Buddhist texts and Gv; and allows to explore some 
peculiar implications of the amitras’ metaphorical imagery in Gv. 

 
1. al a itta kal amitra Literature and Chinese amas 

Before we go into the subject, it would be helpful to have a brief overview of the 
amitta 

in Gv. According to the study of Steve Collins, the term amitta anon 
often stands for “someone who acts in more or less specific ways as a ‘helper on the 
Path.’”8 
divides the meanings of amitta into three levels: 1) a simple sense, “in which 

“Buddhicised” level, “in which such sentiments are set within the framework of Buddhist 
morality,” and 3) a specifically Buddhist sense, applied “to someone who helps another 
on the Buddhist Path.”9 amitta can 
be read as either a descriptive compound (Skt. ) or in a possessive format 
(Skt. ). When amitta is read as a descriptive compound, it refers to four 
types of helpers 1) the Buddha, 2) other famous monks as exemplars, 3) any monk or 

10 In the 
 morphological interpretation, Collins cites a verse of the  to 

demonstrate that amitta can be read in  sense meaning “one who has a 
good friend.”11 

Although Collins provides an elaborate analysis of amitta, examples of its 
metaphorical elaborations are lacking in his study. It is probable that the concept of 

amitta is rarely represented in a metaphorical way in the early canon. In fact, there 
are two examples which can only be found in the Chinese . Firstly, in the 

- (Ch. -  ) discourse 69,  
(Ch. -  ),12 the Buddha compares sublime precious objects that a 

 
8  XI (1987): 51. 
9 , 51-53. 
10 ., 63. 
11 . 
12 The discourse 69 only exists in the Chinese collections, translated by Gautama Sa ghadeva (Ch. 

the -  contains more discourses than the - A 
-  (Taipei: Dharma Drum Publishing Corporation, 2010), 7-

8. 
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king and his chief ministers possess to the factors which monks and nuns need for the 
purpose of abandoning evil and cultivating the good. There is one simile pertaining to 

amitra13 (Ch. ): 
 
(1) ! Just like a king and his chief ministers have bathing helpers, who 

way, monks and nuns shall consider amitras as bathing helpers. If 
amitras as bathing helpers, 

they are able to abandon evil and cultivate the good.  
 
Lakoff and Johnson point out that the metaphorical structuring of concepts is 

necessarily partial, i.e. there are a “used” part and an “unused” part in a metaphor.15 
Apparently, the source domain “having bathing helpers” is mapped to the advantages of 
having amitras; however, the simile does not to reflect the inferior status of bathing 
helpers in the court. In this case, a amitra is regarded as a spiritual assistant in 
Collins’s third sense: “someone who helps another on the Buddhist Path.” 

A different example occurs in the -
 (Ch. -  ),16 

about how to look on a *  (Ch.  , a bad friend) and a 
* amitra (Ch. ). The short answer for this is that “one shall look on a 
*  like the moon,”17 and the identical source domain “the moon” is applied to 
the target domain of * amitra as well. Next, the Buddha distinguishes a 
* amitra from a *  as the waxing moon, while a *  is like the 
moon in its waning phase.18 The metaphor is explicated as the following: 

 
(2) ! Just like the moon in its waxing phase: the sliver of the new moon is 

bright, and its illuminated area is increasing day by day. Then the entire moon 
is lit up on the fifteenth day of the lunar month. In the same way, a 

 
13 
not been attested by an original Indic manuscript. 

 Accentuation by the author. The original Chinese at T1.26.519 a 23-27:

 
15 Lakoff and Johnson, , 52. 
16 The same substances of this discourse can be found in three other Chinese parallels. See T2.99.25 
c 3- - -585 a 5. 
17 The original Chinese at T1.26.660 a 17:  
18 The metaphor of *  is explicated at T1.26.660 a 19-27. 
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* amitra accepts the Buddha’s teachings (Dharma and Vinaya) with a 

leans on attentiveness, practices in accordance with the Dharma. His faith, pure 
observance of the precepts, erudition, generosity and wisdom are growing. At 
some point, this * amitra achieves the completion of all good virtues, like 

* amitra like the moon.19 
 

we see its illuminated part 
“growing” into a full moon circle. Referring to the four types of “helpers” classified by 

amitra is an exemplar who 
demonstrates how to grow and complete all virtues along the Buddhist Path. Applying 
Lakoff and Johnson’s view to this case, the metaphor of “the moon’s waxing phase” refers 
to the 

20 This metaphor represents two aspects of 
the concept of Firstly, based on the metaphorical expressions of “increasing 
day by day” (progress) and “to achieve the completion” (goal), a amitra is 
conceptualized as a SUCCESSFUL TRAVERLER. Secondly, in respect of accumulation 
of virtues (content), a amitra 21  

Either in the case of “bathing helpers” or “the moon’s waxing phase,” each 
metaphor can be used to manifest a specific aspect of amitra. In the following 
section I shall classify the source domains for amitra in Gv. It is peculiar that in 
Gv 

amitra is never one of its target domains.22 

 
19 Accentuation by the author. The original Chinese at T1.26.660 b 1-8:

 
20 , ed. Andrew 

y (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 222; Lakoff and Johnson, 
 

21 Lakoff and Johnson propose that there is coherence between two aspects of a single concept. For 
ed to focus in detail on different aspects 

and Johnson,  , 91-92. 
22  There is an example which compares “the teaching of amitra” to “the full moon” 
(T10.279.351 b 10-11); in most cases, the simile of “the full moon” is taken to indicate the flawless, 

2, T10.279.95 c 19 or T10.279. 385 c 20-21).  
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have different goals and emphasize distinct factors of the spiritual life, the mapping 
relationships between amitra and its source domains shall reflect a change in the 
values of a “helper on the Path” in  

2. The Data and Category of kal amitra Metaphors
The data for this study mainly come from Thomas Cleary’s English translation of the
Avata saka- known as  Cleary’s translation is

 from the last chapter,
“Entering into the Realm of Reality,” used in our study suggest that the source text for
this part of Cleary’s translation is primarily P. L. Vaidya’s Sanskrit edition of Gv. The
same source-text reference is also indicated for “The Ten Stages” chapter of 

. 23  By comparing these three texts – 
Sanskrit edition, and Cleary’s translation – we can consider Cleary’s work as “a

rovide “the closest natural
-language message.”  

This is an important factor in the adoption of Cleary’s translation in this paper, which is

conceptual structures underlying the Chinese and Sanskrit.25  This feature of Cleary’s
translation is elucidated by examples in section 2.2 of the current study.

Additionally, in order to compensate for the lack of annotation in Cleary’s 

23 
Grounds Chapter” (Ch. -  ), he gives an overview of the three available versions, and 
remarks: “Regarding this ‘Ten Grounds Chapter’ itself, Thomas Cleary’s translation is represented as 

Avata saka Sutra. However, it is no 
such thing. His translation of Chapter 26 which he calls ‘The Ten Stages’ chapter appears to instead 
be a loose translation of the P. L. Vaidya Sanskrit edition of the .” See Bhikshu 
Dharmamitra,  (Seattle: Kalavinka 
Press, 2019), 22. 

 Derived from traditional dichotomies between “sense-for-sense” and “word-for-word” translating, 

ce-oriented” and “it 
is designed to reveal as much as possible of the form and content of the original message.” In contrast, 

reflect the meaning and intent of the source.” See Eugene Nida, “Principles of Correspondence,” in 

 
25 nda’s Chinese, he 
also consults the surviving Sanskrit edition for translating some Chinese technical terms. He mentions: 
“… it was for the most part possible to trace the antecedent Sanskrit terms and then choose somewhat 
more accurate English technical term translations than would have resulted from simply trying to 
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the parallels to Sanskrit  as well as its differences with -
.26 
 

2.1 Data 
amitra-related metaphors can be found in Gv. 

Among them are metaphors of amitras themselves, of their instructions, virtues, 
and the way of worshipping amitras. When we narrow our focus on the 

amitra metaphors with multiple source domains, there are some significant 
passages come into view. These are presented as follows. 

