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A Word of Welcome

Welcome, dear reader. Whether you come from a Buddhist temple, a church, a Taoist garden, or from no fixed address at all, this book was written with you in mind.

The White Lotus Society is one established religion, and in it Pure Land Buddhism, Taoism, and Christianity flow together as a single river. We do not stand between traditions here. We stand in the one path they make together, and we write from that unity. This book comes from that home, yet it is meant to be a welcoming table for everyone.

Its heart is Pure Land Buddhism, the path of Other Power, in which the compassion of Amida Buddha carries every being. Around that heart we place the Christian and Taoist streams of our own path, and the panentheistic vision that holds them together, and we listen as they speak with one voice. Where a resemblance appears, we rejoice in it, for it is the unity showing its face.

You will find four parts. Part I introduces the Pure Land path. Part II explores points of spiritual resonance. Part III is an extended conversation among four friends. Part IV offers reflection and practical guidance.

Read slowly. Keep your own faith. Bring your questions. May this be a garden where you are glad to walk.

Namo Amida Butsu. Amen. In one garden.
Part I
The Pure Land Path
* * *


Chapter 1The Latter Day and the Two Powers

Every path begins with an honest look at the traveler. Pure Land Buddhism begins there too, and it does so with unusual tenderness. It does not ask a person to be stronger than they are. It asks them to see clearly who they are, and then it offers something that meets them exactly there.

The Three Ages of the Dharma

Buddhist tradition, especially in East Asia, describes the life of the Buddha's teaching in three ages. In the first age, shōbō (the True Dharma), the teaching is fully alive: people hear it, practice it, and awaken. In the second, zōbō (the Semblance Dharma), the teaching and its practice remain, but realization grows rare. In the third, mappō (the Latter Day of the Dharma), the teaching survives as words, while genuine attainment through one's own discipline becomes very difficult for almost everyone.

Japanese Buddhists of the Heian and Kamakura periods reckoned that the Latter Day began in the year 1052. They looked around at war, famine, fire, and the moral confusion of their time, and they believed they were living inside it. Whatever one makes of the calendar, the feeling behind it is easy to recognize. Many people in every century have known that ideals are far away and that the heart is stubborn.

The Chinese teacher Daochuo (562–645) drew a conclusion that shaped everything after him. If the age is one in which the arduous path of self-cultivation, which he called the Path of the Sages, is nearly closed, then the wise course is the other road: the Pure Land path, which rests on the vow of Amida Buddha. His work, the Anleji (Collection on the Land of Peace and Bliss), gave this reasoning its classic form.

Two Words to Carry with You

Two Japanese terms will guide us through this book.

Jiriki (自力) means self-power: the effort of one's own will, discipline, merit, and understanding as the ground of liberation. Meditation, precepts, study, and moral striving belong here. These are noble things, and the Buddhist tradition honors them.

Tariki (他力) means Other Power: the working of Amida Buddha's vow, which carries beings to liberation without depending on their own attainments. The word does not mean that some outside force overrides a person. It names the compassion that reaches toward every being and does the work that no being could finish alone.

Tanluan (476–542), one of the early Chinese patriarchs, compared the two to travel: one may walk the difficult road on foot, or one may board a ship that carries the traveler across the water. Shinran (1173–1263) later gave tariki a central place in his understanding of the whole Buddhist path.

Why Honesty About Limits Matters

Here is the heart of the matter. The Pure Land teachers observed that the person who says "I will do it myself" is often the person most bound by the self. Pride can hide inside discipline. A person can become attached to being a good practitioner. The very effort to escape the ego can feed it.

Recognizing one's limits is therefore not defeat. It is the first honest step of the path. Shinran spoke of himself as a foolish being, bombu, full of blind passions, and he found in that plain self-knowledge not despair but a door. He did not invent this humility. It runs through the whole tradition and through many other traditions too, and we will meet it again in Christian, Taoist, and contemplative voices later in this book.

Two Streams, One Vow

Two Japanese schools carry the Pure Land path most widely today. Jōdo Shū (the Pure Land School) goes back to Hōnen (1133–1212), who taught that the recitation of Amida's name is the practice chosen by the vow itself. Jōdo Shinshū (the True Pure Land School) goes back to Hōnen's disciple Shinran, who placed the moment of entrusting at the center and understood the nembutsu that follows as an expression of gratitude. We will look at both with care in the chapters ahead. They share the same Buddha, the same vow, and the same Pure Land, and they honor each other as branches of one tree.

An Invitation

If you are new to this, you do not need to believe anything yet. Read as a guest. The teaching of Other Power has comforted people for many centuries, and it can be understood sympathetically by people who come from other paths. Keep your own questions. Bring your own tradition with you. Let the story speak for itself.

Chapter 2Dharmākara and the Forty-Eight Vows

The heart of the Pure Land path is a story. It is told in the Larger Sutra of Immeasurable Life (Sanskrit Sukhāvatīvyūha), one of the three foundational Pure Land scriptures. The other two are the Contemplation Sutra and the Amida Sutra, sometimes called the Smaller Sutra. Together they are known as the Three Pure Land Sutras.

