
What does “Gratitude” really 
mean in the Buddhist context?  

Hello everyone!!! We are in the final 
month of 2019.  I have already spent 
4 months here in Central California 
and enjoyed the temperature nose-dive 
from the 110’s to 40’s  :-)  In November, 
we observed two historical events in 
the district level. On November 2, the 
Dinuba Buddhist Church concluded 
its church operation. We observed the Closing Service with 55+ 
in attendance. I was so proud to assist in the Service, along with 
creating their last “service program brochure.”  Before closing 
the Service, we sang the gatha, On-doku-san.  It was a lamentable 
moment, but I respect their decision and will continue supporting 
their Church members.  On November 9, our Central California Jr. 
YBA hosted their annual conference at the Fresno Betsuin.  170+ 
High School Buddhists gathered from various districts and chapters. 
I have not seen such a huge youth conference in a long while 
during my ministry in the BCA.  I very much enjoyed leading my 
workshop at the conference.  The CC Jr. YBA kids, their parents, 
and supporters worked so hard to make it successful and they did a 
tremendous job to maintain the attendees’ smile.  I can say it was a 
historical event in CC.  I posted some pictures on Twitter, so please 
view and get a feeling of how big the event was.  I sincerely express 
my deepest gratitude to them.  In our Jodo Shinshu teachings, the 
idea of “gratitude” is often mentioned during our Services with the 
gatha, Ondokusan. But do you really know its meaning?  Here is 
the passage of Ondokusan with the general translation:

Ondokusan “59th verse of Shozomatsu Wasan (Hymn)”
Nyo rai dai hi no on do ku wa 
The debt of gratitude,
I owe to Tathagata’s Great Compassion
Mi wo ko ni shi te mo ho zu be shi
I will proclaim untilmy life disintegrates into dust
Shi shu chi shiki no on do ku wa
The debt of gratitude, I owe to my dharma teachers
Ho ne wo ku da ki te mo sha su be shi
I will express until my bodily form is finally shattered

Continued, page 2
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In December, Bodhi 
Day is a Festival celebrating 
the Buddha’s enlightenment, 
but the Sâkyamuni Buddha 
is surprisingly unexciting with his 
enlightenment; “I simply recognized the 
whole picture of Dharma, including the 
secrets of universe and life, and that was 
it.  In the past, in this Universe, of course, 
there was person who “awakened” to 
the same perception before me, and the 

number of such a person cannot be counted.”
However, the reason why we still admire the Buddha is that Sâkyamuni 
Buddha is the only Buddha who was able to share the Dharma with us.

Sâkyamuni Buddha experienced despair immediately after his 
enlightenment as did all previous Buddhas. It is because the truth-
reality that the universal Dharma clarifies is too heavy for the 
human reality, so it was judged to bring about the result of causing 
unhappiness.  No matter how much he tried, the intellectual conclusion 
was ‘better not to preach’.  At the very end, the overall conclusion 
made by this “awakened person” was also “rejection of the preaching”.

And the moment comes.  In great despair, the Buddha murmured. 
“All sentient being is sick, except me. And now, I alone am enjoying 
how immeasurable the wisdom that overflows from buddhahood is!”
The following moment, he recognized that he had already stood up 
from his meditation stanza.  And he said, “Ever since I awakened, 
wisdom-flow has continued overwhelmingly. Now, I am able to guide 
all sentient beings by the most suitable means for their individual 
conditions.” And again he shouted, “How immeasurable the wisdom 
that overflows from buddhahood is!” in original ancient Indians 
“Namu-Amitâbha” 

Our Jodo Shinshu, a.k.a. Shin Buddhism, begins with this ancient 
Indian words “Namu-Amitâbha” which the Buddha was confident 
and committed to decidedly bringing ultimate salvation to all sentient 
beings.

Let us listen to Shinran Shônin about Sâkyamuni Buddha in his 
“Shoshin-ge”

Continued, page 2
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Sukhavati (Jodo) in Dukhavati (Yedo)

“A cow lives on a plain.  It eats grass and drinks from a stream flowing nearby.  The water that 
the cow drinks turns into nourishing milk and supports both her calf and the people who drink it.

In the same stream, where it flows by a thicket, lives a venomous snake.  It eats frogs and other small animals, 
and when thirsty, also drinks the stream water.  But in the case of the venomous snake, the water turned into 
deadly poison and is used to kill small animals for its food.

Although the water is the same, in one case it is the source of life; in the other, of death.”

We also drink water.  Not just liquid water, but also the water of knowledge and skill for various activities.  The knowledge and techniques 
we acquire or “drink” can be turned into milk to benefit, or turn into poison to harm.

The benefit of our practice is not an exception.

How we use what we acquire depends on the attitude of our heart and mind.  We should listen to the Nenbutsu teaching that allows us 
to turn the water of knowledge to good use, rather than bad.  

Life is not easy and we are all seriously ego-oriented beings without exception.  Even our Rennyo Shōnin the Master of Honganji VIII, 
had reflected daily on his ego-centered attitude.

Since then, his natural voice always resounds deep within, when we recite his “Ryoge-mon”.

“Ryoge-mon - How am I aware of the Nenbutsu in my nature”   
by Rennyo

“Tearing myself out of ego’s grasp and unreliable practices of Self-Power, I rely upon the true intent of the Buddha which reveals itself 
as the Nenbutsu, for guiding me beyond my inherent behavior to the assured course of supreme Awakening.

When the Nenbutsu comes alive as Śākya-muni Buddha’s natural voice, the very moment that I realize the original Buddha-nature 
is assured, transforms grave karmas into virtuous cause. From this time forth, the Nenbutsu shall only express my gratitude for this 
rare and wondrous moment.

I gratefully acknowledge that my listening to the universal Truth-reality is due to the unique achievements of Shinran, the Hearer of 
Dharma (=Shōnin) and the untiring efforts of the succeeding masters.

Beyond this, I shall live my remaining life without prejudice and discriminatory views, discarding false rituals and breaking the bonds 
of unproductive existence.  I shall promote the world of non-violence of physical, mental, cultural and social for establishing the true 
Sangha, where any individual would never be impaired to realize their full potential.”
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How are you this month?  Renka and I, 
as many of you may know, have a dog 
named “Buko,” and she turned one year 
old this month.  There is no doubt that 
she has changed and transformed our 
lives, and we can’t imagine our lives 
without her.  However, the amazing thing 
is that she is truly a Bodhisattva, and can 
teach us many important lessons.  I have 
mentioned the role of a Bodhisattva in 

prior newsletter articles, and in many Dharma talks, but I would like 
to share some of the lessons that we have learned from Buko.
 We should be happy for everything in our lives.  I am always 
amazed how happy and excited Buko is when I come home.  She 
is so excited and happy, and acts like she hasn’t seen me for days, 
even thou it may only be an hour.  She is also so happy to eat and 
play.  There is never enough time in the day for her to play.  We’ve 
forgotten to just be happy and satisfied for the little things in our 
lives.  When was the last time you just played for the sake of playing?
 Let go of our attachments.  This was and continues to be a 
valuable lesson.  Buko loved to chew on Renka’s slipper, and we would 
find one slipper here and another in different part of the house with 
new holes in the sole.  One morning I found her proudly holding my 
favorite belt in her mouth.  Of course, the other side of the belt was 
somewhere else. Getting mad at her does no good.  What’s done is 
done.  I need to be able to let go of my material attachments.
 Mornings are awesome! And, kisses are good.  After a good 
night of sleep, Buko is the first one in the house to wake up, and she 
leaps up to bounce on the bed and kiss our faces.  She’s ready to 
play, eat her food, play some more, and life is good.  She is always 
willing to lick our faces or kiss us.  It’s her way to show her love and 
affection. I am not a morning person, and it takes a few cups of 
coffee before I get going.  I need to learn to appreciate the beauty 
of the morning and the thankfulness that I woke up. I am healthy. I 
am able to walk. I am able to eat. I have a nice home.  I have a nice 
car.  I have a nice wife, and I have a wonderful dog.  There is quite a 
lot to be thankful for, and there is always room to show my love to 
those I care about.
 Let it go!  One of us can be mad at her for something she 
has done, like chew slippers.  She looks sad, hangs her head, and 
knows that she has done something wrong.  

My Dog is a Bodhisattva 
(a most excellent and profound teacher)

Please see “Buko”, page 2

Rennyo (1415~1499) was the 8th Monshu 
of the Jôdo Shinshû school and the 
founder of the Honganji organization 
in real terms.  During forty years of 
his leading period, half of the entire 
population of Japan converted to Jôdo 
Shinshû Buddhism and the foundation 
of Jôdo Shinshû society, to the present 
time was also established.  Since 
then, he has been called ‘Rennyo the 

Restorer’.
He was a genius propagator without doubt.  Every single word made 
perfect sense to the people in 15th century Japan.  That was one of the 
main reasons why his propagation resulted in such miraculous success. 
However, his meritorious conducts have become a cause of 
misunderstanding of Jôdo Shinshû teaching in the present time.  Once 
people try to translate his words into the modern language, there the 
15th century Japanese society manifests itself.  Common sense way of 
thinking, ethics, life-style etc., that appears in his passages used to be 
perfectly suitable to the society of 15th century Japan but makes no 
sense to the people in 21st century, U.S.A.  

If we could wash the 15th century factors away from his articles 
and there is a fortune, we would know that he never missed the 
point of Buddha-dharma.  Following is a new interpretation of the 
famous “Ryôge-mon”, which takes his Mahâyâna background into 
consideration.

Ryôge-mon
“Right Understanding of Living with Nenbutsu”

Tearing myself out of ego’s grasp, and unreliable Self-Power practices, 
I rely upon the true intent of the Buddha, which reveals itself as the 
Nenbutsu, for guiding me beyond my inherent behavior to the assured 
course of Awakening. 

When Na-mu-a-mi-ta-bha comes alive as Shakya-muni Buddha’s 
natural voice, the very moment that I put my trust in Him, that 
experience assures the original sense of care and transforms serious 
karma into meritorious cause.  From this time forth, the Nenbutsu 
shall only express my gratitude for this rare and wondrous moment.

Please see “Rennyo”, page 2
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          Rainbow Stûpa
In Mongolia, every nomad 
has been keeping a special 
relationship with one dog 
as their best friend, since 
thousands of years ago.  
Immediately after a child is 
born, parents gave a puppy 
to the child as a playmate as 
well as a guard.  Most of the 
time, a Tibetan Mastiff was 
selected.  This dog’s loyalty 
is perfect and also it is the 
strongest dog in the continent.  

