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The Secret Art of Dying

Esoteric Deathbed Practices in Heian Japan

JacourLing 1. STons

DuriNG THE LATTER part of the Heian period (794-1185), death
came to be conceived in Japan's Buddhist circles as a critical junc-
ture when devout practitioners might escape samsara altogether by
achieving birth in the pure land (J. §/6) of a buddha or bodhisattva.
Once born in a pure land, one’s own eventual attainment of bud-
dhahood was said to be assured. “Pure Land” teachings did not yet
have the exclusivistic connotations that they would later assume
in the sectarian movements of Honen (1133-1212) and Shinran
(1173-1262); aspirations for 6j6 were embraced by Buddhists of all
schools, and a range of practices was directed toward that end. Nor
did all devotees seek the same pure land. Some aspired to birth in
the Tosotsu (Skt. Tusita) Heaven, where the future Buddha Miroku
(Maitreya) dwells; or the Fudaraku (Potalaka} paradise of the bo-
dhisattva Kannon (Avalokite$vara) discussed in D. Max Moerman's
chapter in this volume; or other superior realms. But by far the
most popular postmortem destination—and the one usually desig-
nated by the term “Pure Land”—was the Land of Utmost Bliss (Su-
khavati, Gokuraku) presided over by the Buddha Amida (Skt. Ami-
tabha, Amitayus), said to lie in the western quarter of the cosmos.
Popular songs, hymns, poetry, art, and liturgical performances, as
well as doctrinal writings, celebrated Amida's “welcoming descent”
(J. raiga), together with his holy retinue, to meet practitioners at the
time of death and escort them to his realm. The first instructions for
deathbed practice (rinjiz gyogi) ever compiled in Japan—which ap-
pear in the famous Oj6 yosha {Essentials of birth in the Pure Land,
985), a manual of Pure Land practice by the Tendai scholar-monk
Genshin (942-1017)—were framed in an Amidist mode. Genshin
explained how dying monks should hold a five-colored cord fas-
tened to a buddha image, visualize Amida’s coming, and chant the
nenbutsu, the invocation of Amida’s name (“Namu Amida butsu”),
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so as to generate the all-important “last thought” that would ensure
birth in his Pure Land. Several Heian-period hagiographical collec-
tions called 6j6den (accounts of those born in the Pure Land) were
compiled, recording the exemplary deaths of monks, nuns, and lay-
persons believed to have achieved this goal. It is no exaggeration to
say that Pure Land imagery and rhetoric dominated the ways in
which people thought about and prepared for dying.

And yet, other strands of Buddhism also played a role in prepa-
rations for the next life and in deathbed practice. Perhaps the most
prominent of these was mikkyd, or esoteric Buddhism. This might
at first seem surprising, in that mikkyd, in terms of its formal doc-
trine, has so often been represented as a teaching for this world.
Kokai (774-835), the founder of the esoteric Shingon school who
played a key role in the formation of esoteric Buddhist discourse,

had stressed that mikkys is the “lightning-fast vehicle” (Skt. vaj-

rayana) of enlightenment, superior in this regard to the gradual
path of the lesser, exoteric teachings (J. kengys).! Through perfor-
mance of the “three secrets” {(sanmitsu)—the forming of mudras or
scripted ritual gestures (in), the chanting of mantras (shingon),
and the contemplation of esoteric deities or their symbolic repre-
sentations—the body, mouth, and mind of the practitioner were
said to be identified with those of the cosmic Buddha Dainichi
(Skt. Mahéavairocana), thus “realizing buddhahood with this very
body” (J. sokushin jobutsu).? Notions of birth after death in a pure
land find only the briefest mention in Kikai's works.® A decidedly
this-worldly character is also suggested by the various mikkys tites
(shuihs), sponsored by the court or privately by aristocrats, which
were thought to influence the natural and political spheres. Both of
the major streams of esoteric Buddhism that took shape during the
Heian period—Tomitsu, or Kiikai's esoteric Shingon school, and
Taimitsu, the esoteric branch of the Tendai school-~developed
complex ritual techniques intended to alleviate drought, quell epi-
demics, cure illness, secure the birth of male heirs, subdue enemies,
and achieve other pragmatic aims. Thus one might expect that eso-
teric Buddhism would play little or no role in the sort of deathbed
practices that Genshin had introduced, since these were framed in
terms of liberation after death in a separate buddha realm and an
ethos of “loathing this defiled world and aspiring to the Pure Land”
{(onri edo gongu j6do). On closer examination, however, the reifica-
tion of esoteric and Pure Land teachings into the opposing pelar-
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ities of “world affirmation” and “world denial” proves to have been
largely a product of modern Shingon sectarian scholarship.* A
number of esoteric siitras, ritual manuals, and other works im-
ported during the Nara (710-794) and Heian periods contain spells
and rites said to bring about birth after death in Amida’s realm.”
For example, the Rishushaku (Ch. Ligushi), a commentary on the
esoteric scripture Rishukyo (Ligu jing, Sttra of the guiding princi-
ple), expounds on the seed syllable aritm that represents Amida,
also known as Murygju Nyorai (Tathéigata of Immmeasurable Life);
by upholding this one-syllable mantra, it says, one can avoid illness
and disaster in this life and, in the next, achieve the highest level of
birth in that buddha’s land.® The Murydju giki (Ch. Wuliangshou
yigui), an influential ritual text, sets forth a meditation ritual, along
with accompanying mudras and mantras, for achieving birth after
death in the Land of Utmost Bliss, as well as for transforming one’s
present reality into the Pure Land.” Whether based upon texts such
as these or through their own innovation, a significant number of
practitioners drew on esoteric Buddhism in their preparations for
the next life. Mikkys influences on Heian-period deathbed ritual
ranged from the simple incorporation, without explicit theoretizing,
of esoteric incantations or other elements into end-of-life practices
for achieving birth in the Pure Land, to very detailed reformulations
in esoteric doctrinal terms of both the concept of 5j6 and the death-
bed practices for achieving it. This chapter will consider some of
these esoteric forms of deathbed practice, with particular attention
to the question of whether or_not a tension or contradiction was
perceived between the goals of birth in the Pure Land and the
realization of buddhahood with this very body and, if so, how it
was addressed.

Esoteric Practices and Pure Land Aspirations:
Some Unproblematized Combinations

A number of Heian mikkyo adepts aspired to birth in the Pure Land,
with no apparent sense of incompatibility between the goals of the
two doctrinal systems. The very earliest gjoden collection, Yoshi-
shige no Yasutane’s Nihon 6i5 gokuraku ki (Record of those in Japan
born in [the Pure Land of] Utmost Bliss, ca. 985), contains several
such instances. For example, Zomyo (843-927), the chief abbot
(zasu) of Enryakuji, the great Tendai monastery on Mt. Hiei, had
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been initiated into the threefold rites of Taimitsu practice but also
practiced contemplation of Amida; at the end, it is said, he had his
disciples chant Amida’s name and died facing west.® My&sho, an-
other Hiei monk, “was from the outset drawn to the esoteric teach-
ings” but also died contemplating Amida and chanting the nen-
butsu.’ Shinrai, an esoteric adept practicing at Ishiyamadera, bad
mastered the three secrets. On the day of his death, he initiated his
leading disciple into the secret mudras and mantras of the Diamond
Realm (vajradhdtu, kongskai) that he had not yet transmitted to
him. Then he faced west, contemplating Amida, and passed
away.!? Such examples show that even adepts self-identified with
the esoteric teachings sought the Pure Land of Amida as their post-
mortem goal. While the polemical intentions of the compiler, Yasu-
tane, in representing such eminent monks as Pure Land devotees
cannot be ignored, we find similar references in other types of
sources as well. For example, we have a notice of resignation from
Tosho (906-983), abbot of the Kongdbuji, the Shingon monastery
on Mt. Kdya, and concurrently the chief administrator of Kéfukuji
and the Shingon temple Toji. Joshd petitioned in 981 to be released
from all administrative duties in order to devote his remaining
years to practices for achieving birth in Amida’s Pure Land.!
Monks such as Joshd and those just mentioned from Nikon 6j5
gokuralcu ki were learned clerics and thus surely aware of the differ-
ences in orientation between esoteric and Pure Land doctrinal
teachings, and yet they are said to have turned their religious aspi-
rations toward Amida’s Pure Land as death approached.*? Such
examples suggest that an individual’s religious aims and practices
were not expected to conform throughout to a single doctrinal sys-
tem or, perhaps more precisely, that doctrinal systems were more
porous and accommodating than contemporary orthodoxy would
suggest. Regardless of one’s sectarian identity or doctrinal orienta-
tion, “aspiring to the Pure Land” was a common vocabulary in
which preparation for death was understood.