The first set of amitra metaphors occurs in Sudhana’s reflection prior to his 
encounter with a laywoman Asha (Skt. , Ch.  ): 

 
(3) Seeing spiritual benefactors as teachers of the elements of omniscience, 27 

seeing spiritual benefactors as eyes to see the sky of buddhahood.28 
 
The second set of metaphors we can find in the section where Sudhana expresses 

his admiration of amitras to a seer named Bhishmottaranirghosha (Skt. 
mottaranirgho a , Ch.  ): 

 
Looking upon spiritual benefactors as the door to omniscience because they 
guide one on the true path, looking upon omniscience as coming from the 
teaching of spiritual benefactors because they lead to the stage of all-

 
26 Due to the fact that there are considerable similarities between Vaidya’s Sanskrit edition of Gv and 

- , unlike “The Ten Stages” chapter  Cleary’s “Entering into the 
Realm of Reality” chapter still has a significant degree of 
Hereafter, the references will be provided in the following order: the position in Thomas Cleary, 

 (Boston & London: Shambhala 
Publication, Inc., 1993); in the Sanskrit P. L. Vaidya ed., Ga -  

 
27  According to our selected data, Cleary generally translates Sanskrit term  as 

-
u. (Vaidya, Ga -

  
28 Accentuation by the author. For the original texts, see Cleary, 

, 1208; Vaidya, -13. According to the 
Chinese text, there is one more metaphor which compares  to   “landing” (Skt. 
*
pools of enlightenment.” ( -
This metaphor can also be found in Buddhabhadra’s Chinese (T9.278.769 b 20-21).  
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knowledge, 29  looking upon omniscience as coming from the guidance of 
spiritual benefactors because they lead to the jewel land of the knowledge of 
the ten powers, 30  looking upon omniscience as illumined by the torch of 
spiritual benefactors because they produce the light of knowledge of the ten 
powers, 31  looking upon spiritual benefactors as the path to omniscience 
leading unbroken to the city of omniscience, 32  looking upon spiritual 
benefactors as lamps on the way to omniscience because they show the level 
and the uneven, looking upon spiritual benefactors as a bridge to omniscience 
because the peril of falling is eliminated,33 looking upon spiritual benefactors 
as parasols of omniscience because they produce coolness by the power of great 
love, looking upon spiritual benefactors as streams of omniscience because 
they give rise to great compassion,  looking upon the satisfaction of the vision 
of omniscience as coming from spiritual benefactors because they illumine the 
principle of the inherent nature of phenomena.35 

29  The preceding clause “looking upon omniscience as coming from the teaching of spiritual 
benefactors” corresponds to Sanskrit amitra- -   sa ; the 

it compound word - - . (See Vaidya, 
Ga -

-11) 
30  The phrase “coming from the guidance of spiritual benefactors” is interpreted from Sanskrit 

amitra-d sa-
Sanskrit - - - -  (Vaidya, 
“Spiritual benefactors are boats that tend toward omniscience, because they cause me to arrive at the 
jewel land of wisdom” ( -13). 
(Accentuation by the author.) It is worth noting the different representations of the source domain in 
the three texts. Despite the fact that it is written as d sa (usually meaning “demon” or “slave”) in the 
Vaidya Sanskrit edition, this does not fit the context. Cleary may consider it as a misreading of de a, 

 ), related to the 
Sanskrit word d a. 
31  
constructed differently from the other sentences, while the Chinese text maintains a coherent 
information structure. Due to the fact that amitra is not the target domain in these three lines, 
they are excluded from the following discussion. 
32 
ak u a- -pura- (Vaidya, ). The clause in 

a” (  
33  The clause “because the peril of falling is eliminated” corresponds to Sanskrit sarva- -

-  (Vaidya, ’s Chinese reads as “because they enable me to cross 
over perilous places” (  

  The clause “because they give rise to great compassion” corresponds to Sanskrit -
sa (Vaidya, as “because they cause me to fulfill the 
waters of great compassion” (  
35 Accentuation by the author. For the original texts, see Cleary, 

-1215; Vaidya, Ga - -21. 
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Thirdly

(Skt. , Ch.  ) and Shrimati (Skt. , Ch.  ), 
exhort him to approach spiritual benefactors with the following thoughts in mind: 

 
(5) Spiritual benefactors are mothers, giving birth to the family of buddhas; they 

are fathers, producing great benefit; they are nurses, protecting us from all evils; 
they are mentors, elucidating the learning of enlightening beings; they are 
guides,36 leading us into37 the path of transcendence; they are physicians,38 
relieving us of the maladies of afflictions; they are like , 
growing the herb of knowledge;39  they are heroic warriors, protecting   us 
from all perils; they are ferrymen, ferrying us across the torrents of the 
mundane whirl; they are helmsmen, delivering us to the treasure island of 
omniscience.  

 
Furthermore, Shrisambhava and Shrimati deliver an expanded lecture, made up of 

ten formulations, on how to contemplate amitras within an interrelated conceptual 
framework. Each formulation, which is using parallelism, contains four factors: 

their instructions and the practices.  

 
The position of the final metaphor, “looking upon the satisfaction of the vision of omniscience…,” in 
Sanskrit Gv is different from that in the Chinese texts. Cleary obviously follows the Sanskrit edition 

located before the source domain “streams.” (See T09.278.699 c 15-16 and T -20.) 
Since amitra is not the target domain in this line, this metaphor is excluded from the following 
discussion. 
36 The English term “guides” appears to be translated from the Sanskrit (Vaidya, Ga -

da’s Chinese reads as “expert guides” (Ch.   
37 The verbal phrase “leading us into” is interpreted from the Sanskrit avatara  (Vaidya, ). 

 , ). 
38 The English term “physicians” appears to be translated from the Sanskrit (Vaidya, ). 

  
39  - -

(Vaidya, )
-c 1). 

 o the Sanskrit a (Vaidya, 
Chinese reads as “exterminating” (Ch.  , ).  

 Accentuation by the author. For the original texts, see Cleary, 
 Vaidya, Ga - -c 3. 

- - (Vaidya, ). 
  

  In the Sanskrit Gv, these four elements are formed in the case of locative, i.e. , 
u, u and pratipatti See Vaidya, Ga - , 365-366. 
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formulation should suffice to illustrate the pattern of contemplating these four elements. 

(6) Think of yourself as crossing over to the other shore, and think of spiritual
benefactors as boatmen; think of their instructions as a ford, and think of their
practices as a boat. 

The metaphorical frame which summarizes the ten formulations is schematically 
represented in Table 1. 

Table 1. Concepts and metaphors of ten formulations  

Practitioner 
Spiritual 

benefactors 
Instructions Practices 

sick physicians medicines getting rid of 
disease 

a traveler guides the road going to the land 
of the destination 

one crossing 
over to the 
other shore 

boatmen a ford a boat 

a farmer water spirits a rain ripening of the 
crops 

a pauper the givers of wealth wealth getting rid of 
poverty  

an apprentice mentors arts accomplishments 
a fearless  
one 

heroic warriors attack 
enemies 

 Accentuation by the author. For the original texts, see Cleary, 
 Ga - -26. 

There is a mapping discrepancy: Cleary’s translation is corresponding to the mapping relationships 
given in the Sanskrit text; ) is mapped to the 
practices, while a boat (Ch. ) serves as instructions. 

 For a complete description in the original texts, see Cleary, - Ga -
, 365-366; T10.279 -  

  -
(Vaidya, Ga - , 366).  , 

 
 The English term “fearless” i  (Vaidya, )

reads as “fearful” (Ch.   
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a merchant ship captains treasure obtaining treasures 
a good son parents the family 

business 
perpetuation of the 
family business 

a prince the chief ministers 
of a spiritual king47 

the precepts of 
kingship 

putting on the 
turban of truth 
adorned with the 
crest of knowledge 
and overseeing the 
capital of the 
spiritual 
sovereign  

2.2 Category 
Examples (3)-(6) and Table 1 demonstrate how the concept of amitra is distinctly 
depicted by multiple source domains, in spite of the repetition of some source domains 
such as teacher/mentor, mother and father/parent, guide, physician, heroic warrior, or 

 of these concrete 
objects, the set of source domains mapping the single target domain amitra are 
listed in Table 2. 