A pack of three Tibetan Mastiffs could hunt the tiger.  The child 
and puppy grow up together.  When parents were absent, the 
puppy attends to all of child’s personal needs during its early 
days, becoming first best friends to each other.  By the time the 
child becomes a responsible youth, the first best friend would 
have died.  Nomads would never forget their first best friend 
with whom the sweetest childhood memories were made.  They 
believe in this one story…

“In the High Ten-shan Mountains, there is one Stûpa, entrance 
to the bridge connecting Buddha-Land and earth.  It is called 
Rainbow Stûpa and Rainbow Bridge because of their rainbow 
colors.  
Just this side of the Rainbow Stûpa there is a land of meadows, 
hills, valleys with lush green grass.  When a beloved dog dies, 
the dog goes to this special place.  There is always food and 
water and warm spring weather.  The old and frail are young 
again.
Those who are maimed are made whole again.  They play all 
day with each other.  There is only one thing missing.  They 
are not with their special person who loved them on Earth.  So 
each day they run and play until the day comes…  When one 
suddenly stops playing and looks up!  The nose twitches!  The 
ears are up!  The eyes are staring!  And this one suddenly runs 
from the group!
You have been seen, and when you and your special friend 
meet, you take him or her into your arms and embrace, your 
face is kissed again and again, and you look once more into 
the eyes of your trusting friend.  Then you cross the Bridge of 
Rainbow Stûpa together, never again to be separated. “

See “Rainbow”, page 2

I had prepared a different 
n e w s l e t t e r  a r t i c l e  f o r 
February, but after the recent 
events in Paris (the shooting 
and murder of 12 at the 
magazine offices of Charlie 
Hebdo), I decided to change 
my topic to “Right Speech.”  

Before I continue this article, 
I would like to tell you that 
all action that causes the 
intentional and premeditated 
killing of others cannot be 
condoned!

The concept of “Freedom of Speech,” is deeply rooted in our 
American way of life.  Its development began as early or earlier 
than the landing of our founding fathers on the continent.  It is 
so engrained in our way of life, such that it is listed prominently 
on the Bill of Rights.  As a matter of fact, it is contained within 
the First Amendment. However, the right of free speech doesn’t 
mean that you can say anything you want at anytime.  This was 
clearly noted by the Supreme Court Justice, Oliver Wendell 
Holmes Jr., who wrote that free speech does not allow one to, 
and I am paraphrasing, “shout fire in a crowded theater.”  The 
right of free speech also should be examined through the lens 
of the Buddhist Eightfold Noble Path.

Right Speech is the third of the Eightfold Noble Path.  Sakyamuni 
Buddha indicated that Right Speech is to “abstain from lying, from 
divisive speech, from abusive speech, and from idle chatter.”  
Or, perhaps we can look at this from a more positive perspective 
and say that Right Speech is “spoken at the right time, contains 
the truth, spoken affectionately, spoken beneficially, and spoken 
with the mind of good will.”  In a nutshell, Right Speech does 
not hurt or harm others.

The other day I spoke kiddingly to a friend who commented that 
I “always picked” on him.  I apologized and thought about it long 
and hard in light of the definition of Right Speech.  My comments 
were not spoken at the right time, nor did they contain the truth, 
they were spoken affectionately, they were not beneficial, and 
they were not spoken in the mind of good will.  I realize now 
that my words were rather hurtful towards that person.   

                                        See “Right Speech”, page 2
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2015 BCA Theme:  “Live a Real Life” - Makoto no jinsei wo ayumon

Right Speech is 
not Free SpeechHAPPY NEW YEAR!  

In the month of January, we Jodo 
Shinshu, the Mainstream Mahגyāna 
Buddhists celebrate GO-SHŌ-KI 
HŌ-ON-KŌ (honorific-death-
anniversary repay-indebtedness-
observance) which is the most 
important service for us as well as 
the New Years’ Day celebration for 
Japanese in general. 

In the 15th century Japan, Rennyo 
the Master of Honganji VIII 
clarified the true purpose of having 

this service 250 years later after Shinran Shonin’s death in his letter 
[V-11]; as follows,

Among those who make the pilgrimage, bring offerings, and come 
before the image of Shinran to repay their indebtedness and express 
their gratitude during this anniversary, there will be those, who have 
truly realized the Buddha’s intent.  There will also be those who are 
lacking in the motivation for awakening the true humanity.  This is an 
extremely serious matter.  For, unless there is a decisive truly realizing 
the Buddha’s intent (Shin), the life that is to come in the realm of perfect 
relaxation is uncertain. Therefore, those whose realizing the Buddha’s 
intent is lacking (Fu-Shin) should in all haste attain the decisive mind.

The human realm is a place of uncertainty. The realm of utmost bliss 
is only one of eternity.  Hence we should not make our abode in the 
uncertain human realm, but rather, aspire to live in the eternal realm 
of utmost bliss, peace and relaxation.  Therefore, the matter of truly 
realizing the Buddha’s intent and his utmost wish-for-the-world is placed 
before all else in our tradition; unless we are fully aware of the reason 
for this, everything is meaningless.  We must promptly undergo a decisive 
realizing the Buddha’s intent (anjin) and aspire to live in the Sukhāvati 
(Jodo), the eternal realm of utmost bliss, peace and relaxation.

     See “Ho-Onko” page 2

THIS WILL BE YOUR YEAR!

Happy New Years!  Renka and 
I both would like to extend our 
warmest wishes for a prosperous 
and Happy New Year.

It’s the Year of the Sheep!  Were 
you born in the Year of the Sheep?  
People under the sign of the 
sheep are said to be tender, polite, 
filial, clever, and kind-hearted. 
They have special sensitivity to 
art and beauty, faith in a certain 

religion and a special fondness for quiet living. They are wise, gentle 
and compassionate, and can cope with business cautiously and 
circumspectly. In their daily life, they try to be economical. Women 
born in this year are willing to take good care of others.

The Chinese New Year celebration, which will begin on February 
19th this year, was initially observed to pay respect and honor 
deities and one’s ancestors.  Traditions include, cleaning the house 
before the arrival of the New Year, gathering of family to share a 
meal, red decorations with signs that commonly say “good fortune,” 
“happiness,” “wealth,” and “longevity.”  Do some of these traditions 
sound familiar to you and your family?  Are all of those wishes that 
you have for the New Year?

I think we all want the best and more for the New Year for our family 
and self.  But, how many of you are saying to yourself, “Those good 
wishes are only signs, and they’ll never really happen to me?”  It’s 
a rather negative and pessimistic way of looking at the New Year.

Those are those negative habitual thoughts where you think there 
is “no hope,” “no job,” “no boyfriend,” “no girlfriend,” “no good 
health,” “no money,” and/or “no new business.”  Those “NO’s” just 
seem to go on and on and on.  When will they stop?  I hate to be the 
one to tell you, but they have to STOP within you.  And, you are the 
one that can make the change to look forward to all the positives 
that life has to offer.  It’s time to reap those seeds that you have 
sown.  You have to “release to increase!”

                  See “Your Year”, page 2
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                 Bodhi Day

December 8th is Bodhi Day, 
the day Gautama Shiddhגrtha 
attained buddhahood over 2,500 
years ago.  It is said that when 
Shiddhārtha saw the Morning 
Star early on that morning, he 
awoke to the truth-reality of the 
universe and the truth-reality of 
himself; Shiddhārtha became 
the “Buddha -Awakened one.”  
(Some ask, “what is the contents 
of his “Awakening””?)  I think 

that, in essence, he awoke to the “middle way.”  In other words, he 
found a way of living his life without any stresses that gave him a state 
of perfect peace and ultimate relaxation in his life.  He realized that 
neither living a life of extreme pleasure, which he had done as Prince 
Siddhartha, nor living a life of extreme asceticism, which he did for 
6 years prior to his awakening, could lead him to find peace of mind.  
As Siddhartha, his life in the castle was a life of extreme pleasure; he 
lived in a world of real comfort and pleasure before he renounced his 
life in the castle as the crown prince.  In a similar way, we are living in 
a world today that puts emphasis on comfort and pleasure.  Therefore, 
I think that we are also living in a world of pleasure.  This is due to our 
own desires and values.  We think that a materialistically fulfilled life 
is a life of comfort without anxiety.  But is this really true?  Buddha 
renounced his life of pleasure when he was 29 years old, then he lived 
a life of asceticism, traditional Indian way for the truth-seekers and 
dedicated himself to extreme practices such as fasting for extended 
periods of time.  However, he found he could not attain awakening by 
these practices of asceticism, even after six years of effort.  This life 
of asceticism was the other side of his extreme life of pleasure.  This 
extreme lifestyle almost killed him.  After attaining awakening, he said 
that people who want to live in peace should avoid these two kinds of 
extreme lifestyles.  He found the lifestyle of the middle way and he 
started to live this way.  The teaching of the middle way were taught 
by the Buddha in every occasions.  

From the beginning of the sharing Dharma, all teachings were delivered 
by this stand point.  This idea of the middle path is very important in 
our lives.  For example, we take aspirin for headache.  Aspirin or other 
pain-relief medicines are beneficial for us, but if we take too much, 
what will happen?  
                                                                            See “Bodhi Day”, page 2
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Wishing You Lots of Laughter

It’s December!  Where did the 
year go?  It sure has passed 
by quickly.  It seems just the 
other day I was eating ozoni 
for New Years Day, then we 
were dancing at the Obon, then 
wondering when the weather 
was going to cool off, and now, 
we are in the holiday season, 
and preparing for the next New 
Years Day celebration.  Yet, 
through those annual events, 
we observed many milestones, 

i.e. birthdays, graduations, and, of course, the passing of many 
of our good friends and family.  Through it all, the good and the 
sad, I hope you remember the smiles and laughter.

I think we all know that a little laughter can make us feel 
better, and the other day I read a medical study that looked at 
20 healthy older adults in their 60s and 70s, measuring their 
stress levels and short-term memory. One group was asked 
to sit silently, not talking, reading, or using their cellphones, 
while the other group watched funny videos.  After 20 minutes, 
the participants gave saliva samples and took a short memory 
test. While both groups performed better after the break than 
before, the “humor group” performed significantly better when 
it came to memory recall. Participants who viewed the funny 
videos had much higher improvement in recall abilities, 43.6 
percent, compared with 20.3 percent in the non-humor group.  
The humor group also showed lower levels of cortisol, the 
“stress hormone.”

There are other studies that have also shown the wide-ranging 
health benefits of laughter. One study estimated that just 10-15 
minutes of laughter a day can burn up to 40 calories. Gee, I 
think I need to laugh all day to lose more weight.  Meanwhile, 
a different study found that laughing can protect against heart 
disease.  Other stated benefits of laughter include: boosting 
immunity, decrease pain, prevents heart disease, strengthens 
relationships, enhances teamwork, and adds a joy and zest 
to life.
    See “”Laughter”, page 2

         Plant that Seed!

Isn’t the title of this newsletter 
article appropriate for life here 
in the Central California Valley?  
What do you think about when 
you read, “Plant that Seed?”  
Here in this valley, we think of 
putting a seed into the ground 
with the hope that with a little bit 
of tender loving care, a new plant 
would grow to provide different 
kinds of fruits, vegetables, nuts 
or maybe even flowers.  But the 
seed I’m referring to is the one 

you plant within yourself.

This seed is the way you think, and the actions that you take as 
an individual that will pay positive dividends in the future.  This 
seed is for the good, and the positive!  An example of this seed is 
doing a good deed, one where deep inside a small voice is telling 
you to do something good, something generous and unselfish, 
something where you may not get anything back in return.  In 
Buddhism we call this DANA, unselfish giving. 