We also find cases of individuals self-described as Pure Land
devotees who incorporated esoteric elements into their customary
practices and directed them toward the goal of birth in Amida’s
realm. Several early instances occur in the short biographical
notices contained in the death register (kakochd) of the Nijigo
Zanmai-e (Twenty-five Samédhi Society), a fellowship of monks in-
fluential in the spread of Pure Land devotion that formed in 986 at
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the Yokawa precinct of Mt. Hiei for the express purpose of encour-
aging one another in practices for achieving birth in Amida’s Pure
Land.!® These notices show that the society’s members freely incor-
porated a range of practices, including esoteric ones, into their reg-
ular disciplines aimed at achieving 8j6. For example, the monk
Myofu (d. 1006) practiced both nenbutsu and sttra recitation and
at one point conducted a goma rite—the offering of oblations in
the esoteric ritual fire——for more than a thousand days in order to
achieve birth in the Pure Land.?* Rysun {(d. 1011} regularly prac-
ticed an offering rite to the esoteric deity Fudé My55 (Skt. Acalana-
tha).}’® Shonen (a.k.a. Shokin, d. 1015) for fifteen years chanted the
nenbutsu ten thousand times at each of the six times of the day
. rokuji) but also twice daily performed the esoteric Amida offer-
ing rite (Amida kuyé h6); in addition, he recited the Lotus Siitra
4,200 times.'® Koshin (d. 1021) repeatedly recited the Lofus and
Amida sttras, as well as the ten vows of bodhisattva Fugen (Skt. Sa-
mantabhadra), Amida’s forty-eight vows, and the ten bodhisattva
precepts, and also performed the Lotus repentance ritual {J. Hokke
senbd); in addition, among other practices, he recited numerous
esoteric mantras and dharants, including the longer and shorter
Amida spells, the Wish According (zuigu) dharani, and the Mantra
of Light (komyo shingon), the Superlative DharanT of the Buddha’s
Crown (Sonshé Daibutchs; hereafter “Superlative Spell”), the
Arorikika mantra, and the mantras of ¥udd and Butsugen (Skt. Bud-
dhalocans).l? :

The kakochs entry for Genshin, who was himself active in the
group, quotes him as saying with characteristic humility that he
lacked the intelligence to study esoteric teachings (J. shingon) and
preferred to concentrate on the nenbutsu, yet he adds that he
had regularly recited the spell of the Thousand-Armed Kannon, a
dharani said to confer protection against fifteen types of inauspi-
cious death, and also the Superlative Spell; the biography elsewhere
notes that in addition to these two dhiranis, Genshin recited those
of Amida, Fuds, and Butsugen, as well as the Mantra of Light.'®
Genshin also refers in his 06 yoshil to recitation of the Mantra of
Light and other dharanis and siitras of both esoteric and exoteric
teachings as supporting practices for achieving birth in Amida’s
Pure Land.!®

Another case in point is Genshin's disciple Kakuchd (952/960-
1034), also a member of the Nijiigo Zanmai-e, who was celebrated
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for his esoteric knowledge. According to his §jdden biography, Ka-
kuchd continually practiced the moon-disk contemplation (gachi-
rinkan or gatsurinkan), an esoteric technique in which one visual-
izes a Sanskrit a syllable, representing the originally unborn, above
a lotus blossom against the background of a white disk, as vehicle
for realizing the identity of the practitioner and the cosmic buddha.
This account says that Kakucho died contemplating the Buddha
and later appeared in a dream to one of his disciples, announcing
that he had been born in the Pure Land.?® Members of the Nijiigo
zanmai-e incorporated esoteric elements not only in their individual
practices preparatory for death but also in their funerary rites. The
society’s regulations specify that at the time of its monthly gather-
ing, after practicing the nenbutsu samadhi, members should em-
power sand by chanting the Mantra of Light and performing the
three secrets contemplation. This sand was to be sprinkled over the
bodies of any members of the society who had died, to release them
from suffering and enable them to be born in the Pure Land.?!

Similar instances can be found in connection with other
monastic settings. Some especially striking examples appear in the
Kdyasan Gjdden, which contains accounts of the Pure Land aspi-
rants of the Shingon monastery at Mt. Koya, including both official
monks serving in Mt. Koya's halls and temples and those “bessho hi-
firi” or ascetic holy men practicing in small reclusive communities
{bessho) that formed on the slopes and valleys of the mountain’s sa-
cred precincts.?? For example, Kyokai (d. 1093; known also as the.
“Odawara hijiri”), who played an organizing role in the early Kéya
bessho, is said, as his daily practice, to have cultivated the practices
of the two esoteric mandalas, performed the Amida offering rite,
practiced the Daibutchs dhirani, and recited the Amida mantra;
just before his death, he also copied and consecrated several hun-
dred drawings of Fudé. On his deathbed, he faced west and chanted
the nenbutsu with his fellow practitioners. Afterward, the monks
heard mysterious music receding toward the west, while one
dreamt that Kyokai was ascending on clouds to the Pure Land, es-
corted by Amida’s holy retinue.?* It will be noted that almost none
of the above examples draws a distinction between “exoteric” and
“esoteric” practices; all disciplines are equally directed toward birth
in the Pure Land.

Hayami Tasuku has argued that whatever the distinctions be-
tween Pure Land and esoteric doctrinal teachings, in actual prac-
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tice, the chanted nenbutsu and the mantras and spells of the eso-
teric repertoire were understood in the same way—as powerful
invocations able to effect release from the sufferings of the six
paths, to pacify the spirits of the dead, and to bring about birth in
a pure land, whether for oneself or for others. That is why, as Ha-
yami demonstrates, both the nenbutsu and esoteric mantras were
frequenily recited in death-related contexts, such as “preemptive fu-
nerals” (gyakushu)—services for postmortem welfare performed in
advance of an individual's death——as well as funerary and memorial
rites.2* Tt is therefore not surprising that esoteric incantations were
also incorporated into practices for the time of death. Since these
mantras and dharanis were considered efficacious in dispelling ma-
lign influences or karmic obstructions, one also finds considerable
overlap, in the deathbed context, between their contemplative and
thaumaturgical functions. To mention a few examples from ojoden:
the dowager empress Kanshi (d. 1102) summons monks three days
before her death and asks them to recite the name of the bodhi-
sattva Kokfizo (Skt. Akasagharbha) and perform the rite of Daiitoku
My66, an esoteric manifestation of Amida or Monju {Mafijuéti), to
banish hindrances at the time of her death. She herself dies facing
west, holding a cord attached to a buddha image.?® The councilor
Oe no Otomuto (d. 1184) chants the Superlative Spell seven times
before he dies.?®
Other esoteric rituals were also performed at the time of death;
the ajari (dedrya) Yuthan {d. 1095), who at one time served as the
chief administrator of Mt. Koya, has a goma rite offering to the eso-
teric deity Sonsho Butcho performed just before his death to ensure
his right mindfulness in his last moments.?” The monk Shinnd (d.
1096), at the time of his death, has his fellow monks perform the es-
oteric rishu zanmai service, while he himself faces west and chants
the nenbutsu.2® Ojoden also offer examples of individuals using
esoteric icons as their deathbed honzon, or object of worship, in
preference to an image of Amida. Ensho (d. 963), the chief abbot
of Enrvakuji, enshrines at his deathbed images of both Amida and
Sonshs Butchs.?® In the same collection, a woman of the Tomo
family, a wife of the governor of Omi Province and a devout nen-
butsu practitioner, has her seat moved on the day of her death be-
fore the Womb World (garbhadhdtu, taizokai) mandala, which pre-
sumnably served as her deathbed honzon.*® The gjari Enkyd (il ca.
1076), a monk of Mt. Hiei, enshrines at his bedside a gachirin, or
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“moon disk,” on which to focus his final contemplations; an un-
named nun (n.d.) uses a painting of the esoteric ;zyoz‘rin Kannon as
her deathbed icon; and the nyads (lay monk) Myojaku (d. ca. 1124—
1126), a devotee of the bodhisattva Koktzs and an accomplished
f:sotenlc practitioner, hangs near himself at the time of death an
inscription of the seed syllable vam, representing Dainichi’s wis-
dom.*! Other individuals die forming mudras associated with Dai-
nichi, rather than Amida. Again, in these accounts, no distinction
appears to have been made between exoteric or esoteric practices,
The individuals depicted simply engage at death in those practices
and employ the particular honzon of their own preference, and a
range of ritual, iconographic, and contemplative elements, includ-
g esoteric ones, is unproblematically assimilated to the goal of
birth after death in the Pure Land.