The King Who Left His Throne

The Buddha Śākyamuni tells his attendant Ānanda of a time long past, when a Buddha named Lokeśvararāja appeared in the world. A king heard that Buddha teach and was so moved that he gave up his kingdom and became a monk. He is known as Dharmākara, whose name is often rendered as the Storehouse of the Dharma.

Dharmākara studied the pure lands of countless Buddhas. Then he stood before Lokeśvararāja and made a series of vows. Each vow says, in effect: if I become a Buddha, and this is not true, then let me not attain Buddhahood. In this way he bound his own enlightenment to the welfare of every living being.

The sutra says he then practiced for an immeasurable length of time, perfecting his vows through endless acts of compassion. Tradition holds that these vows were fulfilled ten kalpas ago. Dharmākara became Amida Buddha, the Buddha of Infinite Light (Amitābha) and Infinite Life (Amitāyus), and his Pure Land came into being in the west.

The Forty-Eight Vows

The vows describe a land free from suffering, beings free of pain and fear, teachers of the Dharma in every place, and a Buddha whose light and life are boundless. Some of the best-known are:


	The Eleventh Vow, that those born in the land will reach perfect enlightenment without fail.

	The Twelfth and Thirteenth, that his light and life will be without limit.

	The Seventeenth, that the Buddhas of all directions will praise his Name.

	The Eighteenth, which Shinran called the Primal Vow, the root of all the others.

	The Nineteenth and Twentieth, which address those who approach through other practices, and which Shinran read as gentle stepping stones toward the Eighteenth.



The Eighteenth Vow

In its own spirit, the Eighteenth Vow says this: if, when I attain Buddhahood, beings in the ten directions truly entrust themselves to me, wish to be born in my land, and call my Name even ten times, and yet they are not born there, may I not attain enlightenment. The sutra adds that those who commit the five grave offenses and slander the Dharma are excluded.

Notice three things. First, the vow is offered to all beings in every direction without distinction of class, gender, learning, or moral standing. Second, it asks for very little: entrusting, aspiration, and the calling of the Name. Third, it stakes the Buddha's own enlightenment on its fulfillment. Amida cannot be a Buddha unless the vow is true. This is why Pure Land teachers say that the vow has already been fulfilled, and that Amida is already Buddha.

The closing clause of exclusion has been read in different ways. Shinran, in the Kyōgyōshinshō, understood it as a solemn warning about the gravity of these deeds, which at the same time discloses the depth of Amida's compassion for those who would otherwise be lost. Many teachers stress that the Buddha's heart turns toward the one who suffers most.

Birth in the Pure Land

The aspiration named in the vow is ōjō (往生), birth in the Pure Land. The tradition understands this as far more than a pleasant afterlife. The Pure Land is the ground where the causes of suffering fall away and where Buddhahood is reached. We will explore that land in Chapter 4.

Why the Story Matters

The story of Dharmākara answers a question that sits at the center of Buddhist life: what happens to people who cannot save themselves? The answer is that a Buddha's compassion has already arranged for them. The vow precedes the practitioner. Long before any person sat down to recite the Name, the Name had been established by a vow for that very person.

This is the spirit behind the lines many Pure Land followers hold dear from Shinran's writings: that when one reflects on the vow of Amida made through five kalpas of thought, it was made for Shinran alone. The vow is made for each one who hears it, and each may receive it as personal.

Chapter 3The Nembutsu and Shinjin

The Pure Land path has a practice and a heart. The practice is the nembutsu. The heart is entrusting, which Shinran called shinjin.

The Words Themselves

Nembutsu (念仏) literally means recollecting or mindfully calling the Buddha. Over time it has come to mean the recitation of the Name of Amida Buddha in the form Namo Amida Butsu (南無阿弥陀仏), which is also often written Namu Amida Butsu.

Namo comes from the Sanskrit namas, expressing homage, reverence, and taking refuge. Amida is the Buddha of Infinite Light and Life. Butsu means Buddha. Together they are often understood as: I take refuge in Amida Buddha.

Shinran offered a subtle reading of the Name. In his writings he explored how namo can also be heard as the call of the Buddha to the practitioner, so that in the Name the entire movement of compassion is present: the Buddha calling and the being responding are one event.

What the Nembutsu Is

The nembutsu is the Buddha's own gift: a taking of refuge in awakened compassion and a recollection of Amida's light. It is not a bargain and not a technique. Hōnen and Shinran could say that even a person of little learning is embraced, because the Name carries the merit of Amida's own practice. Every friend at the table, Christian and Taoist too, can hear in this the sound of grace.

Hōnen: The Chosen Practice

Hōnen was a scholar of the great Tendai monastery on Mount Hiei. After years of study he found peace through a passage of the Chinese teacher Shandao (613–681), who taught that saying Amida's Name single-heartedly, in all circumstances of life, is the practice that surely brings birth in the Pure Land, since it accords with Amida's vow.

In 1198 Hōnen wrote the Senchakushū (Passages on the Selection of the Nembutsu in the Original Vow), explaining that Amida selected the Name as the one practice open to all beings. His path is the exclusive practice of the nembutsu, senju nembutsu, and Jōdo Shū continues it. In this tradition the recitation is a beloved daily discipline, done with a trusting heart, and the moment of death is when Amida comes to welcome the practitioner, an event called raigō.