I would like to share with you a true story.  One day there was 
a college student who was trying to go to school and earn 
enough money to pay for his education, and for shelter and 
food.  He took up a job of selling knick-knacks door to door.  
Do you remember when salespeople used to bring their wares 
door-to-door for sale?  I do!  He was having a very difficult time 
selling his goods.  And, he only had 10 cents in his pocket.  He 
was very very hungry.  He couldn’t buy anything to eat for 10 
cents and he was worried.  But, he continued on with his sales 
going door to door to door.  He finally knocked on the door of 
one home, and a very beautiful young lady opened the door.  
She looked like she was about 16 years old and in great shape.  
He politely began his sale pitch, when the young lady suddenly 
interrupted him, and said, “You look like you need a drink, would 
you like one?”  The young man said, “yes, thank you,” and then 
the young lady brought him a tall cold glass of milk.  He lifted 
that glass and drank it all before putting the glass down.  He 
felt refreshed.  That was exactly what he needed.  He offered 
the young lady his dime for the milk, but she refused it.  Fast-
forward 25 years.  

See “Plant that  Seed”, page 2

Gatha “Ondokusan” in 
English

It is difficult to translate the 
Japanese words into English 
because these languages were born 
in totally different places, among 
different races and developed 
in different civilizations. And 
recently, mainly after the 20th 
Century,  started to share their 
ideas.  That is the reason why we 
often misunderstand Japan-rooted 
Jôdo Shinshû in this country.  We 
sometimes are startled at the very 

different translated sentences. One typical unfortunate example is the 
translation of the Gâthâ “Ondokusan” which is the international Jôdo 
Shinshû School song and lyric written by Shinran Shonin. We often 
see following translation in various service books. 

“Such is the benevolence of Tathגgata’s great compassion, that 
we must strive to return it, even to the breaking of our bodies;    
Such is the benevolence of the masters and true teachers, that 
we must endeavor to repay it, even to our bones becoming dust.”

Sadly enough, this early ‘word to word’ translation ignored the grammar 
of 13th century classical Japanese, particularly its ‘emphatic sentence 
structure’.  That’s why we are startled by it.  Imagine, someone would 
translate “What the ‘hell’ are you thinking”, word to word into Japanese.

We have to correct this sort of misinterpretations as soon as possible.  
And we should re-interpret them ‘meaningfully’ in English.

Here I share a new meaningful interpretation of the Gâthâ “Ondokusan”.  
This idea originally came from Bishop Kenryu Tsuji, and I edited some 
parts.  I am convinced that this interpretation captures well the true and 
real heart and mind of Shinran Shônin.

“In gratitude to Amida, the Buddha-as-words, I dedicate my whole 
being to realizing Buddha’s intent.
In gratitude to the masters of teachings and the countless good 
Dharma-friends among our ancestors, I dedicate my total 
efforts to spreading the Nenbutsu.”

In gassho.  
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Very Buddhistic…

Shinran Shonin never thought of 
organizing any religious schools.  
As he mentioned in the sixth 
chapter of the “Tannishפ”:

“As for myself, Shinran, I do 
not have a single disciple.  If 
I could make others practice 
the nenbutsu through my own 
devices, they would be my 
disciples. Otherwise, how 
arrogant it is to claim as disciples 
those who live the nenbutsu 

through the working of Buddha’s wish-for-the-world.”

At the beginning of our Jōdo Shinshū history when Shinran Shōnin 
was living in thirteen century in Japan, there was no such temple 
as the Hongan-ji.  We can trace the roots of the Hongan-ji back 
to Shinran Shōnin’s youngest daughter, Kakushin-ni, who moved 
his ashes from the Toribeno cemetery to the Yoshimizu town and 
erected a mausoleum with a scroll of her father’s image enshrined 
in it.  Her son, Shinran Shōnin’s third generation descendant, 
Kakunyo Shōnin, had the simple mausoleum raised to temple status, 
and gave it the name Hongan-ji.  But it is Shinran Shōnin’s eighth 
generation descendant, Rennyo Shōnin; who through his tireless 
propagation efforts, and clear understanding of Jōdo Shinshu 
teachings, as revealed in his Gobunshō-Letters, to which we owe 
the establishment of the huge Hongan-ji religious order that we 
have inherited.
 
Through all of this, Rennyo Shōnin never lost sight of Shinran 
Shonin’s teaching that each and every one of us is essentially in the 
same position.  If we look at the 40th entry of the Rennyo Shōnin’s 
“Kikigaki”, we find the words;

“I put aside my social status and sit with you all.  Shinran Shōnin 
too said that in the entire world those who with the Shinjin - true 
and real awareness are brothers and sisters.  So, I do as he said.”

please see “Very Buddhistic” page 2
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The Difficulty of Being 

Buddhist

I happened to be watching a 
movie called “Amongst White 
Clouds.”  It is an impressive 
documentary of a journalist’s 
journey to visit and speak with 
Buddhist hermits deep in the 
isolated mountains of China.  He 
speaks with a young apprentice 
and wise smiling man, among 
others, and they share their 
stories of trials and tribulations 
living a solitary life of Buddhist 

practice.  One monk told the journalist that he ate nothing be grass 
and wood his first year.  Wow!  What dedication and determination.
 
I couldn’t help but think while watching this movie that these 
monks, no matter how difficult and noble a path they have chosen, 
seem to have avoided the difficulties of dealing with, working, and 
associating with people.  The difficulties of a monastic lifestyle don’t 
seem to address the daily problems and issues in my life.  How 
many meetings do they attend?  How about the difficulties working 
with a group of people, i.e. differing opinions, trying to work together, 
rude and insensitive people and their comments. What about family 
issues or relationships?  It seems to me that the hermit-styled or 
hierarchical monastic life avoids many of those daily issues that 
we encounter.  Those monks have chosen their own unique path, 
and I have nothing but admiration for their efforts.

However, Shinran Shonin has led us to a pragmatic realization 
of a Buddhist way of life, after all, he did write that he is “neither 
monk nor layman.”  Shinran left the monastic lifestyle on Mt. Hiei 
after 20 years.  He got married and had children.  He taught and 
founded a Buddhist tradition that provided hope for those that were 
not able to enter a monastery.  Jodo Shinshu Buddhism provides 
us lessons that are grounded in reality. 

So, it comes as no surprise that it is hard to know what to do 
sometimes in leading a Buddhist way of life.  

please see “Being Buddhist” page 2
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2015 BCA Theme:  “Live a Real life” - Makoto no jinsei no ayumon

HAPPY NEW YEAR!  

In the month of January, we Jodo 
Shinshu, the Mainstream Mahגyāna 
Buddhists celebrate GO-SHŌ-KI 
HŌ-ON-KŌ (honorific-death-
anniversary repay-indebtedness-
observance) which is the most 
important service for us as well as 
the New Years’ Day celebration for 
Japanese in general. 

In the 15th century Japan, Rennyo 
the Master of Honganji VIII 
clarified the true purpose of having 

this service 250 years later after Shinran Shonin’s death in his letter 
[V-11]; as follows,

Among those who make the pilgrimage, bring offerings, and come 
before the image of Shinran to repay their indebtedness and express 
their gratitude during this anniversary, there will be those, who have 
truly realized the Buddha’s intent.  There will also be those who are 
lacking in the motivation for awakening the true humanity.  This is an 
extremely serious matter.  For, unless there is a decisive truly realizing 
the Buddha’s intent (Shin), the life that is to come in the realm of perfect 
relaxation is uncertain. Therefore, those whose realizing the Buddha’s 
intent is lacking (Fu-Shin) should in all haste attain the decisive mind.

The human realm is a place of uncertainty. The realm of utmost bliss 
is only one of eternity.  Hence we should not make our abode in the 
uncertain human realm, but rather, aspire to live in the eternal realm 
of utmost bliss, peace and relaxation.  Therefore, the matter of truly 
realizing the Buddha’s intent and his utmost wish-for-the-world is placed 
before all else in our tradition; unless we are fully aware of the reason 
for this, everything is meaningless.  We must promptly undergo a decisive 
realizing the Buddha’s intent (anjin) and aspire to live in the Sukhāvati 
(Jodo), the eternal realm of utmost bliss, peace and relaxation.

     See “Ho-Onko” page 2

THIS WILL BE YOUR YEAR!

Happy New Years!  Renka and 
I both would like to extend our 
warmest wishes for a prosperous 
and Happy New Year.

It’s the Year of the Sheep!  Were 
you born in the Year of the Sheep?  
People under the sign of the 
sheep are said to be tender, polite, 
filial, clever, and kind-hearted. 
They have special sensitivity to 
art and beauty, faith in a certain 

religion and a special fondness for quiet living. They are wise, gentle 
and compassionate, and can cope with business cautiously and 
circumspectly. In their daily life, they try to be economical. Women 
born in this year are willing to take good care of others.

The Chinese New Year celebration, which will begin on February 
19th this year, was initially observed to pay respect and honor 
deities and one’s ancestors.  Traditions include, cleaning the house 
before the arrival of the New Year, gathering of family to share a 
meal, red decorations with signs that commonly say “good fortune,” 
“happiness,” “wealth,” and “longevity.”  Do some of these traditions 
sound familiar to you and your family?  Are all of those wishes that 
you have for the New Year?

I think we all want the best and more for the New Year for our family 
and self.  But, how many of you are saying to yourself, “Those good 
wishes are only signs, and they’ll never really happen to me?”  It’s 
a rather negative and pessimistic way of looking at the New Year.

Those are those negative habitual thoughts where you think there 
is “no hope,” “no job,” “no boyfriend,” “no girlfriend,” “no good 
health,” “no money,” and/or “no new business.”  Those “NO’s” just 
seem to go on and on and on.  When will they stop?  I hate to be the 
one to tell you, but they have to STOP within you.  And, you are the 
one that can make the change to look forward to all the positives 
that life has to offer.  It’s time to reap those seeds that you have 
sown.  You have to “release to increase!”

                  See “Your Year”, page 2
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                 Bodhi Day

December 8th is Bodhi Day, 
the day Gautama Shiddhגrtha 
attained buddhahood over 2,500 
years ago.  It is said that when 
Shiddhārtha saw the Morning 
Star early on that morning, he 
awoke to the truth-reality of the 
universe and the truth-reality of 
himself; Shiddhārtha became 
the “Buddha -Awakened one.”  
(Some ask, “what is the contents 
of his “Awakening””?)  I think 

that, in essence, he awoke to the “middle way.”  In other words, he 
found a way of living his life without any stresses that gave him a state 
of perfect peace and ultimate relaxation in his life.  He realized that 
neither living a life of extreme pleasure, which he had done as Prince 
Siddhartha, nor living a life of extreme asceticism, which he did for 
6 years prior to his awakening, could lead him to find peace of mind.  
As Siddhartha, his life in the castle was a life of extreme pleasure; he 
lived in a world of real comfort and pleasure before he renounced his 
life in the castle as the crown prince.  In a similar way, we are living in 
a world today that puts emphasis on comfort and pleasure.  Therefore, 
I think that we are also living in a world of pleasure.  This is due to our 
own desires and values.  We think that a materialistically fulfilled life 
is a life of comfort without anxiety.  But is this really true?  Buddha 
renounced his life of pleasure when he was 29 years old, then he lived 
a life of asceticism, traditional Indian way for the truth-seekers and 
dedicated himself to extreme practices such as fasting for extended 
periods of time.  However, he found he could not attain awakening by 
these practices of asceticism, even after six years of effort.  This life 
of asceticism was the other side of his extreme life of pleasure.  This 
extreme lifestyle almost killed him.  After attaining awakening, he said 
that people who want to live in peace should avoid these two kinds of 
extreme lifestyles.  He found the lifestyle of the middle way and he 
started to live this way.  The teaching of the middle way were taught 
by the Buddha in every occasions.  