All the examples discussed thus far suggest that there were no
fixed boundaries between “esoteric adepts” and “Pure Land devo-
tees”; the two categories overlappeéd to varying degrees and in differ-
ent ways. There were esoteric practitioners such as Jashs, who
inclined increasingly toward the goal of §j6 as they grew older;
§elf-descﬁbed Pure Land aspirants, like several members of the Ni:
jigo Zanmai-e, who drew on the perceived power of esoteric ritual
to ensure their attainment of 6i6; and others, like Kakuchs, who, all

along, engaged actively in both modes of thought and practice and
sometimes others as well.

Toward an Esoteric Style of Dying

A few &joden accounts and other hagiographical sources, however
clearly attempt to depict the “ideal death,” an incontrovertible proo%
of §j6, in predominantly or even exclusively esoteric terms. For ex-
ample, the monk Seien (d. ca. 1074-1077), a native of Izumo who
E‘rxad mastered the rites of the two mandalas, dies sitting erect, form-
ing the mantra of Dainichi and holding a five-pronged vajra; there is
no mention of him going to a pure land.>® Such examples occur
with somewhat greater frequency in accounts of the practitioners
of Mt. Koya, mentioned above. The monk Shayo (d. 1167), formerly
of Ninnaji but now a resident of Mt. Kova, announces on the nine
hundred ninety-ninth day of a thousand-day Fuds rite that he
wishes to complete the entire rite now, because tomorrow he will
“be born in the land of Esoteric Splendor.” Here, “the land of Eso-
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teric Splendor” (mitsugon kokudo), the universal realm of Dainichi’s
enlightenment, is presented as a postmortem destination.®® In an-
other example, the monk Nogan (n.d.) habitually recites both the
nenbutsu and the esoteric sfitra Rishukys; at death, he faces west
and holds the five-colored cords but “with his mind, contemplates
the teaching of the three secrets.”** A particularly intriguing exam-
ple is the account of the Koya ascetic Rentai (d. 1098), a Lotus Siitra
reciter. One day, someone asks him, “Where have you fixed your
aspirations—on [Amida’s land of] Utmost Bliss or [Maitreya’s
Heaven of] Satisfaction?” Rentai responds in part that “the dharma
realm is all suchness, so what particular land should I aspire t0?”
The day after his death, his disciple dreams that the Diamond
Realm mandala is unfurled in the sky, and seated in the moon disk
of Murydju Nyorai (Amida) in the space ordinarily occupied by the
bodhisattva Saih&in is his master Rentai.>® This dream is couched,
not in the raigd imagery typical of most dreams recorded in Heian
sources confirming a deceased person’s §j5—such as the purple
clouds, other-worldly music, and subtle fragrance said to accom-
pany Amida’s welcoming descent—but in mikkyd iconography. It
suggests that the deceased Rentai is indeed in Amida’s land—not
the remote pure land in the western direction but the “pure land”
of the Diamond Realm mandala, in which Amida and his attendants
appear as expressions of the cosmic Buddha Dainichi. Without
maaking explicit doctrinal claims, such stories draw on conventions
of the Pure Land tradition and rework them in an esoteric mode.
An extremely interesting account, one of many legends concern-
ing the famous poet-monk Saigyd (1118-1190), asserts the existence
of a superior, esoteric posture to be observed in dying. Asked about
the proper manner in which to die, Saigyd replies, “Those disciples
who understand my inner enlightenment (naishd) will meet their
death facing north. Those who do not know this inner enlighten-
ment will die facing west.” Saigyd himself, the narrative goes on to
say, dies sitting upright in the posture of meditation, forming the
dharma-realm mudra and facing north. His disciples are distressed
and say to one another, “The hijiri (holy man) always aspired to [be
born in the Pure Land in] the western quarter, but now he is facing
north. It must be the work of devils!” And they turn the body so that
it is facing west, break the mudri, and rearrange Saigyd’s hands
with the palms together in the gasshé gesture—the traditional death
posture of Pure Land devotees. The narrative dismisses their ac-
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tions as laughable. While Saigyd was outwardly like a nenbutsu
practitioner, it explains, inwardly he had mastered the deepest se-
crets of both Shingon and Tendai mikkyo traditions; therefore he
faced north and formed the dharma-realm mudri, a posture that
“returns to the source of the three secrets of the dharma realm”
and “accords with the quiescent and luminous inner enlightenment
that is without periphery or center.”*® This story postulates a dis-
tinctly “esoteric” death posture, recognized only by initiates and su-
perior 1o that of conventional, exoteric deathbed practice.

Esoteric Instructions for Deathbed Practice

The uses of esoteric elements in deathbed practice reviewed thus far
are not developed theoretically; practitioners for the most part sim-
ply ignored, or at least were not evidently troubled by, doctrinal ten-
sions between notions of birth in a pure land, in which escape from
samsara is mediated by death, and the realization of buddhahood
with this very body. Even in stories such as those of Seien, Rentai,
or Saigys, where the deathbed practice, posture, or auspicious post-
mortem signs are clearly cast in an esoteric mode, little theoretical
explanation is offered. This does not mean, however, that doctrinal
theory was deemed unimportant. For some mikkys scholars, the re-
lationship between 56 and sokushin jébutsu was a problem that re-
quired clarifying, and they worked actively to reinterpret Pure Land
ideas within an esoteric conceptual framework. Over and against
the ethos of “loathing this defiled world and aspiring to the Pure
Land,” found in 6j6den and other Heian Pure Land literature, these
Shingon teachers asserted that the Pure Land was inherent in the
mind and that “0j6” was not birth after death in a separate realm
but the practitioner’s union with the Buddha. Of course, they were
by no means the first or only Buddhists to put forth non-dual ex-
planations of the Pure Land.3” The distinctive feature of their argu-
ments lies in their assimilation of Pure Land elements to the eso-
teric three secrets practices of body, mouth, and mind. Not content
merely to work out an esoteric mode of Pure Land thought on a
theoretical level, they also produced concrete instructions for death-
bed practice that explicitly reflected these esoteric interpretations.
Before turning to examples of these esoteric instructions for
deathbed practice, however, let us briefly touch on the Pure Land
model they were appropriating. As noted above, deathbed practices
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aimed at birth in a pure land were first formally introduced to a
Japanese readership in Genshin's 0jo yoshii, which outlines nen-
butsu practice for ordinary times; for special times, such as retreats;
and for the moment of death. At the opening of the section on
deathbed practice, Genshin cites the passage from the “Chinese tra-
dition” (Ch. Zhongguo benzhuan) included in the Vinaya commen-
tary of Daoxuan (596-667) in a section on “Attending to the Sick
and Sending off the Dead,” discussed by Koichi Shinohara in chap-
ter 3 of this volume.?® Following the purported conventions of the
Jetavana Monastery in India in Sakyamuni Buddha's time, a dying
monk is to be removed to a “hall of impermanence” (J. mujdin), so
that the sight of his familiar surroundings and robe, bowl, and other
possessions will not generate thoughts of attachment. There, he
should be made to grasp a five-colored pennant fastened to the
hand of a buddha image, to help him generate thoughts of following
the Buddha to his pure realm.?® As Shinohara notes, Daoxuan’s in-
structions allow for aspiration to any number of buddha realms, but
Genshin frames them in an explicitly Amidist mode. For example,
he cites other Chinese predecessors specifically associated with
Pure Land practices, such as Shandao {613-681), who recommends
that dying persons should be made to face west, visualize the com-
ing of the Buddha Amida to welcome them, and continually recite
Amida’s name,*® and also Daochuo (562-645), who stresses the im-
portance of helping the dying to sustain ten reflections on Amida,
the minimum contemplation deemed necessary to achieve birth in
his Pure Land.*! Genshin also adds his own recommendations, cen-
tering on exhortation to the dying to visualize Amida’s physical
marks, his radiant, embracing light, and his welcoming descent, to-
gether with his holy retinue, to escort the practitioner to the Pure
Land. Deathbed practices welding the “Jetavana model” to aspira-
tions for birth in Amida’s land are also stipulated in the regulations
of the Nijigo Zanmai-e, whose members were among the first in
Japan to conduct such rites in a formalized manner.*