Hōnen's own writing, the One-Sheet Document (Ichimai Kishōmon) composed near the end of his life, states his conviction simply: the birth of the nembutsu person is settled by reciting Namo Amida Butsu with trust that birth is assured, and nothing else is needed.

Shinran: The Moment of Entrusting

Shinran, Hōnen's disciple, carried the teaching in a distinct direction. He observed that even reciting the Name could become a form of self-power if a person believed the recitation itself earned the reward. What mattered, he saw, was the mind of entrusting, shinjin (信心), and this too is a gift of Amida rather than a human accomplishment.

Shin is often translated as true, real, or sincere; jin means mind or heart. Shinjin is a heart made real and settled in the Buddha's vow. Shinran described it as a joyful, steady trust that arises when one hears the Name and knows one is already embraced. It is not a belief a person manufactures by willpower.

In Jōdo Shinshū, when shinjin awakens, one's birth in the Pure Land is settled, and the person is described as joining the company of those assured of Buddhahood. The nembutsu that follows is then a natural overflow of gratitude, hōon nembutsu, and not a means of securing birth. In daily life, the practitioner is not changed into a saint, but is upheld and can meet life with a lighter heart.

Two Emphases, One Heart

Here is how the two streams meet. Jōdo Shū emphasizes the recitation of the Name as the chosen practice through which one lives out trust in the vow. Jōdo Shinshū emphasizes the moment of entrusting as the ground and the nembutsu as gratitude. Hōnen himself taught that one should believe that a single recitation is enough while practicing as though one needed many, so the two emphases echo within his own teaching.

Both schools say: you are held. Both say the Name is a gift. In practical terms, either tradition will greet you warmly and let you say Namo Amida Butsu at your own pace.

Chapter 4Sukhāvatī, the Land of Peace and Bliss

The Pure Land has been described with unforgettable imagery. In this chapter we walk through the traditional accounts first, as the sutras and teachers offer them. Then we look at how some readers have understood them symbolically.

The Traditional Account

The Larger Sutra and the Amida Sutra describe Sukhāvatī (Sanskrit, "Land of Bliss," Japanese Gokuraku), the Pure Land of Amida Buddha, lying to the west beyond countless worlds. It is a realm without suffering, in which every condition supports the practice of the Dharma.

The ground is made of jewels. Trees of gems line the pathways, and when the breeze passes through them the sound is the teaching of impermanence, suffering, non-self, and the Dharma itself. Lotus ponds spread out, and lotus flowers as large as chariot wheels shine with blue, yellow, red, and white light. Birds of many colors sing, and their songs proclaim the Buddha's Way. Beings there have no pain, no want, and no fear, and they receive the teaching directly from Amida and his attendant bodhisattvas Avalokiteśvara (Kannon) and Mahāsthāmaprāpta (Seishi).

Birth in a Lotus

The tradition says that those who are born in the Pure Land arise within a lotus blossom. The Contemplation Sutra describes nine grades of birth, according to the aspirant's condition and how they approach the path, from the highest to the humblest. Even those of the lowest grade, who have lived poorly and come to the Name only at the very end, are said to be received, though their lotus takes longer to open.

In the tradition, birth there is not an end but a beginning. In the Pure Land, obstacles to practice are gone, and beings advance without regression toward Buddhahood, hearing the Dharma in perfect conditions. In the view of many Jōdo Shū teachers, one is born there and progresses toward complete enlightenment.

Nirvana and Return

Jōdo Shinshū places emphasis on the truth that the Pure Land is the realm of nirvana itself. Shinran taught that birth in the Pure Land is at the same time the attainment of Buddhahood. Having attained it, the person turns back to this world, gensō ekō (the aspect of return), to work with Amida for the liberation of all beings in the way that suits each situation.

This is why the tradition speaks not of leaving the world behind but of a circle of compassion. One receives, becomes a Buddha, and returns to give. The beloved dead are understood by many Shin practitioners to be Buddhas who continue to care for the living.

Reading the Land Within

Many hearts have also heard the Pure Land as the awakened mind itself: the world seen with Amida's eyes, where every moment is light. Shinran spoke of the Land of Recompense, which reveals Amida's true fulfillment, and of the transformed lands that welcome those still on the way. The real land of Buddhahood and the land found within the heart are one land, and a reader may walk toward it by whichever door opens.

What This Means for Daily Life

The Pure Land is spoken of as a destination and as a source of steadiness in the present. Those who trust it often report that fear of death softens, that gratitude deepens, and that they can meet other people without the anxious need to prove themselves. That is why, though the land lies to the west, its effect is felt here and now.
Part II
Points of Spiritual Resonance
* * *


Chapter 5One Grace: Windows Toward Christianity

Sit for a while in a Pure Land temple and then in a church, and the same thing happens in both. Something is given that no one earned, and the heart lets go. This chapter follows that recognition.