From the beginning of the sharing Dharma, all teachings were delivered 
by this stand point.  This idea of the middle path is very important in 
our lives.  For example, we take aspirin for headache.  Aspirin or other 
pain-relief medicines are beneficial for us, but if we take too much, 
what will happen?  
                                                                            See “Bodhi Day”, page 2
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Wishing You Lots of Laughter

It’s December!  Where did the 
year go?  It sure has passed 
by quickly.  It seems just the 
other day I was eating ozoni 
for New Years Day, then we 
were dancing at the Obon, then 
wondering when the weather 
was going to cool off, and now, 
we are in the holiday season, 
and preparing for the next New 
Years Day celebration.  Yet, 
through those annual events, 
we observed many milestones, 

i.e. birthdays, graduations, and, of course, the passing of many 
of our good friends and family.  Through it all, the good and the 
sad, I hope you remember the smiles and laughter.

I think we all know that a little laughter can make us feel 
better, and the other day I read a medical study that looked at 
20 healthy older adults in their 60s and 70s, measuring their 
stress levels and short-term memory. One group was asked 
to sit silently, not talking, reading, or using their cellphones, 
while the other group watched funny videos.  After 20 minutes, 
the participants gave saliva samples and took a short memory 
test. While both groups performed better after the break than 
before, the “humor group” performed significantly better when 
it came to memory recall. Participants who viewed the funny 
videos had much higher improvement in recall abilities, 43.6 
percent, compared with 20.3 percent in the non-humor group.  
The humor group also showed lower levels of cortisol, the 
“stress hormone.”

There are other studies that have also shown the wide-ranging 
health benefits of laughter. One study estimated that just 10-15 
minutes of laughter a day can burn up to 40 calories. Gee, I 
think I need to laugh all day to lose more weight.  Meanwhile, 
a different study found that laughing can protect against heart 
disease.  Other stated benefits of laughter include: boosting 
immunity, decrease pain, prevents heart disease, strengthens 
relationships, enhances teamwork, and adds a joy and zest 
to life.
    See “”Laughter”, page 2

         Plant that Seed!

Isn’t the title of this newsletter 
article appropriate for life here 
in the Central California Valley?  
What do you think about when 
you read, “Plant that Seed?”  
Here in this valley, we think of 
putting a seed into the ground 
with the hope that with a little bit 
of tender loving care, a new plant 
would grow to provide different 
kinds of fruits, vegetables, nuts 
or maybe even flowers.  But the 
seed I’m referring to is the one 

you plant within yourself.

This seed is the way you think, and the actions that you take as 
an individual that will pay positive dividends in the future.  This 
seed is for the good, and the positive!  An example of this seed is 
doing a good deed, one where deep inside a small voice is telling 
you to do something good, something generous and unselfish, 
something where you may not get anything back in return.  In 
Buddhism we call this DANA, unselfish giving. 

I would like to share with you a true story.  One day there was 
a college student who was trying to go to school and earn 
enough money to pay for his education, and for shelter and 
food.  He took up a job of selling knick-knacks door to door.  
Do you remember when salespeople used to bring their wares 
door-to-door for sale?  I do!  He was having a very difficult time 
selling his goods.  And, he only had 10 cents in his pocket.  He 
was very very hungry.  He couldn’t buy anything to eat for 10 
cents and he was worried.  But, he continued on with his sales 
going door to door to door.  He finally knocked on the door of 
one home, and a very beautiful young lady opened the door.  
She looked like she was about 16 years old and in great shape.  
He politely began his sale pitch, when the young lady suddenly 
interrupted him, and said, “You look like you need a drink, would 
you like one?”  The young man said, “yes, thank you,” and then 
the young lady brought him a tall cold glass of milk.  He lifted 
that glass and drank it all before putting the glass down.  He 
felt refreshed.  That was exactly what he needed.  He offered 
the young lady his dime for the milk, but she refused it.  Fast-
forward 25 years.  

See “Plant that  Seed”, page 2

Gatha “Ondokusan” in 
English

It is difficult to translate the 
Japanese words into English 
because these languages were born 
in totally different places, among 
different races and developed 
in different civilizations. And 
recently, mainly after the 20th 
Century,  started to share their 
ideas.  That is the reason why we 
often misunderstand Japan-rooted 
Jôdo Shinshû in this country.  We 
sometimes are startled at the very 

different translated sentences. One typical unfortunate example is the 
translation of the Gâthâ “Ondokusan” which is the international Jôdo 
Shinshû School song and lyric written by Shinran Shonin. We often 
see following translation in various service books. 

“Such is the benevolence of Tathגgata’s great compassion, that 
we must strive to return it, even to the breaking of our bodies;    
Such is the benevolence of the masters and true teachers, that 
we must endeavor to repay it, even to our bones becoming dust.”

Sadly enough, this early ‘word to word’ translation ignored the grammar 
of 13th century classical Japanese, particularly its ‘emphatic sentence 
structure’.  That’s why we are startled by it.  Imagine, someone would 
translate “What the ‘hell’ are you thinking”, word to word into Japanese.

We have to correct this sort of misinterpretations as soon as possible.  
And we should re-interpret them ‘meaningfully’ in English.

Here I share a new meaningful interpretation of the Gâthâ “Ondokusan”.  
This idea originally came from Bishop Kenryu Tsuji, and I edited some 
parts.  I am convinced that this interpretation captures well the true and 
real heart and mind of Shinran Shônin.

“In gratitude to Amida, the Buddha-as-words, I dedicate my whole 
being to realizing Buddha’s intent.
In gratitude to the masters of teachings and the countless good 
Dharma-friends among our ancestors, I dedicate my total 
efforts to spreading the Nenbutsu.”

In gassho.  
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Very Buddhistic…

Shinran Shonin never thought of 
organizing any religious schools.  
As he mentioned in the sixth 
chapter of the “Tannishפ”:

“As for myself, Shinran, I do 
not have a single disciple.  If 
I could make others practice 
the nenbutsu through my own 
devices, they would be my 
disciples. Otherwise, how 
arrogant it is to claim as disciples 
those who live the nenbutsu 

through the working of Buddha’s wish-for-the-world.”

At the beginning of our Jōdo Shinshū history when Shinran Shōnin 
was living in thirteen century in Japan, there was no such temple 
as the Hongan-ji.  We can trace the roots of the Hongan-ji back 
to Shinran Shōnin’s youngest daughter, Kakushin-ni, who moved 
his ashes from the Toribeno cemetery to the Yoshimizu town and 
erected a mausoleum with a scroll of her father’s image enshrined 
in it.  Her son, Shinran Shōnin’s third generation descendant, 
Kakunyo Shōnin, had the simple mausoleum raised to temple status, 
and gave it the name Hongan-ji.  But it is Shinran Shōnin’s eighth 
generation descendant, Rennyo Shōnin; who through his tireless 
propagation efforts, and clear understanding of Jōdo Shinshu 
teachings, as revealed in his Gobunshō-Letters, to which we owe 
the establishment of the huge Hongan-ji religious order that we 
have inherited.
 
Through all of this, Rennyo Shōnin never lost sight of Shinran 
Shonin’s teaching that each and every one of us is essentially in the 
same position.  If we look at the 40th entry of the Rennyo Shōnin’s 
“Kikigaki”, we find the words;

“I put aside my social status and sit with you all.  Shinran Shōnin 
too said that in the entire world those who with the Shinjin - true 
and real awareness are brothers and sisters.  So, I do as he said.”

please see “Very Buddhistic” page 2
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I happened to be watching a 
movie called “Amongst White 
Clouds.”  It is an impressive 
documentary of a journalist’s 
journey to visit and speak with 
Buddhist hermits deep in the 
isolated mountains of China.  He 
speaks with a young apprentice 
and wise smiling man, among 
others, and they share their 
stories of trials and tribulations 
living a solitary life of Buddhist 

practice.  One monk told the journalist that he ate nothing be grass 
and wood his first year.  Wow!  What dedication and determination.
 
I couldn’t help but think while watching this movie that these 
monks, no matter how difficult and noble a path they have chosen, 
seem to have avoided the difficulties of dealing with, working, and 
associating with people.  The difficulties of a monastic lifestyle don’t 
seem to address the daily problems and issues in my life.  How 
many meetings do they attend?  How about the difficulties working 
with a group of people, i.e. differing opinions, trying to work together, 
rude and insensitive people and their comments. What about family 
issues or relationships?  It seems to me that the hermit-styled or 
hierarchical monastic life avoids many of those daily issues that 
we encounter.  Those monks have chosen their own unique path, 
and I have nothing but admiration for their efforts.

However, Shinran Shonin has led us to a pragmatic realization 
of a Buddhist way of life, after all, he did write that he is “neither 
monk nor layman.”  Shinran left the monastic lifestyle on Mt. Hiei 
after 20 years.  He got married and had children.  He taught and 
founded a Buddhist tradition that provided hope for those that were 
not able to enter a monastery.  Jodo Shinshu Buddhism provides 
us lessons that are grounded in reality. 

So, it comes as no surprise that it is hard to know what to do 
sometimes in leading a Buddhist way of life.  

please see “Being Buddhist” page 2
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monks, no matter how difficult and noble a path they have chosen, 
seem to have avoided the difficulties of dealing with, working, and 
associating with people.  The difficulties of a monastic lifestyle don’t 
seem to address the daily problems and issues in my life.  How 
many meetings do they attend?  How about the difficulties working 
with a group of people, i.e. differing opinions, trying to work together, 
rude and insensitive people and their comments. What about family 
issues or relationships?  It seems to me that the hermit-styled or 
hierarchical monastic life avoids many of those daily issues that 
we encounter.  Those monks have chosen their own unique path, 
and I have nothing but admiration for their efforts.

However, Shinran Shonin has led us to a pragmatic realization 
of a Buddhist way of life, after all, he did write that he is “neither 
monk nor layman.”  Shinran left the monastic lifestyle on Mt. Hiei 
after 20 years.  He got married and had children.  He taught and 
founded a Buddhist tradition that provided hope for those that were 
not able to enter a monastery.  Jodo Shinshu Buddhism provides 
us lessons that are grounded in reality. 