Jichihan: Deathbed Contemplation for

the Shingon Practitioner

Genshin's instructions for deathbed practice were followed by
other works of a similar intent. One of the earliest extant examples,
about half a century after Oj6 yoshi, is the Byochii shugyo ki (Notes
on practice during illness) by the monk Jichthan (a.k.a. Jippan or
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Jitsuhan, ca. 1089-1144), known as the founder of the temple Naka-
nokawa Jajin'in in Nara and of the Nakanokawa branch of Shingon.
Jichihan was versed in Hossé and Shingon teachings and was active
in efforts to revive the monastic precepts; at one point, he also
studied Tendai doctrine at the Yokawa precinct of Mt. Hiei, where
he was exposed to Tendai Pure Land thought.*® Jichihan was one of
the earliest figures to interpret Pure Land ideas from an esoteric
standpoint. His Byochi shugyd ki, written during an illness in the
winter of 1134, represents the first instructions for deathbed prac-
tice to be compiled in Japan in an esoteric mode.** In its conclud-
ing passage, Jichihan writes:

[The manner of conducting] a ritual such as this should depend on
the individual's inclination. What I have written above is intended
solely for myself. Although displaying a holy image and having [the
dving person] revere it and hold a colored pennant {affixed to its
hand], etc. represent the tradition of the Jetavana Monastery set
forth in the Mahayana scriptures, these protocols may be adapted
according to the occasion and need not necessarily be insisted
upon.**

This suggests both that the ritual forms of deathbed practice intro-
duced by Genshin were by this time well known in monastic circles
and that they were not the first object of Jichihan's concern. What
interested him was how the Shingon practitioner should practice
at the time of death. While space limitations preclude a detailed re-
view of all the Bydchii shugys ki's eight articles, let us briefly con-
sider the distinctively esoteric elements in Jichihan's instructions.
One compelling concern of virtually all rinji gyogi texts is main-
taining right mindfulness at the moment of death. As explained in
Shinchara’s chapter, throughout the Buddhist world, one’s thought
at the last moment was believed to exert a determinative influence -
over one’s postmortem fate. The Guanwuliangshou fing, or Contem-
plation Sitra, one of the major Pure Land scriptutes, says that even
evil persons, if able at the time of death to form ten consecutive
thoughts of Amida and invoke his name, will thereby eradicate
eight billion kalpas of sinful deeds and achieve birth in the Pure
Land. However, by the same logic, it was also thought that even a
devout practitioner, by a stray deluded thought at the last moment,
could in effect negate the merit of a lifetime’s practice and plunge
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into the lower realms. Thus the ability to focus one’s mind at this
juncture was considered crucial.*® Jichihan recommends that the
Shingon practitioner should always contemplate the deity Fudo
Myd6, relying on him to achieve right mindfulness and sustain the
aspiration for enlightenment (bodaishin) in one’s final hours. Fudo
is one of the “wisdom king” (my66) deities incorporated into mikkys
as a protector. He is often depicted in a fearsome aspect, glaring
and tusked, holding a sword to sever delusions and a noose to re-
strain the passions. “The protection of this wisdom king extends
even to realizing the fruit of buddhahood, which is distant,” Jichi-
han writes. “Hlow could he, in his compassionate vow, abandon
[practitioners] at the time of death, which is close at hand?”*7 While

it is not clear whether or not this was Jichihan's innovation, reli-

ance on Fudd’s protection in one’s last hours would become a stan-
dard feature of virtually all subsequent Shingon deathbed ritual
Instructions.

Like Genshin's (Jj6 ySshii and other rinjai gyogi texts, the Bydchii
shugyd ki recommends that the dying person perform repentance
{sange) to remove various karmic hindrances that might obstruct
one at the time of death. Performing repentance shortly before
death seems to have been widespread in Heian Japan, and various
methods were used, such as the Lotus repentance rite.*® Jichihan
recomimends in particular the efficacy of esoteric spells, such as
the Superlative Dharani of the Buddha's Crown, the Mantra of
Light, or the Amida spell. As we have seen, some Gjdden accounts
mention the recitation of these and other spells as well as the nen-
butsy at the time of death, both to remove karmic hindrances and
to ward off demonic influences; as Hayami has noted, such prac-
tices reflect a widespread understanding of the powers of Buddhist
incantatory language that did not necessarily differentiate between
“Pure Land” and “esoteric” doctrinal categories. Jichthan, however,
provides an explicitly esoteric doctrinal explanation: All such recita-
tions are to be performed as part of three secrets practice for
uniting the practitioner’s body, mouth, and mind with those of the
Buddha. One should form the appropriate mudra with the hands,
chant the mantra or dhirand in guestion with the mouth, and con-
template that mantra with the mind, firmly believing that its es-
sence is the fundamental syllable 4, the originally unborn, and that
all sins will thereby be eradicated. Or one can simply contemplate
the true aspect in accordance with the esoteric teachings, which
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will lead to the liberating insight that deluded karmic actions, aris-
ing through conditions, are without fixed form and thus inseparable
from the originally unborn dharma realm.#®

Jichihan then proceeds to provide an esoteric version of the
deathbed contemplation of Amida and his Pure Land set forth by
Genshin and his Chinese predecessors. The practitioner must direct
his thoughts to Amida, defined here as the “lord of the lotus sec-
tion,” one of the five divisions of the “perfected body” assembly of
the Diamond Realm mandala. As for his realm, it is “a land in the
western quarter, whose name is Perfect Bliss.” It appears here that
Jichihan is referring, not to a pure land billions of world-spheres
away, but to the lotus section, located west of center in the Dia-
mond Realm mandala, over which Amida presides.® Jichihan goes
on to describe this land in distinctively esoteric terms; for example,
it is composed of the five elements, and its ground, of the seven pre-
cious substances. By the empowerment of the syllable urin, which
is the seed syllable of Amida, the waters, birds, trees, and forests of
that land all preach the dharma. Above the Buddha's throne is a
moon disk, and upon the moon disk is a lotus; upon the lotus disk
is a seed syllable that transforms into the symbolic form (sarnaya-
gvé) of the object of worship, the Buddha Amida. That Buddha's
body is as many yojanas in height as six billion nayutas times the
number of sands in the Ganges River and possesses eighty-four
thousand marks, each with an equal number of excellent gualities,
each of which in tumn radiates eighty-four thousand rays of light.
As Amida’s dharma body has four aspects, so does his land. By his
supernatural powers, he will appear in differing ways to people of
varying capacity, but all these manifestations are in essence equal.
In short, the contemplation of Amida recommended here is not
meditation on an external savior who will descend and escort the
practitioner to his distant pure land but an esoteric visualization
sequence in which contemplating, internalizing, and mentally
transrnuting iconographic imagery serves as the vehicle for realiz-
ing one’s own identity with the Buddha. Jichihan makes this quite
explicit:

Because there is no discrimination in the single great dharma
realm, know clearly that this Buddha is precisely one’s own mind.
Now, in contemplating the Buddha who is our own mind, know
too that his land is alse our mind. Truly we will be born into that
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[pure] land that is none other than our mind. The one who con-
templates and that which is contemplated, the one who achieves
birth and the place where that person is born, are in no way sepa-
rate from the single great dharma realm.5!

Continuing his contemplation instructions, Jichihan suggests
that the practitioner should visualize the syllable wom between
Amida’s brows and envision it transforming into the physical mark
of the white curl {Skt. éirna; J. byakugs), turning to the right, large
as five Mt. Sumerus and emitting eighty-four thousand rays of light.
Genshin too, in his 0j6 yoshi, had emphasized visualization of
the radiant light emanating from the white curl between Amida’s
brows, embracing practitioners and enabling them to eradicate sin,
focus their deathbed contemplation, and achieve birth in the Pure
Land.>? Jichihan, however, suggests not only that the white curl
should be visualized as a transformation of the letter nimm but also
that it is endowed with Amida’s four inseparable mandalas: Its
pure white color corresponds to the great mandala (daimandara);
its beneficial manifestations, to the sanmaye mandala (sanmaya
mandara); the insight it produces in becoming a norm of conduct,
to the dharma mandala (k6 mandara); and its light embracing all
living beings, to the karma mandala (karsuma mandara).®? In dis-
cussing the meaning of the light emanating from this curl and em-
bracing devotees, Jichihan draws on Shandao, who addresses this
topic in some detail in his commentary on the Cowntemplation
Saira;** however, as Otani Teruo has noted, Jichihan also carefully
elides those phrases in Shandao’s commentary that suggest a dual-
istic contrast between a transcendent buddha and the deluded
beings who are saved. In short, Jichihan assimilates Shandao’s au-
thority as a Pure Land master to an esoteric reading of Pure Land
teachings in which the Buddha and the beings are non-dual.®
Finally, he says, the practitioner should pray to be embraced and
brought to awakening by the light emanating from the object of
worship {= Armida) that is ultimately identical to one’s own mind.