Other Power and Grace

Christian teaching speaks of grace: the free gift of God's love, given before anyone could earn it. The Letter to the Ephesians says that people are saved by grace through faith, and that this is not their own doing but a gift (Ephesians 2:8–9). Augustine, Martin Luther, and a long line of teachers built on this insight. Luther's phrase sola gratia, by grace alone, became a banner of the Reformation.

Pure Land Buddhism teaches Other Power. The vow of Amida comes before the practitioner, and liberation does not rest on anyone's merit. Shinran, like Luther, arrived at this after years of honest struggle with his own limits.

The parallel has struck observers for more than a century. The Swiss theologian Karl Barth noted in his Church Dogmatics that Japanese Pure Land Buddhism stands remarkably close to the Christian doctrine of grace, and he treated it with deep respect. For the White Lotus Society this is no surprise. Grace and Other Power are two names for one gift: the boundless compassion that reaches each of us before we reach for it.

Entrusting and Faith

Shinran's shinjin (entrusting) and Christian faith are one movement of the heart: resting on a love greater than oneself. Christians say faith is a gift. Shinran said shinjin is a gift. In both, the trusting heart is itself the fruit of what it trusts.

Hope for the Pure Land and Hope for Heaven

Christian hope looks toward the resurrection and a new heaven and a new earth where every tear is wiped away (Revelation 21). Pure Land hope looks toward birth in Sukhāvatī, where suffering ends and Buddhahood is realized. Both are the hope of arriving, at the end of a life, into a welcome. Both bring comfort in grief and calm before death. Both are lived out here and now as gratitude and a softening of fear. Each one lights the other, and a person may hold them together.

One Table

The Christian who says "Lord, have mercy" and the Pure Land practitioner who says "Namo Amida Butsu" are both people who have stopped pretending to be self-sufficient. Each is a beggar in the presence of boundless kindness. They sit at the same table, and it is one table.

Chapter 6One Way: Windows Toward Taoism

The Chinese soil in which Pure Land Buddhism first grew was also the soil of Taoism. The two lived side by side for nearly two thousand years, sharing temples, festivals, and devotees. This chapter follows what they found in each other.

A Historical Doorway

A traditional biography of Tanluan (476–542), one of the early Pure Land patriarchs, says that as a young man he sought Taoist texts on long life. It then tells that he received the Contemplation Sutra from the Indian monk Bodhiruci and turned his hopes toward the Pure Land. Tanluan's writing belongs to a Chinese world where Buddhist and Taoist words mingled freely. The friendship of these two traditions is part of the history.

Wu Wei and the Release of Striving

The Taoist idea of wu wei (無為) means effortless action, acting in harmony with the flow of things without forcing. The Daodejing (chapter 37) says the Way does nothing, yet nothing is left undone. Zhuangzi praises the skilled butcher whose knife finds the natural gaps.

Pure Land teaching speaks of releasing the strain of self-power. When Shinran writes of abandoning calculation, hakarai, he points to the same relief: the mind that keeps computing its own progress finally rests. Wu wei and tariki are one exhale. A Taoist and a Pure Land friend smile at it together.

Ziran and Jinen

The Taoist term ziran (自然) means naturalness, what is so of itself. Chapter 25 of the Daodejing says the Way takes ziran as its model. In Japanese, the same two characters are read jinen. Shinran wrote about jinen in a letter to his followers, explaining that it means things becoming so of themselves, not by anyone's calculation. He taught that a person becomes a Buddha through the natural working of Amida's vow, and that Amida is the means by which people come to know this naturalness.

Here language itself confesses the unity. One word, two traditions. A person who feels held by Amida's compassion, without having arranged it, is feeling ziran.

The Nameless and the Name

Both traditions know that ultimate reality cannot be spoken. The Daodejing opens by saying that the Way that can be spoken is not the constant Way. Shinran taught that Amida has two aspects: the dharma-body as suchness, formless and beyond speech, and the dharma-body as compassionate means, which takes form and Name so that beings may approach. The Name, Namo Amida Butsu, is the nameless Way reaching toward us in a sound we can say.

Nembutsu and the Tao

In the White Lotus Society we say that reciting the nembutsu is harmonizing with the Tao. Picture a person sitting quietly at dawn, releasing the day's plans, and saying the Name softly. The breath slows. The heart loosens. That person has stepped out of the current of striving and into the current that carries. Some call it the Tao. Some call it Amida's light. It is one river.

Chapter 7The Ground of Being

This chapter introduces a fourth voice, one that will join the conversation in Part III. She is a panentheistic seeker, and she sees the whole garden at once.

What Panentheism Means

The word panentheism was coined in the early nineteenth century by the German philosopher Karl Christian Friedrich Krause. It comes from three Greek words: pan (all), en (in), and theos (God). It says that all things exist within the divine, and that the divine is also more than all things. Ultimate reality is present in every part of the world and greater than the world. It is nearness and vastness together: closer than breath and larger than the universe.

Many voices have leaned this way. The Apostle Paul, speaking in Athens, quoted a Greek poet to say that "in him we live and move and have our being" (Acts 17:28). Mystics in every tradition have described a Ground in which all things rest.