Table 2. The set of source domains 
Semantic 
feature 

[± sentience] 
The source domains 

Sentient 
objects 

[+sentience] 

teacher/mentor ( ), eyes ( u), mother ( ), father 
(pit ), nurse ( ), guide ( ), physician ( ), the 
givers of wealth( a), heroic warrior ( ), ferrymen 
( ), helmsmen/ ship captains (kar ), boatmen 
( ), water spirits ( ), parents ( ), the 

 - -
- (Vaidya, ) k  , 

 
 The first English phrase “putting on the turban of truth adorned with the crest of knowledge” is 

- -maku a-ala - -pa a- - ; the next phrase 
“overseeing the capital of the spiritual sovereign” is translated from Sanskrit - -

(See Vaidya, ). 
wearing the Royal garments, binding up the Royal turban, and sitting in the Royal palace” (

-11). 
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chief ministers of a spiritual king ( ) 

Insentient 
objects 

[-sentience] 

door ( ), path ( ), lamp ( ), bridge ( ), 
parasol ( ), stream ( ), the Himalaya 
( ) 

Among of these sentient objects, there are two terms worth our attention: “the 
givers of wealth” (Skt. a) and “water spirits” (Skt. ). The Sanskrit 
word a stands for “a guardian of the north and lord of yak as,”   which is 

  
definition in  a is associated with wealth in 
Hinduism.50 There is another case that depicts the target domain  by means of 
a similar metaphorical expression: “It [ the god of wealth, because it 
puts an end to all poverty.”51 Considering the Hindu sense of “the god of wealth” and the 
given instances in which a performs as an agent who gives wealth to paupers, 
Cleary’s translation here, “the givers of wealth” evidently manifests the specified aspect 
of the metaphor.  

Literally, the  means “serpent (Skt. )-king (Skt. ),” which 
is often rendered as  (“dragon king”) in Chinese. 52  The English 
counterpart “water spirits” apparently doesn’t correspond to the literal sense of 

. However, when we examine the occurrences of , “water spirits” 
seems a well-grounded English translation. Some examples from the Avata saka which 
take  as a source domain are given below: 

(7)  bodies, 53 they fill all lands,
Emanating pure light to remove the darkness of the world.

 Franklin Edgerton,  (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1953), 
513. 
50 David A. Leeming,  (New York: , 2001), 
183. 
51 Accentuation by the author. For the original text, see Cleary, 

Gv is another rich 
rs for 

. 
52 The three Chinese parallels all have  as the corresponding term.  
53 
can…” (Cleary, 
agent of the action “mutiplying their bodies” is “the enlightening beings” (bodhisattvas). In this case, 
“dragon kings” serves as a source domain to map the target domain bodhisattvas. 
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Like dragon kings producing great clouds, 
They shower wonderful rains, filling and refreshing all.  

(8) They are in the position of preachers of the Teaching,
Like lions, like bulls, like majestic mountains;
They shower the sweet rain of the elixir of immortality,
Just as the water spirits fill the sea.55

(9) It [ the chief water spirit,
causing the clouds of the Teaching to shower.56

In the Avata saka, the , or , refers to a spirit who is capable 
of producing great clouds and bringing the rain. Cleary captures this feature by 

“dragon king.”  
In sum, the English expressions of “water spirits” and “the givers of wealth” are 

both translated under a particular perspective, and the trigger of what a perspective is 
taken may be mainly attributable to the understanding of the context. In the same manner, 
we regard the contextual meaning conveyed by sentences as an important factor for 
comprehending what aspects of the source domain that get mapped. Based on the data 
investigated, the mapping relationships between amitra and its multiple source 
domains in Gv can be characterized by t

the various metaphors via additional information revealed by the context. 

3. Conceptual Metaphors and Their Linguistic Expressions
It is evident that there can be different correspondences between the source and target
domains.57 As examples (3)-(6) illustrate, the target domain amitra have several
domains as its source, while examples (7)-(9) show that a source domain 

 Accentuation by the author. For the original texts, see Cleary, 
T10.279.93 a 23- . 

55 Accentuation by the author. For the original texts, see Cleary,  
-15. 

56 Accentuation by the author. For the original texts, see Cleary, Ga -
-

Sanskrit - inese reads as “the rain of sublime teachings” (
). 

57 Kövecses claims: “The relationship of the source and the target is such that a source domain may 
apply to several targets and a target may attach to several sources.” See Kövecses, 
a  120. 
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may apply to different targets,58 such as bodhisattvas, preachers, and bodhicitta. In the 

metaphors. 59  Th
domain; on the other hand, individual source domains are only meant to highlight certain 

of the source domain have participated? Su suggests that there are correlations between 
the proposition-schemas and their linguistic manifestations, such as noun, adjective or 
verb.60 In our case, we take the verbs (or verbal phrases) as a criterion for characterizing 
conceptual metaphors. 

As above-
“Looking up spiritual benefactors as ” and a clause of reason “because they ” Example 
(5) structures information with a main clause “spiritual benefactors are ” and an

” While an antecedent in the main clause points out the
subject matter (i.e. what the source domain is), the clause at the end of sentence provides

 possesses and
what it can do. As a result of this, the information given by the adjective/adverbial clause
seems to be as important as the main clause/phrase. Su proposes that the linguistic
categories of noun, adjective, and verb point to three aspects in the source domain: the

61 When we examine the verbs or verbal phrases
used in our data, this linguistic category indicates how the particular function/aspect of
source domain can benefit spiritual practitioners. These are presented forthwith.

3.1 AMITRA IS A GUIDE 
indicates that Gv provides a way for thinking of the positive portrayal of 

buddhahood in terms of a  or  rather than an abstract and intangible state of 
consciousness.62  Under such conceptualizing circumstances, for one who has set his 
mind on attainment of the Supreme Perfect Enlightenment ( ),63 
finding a guide is a necessary first step in the bodhisattva’s career.  Strictly speaking, a 

58 Kövecses calls the former case “the range of the target,” and the latter “the scope of the source.” 
., 121. 

59 Lakoff and Jonson, , 10; Kövecses,   
60 Lily I- rs Tell Us About Culture?”,  3, no. 3 
(2002): 602. 
61 ., 603. 
62   
(London: Routledge Curzon, 2002), 120. 
63 This is synonymous with attainment of omniscience ( ). 
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guide cannot take people to a place where he has not been himself, thus only buddhas are 
well- the emphatic 

amitras in Gv of the 
bodhisattva’s path ( ) and the bodhisattva’s conduct ( ). 

amitras is signified by the following verbs or verbal phrases. 

Table 3. Verbal expressions of GUIDES 
The source domain Verbs/Verbal phrases 

eyes  

lamps show… 
mentors/teachers elucidating… 
the door guide… 
the path leading to… 
guides leading into… 
helmsmen/ship captains delivering to… 

The metaphorical conceptualization of “eyes” and “lamps” is closely related to our 
visual sense. Sweetser claims that verbs related to vision often develop abstract senses of 
mental activity, and this development is based on the strong connection between the 
physical nature of sight and knowledge. 65  Following this viewpoint, the mapping 
features of eyes and lamps indicate that amitras illuminate the teachings of 
buddhas and cause practitioners to see/understand them clearly. As for the verbal 
expression “elucidating,” the metaphor of mentors/teachers indicates the same function. 

The verbal expressions used in the metaphors of the door, the path, and guides not 
only signify that amitras as beings who have gained significant attainments on the 
spiritual path, but also imply that amitras go ahead of a spiritual practitioner to 
lead on the way. In addition, the source domain “helmsmen/ship captains” is related to 
the proposition-
“delivering us to the treasure island of omniscience” highlights that amitras are in 
a responsible position, and they are capable of sailing passengers to the destination.  