A particular innovation of Jichihan's is his redefinition of the
deathbed nenbutsu as a form of empowerment through practice of
the three secrets (sammitsu kaji), or ritual union with the body,
mouth, and mind of an esoteric deity. As Genshin had done for nen-
butsu practice in his Oj& yoshii, Jichihan similarly defines sanmitsu
practice for three kinds of occasions, focusing in particular on the
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basic esoteric practice of a-syllable meditation (ajikan). The first
letter in the Sanskrit syllabary, s was considered to represent the
“originally unborn” (adyanutpdda, honpusha), the true nature of the
dharmas.>¢ Jichihan's first method, for everyday use, is a traditional
three secrets practice in which the practitioner forms the basic mu-
dra corresponding to the object of worship, recites its basic mantra,
and contemplates that mantra as embodying the three inseparable
meanings of the syllable a—empty (ki), existing (1), and originally
unborn {(honpushs)—which constitute the dharma body and are
identical to the mind of the practitioner. “Because of inconeeivable
emptiness, the karmic hindrances one has created are destroyed in
accordance with the teaching. Because of inconceivable existence,
the Pure Land toward which one aspires is achieved in accordance
with one’s vows. What is called the ‘unborn’ is the Middle Way. And
because of the Middle Way, there are no fixed aspects of either kar-
mic hindrances or the Pure Land.”" Jichiban’s second kind of san-
mitsu practice, intended for “when one has extra time, or is physi-
cally weak,” begins his assimilation of the nenbutsu to a-syllable
meditation. Here, the practitioner’s reverent posture is the paradig-
matic “secret of the body”; in this light, all movements of the body
‘are mudrds. Chanting Amida’s name is the paradigmatic “secret of
the mouth,” and on this basis, all words and speech are mantras.
The “secret of the mind” is contemplating the meaning of this
name, both as a whole phrase (kugi) and as three individual sylla-
bles (jigi). As a whole, it signifies amysta (J. kanro), meaning that
the Buddha has freed himself from all hindrances, fevers, and poi-
sons, reaching the cool of nirvana, and causes all beings who con-
template his name to become equal to himself. Individually, the
three characters in the name “Amida” are equated by Jichihan with
three fundamental esoteric meanings of the letter a: A indicating the
originally unborn, which is the Middle Way; mi, the great self that
is without self and enjoys perfect freedom; and da, moment-to-
moment accordance with suchness, which is liberation.®® Jichihan’s
third kind of sanmitsu practice, to be employed for the moment of
death, is a greatly simplified form of what he has already outlined:
one should form the mudra of the object of worship (Amida), chant
his name, and single-mindedly take refuge in the myriad virtues of
the Middle Way. Here, the elements of visualization and contempla-
tion are vastly simplified, while that of invocation is paramount. Ji-
chihan’s synthesis of the nenbutsu and the esoteric a-syllable medi-
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tation in the context of deathbed practice would be developed by
later Shingon figures such as Kakuban and Dohan and also by
teachers of other Buddhist traditions.>®

Jichihan's Pure Land thought developed over time, and the
Byochii shugys ki may not represent his final word on the subject.
Some evidence suggests that, like the esoteric practitioners men-
tioned above, Jichihan in later life may have framed his postmor-
tem aspirations in terms of birth in Amida’s realm.%° In this writing,
however, practice at the time of death is in essence an esoteric three
secrets rite for realizing sokushin jobutsu through ritual union with
Amida Buddha. Because in this text Jichihan neither explicitly
denies exoteric understandings of the Pure Land nor clarifies the re-
lationship between Amida and Dainichi, the cosmic buddha of the
Shingon teachings, and because he draws extensively on exoteric
sources, such as the works of Shandao and Genshin, some sectarian
scholars have been critical of the work as overly indebted to Tendai
thought and not sufficiently aligned with Shingon orthodoxy.®!
However, such criticisms overiook how thoroughly the Byschi
shugy6 ki appropriates Pure Land elements—including Amidist im-
agery, visualizations, and the deathbed nenbutsu—to the non-dual
conceptual structure of esoteric three secrets practice.

To a modern sensibility, it might seem counter-intuitive to speak
of achieving sokushin jobutsu at the moment of death: What would
“realizing buddhahood with this very body” mean if that body was
about to perish? We would be wrong, however, to assume that so-
kushin jobutsu (and its ritual-symbolic apparatus) necessarily im-
plied a purely “this-worldly” orientation. Jichiban's ByGchii shugyd
ki is not the only text to suggest that this goal might be realized
at death, or even after.®? The distinction drawn by Heian esoteric
thinkers such as Jichihan between sokushin jobutsu and 6j6 was
not exclusively or even predominately one of this-worldly versus
other-worldly attainments but is more fruitfully understood in other
terms. From an esoteric standpoint, the idea of realizing sokushin
jobutsu at life’s end would of course have been deemed superior to
88, in that it assimilates the ideal death to the non-dual stance of
mikkys doctrine, in contrast to notions of “going” to a separate
pure land, which are easily characterized in dualistic terms; more-
over, sokushin jobutsu represents full buddhahood, where /6 was
understood as merely a stage, although a decisive one, in buddha-
hood’s attainment. But perhaps even more important, sokushin jo-
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butsu was a state to be achieved with this body, the fleshly body
born of father and mother, unlike birth in the Pure Land, which is
accomplished only in discarding the present body and assuming a
more ethereal one. One imagines that for some self-identified eso-
teric practitioners, positing sokushin jébutsu as a goal to be realized
at life’s last moment may have represented a reassertion of the em-
bodied, somatic character of esoteric practice and attainment, over
and against more “spiritualized” notions of attainment inherent in
the idea of 576.

Kakuban: Deathbed Practice as Ritual Performance

A second important manual of deathbed practice in an esoteric
mode is the Ichigo taivé himitsu shil (Collection of secret essentials
for a lifetime) by Kakuban (1095-1143), founder of the Daidenbgéin

. lineage of Shingon and systematizer of Kiikai’s teachings.®* He and

his followers left Mt. Koya owing to conflict with the monks of Kon-
g6buji, the main temple of the mountain, and established them-
selves at Mt. Negoro; their branch of the tradition would later be-
come known as “new doctrine” (shingi) Shingon.’* Kakuban is
arguably the most important Shingon thinker after Kakai; he is
also the key figure in the development of the strand of Shingon
thought that later came to be known as himitsu nenbutsu, the secret
or esoteric nenbutsu, which interprets Pure Land elements from a
Shingon doctrinal standpoint. His Ichigo taivé himitsu shil in nine
articles was clearly inspired by Jichihan's Byachi shugys ki, which
it cites explicitly.®® This fixes its date of composition in the latter
part of Kakuban's life, between 1134, when the Bydchii shugyd ki
was written, and Kakuban's death in 1143. However, its perspective
differs in significant respects from Jichihan's.

The text opens by stressing the critical importance of the last
moment, when even evil persons can potentially escape samsara,
as well as the efficacy of esoteric ritual and meditative practice in
bringing about the mental focus necessary to achieve this:

Birth in the Pure Land in any of the nine grades depends on right
mindfulness at the last moment. Those who seek buddhahood
should master this attitude. . .. By following these protocols for the
last moment, even monks and nuns who have violated the precepts
are sure to obiain birth in the Pure Land, and lay men and women
who have performed evil deeds will also surely be born in [the land
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of] Utmost Bliss. How much more so, in the case of [those monks
and nuns] who have wisdom and keep the precepts, or of lay men
and women who are virtuous! This is the ultimate point of the

mantras and secret contemplations. Believe deeply and do not
doubt!8®

Like Jichihan, Kakuban stresses the efficacy of mantras and
dharanis in removing karmic hindrances at the hour of death. He
also adopted the idea of deathbed contemplation as a form of three
secrets practice, based on either the a-syllable contemplation or the
closely related moon-disk contemplation. Kakuban regarded these
contemplations as “two but not two,” and ajikan and gachirinkan
were often combined in his thought and practice.®’” Here, he says
that they enable the practitioner to arouse the samddhi bodhicitta
(sarmaji bodaishin), in which one perfects the three secrets and
thus realizes identity with the cosmic buddha.®® “If [the dying per-
son] forms the mudra proper to the object of worship and contem-
plates the Buddha by means of mantra {shingon nenbutsu), per-
forming the three secrets without flagging, then that is itself the
sign of certain birth in the Pure Land.”®®

Where Jichihan's Bydchiai shugyé ki is concerned exclusively
with the question of how the Shingon practitioner should meditate
at the time of death, Xakuban also emphasizes how the Shingon
adept should ritually assist others at that juncture. A large portion
of his instruction is addressed, not to the dying person, but to the
zenchishiki (Skt. kalyanamitra, a “good friend” or Buddhist teacher),
here meaning those ritual specialists who attend the dying and as-
sist their practice at the end. In effect, the Himitsu shii assimilates
deathbed practice to the esoteric rites performed by mikkyo adepts
on behalf of their aristocratic patrons.