How She Meets the Pure Land

Our seeker finds the Ground in Amida, the Buddha of Infinite Light and Infinite Life. Light without limit and life without limit are beautiful names for the source in which everything lives. In Shinran's teaching, the Buddha's light pervades the worlds of the ten directions and never abandons anyone. She hears in it the voice of the Ground itself.

How She Meets the Others

In Christianity she finds the God in whom we live and move. In Taoism she finds the Way that is in all things and cannot be named. Each door opens onto the same room. She listens and hears one Ground speaking in three accents.

The Seeker's Gift

The universalist seeker is at home with more than one door because she has seen that they lead to one garden, where the same sun and rain fall on every path. The White Lotus Society has long cherished this image, and it is the spirit of the conversation that follows.
Part III
An Extended Interfaith Dialogue
* * *


Chapter 8Four Friends at the Tea Table

What follows is an imagined conversation. The four friends are fictional, and they speak in their own voices.

On a still autumn afternoon, four friends gather in the garden pavilion of a small contemplative community. A pot of tea is steeping. Keiko is a retired schoolteacher and a lifelong Jōdo Shinshū Buddhist. Daniel is a Christian who serves as a lay reader in his parish. Lin Wei practices Taoism and tends a small temple garden. Sofia is a panentheistic universalist who loves to read the mystics of every tradition. They have gathered to talk about what they love.

The First Cup: Ultimate Reality

Sofia Let me begin with a question for all of us. When you say the name of the deepest thing, what do you mean? I will go last, because I always talk too long.

Daniel For me it is God, the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. God made everything and loves everything, and I know that love most clearly in Jesus Christ. When I pray, I am speaking to someone, not to a principle.

Lin Wei For me it is the Tao, though the first thing my teacher taught me is that the word is only a finger pointing. The Tao gives rise to the ten thousand things and returns them to itself. I do not so much pray to it as move with it.

Keiko For me it is Amida, the Buddha of Infinite Light and Life. Behind Amida lies suchness, the reality that words cannot hold, and Amida is that reality coming toward us in a Name we can say, so that we may be reached.

Daniel Coming toward us. That is exactly how I would say it of God.

Lin Wei And of the Tao. The nameless takes a name so that the garden can be entered.

Sofia When I listen to the three of you, I hear one reality, very near and very far. Daniel's God is closer than breath and beyond the stars. Lin Wei's Tao is in the grass and in every ending. Keiko's Amida is a light that shines through all worlds. I say the divine is in everything and more than everything, and I think you have each just said it in your own voice.

Keiko I felt it as you spoke. Three names, and the same warmth in the room.

The Second Cup: The Human Condition

Daniel Let me say something plain. I am a sinner. I do not say that to be gloomy. I say it because it is true and because it is a relief to say. I fail people I love. I know what is right and do something else. And I have found God's mercy to be real.

Keiko You have just said something very near my heart, Daniel. We call ourselves bombu, foolish beings full of blind passion. My teacher would say that I do not become a better person by trying to be one first. I see how greedy and angry I am, and in that very seeing, I am already held. I think that is what you mean by mercy.

Daniel It is exactly what I mean.

Lin Wei I say it from the other side. We stray from our own nature by grasping and forcing. We become tight, like a bowstring pulled too long. Suffering is often what strain feels like. My practice is to loosen, and when I loosen, I am held by something I did not arrange.

Keiko Held by something you did not arrange. That is Other Power, Lin Wei.

Lin Wei Then we have been saying the same thing for years and calling it different names.

Sofia What I hear is one story told three ways. Something in us insists on being in charge, and something larger keeps softening that insistence. Relief is the word we all use.

Keiko When I first heard the teaching of Other Power, I cried. Not because I was sad, but because I had been carrying something heavy all my life and someone said I could put it down.

The Third Cup: Hope

Sofia What do you hope for? At the end, I mean.

Daniel I hope for the resurrection. I hope to be with God and with the people I love, in a world made new. When my father died, that hope held me up.

Keiko When my husband died, I said the nembutsu at his bedside. I believe he has been born in the Pure Land, that he is a Buddha now, and that he is close. I believe that one day I will be born there too, and then I will return to help others.

Daniel Returning to help others. That is what I would call love, Keiko.

Lin Wei My hope is that when the time comes I will return to the Tao like a leaf returning to the ground. A good death seems to me the same as a good life, with fewer things to carry.

Sofia My own hope is that nothing is lost. If everything lives within a love larger than all of us, then even sorrow is held. And I hear that same hope in each of you.

Keiko You are right. Different words, and the same welcome at the end.

Chapter 9Listening Carefully, Asking Sincerely

The conversation continues as the tea is refreshed and the light lengthens.

Sincere Questions

Daniel Keiko, when you say Namo Amida Butsu, what is it like from the inside?

Keiko It is like answering. Amida has already called, and I answer by saying the Name. It is a taking of refuge and, more and more, an expression of thanks.

Daniel That is how the Lord's Prayer feels to me on a good day. Trust, and thanks, and rest.

Keiko Then we are praying the same prayer in two languages.

Lin Wei May I ask Daniel something? When you read your Scriptures, what do you find in them?

Daniel The story of what God has done, and love speaking to me slowly. Some read very literally and others less so. What we share is that the Gospel is good news.