The way of thinking “buddhahood is a place” structures the imagery of the goal of 

spiritual friends is the beginning, the logical course, for the accomplishment of omniscience.” See 
Cleary, , 1178. 
65 Eve Sweetser, 

 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1990), 33. 
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the spiritual life. When practitioners take their route to this aim, they may get lost or stray 
away from the right path. Here, amitras are conceptualized as experienced guides 
that lead practitioners to approach the goal via elucidating the means to access the 
enlightening liberation they master.  

3.2 AMITRA IS A PROTECTOR 
In the proposition- rymen” apparently 
shares the same properties as “helmsmen/ ship captains,” but the post-head attributive 
clause in example (5), “ferrying us across the torrents of the mundane whirl,” manifests 
that the metaphor of ferrymen is tied closely with the proposition-
THE SEA. Because THE SEA is full of terrors and hazards, the main feature of ferrymen 

 
that of 

ferrymen. Although the informational structure of metaphors varies, in particular, there 
are no adjective/adverbial clauses, the verbal phrases can be inferred from other 
components of the sentence or vivid imagery of the nouns. Here, a practitioner should see 
himself as one who is aiming for “crossing over to the other shore,” so the main feature 
in the source domain “boatmen” that get mapped maybe the function of “delivering 
passenger (from the sea) to the shore.”  

As specified by the descriptive information in the above examples, the source 
domains “a bridge,” “the chief ministers,” “nurses,” and “heroic warriors” serve some 

amitras play a protective role “guarding practitioners from all perils” as well as 
“preventing them from all evils.” 

Table 4. Linguistic expressions of PROTECTORS 
The source domain Linguistic expressions 

ferrymen ferrying across the torrents 
boatmen  
a bridge the peril of falling is eliminated 
the chief ministers 66 
nurses protecting from all evils 
physicians relieving/getting rid of disease 

66 This is deduced from the mapping relation between the target domain “instruction” and the source 
domain “the precepts of kingship.” The chief ministers can take the precepts to advise the prince 
against wrong actions. 
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heroic warriors protecting from all perils 

amitras and the circumstances a spiritual practitioner finds himself in. Additionally, 
the preposition “from,” indicated by the Sanskrit declension ending “- ”67 not only 
manifests a starting point at which the action takes place, but also points to the state that 
a practitioner has being in or may fall into.68 For example, the metaphorical expressions 
“the torrents” and “disease,” which can be classified as the dangers of the sea or a voyage, 

in bodhisattva’s path and to 
bodhisattva’s conduct. Take another example from the case where amitra serves as 
a source domain to map the target domain . 

(10) It [
whirl.69

When  is conceptualized as amitra, as in example (10), the 
prominent mapping feature of amitra is the capability to liberate spiritual 
prac
practitioner is undergoing many difficulties along the bodhisattva’s route, and multiple 
source domains emphasize the safeguarding or protective aspect of a amitra. 

3.3 AMITRA IS A GENERATOR 

( amitras) are true mothers, fathers and nurses.”70 However, when we look into 
their verbal phrases, i.e. “giving birth,” “producing,” or “protecting” provided by 
adjective or adverbial clauses, they suggest that only the source domain “nurses” points 
to a protector. As Table 5 presents, the mapping features of this set of source domains are 
distinguished by their creation verbs.  

67 Vaidya, Ga - , 365. 
68 Various states are often conceptualized as containers. This ontological metaphor is reflected by 
common English expressions such as: “He  a depression” or “We’re  trouble now.” See 
Lakoff and Johnson, , 30-32. 
69 Accentuation by the author. For the original texts, see Cleary, 

-8. 
70 -sutra, 27. 
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Table 5. Linguistic expressions of GENERATORS 
The source domain Linguistic expressions 

mothers giving birth to the family of buddhas 
fathers producing great benefit 
parents  

 growing the herb 
water spirits  
the givers of wealth  
streams of omniscience give rise to great compassion 
parasol produce coolness 

The source domains “parasol” and “streams” are of particular interest, since these 
metaphors highlight “great love” and “great compassion” of We put the 
metaphor of parasol into this category on the basis of its verb “to produce;” also a parasol 
(Skt. ) may play a protective role, for the reason that “shelter”71 is one of its aspect. 
And the noun “coolness” indicates that amitras relief spiritual practitioners from 

indicated by the Chinese   (“feverish”). In brief, this group of metaphors 
reflects that amitras are not only competent but also willing to provide abundant 
spiritual means to practitioners. 

Conclusion 
It has been mentioned by Dayal that a amitra is necessary, useful and valuable for 
a bodhisattva’s career at all time. 72  Dayal’s statement is grounded on a cognitive 

in all Buddhist traditions and provides the basis for numerous metaphorical mappings. In 
such basic schema, a amitra is commonly conceptualized as a GUIDE. There are 
different types of guides corresponding to a variety of journeys, such as a sea voyage or 
a desert trip, ; moreover, the movement from an initial state to a final state is often 
depicted as a treacherous course. The Gv placing the practitioner in various circumstances 
reveals various ways of perceiving amitras and how they can protect, inspire and 
take care of spiritual needs of a practitioner. 

In the current paper, we demonstrate that the context provides important 

71 -Williams, -   
72 Dayal, , 63. 

spo
r, t
e

e  
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information for understanding what the prominent features in the source domain that get 
mapped. The simile of “bathing helpers” in the - depicts amitras 
as experts, skillful in helping to “abandon evil and cultivate the good.” The simile is 
anal

Gv. However, the service bathing helpers provide to a king and his chief 
ministers is not as vital as what guides, ferrymen, or physicians can offer. Another 
metaphor in the a-  which compares a amitra to “the moon’s 
waxing phase” brings in focus virtues that a amitra grows and completes along the 
Buddhist Path. Even though there is the same verbal phrase “growing” in the metaphorical 

 the descriptive information in Gv puts an emphasis on the 
benefits amitras  possess. 

Taking into account the various features of amitras, undoubtedly only 
points out that in Gv “most of the references mention 

singular.73 Gv’s guidance is to 
accumulate “many good friends”.   The numerous amitras personify endless 
variety of bodhisattva practices and attainments. Furthermore, the metaphors discussed 
in the paper highlight manifold aspects of auspicious mentalities with which a bodhisattva 
should approach a spiritual benefactor. From this perspective, it seems wise to imitate 
what Sudhana performs: he attends different amitras with purified devotional 
attitude, rather than seeks for one perfect amitra. 
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Abstract 
In the early twentieth century, the Ajanta caves became an essential destination not only 

for Japanese artists interested in their wall paintings, but also for Buddhist priest-scholars and 
intellectuals who often joined them. The collaboration of these two groups of travelers-
pilgrims resulted in efforts to preserve and spread the knowledge of the murals, which also 
became a source of inspiration for the production of new art at both secular and sacred places. 
This article analyzes examples of Japanese artistic-religious co-travelling at Ajanta and links 

significance of the role that studies of ancient India played in developing modern scholarly 
approaches to Buddhism. Specifically, it illustrates the expedition to Ajanta led by priest-

painter Inoue Toshimasa. In addition, it presents two cases of echoes of Ajanta in visual 
culture: t nihonga 

 
importance of including visual culture in the study of modern Japanese Buddhism and 
transnational Buddhist modernism. In addition, the article argues that a combination of 
Indology with the art of the Ajanta murals expanded Japanese Buddhist priest-scholars and 
intellectuals’ knowledge of India, providing them with a rich cultural repertoire for defining 
forms of transnational identity and collaboration based on the idea of a shared Buddhist 
heritage. However, the article also questions an idealistic approach to this transnational 
aesthetics by revealing how the context of the artistic production did not include only 
cosmopolitan encounters, but also the experiences of colonialism, migration, and 
displacement.  