Kakuban repeats the by now familiar conventions of deathbed
practice that Genshin had introduced: one should remove the dying
person to a separate room or hall, enshrine a buddha image—
usually the dying person’s personal homzon—and burn incense;
those who have been drinking alcohol or eating meat or the five
pungent roots should be kept away.”® The dying person is to have
secured in advance a promise of assistance from several zenchishiki,
whose duties and qualifications are clearly specified. The first should
“by all means be a person of wisdom, with aspiration for the way.”
The dying person should imagine this individual as the bodhisattva

The Secret Art of Dying 153

Kannon, come to Jead him to the Pure Land. This zenchishiki
should sit close to the dying person, to the west and slightly south,
roughly in line with that person’s navel. He should keep his eyes
fixed on the dying person’s face and abide in a spirit of compassion-
ate protectiveness, chanting in harmony with that person. A second
senchishiki, someone of long experience and training in practice,
should take up his station on the other side of the sick person, near
his head—that is, to the east and slightly north—at a distance of
about three shaku. His task is to recite the mantra of Fud6 to ward
off demonic attacks or other malign influences that might disturb
the dying person’s concentration. A third zenchishiki should also be
positioned to the north, if space permits, or in some other conve-
nient place and strike the gong to set the pace of the chanting. Two
more attendants may be on hand to attend to necessities. When the

-chanting reaches a particular melodic cadence (J. gassatsu), all four

should join in at the same pitch. “This is the deathbed ceremony for
one who seeks the enlightenment of the five kinds of wisdom,” Ka-
kuban says. In short, the deathbed scene is to be arranged in a man-
dalic structure: the four zenchishiki assisting the dying person take
up their stations around him so that together they reproduce the
configuration of the five wisdom buddhas, the dying person occupy-
ing the central position of Dainichi.”!

Kakuban’s instructions for practice at the end of life are the first
to address explicitly the problem of dying persons who are dis-
tracted by pain, mentally confused, or even unconscious and thus
unable to form a mindfud and liberating “last thought.” If the sick
person becomes disoriented because of extreme pain, Kakuban
says, that person should be made to place the palms together and
face the buddha image. It may also happen that although life still
remains, the sick person lapses into a state like a feverish sleep and
barely breathes. At such a time, the zenchishiki are to observe his
breathing carefully and match their breathing to his, chanting the
nenbutsu in unison on the outbreath, for a day, two days, seven
days, or as long as necessary until death transpires, never abandon-
ing the dying person even for a moment. “The rite for persons on
their deathbed always ends with the outbreath,” Kakuban warns.
“You should be ready for the last breath and chant the nenbutsu in
unison.” In this way, the dying person can be freed of sins and
achieve the Pure Land, because—even when he himself may have
ceased to breathe—the attendants chant the nenbutsu on his behalf,
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and Amida’s original vow must inevitably respond to the invocation
of his name. Moreover, the zenchishiki are to visualize their nen-
butsu, chanted on the outbreath, as the six syllables NA-MO-A-MI-TA-
BUH in Sanskrit letters, entering the dying person’s mouth with
the inbreath, transforming into six sun disks, and dispelling with
their brilliance the darkness of the obstructions of sins associated
with the six sense faculties.”? This represents Kakuban’s esoteric
reading of the “meditation on the [setting] sun” (nissdkan), the first
of sixteen meditations for achieving birth in Amida’s Pure Land set
forth in the Contemplation Sitra.”® This synthesis of the nenbursu
with esoteric breath meditation and visualization techniques seems
to have been Kakuban’s innovation.”* In other writings, Kakuban
interprets Amida, conflated with the originally unborn syllable a, as
the breath of life itself: with each outbreath, one “returns one’s life”
{(kinya, the wanslation of “Namu” or Sanskrit “Namo-") to Amida.
With this awareness, the act of breathing itself becomes the contin-
uous nenbutsu—an idea that would influence subsequent esoteric
readings of the nenbutsu and also spread beyond Shingon circles.”™

Kakuban further calls for the zenchishiki's immediate ritual in-
tervention should the death be accompanied by inauspicious signs.
Kakuban draws here on a passage from the Chinese esoteric scrip-
ture Showthu guojiezhu tuoluoni jing (Siitra of dharanis for protect-
ing the nation and the ruler), which enumerates fifteen signs that
the dying will fall into the hells (such as crying aloud with grief or
choking with tears, urinating or defecating without awareness, re-
fusing to open the eyes, foul breath, or lying face down); eight signs
that the dying will fall into the realm of hungry ghosts (such as
burning with fever or suffering from hunger or thirst); and five signs
presaging a descent into the bestial realm (such as contorting of the
hands and feet, foaming at the mouth, or sweating from the entire
body).”® For each of these categories of corporeal signs, Kakuban
specifies what sort of ritual counter-action should be performed.
For example, having observed any of the signs that the newly de-
ceased person will fall into the hells, the zenchishiki should immedi-
ately act to rescue that individual by performing the Buddha Eye,
Golden Wheel, Shé Kannon or Jizd rituals. Sculpted or painted im-
ages should be made of the buddhas or bodhisattas to whom these
rites are directed and offerings made to them. Or one may recite the
Rishukyo, the names of the fifty-three buddhas, or the Jeweled
Casket or Superlative Spell, or the Mantra of Light, or perform the
Jeweled Pavilion (hér6) rite, or recite the “Bodhisattva Preaching
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Verses” chapter of the Flower Ornament Siitra, or the Lotus Stiira,
and so forth, as especially efficacious in saving that person from
the pains of the hells.”” Kakuban’s instructions thus not only con-
cern the moment of death but also extend into the realm of post-
mortem rites. With his Ichigo taiys himitsu shii, deathbed practice
became no longer a matter merely of the dying individual's contem-
plation but a ritual service performed by an adept on a patron’s be-
half. The development of ritual procedures specific to Shingon
deathbed rites did not stop with Jichihan and Kakuban but contin-
ued throughout the medieval period; eventually, such rites were ex-
tended to funeral procedures as well.”®

A Double Logic

. In addition to his ritual innovations, Kakuban also developed the

theoretical aspects of deathbed practice from his mikkys perspec-
tive, drawing a clear, hierarchical distinction between exoteric and
esoteric understandings of the Pure Land. For example, he para-
phrases the views of the esoteric master Shanwuwei (Subhakara-
sinmtha, 637-735) as follows:

The exoteric teachings say that [the land of ] Utmost Bliss is a bud-
dha land lying tens of billions of [world spheres] away to the west.
Its buddha is [Almida, who has realized the fruit of enlightenment
from his practice as the monk Hozd (Skt. Dharmakara). But the es-
oteric teachings say that the pure lands of the ten directions are all
the land of a single buddha, and all the tathigatas are the body of a
single buddha.” )

To which Kakuban adds:

Apart from this Sahd world, there is no land of Utmost Bliss to
contemplate. How could it be separated by tens of billions of other
lands? And apart from Dainichi, there is no separate [buddhal
Amida. ... Amida is Dainichi’s function as wisdom. Dainichi is
Amida’s essence as principle.... When one contemplates in this
way, then, without leaving the Saha world, one is immediately
born in [the pure land of] Utmost Bliss. One's own person enters
Amida, and Amida, without transformation, becomes Painichi.
One’s own person emerges from Dainichi; this is the subtle con-
templation for realizing buddhahood with this very body.5
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Tn that it defines Amida as an aspect of the cosmic buddha, Dai-
nichi Nyorai; draws on esoteric sources; and explicitly repudiates
_the notion of a separate pure land in the west, Kakuban's Himiisu
shii has often been regarded among Shingon sectarian scholars
and others as embodying a more “orthodox” esoteric position than
Jichihan's Byochi shugyo ki.® Alternatively, Kakuban is said to
have effected a true synthesis of mikkyd and Pure Land elements,
in contrast to Jichihan, whose deathbed ritual has been character-
ized as “a single-deity rite (isson hd) of Amida aiming at sokushin
jobutsu” in which “a fusion of the ideas of 5j6 and sokushin jobutsu
is not attempted.”®? Setting aside such hierarchical evaluations of
the two works, one does indeed note a difference in perspective be-
tween them. Where Jichihan fully assimilates deathbed practice
to an esoteric three secrets ritual for realizing one’s identity with
Amida Buddha, Kakuban maintains that same non-dual perspective
but also treats the idea of going to the Pure Land as at least a provi-
sionally real event. Ironically, while Kakuban's Himitsu shii has
often been deemed more consistent with Shingon orthodoxy than
Jichihan's Byéchi shugyd ki, it makes a greater accommodation
than does Jichihan's deathbed text for notions of the Pure Land as
a distinct realm apart from this world.