Lin Wei My tradition has the same range. Some Taoists take the immortals literally. Others hear them as poetry about the body and the cosmos. Both find the same peace.

Sofia Lin Wei, when you say the Tao is nameless and yet you speak of it daily, how do you hold that?

Lin Wei With tea, mostly. I speak because a garden needs a gate, and the gate is the way into the garden.

Keiko Oh, that is what we say of Amida's Name! The Name is the gate that opens onto what has no gate.

Lin Wei Then perhaps our grandmothers were neighbors.

Deepening

Sofia I have been thinking about how each of you speaks of the divine as near. Daniel, when you say God is closer than breath, do you feel it as something in everything?

Daniel I do, Sofia. I love the verse about living and moving in God. When I look at the trees outside my window, I feel God's presence in them.

Sofia That is exactly what I mean by the Ground.

Keiko And Sofia, when you say Amida's light shines through all worlds, you are saying what Shinran said. The light never abandons anyone. I am glad you hear it.

Sofia Thank you, Keiko. It is a light I have loved for a long time.

Lin Wei I think we are doing something rare. We are hearing each other completely.

What We Discover Together

Keiko May I say what I have noticed? Every one of us has said something about letting go of the self that thinks it is running everything.

Daniel Yes. "Not my will, but yours," as Jesus prayed in the garden. Humility is where we all begin.

Lin Wei And gratitude follows. I feel it most in the morning when the light comes into the garden and I did nothing to earn it.

Sofia And compassion. All of you have spoken of returning, or serving, or loving what is near. I have not heard one of you say the goal is to be safe and separate.

Keiko In Shin Buddhism we say that a person who receives Amida's compassion cannot help wanting others to receive it.

Daniel The Gospel says we love because we were first loved.

Lin Wei The water benefits the ten thousand things and does not compete. I have always thought that was compassion.

Sofia Humility, gratitude, trust, compassion, and release from the ego's grip. We did not set out to find these. We found them because they were already here.

Chapter 10Joy, Invitation, and Gracious Refusal

As evening approaches, the four friends speak about the communities that shape their lives.

Joy in Community

Keiko My temple is small, and the roof leaks, and I love it beyond reason. On the first Sunday of the month we hold a service and afterward we eat together. The old ladies bring pickles. We chant the Name together, and though our voices are terrible, I feel that we are one voice. When someone's husband dies, everyone comes.

Daniel My parish is much the same. Coffee that is too weak, a choir that is a little flat, and a congregation that shows up with casseroles when someone is in the hospital. On Sunday I stand and read Scripture aloud and feel part of something much older than I am. Bread and wine, and a table that is open.

Lin Wei My community is a handful of us who tend a temple garden and sit together at dawn. We celebrate the turning of the seasons. We do not recruit. We keep the garden, and now and then someone wanders in and stays. I think of us as a stream that people may drink from.

Sofia My circle meets on Saturday evenings. We read from many traditions, sit in silence, and share a simple meal. We are a strange group, and I love it. It is a home for those who see that the houses are one.

Gentle Invitations

Keiko Daniel, I would love for you to visit our temple for the service some month. Nothing is required. You could sit and watch, and stay for pickles.

Daniel I would be honored. I will bring a plate of something. And I would like you to join us for the Christmas Eve candlelight service, whenever you feel like it.

Keiko I would gladly come.

Lin Wei My garden is open on the morning of the equinox. You are all welcome to come and pull weeds with us. Weeding is also a practice.

Sofia And Saturday evenings are open to all of you. There is soup, and there is no test.

An Invitation Declined

Lin Wei Sofia, I must decline your Saturday evenings. Saturday is the evening I sit with my teacher, and I would not want to miss it.

Sofia Of course. Your teacher comes first, and that is good to hear. I am glad you told me. The invitation will still be there, and so will the soup. And truly, I would rather come to your garden on the equinox.

Lin Wei Then I will look forward to seeing you with a trowel.

Sofia I will bring gloves.

Parting

As the sun lowers, the friends pour the last of the tea. Nobody had to change their mind about anything. Something else happened. Each was seen. Each was heard. And each carries away a warm confidence that the world is larger and kinder than it seemed that morning, and that the garden is one.

Keiko Namo Amida Butsu.

Daniel Amen.

Lin Wei Let us go gently.

Sofia In one garden, then.
Part IV
Reflection and Practice
* * *


Chapter 11What the Conversation Taught Us

The four friends did not have to converge, for they were already one. Looking back on their time together, several connections stand out.

The Connections That Mattered

Relief from carrying the self. Keiko wept at the teaching of Other Power. Daniel found rest in mercy. Lin Wei practiced loosening. Sofia heard a love that holds everything. Each traveled a different road to a similar relief.

Humility as a beginning. Bombu, sinner, the one who forces and strains: each name describes a person who has stopped pretending. In every case, humility opened the door to something larger.

Gratitude and compassion as the fruit. For Keiko, the nembutsu became thanks. For Daniel, love flowed from being loved first. For Lin Wei, water blesses without competing. For Sofia, compassion is what happens when one sees the ground beneath all faces.

