SHINJIN:  THE CENTER OF EXPERI ENCE

| NTRODUCTI ON
If one truly studies, he will conme to see even nore clearly the
true intention of the Buddha, realizing the limtlessness of
the conpassionate Vow, and he will teach those who are unsure

of being born in the Buddha Land because of their lowy station
that the Primal Vow does not discrimnate between the good and
bad, the pure and inpure. Only then does he deserve to be
called a scholar.-------

Tanni sho, Chapter Xl

At the heart of all religion is the "religious experience", that
experience in which the Absol ute becomes a realized presence or force in the
life of the individual. This nmeeting, as it were, of the Absolute and a finite
bei ng, causes the individual to see his self, in a different light, that is, in
light of or inrelation to the Absolute; this changes the individual's
perception of his world and the role he and the Absolute play init. The
religious experience, then, is an existential experience, rooted and confirned

inthe very life of the individual. Also, the religious experience is a
transform ng experience, and this and its existential, self-confirnmng nature
are what !'!'! distinguirsh it from phil osophy, metaphysics and psychol ogy. !'!!
It is this transform ng experience, of course, that the religious seeker
regardl ess of tradition, is after. 'l The religious quest is undeniably the
attenpt to get the Absolute into our lives !!! and, hopefully, to put to rest

t hose human questions of pain, suffering, and nortality. The ways in which we
attenpt to do this are as nunerous as there are seekers, but for nost of us
this means to include turning to the words of teachers. Qher traditions
notw t hstanding, transmittal of the teaching in Buddhism either spoken or
written, holds the inherent and inevitable dangers of m sunderstanding and
confusion; !!! for the Truth of the Dharma is not intellectual, not the result
of logic, but is rather outside of the nental process altogether. !I! In other
wor ds, the Dharma cannot be reduced to words; !!! neverthel ess, |angurage and
logic, being the major tools of nman, seemto be the nost reasonable, if not the
only, mutual medium of excange. !!! So, even at best, transnmittal, in the
sense of transferring the Truth of the teaching fromone person to another is
simply not possible; the only tool of transfer available, as it turns out, is

t he weakest link in any such attenpt.

[l usually say that we as human bei ngs cannot speak Truth, but only words
ABQUT Truth-the capitol "T" Absolute kind of Truth. ed]

One approach to this dilema as been, therefore, to turn the power of the
intellect upon itself in hopes of revealing to it that it, itself, is the cause

of its owmn suffering. In this regard, we are taught that the mind views the
uni verse froma dualistic point of view First and forenost, it posits a self,
a seperate, unchanging entity, which is, for all intents and purposes, the
center of the universe. It seperates, classifies and isolates what it

experiences into good and bad, right and wong and all the variations in

bet ween and attenpts to inpose these distincitons on the world around it, in
order to support and sustain its inmage of the self. Il This dualistic
poi nt of view, self over here and all else over there, distorts the true nature
of existence, which is not static, but fluid and inter-related in nature, !!!
constantly changing fromgood to bad, right to wong, to good and bad, right
and wong, separately and all at one and the sane time. And the attenpt to
hold this flow still, the attenpt to posit permanence where ALL is inpernanent,
is an attenpt to distort what actually is. I It is this very activity of



trying to resist the natural flow of life that causes the existential friciton
we recogni ze as suffering, pain, and sorrow I

But as clear as that nessage may be understood, it is, nonetheless, a
product of the intellect. And in the everyday living of our lives, the
confusion and suffering remain, just as it did in the Buddha's time, jsut as it

did in Shinran's, as it does today and as it will in the future, is is an
i nherent part of the human condition, a peculiarly human dilemma. !!!l \Whether
we are still struggling for our own salvation or have received the gift of

SHINJIN, our efforts to clarify our understanding of the Dharma and transmit it
to others is, at best, only a finger pointing at the moon; ultimtely, each

i ndi vi dual | must personally know the Truth in his own heart, and util that
occurs the confusion and suffering will remain for that person. !I!
Neverthel ess, the effort to clear the confusion for one's self and to assi st
others in doing so is a worthwhile and significant undertaking, not only
because this effort seenms inherently connected with ones own sal vation, but
because this kind of effort is undeniably aligned with the ultimte goal of
Buddhi sm that is, salvation of all beings. It is tin this spirit that this
vol unme i s given.