So, it comes as no surprise that it is hard to know what to do 
sometimes in leading a Buddhist way of life.  

please see “Being Buddhist” page 2

2015 BCA Theme:  “Live a Real life” - Makoto no jinsei no ayumon

          Rainbow Stûpa
In Mongolia, every nomad 
has been keeping a special 
relationship with one dog 
as their best friend, since 
thousands of years ago.  
Immediately after a child is 
born, parents gave a puppy 
to the child as a playmate as 
well as a guard.  Most of the 
time, a Tibetan Mastiff was 
selected.  This dog’s loyalty 
is perfect and also it is the 
strongest dog in the continent.  

A pack of three Tibetan Mastiffs could hunt the tiger.  The child 
and puppy grow up together.  When parents were absent, the 
puppy attends to all of child’s personal needs during its early 
days, becoming first best friends to each other.  By the time the 
child becomes a responsible youth, the first best friend would 
have died.  Nomads would never forget their first best friend 
with whom the sweetest childhood memories were made.  They 
believe in this one story…

“In the High Ten-shan Mountains, there is one Stûpa, entrance 
to the bridge connecting Buddha-Land and earth.  It is called 
Rainbow Stûpa and Rainbow Bridge because of their rainbow 
colors.  
Just this side of the Rainbow Stûpa there is a land of meadows, 
hills, valleys with lush green grass.  When a beloved dog dies, 
the dog goes to this special place.  There is always food and 
water and warm spring weather.  The old and frail are young 
again.
Those who are maimed are made whole again.  They play all 
day with each other.  There is only one thing missing.  They 
are not with their special person who loved them on Earth.  So 
each day they run and play until the day comes…  When one 
suddenly stops playing and looks up!  The nose twitches!  The 
ears are up!  The eyes are staring!  And this one suddenly runs 
from the group!
You have been seen, and when you and your special friend 
meet, you take him or her into your arms and embrace, your 
face is kissed again and again, and you look once more into 
the eyes of your trusting friend.  Then you cross the Bridge of 
Rainbow Stûpa together, never again to be separated. “

See “Rainbow”, page 2

I had prepared a different 
n e w s l e t t e r  a r t i c l e  f o r 
February, but after the recent 
events in Paris (the shooting 
and murder of 12 at the 
magazine offices of Charlie 
Hebdo), I decided to change 
my topic to “Right Speech.”  

Before I continue this article, 
I would like to tell you that 
all action that causes the 
intentional and premeditated 
killing of others cannot be 
condoned!

The concept of “Freedom of Speech,” is deeply rooted in our 
American way of life.  Its development began as early or earlier 
than the landing of our founding fathers on the continent.  It is 
so engrained in our way of life, such that it is listed prominently 
on the Bill of Rights.  As a matter of fact, it is contained within 
the First Amendment. However, the right of free speech doesn’t 
mean that you can say anything you want at anytime.  This was 
clearly noted by the Supreme Court Justice, Oliver Wendell 
Holmes Jr., who wrote that free speech does not allow one to, 
and I am paraphrasing, “shout fire in a crowded theater.”  The 
right of free speech also should be examined through the lens 
of the Buddhist Eightfold Noble Path.

Right Speech is the third of the Eightfold Noble Path.  Sakyamuni 
Buddha indicated that Right Speech is to “abstain from lying, from 
divisive speech, from abusive speech, and from idle chatter.”  
Or, perhaps we can look at this from a more positive perspective 
and say that Right Speech is “spoken at the right time, contains 
the truth, spoken affectionately, spoken beneficially, and spoken 
with the mind of good will.”  In a nutshell, Right Speech does 
not hurt or harm others.

The other day I spoke kiddingly to a friend who commented that 
I “always picked” on him.  I apologized and thought about it long 
and hard in light of the definition of Right Speech.  My comments 
were not spoken at the right time, nor did they contain the truth, 
they were spoken affectionately, they were not beneficial, and 
they were not spoken in the mind of good will.  I realize now 
that my words were rather hurtful towards that person.   

                                        See “Right Speech”, page 2
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Right Speech is 
not Free SpeechHAPPY NEW YEAR!  

In the month of January, we Jodo 
Shinshu, the Mainstream Mahגyāna 
Buddhists celebrate GO-SHŌ-KI 
HŌ-ON-KŌ (honorific-death-
anniversary repay-indebtedness-
observance) which is the most 
important service for us as well as 
the New Years’ Day celebration for 
Japanese in general. 

In the 15th century Japan, Rennyo 
the Master of Honganji VIII 
clarified the true purpose of having 

this service 250 years later after Shinran Shonin’s death in his letter 
[V-11]; as follows,

Among those who make the pilgrimage, bring offerings, and come 
before the image of Shinran to repay their indebtedness and express 
their gratitude during this anniversary, there will be those, who have 
truly realized the Buddha’s intent.  There will also be those who are 
lacking in the motivation for awakening the true humanity.  This is an 
extremely serious matter.  For, unless there is a decisive truly realizing 
the Buddha’s intent (Shin), the life that is to come in the realm of perfect 
relaxation is uncertain. Therefore, those whose realizing the Buddha’s 
intent is lacking (Fu-Shin) should in all haste attain the decisive mind.

The human realm is a place of uncertainty. The realm of utmost bliss 
is only one of eternity.  Hence we should not make our abode in the 
uncertain human realm, but rather, aspire to live in the eternal realm 
of utmost bliss, peace and relaxation.  Therefore, the matter of truly 
realizing the Buddha’s intent and his utmost wish-for-the-world is placed 
before all else in our tradition; unless we are fully aware of the reason 
for this, everything is meaningless.  We must promptly undergo a decisive 
realizing the Buddha’s intent (anjin) and aspire to live in the Sukhāvati 
(Jodo), the eternal realm of utmost bliss, peace and relaxation.

     See “Ho-Onko” page 2

THIS WILL BE YOUR YEAR!

Happy New Years!  Renka and 
I both would like to extend our 
warmest wishes for a prosperous 
and Happy New Year.

It’s the Year of the Sheep!  Were 
you born in the Year of the Sheep?  
People under the sign of the 
sheep are said to be tender, polite, 
filial, clever, and kind-hearted. 
They have special sensitivity to 
art and beauty, faith in a certain 

religion and a special fondness for quiet living. They are wise, gentle 
and compassionate, and can cope with business cautiously and 
circumspectly. In their daily life, they try to be economical. Women 
born in this year are willing to take good care of others.

The Chinese New Year celebration, which will begin on February 
19th this year, was initially observed to pay respect and honor 
deities and one’s ancestors.  Traditions include, cleaning the house 
before the arrival of the New Year, gathering of family to share a 
meal, red decorations with signs that commonly say “good fortune,” 
“happiness,” “wealth,” and “longevity.”  Do some of these traditions 
sound familiar to you and your family?  Are all of those wishes that 
you have for the New Year?

I think we all want the best and more for the New Year for our family 
and self.  But, how many of you are saying to yourself, “Those good 
wishes are only signs, and they’ll never really happen to me?”  It’s 
a rather negative and pessimistic way of looking at the New Year.

Those are those negative habitual thoughts where you think there 
is “no hope,” “no job,” “no boyfriend,” “no girlfriend,” “no good 
health,” “no money,” and/or “no new business.”  Those “NO’s” just 
seem to go on and on and on.  When will they stop?  I hate to be the 
one to tell you, but they have to STOP within you.  And, you are the 
one that can make the change to look forward to all the positives 
that life has to offer.  It’s time to reap those seeds that you have 
sown.  You have to “release to increase!”

                  See “Your Year”, page 2
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                 Bodhi Day

December 8th is Bodhi Day, 
the day Gautama Shiddhגrtha 
attained buddhahood over 2,500 
years ago.  It is said that when 
Shiddhārtha saw the Morning 
Star early on that morning, he 
awoke to the truth-reality of the 
universe and the truth-reality of 
himself; Shiddhārtha became 
the “Buddha -Awakened one.”  
(Some ask, “what is the contents 
of his “Awakening””?)  I think 

that, in essence, he awoke to the “middle way.”  In other words, he 
found a way of living his life without any stresses that gave him a state 
of perfect peace and ultimate relaxation in his life.  He realized that 
neither living a life of extreme pleasure, which he had done as Prince 
Siddhartha, nor living a life of extreme asceticism, which he did for 
6 years prior to his awakening, could lead him to find peace of mind.  
As Siddhartha, his life in the castle was a life of extreme pleasure; he 
lived in a world of real comfort and pleasure before he renounced his 
life in the castle as the crown prince.  In a similar way, we are living in 
a world today that puts emphasis on comfort and pleasure.  Therefore, 
I think that we are also living in a world of pleasure.  This is due to our 
own desires and values.  We think that a materialistically fulfilled life 
is a life of comfort without anxiety.  But is this really true?  Buddha 
renounced his life of pleasure when he was 29 years old, then he lived 
a life of asceticism, traditional Indian way for the truth-seekers and 
dedicated himself to extreme practices such as fasting for extended 
periods of time.  However, he found he could not attain awakening by 
these practices of asceticism, even after six years of effort.  This life 
of asceticism was the other side of his extreme life of pleasure.  This 
extreme lifestyle almost killed him.  After attaining awakening, he said 
that people who want to live in peace should avoid these two kinds of 
extreme lifestyles.  He found the lifestyle of the middle way and he 
started to live this way.  The teaching of the middle way were taught 
by the Buddha in every occasions.  

From the beginning of the sharing Dharma, all teachings were delivered 
by this stand point.  This idea of the middle path is very important in 
our lives.  For example, we take aspirin for headache.  Aspirin or other 
pain-relief medicines are beneficial for us, but if we take too much, 
what will happen?  
                                                                            See “Bodhi Day”, page 2
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Wishing You Lots of Laughter

It’s December!  Where did the 
year go?  It sure has passed 
by quickly.  It seems just the 
other day I was eating ozoni 
for New Years Day, then we 
were dancing at the Obon, then 
wondering when the weather 
was going to cool off, and now, 
we are in the holiday season, 
and preparing for the next New 
Years Day celebration.  Yet, 
through those annual events, 
we observed many milestones, 

i.e. birthdays, graduations, and, of course, the passing of many 
of our good friends and family.  Through it all, the good and the 
sad, I hope you remember the smiles and laughter.

I think we all know that a little laughter can make us feel 
better, and the other day I read a medical study that looked at 
20 healthy older adults in their 60s and 70s, measuring their 
stress levels and short-term memory. One group was asked 
to sit silently, not talking, reading, or using their cellphones, 
while the other group watched funny videos.  After 20 minutes, 
the participants gave saliva samples and took a short memory 
test. While both groups performed better after the break than 
before, the “humor group” performed significantly better when 
it came to memory recall. Participants who viewed the funny 
videos had much higher improvement in recall abilities, 43.6 
percent, compared with 20.3 percent in the non-humor group.  
The humor group also showed lower levels of cortisol, the 
“stress hormone.”