Community as the place where it becomes real. Pickles, casseroles, gardens, and soup. Every tradition at the table understood that a teaching is proven in the way people care for each other.

What Made It One

Oneness came from a few simple habits. Each friend spoke from the heart of their own stream, and each found that the stream ran into the same river. Where one said grace, another said Other Power, and another said the Way, and they heard one music. They asked questions out of love, and every answer opened another window onto the same light.

What Made It Welcoming

Warmth came from equally simple habits. They asked questions out of real curiosity. They enjoyed each other's stories. They let silences be. They offered invitations and accepted refusals with grace. And they never used the conversation to win.

One Ground

Common ground is home ground. In the White Lotus Society, the Pure Land, the Tao, and the Gospel are not three rivals but three doors of one house. To speak from one is to speak from all, and to listen to a friend from another door is to hear one's own voice in a new key. Let this guide your own conversations:


	Speak from your own heart, and expect to be understood.

	Ask what a word means to your friend, and listen for what it shares with yours.

	Treat every resemblance as a gift, and let it deepen the friendship.

	Trust that every path leads to the same garden.



The White Lotus Society has long held that the many paths are a single garden. Those who walk here find that it is true, and they invite others to walk with them.

Chapter 12A Daily Reflection Guide for the Pure Land Practitioner

This chapter offers a gentle daily rhythm, drawn from the spirit of the tradition. Take what helps and leave the rest. A teacher or minister near you can guide you further.

Morning: Turning Toward the Light

Before the day begins, sit quietly for a few minutes. If you keep a household altar (butsudan), you may light a candle or incense and place your palms together. Say Namo Amida Butsu several times, slowly. In the Jōdo Shū spirit you might recite it many times as your chosen practice. In the Jōdo Shinshū spirit you might say it simply as thanks that you are already held. Either way, let it be unforced.

A simple thought for the morning: I am held. Today I will not have to carry everything alone.

Through the Day: Small Recollections

The nembutsu may be said silently at any moment: waiting in line, walking, washing dishes. Hōnen encouraged saying the Name in every circumstance of life. When you feel yourself tightening with worry, pride, or irritation, you might let the Name be a soft return.

Gratitude

At a meal, a familiar phrase in Japanese Buddhist homes is itadakimasu (I humbly receive). You might use it as a moment to remember the many lives and hands behind your food. In the evening, you can name three things you received during the day without earning them. Gratitude is the natural voice of one who is held.

Compassion

Ask once a day: Who is near me who could use kindness? A message to a friend, a patient ear, a small donation, a meal shared. For the Pure Land person, compassion is not a requirement to earn birth but the overflow of what has been received. Shinran hoped to share the joy of the nembutsu with others in whatever way was natural.

Evening: Honest Reflection

Before sleep, look back over the day without harshness. Notice where you were greedy, angry, or foolish. Let it be seen, and say the Name. This is not a ritual of guilt. It is a habit of honesty resting in mercy. Then let the day go.

Community

The tradition places great weight on the sangha. If a temple is near you, consider attending its services, observances such as Hōonkō (the memorial gatherings for Shinran in Shin temples), and shared meals. If none is near, look for an online service or a small circle of friends. Practicing with others keeps a person from mistaking the path for a private project.

A Weekly and Seasonal Rhythm

You may wish to keep one evening a week for a longer sitting and reading. A short passage from the Tannishō, the Amida Sutra, or Hōnen's letters can be enough. Around the time of Obon in summer and the equinoxes (Higan) in spring and autumn, many families remember their ancestors with gratitude. These are natural seasons for visiting a temple or family grave.

Chapter 13A Step-by-Step Guide to Interfaith Conversation

Conversation across traditions is a craft, and like any craft it is learned by doing. Here are five steps.

Step One: Prepare

Know your own tradition well and love it. Then learn a little about your friend's, from books they recommend and from their own words. Come expecting to find yourself at home.

Step Two: Listen with Open Questions

Ask questions that begin with what and how: What does this practice mean to you? How did you come to it? What do you love most about your community? Avoid questions that are traps or tests. Listen to the answer without preparing your reply. When you do not understand, say so.

Step Three: Share Through Personal Experience

Speak of what you have lived. "When my husband died, the nembutsu was a comfort to me" opens a door. "Everyone needs the nembutsu" closes one. Personal testimony lets the other person meet you without needing to defend anything.

Step Four: Invite Without Pressure

Offer an invitation as a gift, with an easy exit. Say plainly what the event is and what is expected. Make clear that a refusal costs nothing. Never use guilt, fear, or repeated persuasion. Freedom of conscience is the ground of every honest invitation, and respect for it makes a person worth trusting.

Step Five: Build Friendship, Study, and Shared Service

Some of the best interfaith work happens away from the table. Cook a meal together. Read a book together, alternating passages from each tradition. Volunteer side by side at a food pantry or clean a river bank. Friendship grows in shared work, and shared work needs no agreement on doctrine.

A Few Encouragements

Speak from what you love. Enjoy your friend's tradition as though it were your own. Gather the resemblances as gifts. Remember that a person is always larger than any label, and that every path in this garden is one path.