Paride STORTINI 
Reimagining Ancient India in Modern Japan Articles 2  

119 

Reimagining Ancient India in Modern Japan 
Interactions between Buddhist Priests, Scholars, and Artists at Ajanta* 

Paride STORTINI 

Keywords: 
o  

In a 1970s picture-  
(1912–1999) tells the life of Shakyamuni using illustrations modelled on the mural 

 (1885–
1973), at the Mulagandhakuti Vihara in Sarnath, India. In an explanation meant for the 

significance of such images, as they represent the contribution of Japanese art in 
spreading the knowledge of the ‘spirit of Shakyamuni’ to the vast audience of visitors 
who travel to the holy city of Varanasi and nearby Sarnath to learn about Indian culture.1 

aspect of the history of modern Japanese Buddhism which only recently has started to 
receive scholarly attention: the role of the circulation of images along transnational 
net

modernity for Japanese Buddhists: the reconception of their place in an expanded 
worldview. While earlier research has focused on interactions between Japanese 

2  recent 
research has pointed to the role that travel and intellectual networks in South Asian 

*This article was realized thanks to sources found during my stay as a guest at the Research Center
for World Buddhist Cultures of Ryukoku University. I am particularly indebted to Dake Mitsuya for
his advice while I stayed at the center, and to Fukuyama Yasuko, Micah Auerback, and Thomas

reviewers.
1 , Oshakasama  (Tokyo: Tamagawa Daigaku Shuppanbu,
1975), 155.
2 For earlier research, see James E. Ketelaar, Of Heretics and Martyrs in Meiji Japan: Buddhism and
its Persecution Presenting
Japanese Buddhism to the West: Orientalism, Occidentalism and the Columbian Exposition (Chapel

Mitsuya , Yoshinaga Shin’ichi  , eds., Nihon Bukky
 2020).
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countries had in the construction of modern Japanese Buddhism.3  
It was not only people and ideas that travelled along these routes: images too 

circulated along the same networks and contributed to create an imaginaire of ancient 
Indian Buddhism that spread across continents. Japanese Buddhist priests and scholars 
who visited India since the Meiji period often travelled in the company of artists, and their 
collaboration led to artistic commissions. The aim of this article is to present the 
intersection of these scholarly and artistic reimaginations of India. In addition, it will 
show the beneficial perspectives that accompany a methodological inclusion of visual 
sources in the study of religion, and, on the other hand, what art historians can learn from 
considering religious-artistic networks. 

 
1. Ajanta as a Modern Pilgrimage Destination for Japanese Buddhist Priests and 
Artists 
In his memories of the days spent studying the Ajanta caves, the Bengali artist and etcher 
Mukul Chandra Dey (1895–1989) recalls the deep impression made on him by a number 
of Japanese with whom he shared an expedition in 1917. Among them were nihonga 
pain  (1878–

 (1884–1930), who had been sent there to copy the murals on behalf of the art 
periodical Kokka , and who had met Dey during his 1916 travel to Japan in the 

Bengali poet Rabindranath Tagore (1861–1941). 
Dey expresses admiration for the painstaking efforts of the Japanese who copied 

the frescoes to preserve their memory. He points out that the Japanese artists are Buddhists, 
and notices Arai’s attitude toward the murals: “having come at last to the altar, he bowed 
many times to the large cross-legged Buddha, and afterwards took off his puttees, and by 
undoing his sash let down his long white robes, so that now he looked like an artist-
monk.”4 The observation of the Bengali etcher reveals a potential interest in the Japanese 
visitors to Ajanta that goes beyond the aesthetic: their Buddhist faith turns the travel 
experience into a form of pilgrimage, and while their expedition was framed within the 
scientific endeavor, the motivations to preserve the frescoes could include religious 
nuances.  

In the early twentieth century, the Ajanta caves became an essential stop for 

 
3  , “ ” 

,  64, no.2 (2016): 1042–
1035; Richard M. Jaffe, Formation of Modern Japanese 
Buddhism (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2019). 
4 Mukul Chandra Dey,  
1925), 47–53. 
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Japanese intellectuals, artists, and priests who visited India. Very often they travelled 
together, and in the company of British and Indian counterparts. The images and ideas 
these different kinds of visitors produced were not disconnected, and together fueled an 
imaginaire of India that affected the visual and religious culture of modern Japan. 

The best known example of cultural connection between India and Japan in the 
early twentieth century is the one between Tagore and the Japanese scholar Okakura 

 (1863–1913), who visited India in 1901. The network of artists and 
intellectuals they established between Tokyo and Calcutta—today’s Kolkata—had a deep 
impact on the history of modern art in Japan and India, and much scholarship exists 
regarding this connection.5 Recent art historical research has contributed to consider the 
aesthetic aspect of the Indian imaginaire, expanding from the textual focus of Buddhist 
priest-scholars’ interest. However, art historians have dedicated less attention to the 
collaboration of the Japanese artists with Buddhist priests and scholars who were also 
visiting India, or to the religious and intellectual background of this shared interest for 
India. Recent publications by scholars of religion and of art have instead started to reveal 
the networks between artistic and religious imaginations of India in modern Japan.6  

Knowledge of India through textual study and direct travel provided artists and 
Buddhist priest-scholars with a cultural repertoire for rethinking Asian and Japanese 
identity while confronting the concepts of history, religion, and art that had come from 
Europe since the beginning of the Meiji period. The pursuit of new knowledge on ancient 
India must be understood within the effort of Buddhist sects to build a scientifically-
defined approach to the history of Buddhism. By mastering the tools of modern Indology 
and comparative philology, Japanese priest-scholars could answer to the criticisms of East 
Asian Buddhism that were often raised by Western scholars and redeployed for apologetic 
purposes by Christian missionaries in Japan. 

development of modern Buddhist studies and Indology, and sent young priests and 
’  (1849–

 (1866–1945) to study in Europe. However, as Ric
 

5 See for example Miriam Wattles, “ ,”  
55, no.3 (1996): 48–56. Inaga Shigemi, “The Interaction of Bengali and Japanese Artistic Milieus in 
the First Half of the Twentieth Century (1901–
Bose,” Japan Review 21(2009):149–181. 
6  Richard M. Jaffe, “Buddhist Material Culture, ‘Indianism,’ and the Construction of Pan-Asian 
Buddhism in Prewar Japan,” Material Religion 2, no.3 (2006): 266–92; Jaffe, ; 
Fukuyama Yasuko, “Japanese encounters with Ajanta,” in Indo-Japanese Joint Project for the 
Conservation of Cultural Heritage, edited by Archeological Survey of India (Tokyo: 
Research Institute of Cultural Properties, (2010): 13–32, Micah L. Auerback, Storied Sage: Canon 
and Creation in the Making of a Japanese Buddha (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2016). 
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have shown, Europe was not the only destination: many of these Japanese Buddhists also 
established networks of collaboration with local intellectuals and religious reformers in 
South Asia. 

The Ajanta caves represented a shared destination for both kinds of travelers: 
Japanese artists and Buddhist priests and scholars. The former valued the wall paintings 
as one of the earliest and best preserved expressions of Indian art, which could provide 
inspiration for a redefinition of modern Asian art. The latter were attracted by the 
representations of Buddhist scenes and the monastic use of the complex. The two 
categories of behavior were not necessarily distinguished, and likely fueled each other: 
the spiritual value associated with the sacred place and content of representation called 
for the efforts to preserve the paintings and spread their knowledge. 

The intertwining religious and artistic interests for Ajanta is linked to the antiquity 
of the site and the exceptional status of the wall paintings. The caves contain the best 
preserved examples of pictorial art of ancient India, and the investigation of the site has 
provided important evidence both for art history and for the history of early Buddhism. 
There are still debates around the exact chronology of the caves and on the identification 
of the images of the wall paintings, but the general agreement is that they were built in 
two phases, the earlier during the second century BCE, and a later one under the Vakataka 
dynasty in the fifth century CE.7 Although the association of the earlier and later phases 

8 the wall paintings attracted 
many Buddhists and scholars of Buddhism for their possibility to offer a lively portrait of 
the development of Buddhism in India.   

