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Problems of a Bond in Human Relations in Japanese
Buddhism as compared with Early Buddhism

Shinkan MURAKAMI

1. A bond in human relations (kizuna, #) is not simple. It is ambiguous or ambivalent; it is
positive as well as negative. For instance, a narrower bond between man and wife is often
contradictory to wider human relations. A family bond of affection is needed, but a bond is often
a restraint to our free will to achieve our goals.

2. In Japan, for a millennium, the following verse has been an answer to the troubles of the
bonds of affection. It runs as follows:

‘Transmigrating through life and death among the three realms of existence, i.e. realms of

desire, of pure form, and of the formless, one cannot eliminate bonds of affection, but one

who enters the unconditioned tranquility (nirvana) after having forsaken bonds of affection

is of true recompense for one’s indebtedness of one's affection.’ (FEE=FRAF BEAREMT

BEAES EEREH)

This verse in Chinese has been recited in the rite of tonsure prior to receiving Buddhist
precepts to leave home and be a nun, or a monk, as we see in the Tale of Genji, the Sasekishii, and
the Tale of Heike too. In this way troubles of love-affairs, or of family affection, are often settled
in peace without recurring damages or hatred among the persons involved.

And this verse suggests an answer to troubles and difficulties of our bonds of affection with
the deceased. Such bonds of affection are deemed to be sinful obstacles to being enlightened, or
to being reborn in Pure Land, when one is approaching death. When one is to die, one has to
Jeave the bonds of affection, and by virtue of the recitation of Amita-Buddha's Name and Power
of His Vows, owing to one’s own wish, one is going to be reborn in Pure Land and be enlightened,
and again come back to this world to lead one’s surviving relatives to the Buddha's teachings and
to the Pure Land. This belief which seems to come from Saint Honen's doctrine, i.e. recitation of
Amita-Buddha’s Name, is expounded at the scene of Koremori's suicide by drowning done in fear
of being caught and killed by his enemy in the Tale of Heike.

In those days, surviving family and relatives used to pray (i.e. recite Amita-Buddha’s Name)
that the deceased shall be reborn in Pure Land and enlightened. In most funerals a teacher-monk
should lead the dead to be reborn in Pure Land and (or) become enlightened (buddha, hotoke, 1%
&1F). Some ex-emperors and pious men of noble birth held their own funeral assembly before
their actual death (gyakushu, 31%), listening to monks” discourses on Buddhism during several
weeks, because they wanted eagerly to be reborn in Pure Land, or be enlightened after death. In
Japanese Buddhism the expectation or wish for the future is not forgotten.

In this way bonds of affection between us and the deceased should be changed into, so it
were, our Buddha relation (butsu-en, {L#%), or our connection (kechi-en, #%5#%) with Buddha[s]

anew. This shall be an answer to the troubles or difficulties of bonds of human affection in our
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days, too.

3. All kinds of bond are neglected in order to be enlightened, in the Early Buddhist Canon.

4. The way to keep a good relation between secular society and the Buddhist community of
monks and nuns, said Buddha (Sakya), was always to be mindful and set new rules and
regulations.

Early Buddhism and later Theravada Buddhism have no Pure Land Religion. They invented
many illustrative stories of inevitable retribution of deed during long past lives (apadana) of
monks and nuns who, having abandoned greed, hatred, and delusion, became enlightened
(arahat, buddha) . The enlightened ones have nothing to do with bonds of affection. They have no
future, exactly contrary to Japanese Buddhism as seen above. They have the doctrine of cause
and effect, i.e. inevitable retribution of deed. This has been the keynote in Japanese Buddhism,
too.

5. Buddhism has been in its long history an open religion for the pursuit of inner
peacefulness, and now is becoming international and globalized without borders. We Japanese
have the idea that though practical ways are different, the goal (enlightenment, salvation) is the
same, just as if there are many ways to the top of a mountain, we see the same moon at the high
peak. We have a dream that our Buddha relation will spread all over the world. We hope
Buddhism’s inner calm and peacefulness together with the precept of non-killing and non-hatred
shall contribute to worldwide peace, becaunse we are now at the very verge of a total annihilation

due to nuclear weapons.
My thanks are due to Prof. Dr. Brigitte Schmitz, and Mr. Jon Morris, Graduate Student,

Graduate School/ Faculty of Arts and Letters, Tohoku University, who were kind enough to

correct my English.
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