There are other studies that have also shown the wide-ranging 
health benefits of laughter. One study estimated that just 10-15 
minutes of laughter a day can burn up to 40 calories. Gee, I 
think I need to laugh all day to lose more weight.  Meanwhile, 
a different study found that laughing can protect against heart 
disease.  Other stated benefits of laughter include: boosting 
immunity, decrease pain, prevents heart disease, strengthens 
relationships, enhances teamwork, and adds a joy and zest 
to life.
    See “”Laughter”, page 2

         Plant that Seed!

Isn’t the title of this newsletter 
article appropriate for life here 
in the Central California Valley?  
What do you think about when 
you read, “Plant that Seed?”  
Here in this valley, we think of 
putting a seed into the ground 
with the hope that with a little bit 
of tender loving care, a new plant 
would grow to provide different 
kinds of fruits, vegetables, nuts 
or maybe even flowers.  But the 
seed I’m referring to is the one 

you plant within yourself.

This seed is the way you think, and the actions that you take as 
an individual that will pay positive dividends in the future.  This 
seed is for the good, and the positive!  An example of this seed is 
doing a good deed, one where deep inside a small voice is telling 
you to do something good, something generous and unselfish, 
something where you may not get anything back in return.  In 
Buddhism we call this DANA, unselfish giving. 

I would like to share with you a true story.  One day there was 
a college student who was trying to go to school and earn 
enough money to pay for his education, and for shelter and 
food.  He took up a job of selling knick-knacks door to door.  
Do you remember when salespeople used to bring their wares 
door-to-door for sale?  I do!  He was having a very difficult time 
selling his goods.  And, he only had 10 cents in his pocket.  He 
was very very hungry.  He couldn’t buy anything to eat for 10 
cents and he was worried.  But, he continued on with his sales 
going door to door to door.  He finally knocked on the door of 
one home, and a very beautiful young lady opened the door.  
She looked like she was about 16 years old and in great shape.  
He politely began his sale pitch, when the young lady suddenly 
interrupted him, and said, “You look like you need a drink, would 
you like one?”  The young man said, “yes, thank you,” and then 
the young lady brought him a tall cold glass of milk.  He lifted 
that glass and drank it all before putting the glass down.  He 
felt refreshed.  That was exactly what he needed.  He offered 
the young lady his dime for the milk, but she refused it.  Fast-
forward 25 years.  

See “Plant that  Seed”, page 2

Gatha “Ondokusan” in 
English

It is difficult to translate the 
Japanese words into English 
because these languages were born 
in totally different places, among 
different races and developed 
in different civilizations. And 
recently, mainly after the 20th 
Century,  started to share their 
ideas.  That is the reason why we 
often misunderstand Japan-rooted 
Jôdo Shinshû in this country.  We 
sometimes are startled at the very 

different translated sentences. One typical unfortunate example is the 
translation of the Gâthâ “Ondokusan” which is the international Jôdo 
Shinshû School song and lyric written by Shinran Shonin. We often 
see following translation in various service books. 

“Such is the benevolence of Tathגgata’s great compassion, that 
we must strive to return it, even to the breaking of our bodies;    
Such is the benevolence of the masters and true teachers, that 
we must endeavor to repay it, even to our bones becoming dust.”

Sadly enough, this early ‘word to word’ translation ignored the grammar 
of 13th century classical Japanese, particularly its ‘emphatic sentence 
structure’.  That’s why we are startled by it.  Imagine, someone would 
translate “What the ‘hell’ are you thinking”, word to word into Japanese.

We have to correct this sort of misinterpretations as soon as possible.  
And we should re-interpret them ‘meaningfully’ in English.

Here I share a new meaningful interpretation of the Gâthâ “Ondokusan”.  
This idea originally came from Bishop Kenryu Tsuji, and I edited some 
parts.  I am convinced that this interpretation captures well the true and 
real heart and mind of Shinran Shônin.

“In gratitude to Amida, the Buddha-as-words, I dedicate my whole 
being to realizing Buddha’s intent.
In gratitude to the masters of teachings and the countless good 
Dharma-friends among our ancestors, I dedicate my total 
efforts to spreading the Nenbutsu.”

In gassho.  
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Very Buddhistic…

Shinran Shonin never thought of 
organizing any religious schools.  
As he mentioned in the sixth 
chapter of the “Tannishפ”:

“As for myself, Shinran, I do 
not have a single disciple.  If 
I could make others practice 
the nenbutsu through my own 
devices, they would be my 
disciples. Otherwise, how 
arrogant it is to claim as disciples 
those who live the nenbutsu 

through the working of Buddha’s wish-for-the-world.”

At the beginning of our Jōdo Shinshū history when Shinran Shōnin 
was living in thirteen century in Japan, there was no such temple 
as the Hongan-ji.  We can trace the roots of the Hongan-ji back 
to Shinran Shōnin’s youngest daughter, Kakushin-ni, who moved 
his ashes from the Toribeno cemetery to the Yoshimizu town and 
erected a mausoleum with a scroll of her father’s image enshrined 
in it.  Her son, Shinran Shōnin’s third generation descendant, 
Kakunyo Shōnin, had the simple mausoleum raised to temple status, 
and gave it the name Hongan-ji.  But it is Shinran Shōnin’s eighth 
generation descendant, Rennyo Shōnin; who through his tireless 
propagation efforts, and clear understanding of Jōdo Shinshu 
teachings, as revealed in his Gobunshō-Letters, to which we owe 
the establishment of the huge Hongan-ji religious order that we 
have inherited.
 
Through all of this, Rennyo Shōnin never lost sight of Shinran 
Shonin’s teaching that each and every one of us is essentially in the 
same position.  If we look at the 40th entry of the Rennyo Shōnin’s 
“Kikigaki”, we find the words;

“I put aside my social status and sit with you all.  Shinran Shōnin 
too said that in the entire world those who with the Shinjin - true 
and real awareness are brothers and sisters.  So, I do as he said.”

please see “Very Buddhistic” page 2
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The Difficulty of Being 

Buddhist

I happened to be watching a 
movie called “Amongst White 
Clouds.”  It is an impressive 
documentary of a journalist’s 
journey to visit and speak with 
Buddhist hermits deep in the 
isolated mountains of China.  He 
speaks with a young apprentice 
and wise smiling man, among 
others, and they share their 
stories of trials and tribulations 
living a solitary life of Buddhist 

practice.  One monk told the journalist that he ate nothing be grass 
and wood his first year.  Wow!  What dedication and determination.
 
I couldn’t help but think while watching this movie that these 
monks, no matter how difficult and noble a path they have chosen, 
seem to have avoided the difficulties of dealing with, working, and 
associating with people.  The difficulties of a monastic lifestyle don’t 
seem to address the daily problems and issues in my life.  How 
many meetings do they attend?  How about the difficulties working 
with a group of people, i.e. differing opinions, trying to work together, 
rude and insensitive people and their comments. What about family 
issues or relationships?  It seems to me that the hermit-styled or 
hierarchical monastic life avoids many of those daily issues that 
we encounter.  Those monks have chosen their own unique path, 
and I have nothing but admiration for their efforts.

However, Shinran Shonin has led us to a pragmatic realization 
of a Buddhist way of life, after all, he did write that he is “neither 
monk nor layman.”  Shinran left the monastic lifestyle on Mt. Hiei 
after 20 years.  He got married and had children.  He taught and 
founded a Buddhist tradition that provided hope for those that were 
not able to enter a monastery.  Jodo Shinshu Buddhism provides 
us lessons that are grounded in reality. 

So, it comes as no surprise that it is hard to know what to do 
sometimes in leading a Buddhist way of life.  

please see “Being Buddhist” page 2
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I couldn’t help but think while watching this movie that these 
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after 20 years.  He got married and had children.  He taught and 
founded a Buddhist tradition that provided hope for those that were 
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HAPPY NEW YEAR!  

In the month of January, we Jodo 
Shinshu, the Mainstream Mahגyāna 
Buddhists celebrate GO-SHŌ-KI 
HŌ-ON-KŌ (honorific-death-
anniversary repay-indebtedness-
observance) which is the most 
important service for us as well as 
the New Years’ Day celebration for 
Japanese in general. 

In the 15th century Japan, Rennyo 
the Master of Honganji VIII 
clarified the true purpose of having 

this service 250 years later after Shinran Shonin’s death in his letter 
[V-11]; as follows,

Among those who make the pilgrimage, bring offerings, and come 
before the image of Shinran to repay their indebtedness and express 
their gratitude during this anniversary, there will be those, who have 
truly realized the Buddha’s intent.  There will also be those who are 
lacking in the motivation for awakening the true humanity.  This is an 
extremely serious matter.  For, unless there is a decisive truly realizing 
the Buddha’s intent (Shin), the life that is to come in the realm of perfect 
relaxation is uncertain. Therefore, those whose realizing the Buddha’s 
intent is lacking (Fu-Shin) should in all haste attain the decisive mind.

The human realm is a place of uncertainty. The realm of utmost bliss 
is only one of eternity.  Hence we should not make our abode in the 
uncertain human realm, but rather, aspire to live in the eternal realm 
of utmost bliss, peace and relaxation.  Therefore, the matter of truly 
realizing the Buddha’s intent and his utmost wish-for-the-world is placed 
before all else in our tradition; unless we are fully aware of the reason 
for this, everything is meaningless.  We must promptly undergo a decisive 
realizing the Buddha’s intent (anjin) and aspire to live in the Sukhāvati 
(Jodo), the eternal realm of utmost bliss, peace and relaxation.

     See “Ho-Onko” page 2

THIS WILL BE YOUR YEAR!

Happy New Years!  Renka and 
I both would like to extend our 
warmest wishes for a prosperous 
and Happy New Year.

It’s the Year of the Sheep!  Were 
you born in the Year of the Sheep?  
People under the sign of the 
sheep are said to be tender, polite, 
filial, clever, and kind-hearted. 
They have special sensitivity to 
art and beauty, faith in a certain 

religion and a special fondness for quiet living. They are wise, gentle 
and compassionate, and can cope with business cautiously and 
circumspectly. In their daily life, they try to be economical. Women 
born in this year are willing to take good care of others.

The Chinese New Year celebration, which will begin on February 
19th this year, was initially observed to pay respect and honor 
deities and one’s ancestors.  Traditions include, cleaning the house 
before the arrival of the New Year, gathering of family to share a 
meal, red decorations with signs that commonly say “good fortune,” 
“happiness,” “wealth,” and “longevity.”  Do some of these traditions 
sound familiar to you and your family?  Are all of those wishes that 
you have for the New Year?

I think we all want the best and more for the New Year for our family 
and self.  But, how many of you are saying to yourself, “Those good 
wishes are only signs, and they’ll never really happen to me?”  It’s 
a rather negative and pessimistic way of looking at the New Year.

Those are those negative habitual thoughts where you think there 
is “no hope,” “no job,” “no boyfriend,” “no girlfriend,” “no good 
health,” “no money,” and/or “no new business.”  Those “NO’s” just 
seem to go on and on and on.  When will they stop?  I hate to be the 
one to tell you, but they have to STOP within you.  And, you are the 
one that can make the change to look forward to all the positives 
that life has to offer.  It’s time to reap those seeds that you have 
sown.  You have to “release to increase!”