At the center of Jodo Shinshu is the experience we call SHINJIN. SH NJIN
is the neeting or the conming together of the individual and Am da (the
Absol ute); this coming together is the transformng, religious experience that
defines Shin Buddhism Most present day expl anations of SHI NJIN include the
notion of self-reflection. An ordinary understanding would be that SHINJIN is
that which we are aining at as Shin Buddhists and self-reflection is the
process that sonehow | eads us in the direction of SHINJIN. But although these
notions are central to a clear understanding [intellectual understanding, ed.]
and appreciation of Jodo Shinshu, they seemto remain significantly elusive and
create considerable confusion. One reason for this seens to lie in the
perenni al problem of translation; but, nore at the heart of the problem in ny
mnd, is our natural tendencyto separate SHINJIN fromself-reflection,when, in
fact, they are one and the sane.

Wth regards to translation, we are dependent upon the scholars. [I don;t
agree here, there are lay teachers avail abl e who can hel p one awaken to the
core of the Jodo Shinshu religious experience (SH NJIN), yet are not schol ars
in the traditional sense of the word, ed.] The alternatives seemto include a
translation of the terminto the receiving |language, in this case replacing
SHINJINwith its English equivalent; [of which it as none, really. ed] or the
i ntroduction of the (foreign) terminto the receiving | anguage, that is naking

a new word that people conme to understand, as it is. |In the case of SH NJIN, |
believe the latter alternative my be best. To date, the nost common
translation of SHINJIN contains or is linmted to the word faith. 1In a

Christian culture this translation tends to invite rmuch m sunderstandi ng. Rev
Taitetsu Unno notes "In general Buddhism faith is basically a trust in the
Buddha's teachings as the first step on the path to enlightenment. 1In sone
other religions, faith is a belief in God, heaven or hell. In all such cases,
faith is considered fromthe standpoint of nen, self-enclosed nad unconsciously
affirmng some kind of fixation."

First, in the broader view, Buddhismis ultimately self-confirnmng, a
teaching verified by the individual, in the context of his own life.
Therefore, faith or trust in the word of another can be seen only as
prelimnary or helpful, but in no way as the cul nm nation of spiritual efforts.
It nust be renenbered, too, that the Shin teaching is for those incapabl e of
successfully performng any spiritual practices; that is central to the
teaching and precludes the possibility of true faith on the part of the average
man in any event. [l disagree again here, Amida is open to one who practices

as well! ed] Furthernore, in the instances above, faith is man-centered.
This kind if faith is clearly not SHINJIN, for the source of SHINJIN is Anida,
not man. For the purpose of this presenatation, then, | would prefer toavoid

any "equilivent" English termfor "SH NJIN' and instead direct our efforts at
under st andi ng what SHINJIN is and thereby allowit to cone alive for us, as it
is.

Li ke all other Buddhist notions, it is inportant to understand that
SHINJIN is not static, not a fixed idea or concept. SHINJINis a process, a



dynam c, never ending flow, participated in by and enfol ding the person of
SHINJIN. Thus, in the discussions bel ow, any apperarances or inplication of
fixed orders or relationships should be discounted as necessary for the
structure of the explanation, but not taken as accurate as to the essence of
the SHI NJI N experience. Shinjinis a living process, unique to each

i ndividual, manifesting its overlapping, interrelated and simultaneously
occurring aspects as each individual's life unfolds.

Wth this in mind, it can be said that the religious experience of SH NJIN
has a dual nature. O, put another way, SHI NJIN manifests, or has two aspects,
much the same as a coin has two sides; these aspects can be characterized
loosly as the intellectual and the enotional. GCenerally speaking, these
aspects can be explained as referring to insight into or understanding of the
self (intellectual) [the True Self, ed] and trust or the entrusting of the
self to the Dharma or Amda (enotional). SHI NJINis not one or the other of
t hese, but necessarily and simultaneously both. Shinran clearly shows this in
t he KYOGYCSHI NSHO, quoting Zendo's SANZEN G :

The Deep Mnd is the mind of Deep Faith. It has, again, two aspects

The first is that which believes deeply and determ nedly that we are

really sinful, ordinary, beings, fettered to Birth-and-Death, con-

ti nuously drowning and transm grationg (insight into or understanding

of the self) ...The second is that which believes deeply and deter-
m nedly that the Forty-Ei ght Vows of Am da Buddha enbrace the
sentient beings, enabling those who trust H's Vow Power... to attain
Birth

(trust or entrusting of the self to Am da)

Rev Taitetsu Unno describes this dual nature with the term"true-
entrusting”.