Ajanta constitutes a unique place to consider the way ancient India was reconceived 
to construct modern identities, and the Japanese priests and artists I am presenting in this 
article participated in this reconception process where art and archeology intersected with 
transnational Buddhist modernism. The caves were rediscovered in 1819, and their wall 
paintings generated a mixed response in Victorian Britain: admiration for the aesthetic 
quality, but also debate around their comparison with European art and association with 
more criticized Hindu sculpture, often blamed for their representation of naked human 
figures.9 Positing the murals as the origins of Indian art provided inspiration both for 

 
7 One of the most accredited chronologies is by Walter Spink, see his multivolume 
and Development (Boston, Brill: 2006–2018). 
8  The Ambiguity of Avalokite vara and the Tentative 
Identification of a Painted Scene from a Mah y na  at Aja Figments and Fragments of 

 (Honolulu: University of Hawai'i Press, 2005): 
278–298, and Richard S. Cohen, “Disconten in Indian 
Buddhist History,”  63, no.1 (1995): 1–25. 
9 On the reception of Indian art in Europe, see Partha Mitter, 
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European artists and at the same time for the rising construction of an artistic and cultural 
identity of modern India.10 Especially in the context of modernist movements in Calcutta 
and Bombay—today Kolkata and Mumbai—the art of Ajanta was increasingly presented 
as a counterpart to European classical or Renaissance art, and as a model to educate young 
generations of Indian painters. 11  Japanese artists and Buddhist priest-scholars who 
visited the caves participated in this global reimagination of ancient India by linking it to 
ideas of Asian civilization and modern Japanese identity through the concept of a shared 
Buddhist heritage. 

One of the earliest Japanese expeditions to Ajanta was the one led in 1902 by priest-
 (1859–1903). 12  

expeditions, a series of three major archeological missions funded by the Honganji sect, 
which explored Buddhist sites in India and Central Asia. Fujii had been previously sent 
to London in 1897 in order to learn about church-state relations, and also to explore the 
Indological knowledge produced by British scholars. While doing research at the Victoria 
and Albert Museum, Fujii was struck by the reproductions of the Ajanta cave murals made 

–
expedition to India, he took the chance to lead a group of members of this expedition to 
Ajanta in December 1902.  

The travel account is short, but Fujii gives detailed information on the location of 
the caves. He mentions the art, but he is also impressed by the nature and position of the 
caves, the sound of falling water and the alternation of light and darkness which he 
associates with the awe of a sacred place.13 Interestingly, while Dey records the religious 
attitude of a Japanese painter before a Buddhist image in the caves, a Buddhist priest like 
Fujii expresses stronger concerns with practical and geographical details of the mission, 
crossing and inverting scholarly and religious purposes in approaching Ajanta. 

During the exploration of the caves, Fujii was already suffering by an infection that 
would take his life on his way back to Europe the following year. His poor health 

 
European Reactions t  ( ). 
10  Rupert R. Arrowsmith, 
Rothenstein in India, 1910–11,” Burlington Magazine 152 (2010): 228–35. 
11 See Tapati -Thakurta. The Makin
in Bengal, C. 1850–1920 (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1992). 
12  For details on the art historical aspects of this expedition, see Fukuyama Yasuko’s previously 
mentioned article. 
13 See Fujii   and Shimaji ,   (Tokyo: Morie 
Shoten, 1906), 535–618, and Fujii  , Indo reiketsu tanken nikki 

 (Iiyama, Japan: Iiyama- 22–26; 
for more on Fujii’s life and travels see: Irisawa Takashi 

, in B  17 (2003): 11–20. 
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conditions might have also been the reason why instead another member of the expedition, 
 (1875–1927), did most of the survey work. Once back in Japan, 

Shimaji also published a number of articles on the archaeology of India, contributing to 
the spread of interest in the Ajanta murals and concern for their preservation.  

After the 1917 artistic expedition to Ajanta organized by the previously mentioned 
art periodical Kokka,14 another relatively unknown case of a priest-artist collaboration 
encouraged by shared travelling in India is the one between priest-

 (1884–1947) and painter Inoue Toshimasa .15  Izumi, who would 
become the leading Indologist at Otani University, was introduced to the artist in 1919 in 
Sri Lanka, and the two met again after Inoue completed his two-month survey work at 
Ajanta. The collaboration between the two developed later in Japan, when Izumi used 
Inoue’s sketches as illustrations for his publications on India, and organized an exhibition 
of the copies of the murals at Otani University.16 Seven panels of Inoue’s reproductions 
were acquired by the university and publicly shown there in 1924, together with 44 
sketches and a number of photographs. The lecture that accompanied the exhibition 
stresses the way in which Inoue’s copies were meant to allow the observers a veritably 
in-person experience of being inside the caves.17 

Izumi and Inoue’s collaboration shows not only the lack of a barrier between those 
Japanese who visited India for pilgrimage and those who visited it for artistic inspiration. 
It also points to the participation of Buddhist universities in the international effort to 
preserve and spread the knowledge of the Ajanta murals, which must be connected not 
only to their value for art history, but to the development of Indology as a basis for modern 
Buddhist studies. Izumi, like Fujii, does not approach Ajanta from the perspective of a 
pilgrim, but uses the language of the scholar concerned with preservation of the art. He 
does not claim the superiority of Inoue’s reproductions over those of the Western artists 
based on his Asian identity or Buddhist faith, but on the choice of a technique that resulted 

 
14 For more information on this expedition, see Fukuyama, “Japanese encounters with Ajanta.” 
15 Shimane Kenritsu Iwami Bijutsukan  (ed.), 

: :  (Iwami, Japan: 
Shimane Kenritsu Iwami Bijutsukan, 2012), 109 and 131. 
16 , Indo mandan  (

1923, that destroyed the copies of the murals made by the Kokka expedition, similarly to what 
happened to previous British copies which were also lost in fires. This history of losing even the 
reproductions of the murals might have inspired Izumi’s effort to preserve Inoue’s work. 
17  “Ajanta hekiga tenkan” , in   19, 
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in more faithful copies.18 
It is not only the personal networks between artists and priests travelling in India 

which make the study of their interactions regarding Ajanta interesting. If we think of the 
visual imaginaire of the ancient murals and their modern reproductions in connection to 
the scholarship on Indology produced by priest-scholars such as Izumi, we can identify 
resonances that expand the significance of India for modern Japanese culture beyond the 
Buddhist textual and doctrinal focus. For example, the lecture on the Ajanta caves which 
accompanied the exhibition of Inoue’s copies stresses the importance of the images not 
only in terms of their reference to Buddhist narratives, but because of their rich 
representation of human beings, plants, and animals, and for the expressivity of bodily 
movements and faces.19 

The Ajanta murals opened a window for modern Japanese Buddhists into a world 
of living beings and nature that surrounded tales of buddhas and bodhisattvas. This 
conception of a living Buddhism through visual imagination echoes the words of the 
English poet Laurence Binyon (1869–1943) in his introduction to Mukul Dey’s account 
of his pilgrimage to Ajanta: “here the divine is not divorced from the human, nor the spirit 
from the body… If one were asked to put into one word the secret of these paintings—
the secret of their continuing power to impress and charm us—one might well answer 
life.”20 Izumi’s own Indological scholarship expanded the scope of knowledge from his 

’
which stressed what modern Japanese could learn from the study of India.21 

If the richness in details and expressivity of bodies and nature of the Ajanta murals 
suggested to certain observers the copresence of the human and the divine, some others 
did not appreciate the sensuous quality of the aesthetics. This mixed reaction did not 
characterize only Victorian Britain, but also some of the Japanese visitors to the caves. 

Haya  (1877–1954) visited Ajanta in 1926 but found in the aesthetic richness an 
element that expressed the decay of Buddhism in ancient India, and was particularly 
critical toward the presence of naked figures: “if you could accompany Shakyamuni to 
Ajanta, he would frown on the images of embracing naked men and women on the 

 
18 

, in  16, September 5, 1924: 4. 
19  , “Ajanta no hekiga” , in  20, 

 
20 Dey, , 15–21. 
21 See for example the broad range of topics in Izumi’s volume decorated with Inoue’s sketches: Izumi, 
Indo mandan. 
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pillars.”22 
 

2. Echoes of Ajanta in Secular and Sacred Spaces 
The presence of naked human figures inspired by the Ajanta murals has been a source of 

23 which constitutes a 
significant example of the echoes that Ajanta had in Japan. In this section of the article, I 
will show how the art of Ajanta became not only the focus of preservation concerns and 
scholarly study in Japan, but also a source of active reimagination for decorative arts at 
secular and sacred spaces. The examples I present also reveal the transnational nature of 
this process of reimagination, based on the travels of Indian and Japanese artists and on 
pilgrimage experiences of Japanese Buddhists in India. 