                  See “Your Year”, page 2
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                 Bodhi Day

December 8th is Bodhi Day, 
the day Gautama Shiddhגrtha 
attained buddhahood over 2,500 
years ago.  It is said that when 
Shiddhārtha saw the Morning 
Star early on that morning, he 
awoke to the truth-reality of the 
universe and the truth-reality of 
himself; Shiddhārtha became 
the “Buddha -Awakened one.”  
(Some ask, “what is the contents 
of his “Awakening””?)  I think 

that, in essence, he awoke to the “middle way.”  In other words, he 
found a way of living his life without any stresses that gave him a state 
of perfect peace and ultimate relaxation in his life.  He realized that 
neither living a life of extreme pleasure, which he had done as Prince 
Siddhartha, nor living a life of extreme asceticism, which he did for 
6 years prior to his awakening, could lead him to find peace of mind.  
As Siddhartha, his life in the castle was a life of extreme pleasure; he 
lived in a world of real comfort and pleasure before he renounced his 
life in the castle as the crown prince.  In a similar way, we are living in 
a world today that puts emphasis on comfort and pleasure.  Therefore, 
I think that we are also living in a world of pleasure.  This is due to our 
own desires and values.  We think that a materialistically fulfilled life 
is a life of comfort without anxiety.  But is this really true?  Buddha 
renounced his life of pleasure when he was 29 years old, then he lived 
a life of asceticism, traditional Indian way for the truth-seekers and 
dedicated himself to extreme practices such as fasting for extended 
periods of time.  However, he found he could not attain awakening by 
these practices of asceticism, even after six years of effort.  This life 
of asceticism was the other side of his extreme life of pleasure.  This 
extreme lifestyle almost killed him.  After attaining awakening, he said 
that people who want to live in peace should avoid these two kinds of 
extreme lifestyles.  He found the lifestyle of the middle way and he 
started to live this way.  The teaching of the middle way were taught 
by the Buddha in every occasions.  

From the beginning of the sharing Dharma, all teachings were delivered 
by this stand point.  This idea of the middle path is very important in 
our lives.  For example, we take aspirin for headache.  Aspirin or other 
pain-relief medicines are beneficial for us, but if we take too much, 
what will happen?  
                                                                            See “Bodhi Day”, page 2
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Wishing You Lots of Laughter

It’s December!  Where did the 
year go?  It sure has passed 
by quickly.  It seems just the 
other day I was eating ozoni 
for New Years Day, then we 
were dancing at the Obon, then 
wondering when the weather 
was going to cool off, and now, 
we are in the holiday season, 
and preparing for the next New 
Years Day celebration.  Yet, 
through those annual events, 
we observed many milestones, 

i.e. birthdays, graduations, and, of course, the passing of many 
of our good friends and family.  Through it all, the good and the 
sad, I hope you remember the smiles and laughter.

I think we all know that a little laughter can make us feel 
better, and the other day I read a medical study that looked at 
20 healthy older adults in their 60s and 70s, measuring their 
stress levels and short-term memory. One group was asked 
to sit silently, not talking, reading, or using their cellphones, 
while the other group watched funny videos.  After 20 minutes, 
the participants gave saliva samples and took a short memory 
test. While both groups performed better after the break than 
before, the “humor group” performed significantly better when 
it came to memory recall. Participants who viewed the funny 
videos had much higher improvement in recall abilities, 43.6 
percent, compared with 20.3 percent in the non-humor group.  
The humor group also showed lower levels of cortisol, the 
“stress hormone.”

There are other studies that have also shown the wide-ranging 
health benefits of laughter. One study estimated that just 10-15 
minutes of laughter a day can burn up to 40 calories. Gee, I 
think I need to laugh all day to lose more weight.  Meanwhile, 
a different study found that laughing can protect against heart 
disease.  Other stated benefits of laughter include: boosting 
immunity, decrease pain, prevents heart disease, strengthens 
relationships, enhances teamwork, and adds a joy and zest 
to life.
    See “”Laughter”, page 2

         Plant that Seed!

Isn’t the title of this newsletter 
article appropriate for life here 
in the Central California Valley?  
What do you think about when 
you read, “Plant that Seed?”  
Here in this valley, we think of 
putting a seed into the ground 
with the hope that with a little bit 
of tender loving care, a new plant 
would grow to provide different 
kinds of fruits, vegetables, nuts 
or maybe even flowers.  But the 
seed I’m referring to is the one 

you plant within yourself.

This seed is the way you think, and the actions that you take as 
an individual that will pay positive dividends in the future.  This 
seed is for the good, and the positive!  An example of this seed is 
doing a good deed, one where deep inside a small voice is telling 
you to do something good, something generous and unselfish, 
something where you may not get anything back in return.  In 
Buddhism we call this DANA, unselfish giving. 

I would like to share with you a true story.  One day there was 
a college student who was trying to go to school and earn 
enough money to pay for his education, and for shelter and 
food.  He took up a job of selling knick-knacks door to door.  
Do you remember when salespeople used to bring their wares 
door-to-door for sale?  I do!  He was having a very difficult time 
selling his goods.  And, he only had 10 cents in his pocket.  He 
was very very hungry.  He couldn’t buy anything to eat for 10 
cents and he was worried.  But, he continued on with his sales 
going door to door to door.  He finally knocked on the door of 
one home, and a very beautiful young lady opened the door.  
She looked like she was about 16 years old and in great shape.  
He politely began his sale pitch, when the young lady suddenly 
interrupted him, and said, “You look like you need a drink, would 
you like one?”  The young man said, “yes, thank you,” and then 
the young lady brought him a tall cold glass of milk.  He lifted 
that glass and drank it all before putting the glass down.  He 
felt refreshed.  That was exactly what he needed.  He offered 
the young lady his dime for the milk, but she refused it.  Fast-
forward 25 years.  

See “Plant that  Seed”, page 2

Gatha “Ondokusan” in 
English

It is difficult to translate the 
Japanese words into English 
because these languages were born 
in totally different places, among 
different races and developed 
in different civilizations. And 
recently, mainly after the 20th 
Century,  started to share their 
ideas.  That is the reason why we 
often misunderstand Japan-rooted 
Jôdo Shinshû in this country.  We 
sometimes are startled at the very 

different translated sentences. One typical unfortunate example is the 
translation of the Gâthâ “Ondokusan” which is the international Jôdo 
Shinshû School song and lyric written by Shinran Shonin. We often 
see following translation in various service books. 

“Such is the benevolence of Tathגgata’s great compassion, that 
we must strive to return it, even to the breaking of our bodies;    
Such is the benevolence of the masters and true teachers, that 
we must endeavor to repay it, even to our bones becoming dust.”

Sadly enough, this early ‘word to word’ translation ignored the grammar 
of 13th century classical Japanese, particularly its ‘emphatic sentence 
structure’.  That’s why we are startled by it.  Imagine, someone would 
translate “What the ‘hell’ are you thinking”, word to word into Japanese.

We have to correct this sort of misinterpretations as soon as possible.  
And we should re-interpret them ‘meaningfully’ in English.

Here I share a new meaningful interpretation of the Gâthâ “Ondokusan”.  
This idea originally came from Bishop Kenryu Tsuji, and I edited some 
parts.  I am convinced that this interpretation captures well the true and 
real heart and mind of Shinran Shônin.

“In gratitude to Amida, the Buddha-as-words, I dedicate my whole 
being to realizing Buddha’s intent.
In gratitude to the masters of teachings and the countless good 
Dharma-friends among our ancestors, I dedicate my total 
efforts to spreading the Nenbutsu.”

In gassho.  
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Very Buddhistic…

Shinran Shonin never thought of 
organizing any religious schools.  
As he mentioned in the sixth 
chapter of the “Tannishפ”:

“As for myself, Shinran, I do 
not have a single disciple.  If 
I could make others practice 
the nenbutsu through my own 
devices, they would be my 
disciples. Otherwise, how 
arrogant it is to claim as disciples 
those who live the nenbutsu 

through the working of Buddha’s wish-for-the-world.”

At the beginning of our Jōdo Shinshū history when Shinran Shōnin 
was living in thirteen century in Japan, there was no such temple 
as the Hongan-ji.  We can trace the roots of the Hongan-ji back 
to Shinran Shōnin’s youngest daughter, Kakushin-ni, who moved 
his ashes from the Toribeno cemetery to the Yoshimizu town and 
erected a mausoleum with a scroll of her father’s image enshrined 
in it.  Her son, Shinran Shōnin’s third generation descendant, 
Kakunyo Shōnin, had the simple mausoleum raised to temple status, 
and gave it the name Hongan-ji.  But it is Shinran Shōnin’s eighth 
generation descendant, Rennyo Shōnin; who through his tireless 
propagation efforts, and clear understanding of Jōdo Shinshu 
teachings, as revealed in his Gobunshō-Letters, to which we owe 
the establishment of the huge Hongan-ji religious order that we 
have inherited.
 
Through all of this, Rennyo Shōnin never lost sight of Shinran 
Shonin’s teaching that each and every one of us is essentially in the 
same position.  If we look at the 40th entry of the Rennyo Shōnin’s 
“Kikigaki”, we find the words;

“I put aside my social status and sit with you all.  Shinran Shōnin 
too said that in the entire world those who with the Shinjin - true 
and real awareness are brothers and sisters.  So, I do as he said.”

please see “Very Buddhistic” page 2
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The Difficulty of Being 

Buddhist

I happened to be watching a 
movie called “Amongst White 
Clouds.”  It is an impressive 
documentary of a journalist’s 
journey to visit and speak with 
Buddhist hermits deep in the 
isolated mountains of China.  He 
speaks with a young apprentice 
and wise smiling man, among 
others, and they share their 
stories of trials and tribulations 
living a solitary life of Buddhist 

practice.  One monk told the journalist that he ate nothing be grass 
and wood his first year.  Wow!  What dedication and determination.
 
I couldn’t help but think while watching this movie that these 
monks, no matter how difficult and noble a path they have chosen, 
seem to have avoided the difficulties of dealing with, working, and 
associating with people.  The difficulties of a monastic lifestyle don’t 
seem to address the daily problems and issues in my life.  How 
many meetings do they attend?  How about the difficulties working 
with a group of people, i.e. differing opinions, trying to work together, 
rude and insensitive people and their comments. What about family 
issues or relationships?  It seems to me that the hermit-styled or 
hierarchical monastic life avoids many of those daily issues that 
we encounter.  Those monks have chosen their own unique path, 
and I have nothing but admiration for their efforts.

However, Shinran Shonin has led us to a pragmatic realization 
of a Buddhist way of life, after all, he did write that he is “neither 
monk nor layman.”  Shinran left the monastic lifestyle on Mt. Hiei 
after 20 years.  He got married and had children.  He taught and 
founded a Buddhist tradition that provided hope for those that were 
not able to enter a monastery.  Jodo Shinshu Buddhism provides 
us lessons that are grounded in reality. 