SHINJIN refers, first of all, to the mnd and heart of Am da
Buddha. Wen this (mnd and heart) enters our mnds and
hearts, it enables us to entrust ourselves to the O her

Power freeing us fromourselves. It is the final goal on the
pat h, an awakeni ng of the nature of self and Buddha.

He further states that " “true' " denotes the mind and heart of the Buddha; and
“entrusting' refers to the mnd of the Buddha working in the mnd of a foolish
bei ng. "

The inpression of both of these explanations give us is of a process of
understandi ng or insight that gives way to or allows for trust. That is, it
appears that the process of SHINJIN is one of understanding of the true nature
of the self AND understanding of the true nature of Amida, which |leads to the
self entrusting itself, opening itself, to Amidas heart and m nd, which then
works within the self. This understanding is ultimtely m sl eading, because it
| eaves the definite inpression that there are two distinct aspects, one |eading
to the other, when in fact, they are one and the same: [duality again! ed]
deep understanding IS entrusting and | believe this can be seen if we | ook
closely at the Inotion of self-exani nation,which, as noted earlier, | believe
to be, ultimately, one and the sane.

In the quote above, Zendo nentions understanding of the self and
under st andi ng of Am da; these two represent the two aspects of SHI NJIN
Prof essor Unno, too, while clarifying the entrusting aspect of SH NJIN, nakes
specific reference to an "awakening to" (the understanding of ) self AND the
Buddha. He clearly states that this "awakening to the nature of self and
Buddha" is the "final goal", that is to say, is SHHNJIN. Wat this neans, of
course, is that the process of understanding of the self and Buddha is the sane
as the process of SHI NJIN, which manifests in our |ife experience both
intellectually and enotionally as deep understandi ng and entrusting. The fact
that the entrustiong aspect is not nmentioned is, | believe, because it is
unquestioningly understood to be a part of this process of deep understandi ng
of the self and Buddha. The point of connection | would like to clarify here



is that this process of understanding the self and Buddha, established above as
the heart of SHINJIN, is also one and the sane with what we comonly refer to
as self-examnation. [Heard with certain reservations--ed.] And furthernore,
if we |l ook closely at what is meant by self examination, it will becone clear

t hat deep understanding and entrusting are in fact one and the sane.

Self examination is the process of conming to see th self as it really is,
not as what we think it is,Inot as what we would like or want it to be. Seeing
the self for what it really is, is to understand that iss essence is
i nper manence. As noted earlier, no Buddhist termor concept refers to or
represents a fixed entity. The self, like all else, is inmpermanent, is in a
constant state of flux and flow and not static, fixed or constant as we woul d
like. The true nature of the Dharma, the true nature of Amida is al so
i nper manence. So, to cone to know the self as it really is, is to cone to know
the self as one and the same with Amida; this is what is neant by self-
reflection (examination) in Amda's light, a process of exani ning the nature of
the self in light of our understanding of the teaching.

As our understandi ng of the teaching deepens, our understanding fo the
true nature of the self deepens, for the truth of the Dharma includes al
exi stence. What occurs is a process of detachnment from our del uded, self-
centered view of the staff (as different fromthe rest of existence, as good
opposed to bad, as permanent, unique, etc.), and a deepeni ng understandi ng of
the nature of the self as it truly is (neutral, changing, good and bad, and
essentially inmpermanent). A clearing of the confusion caused by this del uded
vi ew occurs sinultaneously with our deepeni ng understanding of or insight into
the Dharma. Qur self, once seen from a del uded perspective, cones to be seen
as being filled with the Dharma; that is to say that our self beconing enptied
of del uded vi ews, sinultaneously opens to the real truth of its essence, hence
entrusting itself to the "m nd and heart of the Buddha:, which works "in the
mnd of a foolish being". This is SHINJIN, this is "conplete entrusting to the
Buddha as the ultimate |iberation fromattachment to a fixed self."

In summation, SHINJIN is not soenething we do not have and then sonehow
get, but is an existing, on going process that we awaken to; SHINJIN is the
process of awakening to what as already been the true nature of the self. The
person of SHI NJI N experiences a deep understanding of the true nature of the
self and of all of existence sinultaneously, as his life unfolds, and thereby
entrustes his life to life itself. Even thought this process of awakening is
ultimately a gift to us from Am da, we ordi nary beings think we nust pursue it
with our own efforts, and, in fact due to our deluded views, we cannot help
ourselves in this regard; it is inmpossible for us not to pursue awakeni ng.

Jerry Bolick

[Ed commrents by Tom Manshi p]