Chapter 14Sample Conversations

These short scripts are illustrations. Use your own words.

With a Christian Friend

You I have been reading about grace, and it sounds so like the Other Power of my tradition. What does grace mean to you?

Friend It is God's love, given before I could earn it.

You Amida's vow is given before I could earn it. I think we are speaking of one love.

Friend I think so too. Tell me more about Amida.

With a Taoist Friend

You I try to stop calculating my own progress and rest in Amida's vow. Does that sound like wu wei?

Friend It does. Wu wei is acting without forcing, in harmony with the Way. You are describing trust, and I would call it the same ease.

You The same ease. I like that.

With a Panentheistic Seeker

You You describe the divine as within everything and beyond everything. That is how I hear Amida's light.

Friend I hear it that way too. Is that comfortable for you?

You It is beautiful. I would love to keep talking and learn what you find in it.

Inviting Someone to a Gathering

You Our temple holds a service on Sunday morning, followed by lunch. You would be welcome to sit in, or just come for the meal. There is no obligation at all.

Friend That sounds lovely. What should I wear, and is there anything I should know?

You Wear whatever is comfortable. You may follow along or simply sit. I will introduce you to people.

Responding When an Invitation Is Declined

Friend Thank you for asking, but I think I will pass. My own church is central to me, and I want to stay close to it.

You Of course. I am glad you told me. The offer is open if you ever wish, and I would still love to have lunch together some time.

Friend I would like that.

Chapter 15Primary Texts and Reliable Introductions

The books below are places to begin. Ask a teacher or librarian for editions that suit you.

Pure Land Primary Texts


	The Three Pure Land Sutras, translated by Hisao Inagaki (Numata Center for Buddhist Translation and Research). The Larger Sutra, the Contemplation Sutra, and the Amida Sutra in one volume.

	The Collected Works of Shinran, two volumes (Jōdo Shinshū Hongwanji-ha). Includes the Kyōgyōshinshō, hymns, and letters.

	Tannishō, the collected sayings of Shinran recorded by his disciple Yuien, available in several English translations.

	Hōnen's Senchakushū: Passages on the Selection of the Nembutsu in the Original Vow (Kuroda Institute, University of Hawaii Press).

	Hōnen the Buddhist Saint, translated by Harper Havelock Coates and Ryugaku Ishizuka, for Hōnen's life and letters.



Introductions to Pure Land Buddhism


	Taitetsu Unno, River of Fire, River of Water, a warm and accessible introduction to Pure Land practice.

	Alfred Bloom, Shinran's Gospel of Pure Grace.

	Richard K. Payne and Kenneth K. Tanaka, editors, Approaching the Land of Bliss.

	Kenneth K. Tanaka, The Dawn of Chinese Pure Land Buddhist Doctrine, on Tanluan.



Taoist Texts and Introductions


	The Daodejing (Tao Te Ching), in translations by several respected translators; comparing two or three is rewarding.

	The Complete Works of Zhuangzi, translated by Burton Watson.

	Livia Kohn, Daoism and Chinese Culture, for a reliable overview.



Christian Texts and Introductions


	The Bible, especially the Gospels, Romans, Ephesians, and Revelation 21. Choose a translation approved by your own tradition.

	Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics I/2, section 17, for his remarks on Pure Land Buddhism and grace.



Panentheism


	John W. Cooper, Panentheism: The Other God of the Philosophers.

	The entry on panentheism in the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, free online.



For Interfaith Practice


	Local temples, churches, gardens, and interfaith councils. A visit and a cup of tea can teach more than any book.


Glossary

Amida (Amitābha / Amitāyus)

The Buddha of Infinite Light and Infinite Life, who made the Forty-Eight Vows as the bodhisattva Dharmākara.

Bombu

A foolish being full of blind passions; Shinran's name for himself and for all ordinary people.

Dharmākara

The bodhisattva, once a king, who became Amida Buddha after making his vows.

Jiriki

Self-power: reliance on one's own effort for liberation.

Jōdo Shū

The Pure Land School founded by Hōnen, emphasizing the recitation of the nembutsu.

Jōdo Shinshū

The True Pure Land School founded by Shinran, emphasizing shinjin and the nembutsu as gratitude.

Mappō

The Latter Day of the Dharma, the age when genuine attainment through self-discipline is said to be very rare.

Nembutsu

The recollection and recitation of Amida's Name: Namo Amida Butsu.

Ōjō

Birth in the Pure Land.

Panentheism

The view that all things exist within the divine, which also exceeds them.

Shinjin

The true, settled heart of entrusting in Amida's vow, understood in Shinran's teaching as Amida's gift.

Sukhāvatī

The Pure Land of Amida Buddha, the Land of Peace and Bliss.

Tariki

Other Power: the working of Amida's vow.

Wu wei

The Taoist principle of effortless action in harmony with the Way.

Ziran (jinen)

Naturalness; what is so of itself.

About White Lotus Society Publications

White Lotus Society Publications and Golden Flower Abbey publish contemplative works drawing on Pure Land Buddhism, Taoism, Christianity, and the perennial wisdom traditions. Visit goldenflower.ch to explore the Abbey.
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