The Ajanta-
young Indian artist, P. Hariharan (1905–1970), 24  

 (1878–1940), after he had been on a 
pilgrimage to India. Suketami was the scion of a wealthy family of textile merchants from 

1910s Suketami hosted many young people from different 
South Asian countries at his villa, and the artist Hariharan was among them. It was the 
encounter with the Burmese monk and independentist leader U Ottama (1879–1939) 
during the latter’s visit to Japan in 1910 that motivated Suketami to foster relations 
between Japan and South Asia.25 

In 1934 Suketami fulfilled his project of a pilgrimage to India. This travel was a 

C  building. Hariharan functioned as a guide for Suketami during the 
travel, which was documented by the official photographer of the expedition: Hasegawa 

 (1894–1976). In addition to visiting the former guest-students 
in Burma, meeting Tagore in Shantiniketan, and touring the Buddhist sacred sites, the 

 
22   , ya den  ( 4), 347. 
Jaffe, , 146. 
23 
decorations misunderstood the naked figures with Hindu deities, and did not see the Buddhist 
background of the  tales through their Ajanta visual rendition. no kai  (ed.), 

S M  : 
( , 2008), 121. 

24 The P. of the name stands for “Palpu.” Hariharan studied pottery at Shantiniketan and moved to 
Japan in the 1930s to study Japanese ceramics. After moving back to India, he became director of a 
handcrafts center and also fostered industrial collaboration between Japan and rural India. See 
“Handicraftsman P. Hariharan,” in Enlite, The national newsmagazine, September 27, 1969: 9–13. 
25 On the life and philanthropic activities of Suketami see no kai, Suketami. 



  Paride STORTINI  
  Reimagining Ancient India in Modern Japan  Articles 2  

 

127 

26 
The visit to Ajanta became the major inspiration for Hariharan’s decorations of the 

shown by comparing the decorations with scenes and motifs of the Ajanta murals, and 
also based on the photographic report of the pilgrimage.27  The underground floor is 
equipped with a small stage that was used for theatrical performances, and also as a screen 
to project the photos taken during the pilgrimage. The expedition’s photographer 
Hasegawa published his photos in multiple volumes, and this, together with the many 
exhibitions of the photos promoted by Suketami, turned the villa into a stage to spread 
the exotic imaginaire of India, within a surrounding of decorative elements that recalled 
Ajanta. While the reproductions of the Ajanta murals at Otani University aimed at 
providing a faithfulness to the originals for scholarly purposes, here we have an example 
of Ajanta inspiration for the production of a new visual culture within a private space. In 
both cases the images were aimed at inspiring the Japanese audience and making them 
feel closer to India.  

While the influence of Ajanta on the Indian style of the underground rooms is 
evident, the mediation of other sources is also present: flower decorations inspired by 

“meditation room.” The rest of the building, with rooms in Chinese and European style, 
further expresses Suketami’s cosmopolitan interests and the transnational networks that 
allowed for the building’s construction. The composite nature of these decorations shows 
that, despite the scholarly efforts to study Ajanta, the reimagination of India in modern 
Japanese religious and visual culture was not the result of a scientific rediscovery of an 
objective past, but a creative project that addressed contemporary international 
connections between Japan, South Asia, and Europe. 

space, the final example of the transnational reimagination of ancient India we will 
examine is provided in the form of the work of a Japanese painter who decorated a modern 

, 
priest, studied at the Tokyo School of Fine Arts, where his interest in Indian art was 
encouraged by his interaction with artists who had followed Okakura to India.28 Tagore’s 

 
26 , Indo 

 (Tokyo: Meguro Shoten, 1939, republished in 2013) and by the same author Busseki  (Tokyo: 
Meguro Shoten, 1941). 
27 no kai, Suketami, 63–126. 
28 Biographical information are available in Kagawa-ken Bunka Kaikan , Nousu 

, Indo eno atsuki omoi : 
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artist left for a research trip to India. While there, he joined the Kokka expedition to Ajanta 
and contributed to the copying of the murals. 

later artistic production found their way back to 
India in the 1930s, when the Japanese painter was commissioned by the Mahabodhi 
Society to decorate the newly built Mulagandhakuti Vihara in Sarnath with scenes of the 
life of the Buddha (fig. 1).29 In a booklet that includes photographic reproductions of 

to life the ideals of Buddhist art, that reached their climax at Ajanta.”30  
 

 

<fig. 1> Shakyamuni leaving the palace on his horse 

Great eparture  etail from ousu setsu s frescoes 

at Mulagandhakuti Vihara, Sarnath, India. 

 
 (Takamatsu: Kagawa-ken Bunka Kaikan: 1986), 81–111. 

29  For an analysis of the wall paintings, see Dinah 
Zank, “Painting the Life of Buddha at Sarnath: Transculturality, Patronage and an Artist’s Vision,” in 
Ruptures and Continuities of Japanese Modernization. Perspectives on Japan’s Modern 

- , 
edited by Freie Universität Berlin (Tsukuba: University of Tsukuba Press, 2016), 193–215. 
30 Life of Buddha in frescoes (Sarnath, Benares: The Maha Bodhi Society, 1939). 
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expressed by the research efforts at Ajanta was redeployed to foster the resurgence of 
Buddhist practice at a newly-built temple in India. The concerns expressed by Japanese 
Buddhist priests and artists for the preservation of Ajanta became an integral part of the 
modernist reconstruction of Buddhism across Asia. The artistic reimagination facilitates 
the intersection between a scholarly-defined investigation of the past and a re-enactment 
in modern religious practice, dissolving barriers between art, religion, and scholarship. 
While the artist Arai impressed Mukul Dey by bowing in front of the cave murals before 

31 
The continuity between effort toward studying and preserving ancient India, 

reimagination of this past for artistic inspiration, and mission to promote Buddhism 
internationally produced a further echo of Ajanta visual culture within the mediation of 

later art. One of the last works realized by the painter is a series of scenes from 
the Buddha’s life modelled on his precedent work at Sarnath and commissioned by the 

 (1897–1994) in the 1950s. 32  The 
commission was  

In the post-
for another example of the transnational reimagination of ancient India facilitated by 
collaboration between Japanese artists and Buddhist priest-scholars. In 1952 Kubose 

 (1905–
his name), head priest of the Chicago Buddhist Temple, commissioned the local Japanese-
American woodcarving artist Harry Koizumi (1909–1977) with the realization of scenes 
of the Buddha’s life to decorate the main hall of the temple.33 Of the six wood panels 

. 2). 

 
31 

pon Club of Calcutta in 1932, available online through the Mukul Dey Archives website: Satyasri 
Ukil,   
http://www.chitralekha.org/articles/kosetsu-nosu/kosetsu-nosu-japanese-artist-who-painted-sarnath. 
The inauguration ceremony of the frescoes is described with the Japanese Buddhist term for the 
consecration of images: the eye-opening ceremony ( ). 
32   managed to complete before his health deteriorated were recently 
exhibited at Ryukoku  
https://www.byodoin.or.jp/news/special/post-15/. 
33 “Harry Koizumi executes carvings of Buddha’s life,” in Chicago Buddhist Church Bulletin, June 
1952: 2. 
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<fig. 2> Shakyamuni leaving the palace on his horse (Great 

Departure). Wooden panel carved by Harry Koizumi. 

Buddhist Temple of Chicago (photo of the author). 