Kakuban's acknowledgment of two distinct soteriological goals
in effect produces a double logic that runs throughout the text. On
the one hand, the Himitsu shi stresses the inseparability of the
Buddha and the Pure Land with the person of the practitioner: by
contemplating this non-duality, “without leaving the Saha world,
one is immediately born in [the pure land of ] Utmost Bliss.” Yet on
the other hand, it promises at the very outset a method to escape
samsara and achieve “birth in the Pure Land in any of the nine
grades,” and its ritual instructions to the zenchishiki are clearly
aimed at negotiating a safe transit for the dying person from this
world 1o a desirable postmortem realm. This oscillation between
the two perspectives is also mirrored in the text’s claims about what
stage practitioners of varying capacities may expect to achieve. For
example, in discussing the merits of the a-syllable contemplation,
Kakuban writes, “Those of shallow contemplation and limited prac-
tice shall, without discarding their present body, achieve the highest
grade of superior birth in the Pure Land, while those of deep culti-
vation and great assiduity shall, without transformation of their
present mind, become great radiant Dainichi of [the realm of] Eso-
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teric Splendor”; but he also states, “By relying solely on this contem-
plation and not cultivating other practices, [even] a negligent per-
son of small capacity can fulfill the great aspiration for birth in the
next life in the Pure Land, while an assiduous person of great
capacity shall obtain the siddhi of realizing buddhahood with this
present body.”®® Both passages subsume the goals of birth in the
Pure Land and the direct realization of innate buddhahood within
the same a-syllable practice, although establishing a clear hierarchy
between them. But nonetheless an inconsistency remains: On one
hand, to achieve birth in the Pure Land “without discarding their
present body” suggests that “birth in the Pure Land” is a level of at-
tainment, albeit an inferior one, to be realized within the limits of
this life; on the other, to “fulfill the great aspiration for birth in the
next life in the Pure Land” clearly indicates a postmortem goal.
These discrepancies have exercised generations of Shingon exe-
getes, who, since early modern times, have debated whether Kaku-
ban did in some sense acknowledge birth in a separate pure land as
a provisional goal or whether he used this term in an ultimately
non-dual sense to denote an achievement inferior to buddhahood
but still to be realized with this present body. With minor varia-
tions, the present consensus of sectarian scholars assimilates the
Himitsu shii’s promise of “birth in the next life in the Pure Land”
to a non-dual sokushin jobutsu position and seems strongly disin-
clined to entertain the possibility that Kakuban might have actually
been referring to birth after death in a separate realm; 6j5 is read,
for example, as a “skillful means,” a concession to the widespread
Pure Land beliefs of his day, or is interpreted as “birth” in Dainichi
Nyorai's all-pervading “land of esoteric splendor” as an interim
stage leading to sokushin jobutsu.®® The advantage of such readings
is that they iron out inconsistencies in the text; indeed, the “recon-
ciliation of contradictions” (eshaku or efsii) has always been seen as
a major task of traditional exegesis. Nonetheless, sectarian ortho-
doxy represents only one possible approach to the text, and one
can also read Kakuban's Himitsu shii in a way that not only ac-
knowledges its inconsistencies but also sees them as an interpretive
strategy. From this perspective, the Ichigo taiys himitsu shii brings
together the two elements—going to the Pure Land (6/5) and realiz-
ing buddhahood with this very body (sokushin jobutsu)}-not in a
way that attempts to reconcile them or subsume one within the
other, but in a dynamic tension: on one hand dismantling the very
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idea of birth in a separate pure land while at the same time pre-
scribing the most efficacious ritual techniques for achieving it. Per-
haps because the Himitsu shil deals with the specific ritual reguire-
ments of the deathbed, in this work, at least, Kakuban’s intellectual
commitment to non-dual Shingon orthodoxy does not seem to have
led him to abandon the notion of death as a potent and possibly
dangerous transition to another realm, one whose passage could
be negotiated by proper meditative and ritual techniques—
especially by the superior meditative and ritual techniques of the
esoteric repertoire.®>

One finds a similar oscillation between the two perspectives in
another deathbed ritual text, the Rinjii y&jin no koto (Admonitions
for the time of death) by the later esoteric figure Dshan (1178-
1252).%% On the one hand, like Jichihan and Kakuban before him,
Dohan recommends a form of three secrets practice for the practi-
tioner’s last hours, centered on the contemplation of some form of
non-duality:

The syllable a as existence arising through conditions corresponds
to birth. The syllable 4 as the emptiness of non-arising corresponds
to death. Thus dying in one place and being born in another is
nothing other than the letter a... . This is why Vairocana takes this
single syllable as his mantra. ... Birth and death are nothing other
than the transformations of the six elements transmigrating in
accordance with conditions. Buried, one becomes dust and is no
different from the great earth of the syllable A. Cremated, one be-
comes smoke and is equal to the wisdom fire of the syllable ra. In
contemplating the non-transformation of the six elements, there is
no longer arising and perishing, only the naturally inherent four
mandalas that are the buddha essence.¥7

Yet at the very same time, Déhan urges the practitioner, at the
hour of death, to offer a vow before an image of Kiikai, the Shingon
founder, and implore the aid of his empowerment in reaching the
Pure Land of Utmost Bliss.*® Here too we see a tension, or double
logic, in which practice at the last moment is seen both as a ritually
controlled transition from the present realm to a pure land and in
terms of a non-dual metaphysics in which the separate existence of
such a pure land must be rejected. The Pure Land conceptual
framework that dominated Heian Buddhist approaches to death is

The Secret Art of Dying 159

thus assimilated to a mikkyé orientation on two fronts: deathbed
practice for achieving birth in the Pure Land becomes esoteric prac-
tice, while the Pure Land into which that birth is to be achieved is
reconceived in non-dual esoteric terms.*®

A Minority View

Although their perspectives differed, both Jichihan and Kakuban
saw aspiration for the Pure Land—however the “Pure Land” might
have been defined-—and also deathbed practice as compatible with
non-dual esoteric thought. A very different view appears in the Ka-
kukai Hokvs hégo (Bridge of the Law Kakukai’s discourse on the
dharma), a short sermon-like tract (hdgo} recording the teachings
of the Shingon master Nansha-bo Kakukai (1142-1223).%° Kakukai
served from 1217 to 1220 as the thirty-seventh superintendant of
the Kongdbuii on Mt. Koya. Little is known of him, though he had
many gifted disciples, including the above-mentioned Dshan. This
one surviving work of his, the Hogo, rejects both aspiration to spe-
cific pure lands and formalized deathbed ritual as fundamentally
inconsistent with the insight that the whole universe is Dainichi
Nvorai's realm.