So, it comes as no surprise that it is hard to know what to do 
sometimes in leading a Buddhist way of life.  

please see “Being Buddhist” page 2
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Rev. Nakagawa, continued

[Chapter of Sâkya-muni (9~8th B.C. Northern India)]
The Sage of Sâkyas revealed the Dharma-nature to the general public 
for the first time in this world, and realizing his existence as the 
foundation of universal Buddha-nature as Dynamic-Buddha, a.k.a. 
Tathâgata (Nyorai). 
The pitiable multitudes in the world of five defilements where even 
a Static-Buddha of enlightened could not appear, must first recite 
“the Myôgô (=the Buddha-as-words)” and hear the awakening words 
for knowing Buddha’s immeasurable existence in same Universe.  
When each and every individual buddha-nature emerges with the 
Nenbutsu with utmost joy and love, one necessarily attains Nirvâna 
even without severing the bonds of blind passions. By the living 
of Nenbutsu, ordinary people and sages, even offenders of the five 
defilements and slanderers of the Buddha-dharma equally turn in like 
all river waters acquire the one taste of salt when they flow into the 
ocean. When we assimilate the Light of Buddha’s Wisdom, we are 
always illuminated and protected.  Although the Light overcomes 
the darkest ignorance, our inner blind passions such as greed, anger, 
hatred, etc. remain, like the clouds and fog that continue to hover 
over the true and real path to the state of supreme Awakening.  Yet, 
as the clouds and fog attempt to obscure the light from sun, it is still 
bright underneath: there is no darkness at all. 

One who realizes the original buddha-nature, who sees a true Buddha 
and pays homage with the utmost joy, immediately leaps toward 
Nirvana without being disturbed by the wall of the five delusional 
realms where blind passions rule.  When any beings whether good 
or bad, ignorant or sinning, ordinary people in any conditions, hear 
and rely on the Dynamic-Buddha’s own original Intent, Sâkya-muni 
Buddha calls him/her a being with broad, excellent, and insightful 
understanding.   These practicing followers are known as the 
“Pundarîkas (Magnificent Lotus)” among the people.

[Conclusion of Paragraph under Sûtra]
Buddha’s Primal Intent is manifested in the Nenbutsu, Namu-
Amitâbha.  Without the Nenbutsu, it is gravely difficult indeed to 
become for arrogant and selfish sentient beings awakened and to 
carry on with utmost joy.  Nothing surpasses this most difficult of 
difficulties.

In Gassho,
It don’t mean a Dharma if it ain’t got that Nenbutsu.

Rev. Nakata, continued

When you see the passage of Ondokusan, you may read it with music 
on your lips.  You may croon it like… Nyo~ ra~ i~ dai~ hino~ on 
doku wa~.  Shinran Shonin, the historical founder of Jodo Shinshu 
Buddhist tradition, wrote hundreds of poems during his time, because 
he was always eager to share his understandings of Jodo Shinshu with 
as many as possible. These poems are known as wasan.  Wa means 
Japanese writings/-poems, and san means praising.  Wa-san can be 
understood as praising writings/poems in Japanese. Wasan is often 
translated as hymn, but the word hymn is heavily associated with the 
Christian culture and their ritual. There are praising writings with song 
in Islam. They prefer to call them nasheed, instead of Islamic hymn, 
to respect their culture and tradition. I prefer to call wasan as wasan, 
not Shinran Shonin’s hymn. Shinran composed three series of wasan. 
They are Jodo Wasan- Praising writings on Pure Land Teachings, Koso 
Wasan- Praising writings on Masters in Pure Land Teachings, and 
Shozomatsu Wasan- Praising writings on Three Dharma Ages. The 
set of three series of wasan is known as Sanjo Wasan Three volumes 
of Praising writings. Ondokusan is the 59th poem in the Shozomatsu 
Wasan.
In this article, I would like to give you a detailed explanation of 
Ondokusan.

Nyo Rai Dai hi no On do ku wa
The historical Buddha, Shakyamuni taught that Nirvana is one of 
the essential objectives and truth in Buddha dharma. Shinran Shonin 
translated Nirvana as the equivalent to truth, the equivalent to oneness, 
Tathagata (Nyo rai), the essence of dharma in his book, Yuishin 
Sho Moni. These equivalents, Tathagata or the essence do not have 
any color or shape. When things have no color or shape, people in 
general like me, cannot understand what it is. The historical Buddha 
had anticipated people may not understand Buddha dharma itself. 
Therefore, he shared his dharma talk on Dharmakara Bodhisattva who 
arose from the equivalent to oneness as a colored and shaped being. 
This is known as Hoben Hosshin, to explain the essence of dharma in 
comprehendible mean. Hoben is the translation of Upaya in Sanskrit. 
Dharmakara Bodhisattva had practiced for five kalpas ultimately 
establishing the 48 Vows in order to become Amida Tathagata. One 
kalpa is about millions of years. At this point you realize that this is 
a mythological story. The Buddha shared the story with thousands 
of disciples including Ananda. After the Buddha died, disciples 
gathered to collect all the words and actions of the Buddha. Ananda 
shared his memory of the story on Dharmakara Bodhisattva and the 
story was recorded. Around the beginning of the first century, the 
story was published as the Infinite Life Sutra and Amida Sutra in the 
northwestern India. Shinran Shonin praised nyo rai in the first line 
of Ondokusan, the nyo rai indicates Amida Nyorai, Amida Tathagata 
which I explained above, not any other Tathagatas. Shinran Shonin 
encountered the true intent of the 48 Vows of Amida Tathagata after 
he left Mt. Hiei of the Tendai Buddhist order. The true intent can be 
understood as the following:
the sentient beings are at a loss, and don’t know what course of action 
to take in the life of their worldly desires and passions. 

Continued, page 3
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Rev. Nakata, continued

Through the Buddha dharma as the 48 Vows of Amida Tathagata, the 
Buddha wanted to let all sentient beings know the way of true beings 
(the state of enlightenment). Shinran Shonin’s praise is expressed 
(ondoku) in the Infinite Life Sutra as the Great Compassion (dai hi) 
of Tathagata.
Mi wo ko ni shi te mo ho zu be shi
For expressing his deepest gratitude (ho zu be shi) to the Great 
Compassion, Shinran Shonin studied tirelessly to propagate the 
teachings of the Infinite Life Sutra. An anecdote about Shinran tells 
that he had continued making corrections in his main publication, Kyo 
Gyo Shin Sho until he died. It means he really wanted to share the true 
understandings of Jodo Shinshu Buddhist Teachings until his life (mi 
wo) disintegrates into dust (ko ni shi te).
Shi shu Chi shiki no On do ku wa
Shinran Shonin stated all Indian, Chinese, and Japanese Pure Land 
Masters (shi shu) established Jodo Shinshu to lead sentient beings 
in their worldly desires, who have wicked and sham intentions to 
the way of true beings in his book, Jodo Monrui Jusho. We as Jodo 
Shinshu followers understand Shinran Shonin is a historical founder of 
Jodo Shinshu Buddhist sect. However, Shinran believed that the Jodo 
Shinshu Buddhist teachings did not start with him. His belief was that 
the Seven Masters took the
teachings and handed their knowledge (chi shiki) through their 
commentaries from generation to generation (on doku). Finally, Shinran 
became the recipient of this accumulated knowledge in the Kamakura 
period of 13th century Japan. With this awakening, thee propagation 
of Jodo Shinshu became a lifelong endeavor for him. As we hear about 
the life story of Shinran Shonin, we learn that he experienced the 
reverence and appreciation to the historical Buddha and the masters 
who came before him and gave him the opportunity to encounter Jodo 
Shinshu Buddhist teachings.
Ho ne wo ku da ki te mo sha su be shi
In Japanese, hone (bone) is sometimes used to express “effort”. For 
instance, there is an expression, “hone wo oru.” It literally can be 
translated as “break a bone.” Figuratively, the Japanese expression 
should be understood as a “one makes an unearthly effort,” or “one does 
things until he breaks his bone.” We sometimes hear that top athletes 
practice so hard that they hurt themselves. This is a true case for hone 
wo oru, breaking a bone. Kudaki means “shattering.” Shinran Shonin 
thought oru (to break) was not adequate to express his reverence and 
appreciation to the masters, so he wrote kudaki to express his deepest 
reverence and appreciation (sha shu be shi) from the bottom of his 
heart. Shantao, one of the Seven Masters in China, stated “Until my 
life disintegrates into dust, until my bodily form is finally shattered, I 
express my sincere appreciation to Buddha’s compassion” in his book, 
Kannen Homon. Shinran Shonin truly admired Shantao. It seems that 
both Shantao and Shinran Shonin may have had same perception of 
Buddha’s compassion. Now the question arises. What were the bone-
shattering events for Shinran Shonin? Why did he believe that his bones 
should be shattered? When Shinran was in his mid-30s, he experienced 
the religious persecution of the Buddhists priests by the emperor. 
Continued, next column

Rev. Nakata, continued

His teacher, Honen Shonin was exiled to the Shikoku Island, and he 
was never able to see Honen again. Six of his dharma friends were 
also exiled while four other dharma friends were executed. While 
studying under Honen, Shinran was basking in his life of Nembutsu. 
The onset of the persecution, however, turned into a bone-shattering 
event. Moreover, it became a life-threatening crisis. In studying 
Ondokusan at Ryukoku University with Professor Koju Fugen, I 
learned how seriously Shinran examined
the bone-shattering efforts of many. There are probably many readers 
of my article who have gone to the temple/church since childhood 
and have sung Ondokusan a number of times. Do you now have 
some understandings of Ondokusan? The next time you have the 
opportunity to sing Ondokusan at a Service, see if you experience 
Shinran Shonin’s passion and gratitude behind it. 
Gassho

Please join us!
New Year’s Eve Service 
Dec 31, 2019 @ 5:00PM

New Year’s Morning Service  
Jan 1, 2020 @ 10:00AM

Toshikoshi soba is one of Ja-
pan’s unique New Year’s cus-
toms, and the delicious buck-
wheat noodles are enjoyed on 
New Year’s Eve.  The history 
of this curious tradition dates 
back around 800 years, to the 
Kamakura period, and it is said 
that it all started at one Buddhist 
temple that gave soba to the 

poor people on New Year’s.  In the Edo period, these New Year’s 
noodles eventually turned into a fixed custom done by people all 
over Japan - even today.

But why do people eat soba on New Year’s?  Two words: Good 
Fortune.  Compared to ramen and other pasta enjoyed in Japan, soba 
are rather firm to the bite, and easy to break while easting.  Thus, 
soba symbolizes “breaking off the old year”.  Their thin, long shape 
is also synonymous with a long and healthy life!  Toshikoshi soba 
also serves a practical purpose, though: as the majority of Japanese 
head to a temple of shrine on New Year’s Eve, the easily digestible 
buckwheat noodles make for a very good late night snack.  

Now that you know the history of eating soba on New Year’s Eve, 
come join us for service and enjoy soba noodles, too!  
And don’t forget that we also have New Year’s Morning Service at 
10:00AM.  What better way to see your Sangha friends and extend 
your Happy New Year greetings!  