 

 
 was 

likely acquainted with it from the period of study he had spent in Japan in the late 1930s.34 
Kubose was a disciple of Akegarasu Haya, and he contributed to the promotion of the 
latter’s trans-sectarian approach to Buddhism in the form of the temple he built in Chicago 
in 1944, after the forced relocation from the West Coast during World War II. Despite 
Akegarasu’s criticism of the Ajanta murals’ aesthetics I have previously mentioned, the 
reimagination of ancient Indian Buddhist sources in textual scholarship and visual culture 
was the basis of the modernist construction of a trans-sectarian and transcultural 
Buddhism as a world religion, the echoes of which reached 1950s Chicago through the 
collaboration between a Buddhist priest and a Japanese-American artist. In the context of 

 
34 Kubose Dharma Legacy (ed.), –2000 (Skokie, 
IL: Kubose Dharma Legacy, 2001). 
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the Chicago temple, the Ajanta-inspired imaginaire was deemed suitable to present 
Buddhism as a cultural bridge that allowed for the postwar redefinition of Japanese-
American relations. 

 
Conclusion 
In the introduction, I report
a product of the modern internationalization and transcultural nature of Buddhism as a 
world religion. With this article I wanted to show the centrality of India, especially the 
Ajanta murals, in constructing the idea of Buddhism as a world religion, but also to 
demonstrate that this process was very much a creative one, built by recontextualizing 
and reimagining the archeological remains of ancient Indian Buddhism. The collaboration 
of Buddhist priests, scholars, and artists made this process possible, and their interaction 
with European and South Asian counterparts facilitated the circulation of these ideas. 

However, the narrative of modernity as a coming together of different cultures and 
of red

travel of the images points to the existence of a shared spirit of humanity.35  Yet the 
wooden panels tell another story of transnational movement: one that is less 
characterizable in terms of cosmopolitan encounters among intellectuals and artists. 
Harry Koizumi learnt to carve wood while he was relocated in the internment camp of 
Rohwer, Arkansas, during World War II, when Japanese-Americans were seen as a threat, 
and their Buddhist faith served only as a further confirmation of their foreignness to 
American culture. 36  The development of arts and crafts in the camps was, as Jane 
Dusselier has argued, a way to express agency, redefine one’s identity, and survive the 
sense of loss and dislocation generated by their imprisonment.37  

The process of art production should not be understood as the expression of a pre-
existing spirit, but as a response to the specific historical context. Koizumi learnt wood 
carving as a way to survive the experience of imprisonment. The reimagination of the 
Indian past of Buddhism was integral to the construction of Buddhism as a world religion, 
one that was espoused by Kubose in order to facilitate the integration of Japanese-

 
35 Kagawa-ken Bunka Kaikan, No , 6. 
36 On Buddhism and the experience of Japanese-American internment camps see the recent volume: 
Duncan R. Williams,  
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2019). 
37 Jane E. Dusselier,  
( ). 
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Americans. While the aesthetics of the scenes of the Buddha’s life are an echo of the 
Ajanta imaginaire, the materiality of wood carving embodies the experiences of Japanese 

transnational history of modern Buddhism. 
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 Journal of  
World Buddhist Cultures 

 

Purpose of the Journal 
The Research Center for World Buddhist Cultures at the Ryukoku University was established with the 

aim of forming an international research institute for Buddhism, which could respond to serious problems 

of modern world. It is the important mission of the Center to accomplish a wide variety of academic projects 

on Buddhism and thereby contribute to this increasingly globalized society. All knowledge is expected to 

be transformed into information in such globalized society. Thus, since being established last year, the 

Center also has aspired to publish an electronic journal and disseminate the research results widely in order 

to attain its main purpose. They seem the indispensable devices for the Center to mutually interact with 

researchers, Buddhists, and adherents of other religious traditions outside Japan, or to cooperate with 

foreign universities and research institutes. 

In order not to miss the global trends of internationalization and informatization, the Research Center 

for World Buddhist Cultures starts a new electronic journal, Journal of World Buddhist Cultures. In its 

long history, the Ryukoku University has gradually accumulated the broad knowledge and characteristics 

concerning Buddhism. The Center hopes to develop further and disseminate them actively all over the 

world by means of this electronic journal, through which the Center will also attempt to encourage 

international intellectual exchange even more and seek the solution to various problems of the people 

who live in contemporary society. 

In contemporary society, a sense of values is significantly diversified and complicated, and we are 

hardly able to recognize what is “true” indeed. Journal of World Buddhist Cultures will include not only 

scholarly articles on Buddhism but also those which respond, as a kind of guide, to various urgent 

problems that arise in every part of the world. Buddhism has been circulated all over the world over a 

long period of time more than 2500 years. The Center will widely invite the papers in which this universal 

religion is discussed from a “global point of view.”  

In addition, Journal of World Buddhist Culture will also include the reviews of books on Buddhism, 

records of lectures organized by the Center, and a wide variety of translation works. It especially 

welcomes a paper written in English. Through this electronic journal, the Center strongly hopes to form 

the international platform for Buddhist Studies and contribute to their further development.  
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 Objective of  
the Research Center for World Buddhist Cultures, 

Ryukoku University 

 

 

1. Comprehensive Academic Research of Buddhism. 
Our objective is to contribute to the advancement of academic research on Buddhist philosophy, 

history, and culture and other relevant fields while searching for ways to respond to the problems 

facing our modern world. By using effective and appropriate research methodology, we aim to explore 

Buddhist topics that meet the needs and concerns of our modern world. 
 

2. Interdisciplinary Research that Combines the Three Fields of “Humanity, Science, 
and Religion” and the Creation of a New Wisdom. 
By combining the three fields of “humanity, science, and religion” we will explore the prospects of 

creating a new wisdom for the 21st century. We will aim at becoming a global research hub where 

scholars both from Japan and abroad can converse and interact in order to provide guidelines that can 

help address social issues and global crises from the standpoint of Buddhism. 

 

3. Building a Global Platform for Buddhist Studies. 
By collaborating with universities and research institutions in Asia, America, and Europe, we will 

carry out projects with overseas scholars, Buddhist priests, and academics of religion. We will then 

publish our research results through our website and publications and provide them in English and 

other languages. Also, by using the Information and Communication Technology (ICT), we will 

connect ourselves with overseas universities and research institutions in real time in both the graduate 

and undergraduate programs. In addition, we will build a system that can quickly respond to requests 

from overseas research institutions who may ask for information about local historical sites by 

employing various views from across the university. 

 
4. Benefitting the Undergraduate and Graduate Schools’ Education with  

the Research Results. 
By collaborating with the curriculum for each academic area, we will aim at building an 

integrated program that spans across the departments. We will also promote participation in 
educational collaboration programs not only within our university but with other educational 
institutions as well. We will recruit limited-term research fellows from the graduate and post-
graduate programs in and outside of our university, providing research grants (scholarships) and 
publishing their findings online or on print. 
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Significance of the Publication of Journal of World Buddhist Cultures  
in the Center  
 

The Research Center for World 

Buddhist Cultures consists of following 

three research divisions: Basic Research 

Division, Applied Research Division, and 

International Research Division. Among 

them, the International Research Division 

plays a central role for the publication of 

this electronic journal. 

 

 

International Research Division 

This division will be responsible for sharing information about the overall activities of the center to 

the international community while continuing the project of translating and publishing Buddhist 

canons and texts that were originally carried out by the Research Institute for Buddhist Culture. In 

addition to the publication of E-journal and website management, the division will promote exchanges 

with overseas scholars, other Buddhists, and religious specialists through the Information and 

Communication Technology (ICT). The division will encourage collaboration with universities and 

research institutes in different parts of the world and engage in the sponsorship of international 

symposiums that will invite scholars from overseas. 

As religion becomes more global and multi-dimensional in contemporary society, there has been a 

growing awareness of the need for inter-religious dialogue. The division will encourage these 

conversations and interactions by collaborating with various religious research institutions abroad. 

With the theme of “inter-faith education” the division will carryout research at institutions of higher 

education. 

In the international context of inter-religious dialogue this division will explore how Japanese 

Buddhist ideology is viewed in the eyes of the outside world as well as what Japanese Buddhism can 

further contribute to inter-religious education. Through these activities, the division will work as its 

core focus to not only develop young scholars to understand the importance of having an international 

mindset but also to promote global interactions of scholars. 
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