Kakukai begins by asserting that “those who truly aspire to un-
excelled enlightenment {Skt. bodhi) in accordance with this [Shin-
gon] teaching do not consider in the least where they will be reborn
or in what form.” This is because, for one awakened to the origi-
nally unborn nature of the dharmas, all places are the pure land
that is Dainichi’s practice hall of Esoteric Splendor (mitsugon dcjo).
From this perspective, Kakukai argues that the entire notion of
fixing one’s aspirations on a particular postmortem destination is
misguided:

When we thoroughly contemplate the arising and perishing of the
dharmas, in fruth we cannot be one-sidedly attached to [Mai-
treya’s] Heaven of Satisfaction, nor to [Amida’s land of] Utmost
Bliss. ...If we simply purify the mind, we shall not feel pain, even
if we should assume the forms of such [lowly] creatures as dragons
and vaksas....Our partiality for the human form and our bias
against the strange forms of other creatures is due to our lack of
understanding. Regardless of transmigration, we shall suffer no
discomfort.®!
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This position leads Kakukai also to reject formalized conventions of
deathbed practice designed to control and direct ritually one’s pas-
sage to the next life, including the attendance in one’s last hours of
a zenchishiki, or religious guide. He continues:

Nor do I consider what kind of mudra to make at the moment of
death. Depending on my state of mind, I can abide [in right mind-
fulness] in any of the four postures {walking, standing, sitting, or
lying down]. What kind of action is not samadhi? Every thought
and every utterance are meditations (kannen) and mantras (shin-
gon) of attainment (siddhi, shitsuji}....The practitioner should
siraply chant the a syllable with each breath and mentally contem-
Plate the true aspect, {that all things] arise in accordance with con-
ditions. The circumstances of our final moments are by no means
known to others, and even good friends (zenchishiki) will be no
help to us. Since one’s own and others’ thoughts are separate,
even if they perform the same contemplation, others’ thoughts are
likely to differ from one’s own. ...1 think it is quite splendid to die
as did the likes of [the recluse] Gochi-ba, abiding in a correct state
of mind with his final moments unknown to any others.?2

If we judge solely by this passage, Kakukai does not seem to
have regarded death as a unique juncture with its own distinctive
dangers and opportunities, requiring mediation by special ritual
forms; the simple conternplation of non-duality and interdependent
arising is sufficient at the moment of death as it is throughout life.
Indeed, from the Hogo's perspective, to fix one’s aspirations for the
next life on any specific realm is a form of delusion, betraying one’s
ignorance that all places and forms are inseparable from Dainichi’s
practice hall of Esoteric Splendor.

Was the Hogo'’s rejection of specific postmortem aspirations and
formal deathbed practices made in a particular polemical context?
Or was it a statement of Kakukai’s abiding personal conviction?
Did he in fact act on it in his last moments? Given the lack of reli-
able biographical information, it is hard to know how to locate this
text in the larger framework of his thought.”® In any event, Kaku-

kai's Hogo is atypical, not in its assertion of an immanent pure -

land—a common enough doctrinal position—but in its extension
of the implications of that position to negate both aspirations for
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the Pure Land as a postmortem goal and ritualized deathbed prac-
tice for achieving it. In this, it is as anomolous as it is logically con-
sistent.

Conclusion

As we have seen above, in Japan's Heian period, esoteric elements
were freely and variously incorporated into practices aimed at birth
in the Pure Land, usually without theoretical explanation. Many
self-defined Pure Land devotees used esoteric contemplations,
spells, icons, and so forth in both their deathbed rites and other
practices conducted in preparation for the afterlife. And even indi-
viduals accomplished in esoteric ritual and meditation frequently
framed their postmortem aspirations in terms of birth in Amida’s

-Pure Land. What this suggests is not so much that practice pro-

ceeded in disregard of docirine, as that our own understanding of
how doctrine was appropriated may be insufficient. Under the influ-
ence of modern sectarian studies, doctrinal systems have come to
be defined in rigid, mutually exclusive terms that often belie the
permeable, fluid character of denominational categories in the pre-
modern period. Representations of mikkyé as “this-worldly” or
“world affirming,” over and against an “other-worldly” or “world-
denying” Pure Land tradition, are especially problematic. Though
not highlighted in Kiikai’s teachings, the promise of birth in a pure
land as a benefit of esoteric practice featured in a number of eso-
teric sfitras and ritual manuals, and in Japan, as on the Asian conti-
nent, 6j0 represented a generic goal, crossing all boundaries of
school and lineage. ’

A detailed investigation of why the particular soteriological goal
of §j5 came fo predominate—as opposed, say, to divect realization
of buddhahood—would require a separate essay. One may imagine
that a majority of practitioners saw the ultimate achievement of
realizing buddhahood as beyond their capacity. In addition, despite
its grounding in sophisticated Mahayina non-dual metaphysics, the
doctrine of sokushin jobutsu lacks a clear explanation of “what hap-
pens” after death and thus, one imagines, might have proved emo-
tionally or even cognitively inadequate in confronting one’s own
death or the death of close associates. Narratives about going to
Amida’s Pure Land may in this regard have provided a more attrac-
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tive basis for conceptualizing postmortem aspirations. Some eso-
teric practitioners, however, sought to imbue the ideal of a libera-
tive death, dominated at the time by Pure Land thought and imag-
ery, with a distinctively mikkyo character; hence the idea of special,
esoteric postures to be adopted in death, such as facing north or
forming a mudra associated with Dainichi. And some mikkyé schol-
ars addressed on a conceptual level the tensions between the goals
of sokushin jobutsu and birth in the Pure Land. Both moves comie
together in the Shingon instructions for deathbed practice dis-
cussed above. Jichihan's Byscha shugyé ki and the Kakukai Hokyo
hogo both resolve the tension between the two soteriological goals
in favor of non-dual enlightenment, denying the very idea of “going”
to a separate pure land. But they do so in dramatically contrasting
ways. In Jichihan's text, while appropriating the chanted nenbutsu
and other Amidist elements, deathbed practice becomes a medita-
tion ritual for realizing union with the Buddha; any notion of the
Pure Land as a separate realm is thoroughly subsumed within
what is essentially an empowerment rite for realizing sokushin jo-
butsu. Kakukai's H5go adopts the same non-dual perspective but di-
rects it toward a different conclusion altogether, one in which in-
sight into the omnipresence of Dainichi Nyorai’s realm must entail
a rejection of both aspiration to any specific pure land and any spe-
cial form of deathbed practice. In marked contrast to both these
works, however, Kakuban's Ichigo taiyd himitsu shii allows the ten-
sion between the two goals to stand, both maintaining a non-dual
perspective in which the Buddha does not exist apart from one’s
own mind and yet also according notions of “going to the Pure
Land” at least a provisional validity. This produces a double logic
in which non-dual esoteric doctrine is used to repudiate the concept
of birth in the Pure Land as a separate realm, even as esoteric prac-
tice is offered as the most efficacious vehicle for achieving it. The re-
sult is a dynamic tension in which the two perspectives are asserted
concurrently and the opposition between them allowed to stand.
While perhaps not as conceptually consistent as either Jichihan's
Bydchii shugyé ki or Kakukai's Hogo, Kakuban's Himitsu shii offers
a more complex and, for many, perhaps more emoticnally satisfy-
ing prospect in which, so to speak, all bases are covered, and the re-
quirements of both goals, direct realization of buddhahood and
birth in the Pure Land, can be simultaneously fulfilled.
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Some of the material in this chapter represents a revision of portions of my
essay “Death,” in Critical Terms for the Study of Buddhism, ed. Donald S.
Lopez, Jr. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2003), 56-76. I thank the
University of Chicago Press for permission to use it here. I would also like
to thank Robert Gimello and Rytichi Abé for their close reading of earlier
versions of this chapter and their cogent suggestions for revision.
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sity, 1991); Hendrik van der Veere, Kakuban Shonin: The Life and Works of
Kdgy6 Daishi (Tokyo: Nombre, 1998); and, on Kakuban's nenbutsu thought
in particular, James H. Sanford, "Amida’s Secret Life: Kakuban's Amida
hishaku, in Payne and Tanaka, eds., Approaching the Land of Bliss, 120-38.

65. For a detailed comparison of the two texts, see Kushida, Kakuban
no kenkyii, 159-77.

66. KDZ 2:1197; KDS 157. The “nine grades” is a reference to nine
levels of birth in the Pure Land (kukon 6i8), cotresponding to the degree
of the practitioner’s spiritual cultivation (Guan wuliangshou jing, T
12:344c~346a).

67. See Rytichi Abé, “Bridging Ritual and Text: Kakuban's Writing on
Meditative Practice,” KDKK 1076-1073 (reverse pagination), and van der
Veere, Kakuban Shinin, 161-64.

68. Kakuban discusses the two meditations in article 6 of the Himitsu
shil {(KDZ 2:1201-13; KDS 160-72). Here he follows the Putixin lun, which
specifies three levels of bodhicitta, or aspiration for enlightenment: practice
and vows to save living beings (J. gydgan bodaishin); choosing superior
teachings over inferior ones (shogi bodaishin); and the samddhi bodhicitta,
which is equal to the Buddha's own enlightenment (T no. 1665, 32:572c—
573c¢).

69. KDZ 2:1215; KDS 173. Miyasaka notes that the phrase shingon
nenbutsu—1to contemplate the Buddha by means of mantra—has a “secret
meaning” (KDS 361n60). :

70. The removal to a separate hall and the enshrining of the object of
worship are discussed in articles 3 and 4 respectively (KDZ 2:1199-1200;
KDS 159). The admonition to bar entry to those who have recently con-
sumed aicohol, meat, or pungent roots (article 8, KDZ 2:1215; KDS 173)
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