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Nenbutsu Mandala Visualization in Dōhan’s  
Himitsu nenbutsu shō: An Investigation into  
Medieval Japanese Vajrayāna Pure Land
Aaron P. Proffitt
University of Michigan

Vajrayāna and Pure Land practices and traditions are often studied as if 
they are necessarily exclusive and autonomous spheres of Buddhist ac-
tivity.1 Arguing against this still common point of view, I will examine 
a nenbutsu mandala visualization ritual presented in the Compendium on 
the Secret Nenbutsu (Himitsu nenbutsu shō, 秘密念仏抄),2 an important 
early twelfth century Pure Land text by the Mt. Kōya monk Dōhan (道
範, 1179–1252).3 Dōhan was not the first, nor the last, Buddhist thinker 
to employ “Vajrayāna Pure Land” ritual technologies, cosmology, or 
soteriological goals in his ritual program. For Buddhist monks in me-
dieval Japan, “tantric” or Vajrayāna4 ritual theory served as the domi-
nant paradigm for negotiating Buddhist conceptions of ritual power, 
while Pure Land rebirth, an assumed component of Mahāyāna cosmol-
ogy and soteriology, was a nearly universal aspiration and concern.5 
In other words, these “two” served a variety of often overlapping 
functions in a complex intellectual, religious, social, and political en-
vironment that the study of Japanese religions based on a sectarian 
taxonomy has largely ignored. As will be demonstrated below, the ex-
ample of Dōhan provides a new perspective on how medieval Japanese 
Buddhists conceived of the relationships between ritual, power, and 
salvation. 

While Dōhan is primarily known as an influential scholar of the 
works of Kūkai (空海, 774–835), the early Heian period (794–1185) 
monk who is regarded as the founder of the Japanese Vajrayāna tra-
dition, he was also an important early-Kamakura Pure Land thinker.6 
The study of Kūkai and Vajrayāna in Japan has largely been conducted 
through the lens of contemporary Shingon sectarian orthodoxy, and 
the study of Pure Land thought has been significantly influenced in 
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particular contemporary Jōdo Shinshū historiography. When taken at 
face value, orthodox sectarian history might suggest that mantra- and 
mandala-based practices in some sense “belong” to Shingon (and to a 
lesser extent, Tendai7), and the chanting of the nenbutsu and aspiration 
for rebirth in a Buddha’s Pure Land belong to the Pure Land schools. 
This type of sectarian consciousness is a rather recent development in 
the history of East Asian Buddhism, and pre-modern monks would not 
have recognized such clearly defined demarcations.8 In other words, 
that Dōhan wrote about Pure Land and Kūkai’s thought seems surpris-
ing only to the contemporary observer who has been influenced by the 
taxonomic approach to Japanese religion. This still common approach 
tends to over-determine the boundaries between groups and define 
“schools” by their founders and doctrines.9 The main problem with this 
approach, which may at first appear to provide a useful hermeneutic 
for the study of Japanese religion, is the application of anachronistic 
and/or polemical criteria uncritically derived from the source mate-
rial.10 Moreover, perspectives and concerns that do not fit into nar-
rowly defined idealized contemporary orthodoxy and praxis (such as 
Vajrayāna ritual conducted for rebirth in a Buddha’s Pure Land) have 
been ignored. Therefore, in order to understand Dōhan’s contribution 
to Japanese Pure Land thought, we must first look beyond sectarian as-
sumptions about the development of Japanese Buddhism. 

Kūkai and the Early Systematization  
of Japanese Vajrayāna

Before turning to Dōhan’s nenbutsu mandala visualization, I will first 
briefly outline the early development of Vajrayāna ritual thought in 
Japan. I would like to suggest that in order to understand the “Vajrayāna 
Pure Land” thought of an early-medieval thinker like Dōhan, we must 
first understand how Pure Land thought fit into the writings of Kūkai 
and other early Japanese Vajrayāna thinkers. Recently, scholars have 
come to regard Kūkai’s ninth century transmission of Vajrayāna ritual 
culture not as the founding of a new “Mantra school” (the common 
translation of the term Shingon-shū, 真言宗) but rather as the presen-
tation of a new vision of the meaning of ritual and the nature of speech 
acts as efficacious ritual technologies.11 Kūkai established a new ritual 
program that centered upon initiation into the dual-mandala system 
of the Vajra World Mandala (kongōkai mandara, 金剛界曼荼羅) and the 
Womb World Mandala (taizōkai mandara, 胎蔵界曼荼羅), symbolizing 
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the union of male and female, dynamic and static, dimensions of the 
universe, respectively, as well as a theory of ritual efficacy that cen-
tered upon the importance of mantras, or “true words” (the literal 
meaning of the characters used to translate the term “mantra” into 
the Sino-sphere: zhenyan, shingon, 真言), as tools for actualizing the in-
herent power of the buddhas. Kūkai taught the ritual activation of the 
“three mysteries” wherein the body, speech, and mind of an ordinary 
being was revealed to abide in a non-dual relationship with the body, 
speech, and mind of the Buddha,12 and that through secret initiations 
the practitioner of mantras was able to gain access to the power of the 
universe itself, the dharmakāya, embodied in the form of the Tathāgata 
Mahāvairocana. Kūkai based his ritual theory on the Mahāvairocana-
sūtra (Dainichi kyō, 大日経, T. 848) in which it is argued that the true 
state of the mind is the bodhi-mind (bodhicitta), and the cause of en-
lightenment is naturally arising from the universe itself. 

Kūkai’s rapid rise to prominence may in part be attributed to the 
perception at the time that he was presenting to his Japanese audience 
the latest innovations in Indian and Tang dynasty ritual culture. After 
all, Kūkai studied under Indian and Chinese masters in Chang’an (長
安), the Tang capital and center of the East Asian political and cultural 
world. As a result of his rise through the monastic hierarchy, Kūkai 
was able to work with the Nara clergy to establish lineages and ordi-
nation platforms at various major monastic centers.13 Therefore, after 
Kūkai, Japanese Vajrayāna was less of a “school” or “sect,” and more 
a common ritual technology, mastery of which was essential for the 
acquisition of patronage and prestige. 

Upon his return to Japan, Kūkai presented a large body of previ-
ously unknown ritual texts to the court. One of these ritual texts was 
the Muryōju nyōrai kangyō kūyō giki (無量寿如来観行供養儀軌, T. 930), 
a text composed by Amoghavajra (705–774). The Muryōju nyōrai kangyō 
kūyō giki presents a sādhanā-style visualization practice centered upon 
the Buddha Amitābha said to lead to, among other things, Pure Land 
rebirth. Today, this text remains an important cornerstone of Shingon 
and Tendai practice. This text draws extensively upon the Contemplation 
Sūtra (Kanmuryōju kyō, 観無量寿経), a text regarded as one of the three 
“Pure Land sūtras” by Hōnen (1133–1212).14 For this reason, it is often 
thought to have been compiled in China.15 Pure Land contemplation and 
visualization practices have a long history across the Mahāyāna world, 
and are well attested in Tibetan, Central Asian, Chinese, and Japanese 
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sources. It could be argued that the Contemplation Sūtra is itself repre-
sentative of early forms of Buddhist practice that would later lead to 
the more systematic sādhanā style visualization practices.16 It would be 
a mistake to regard this as an example of syncretism. Rather, it might 
be more accurate to suggest that Amoghavajra was merely present-
ing Indian Amitābha contemplative practice in the vocabulary of a text 
that had already proven quite successful in China. 

Here I will briefly outline Kūkai’s own summary notes on this ritual 
before moving on to Dōhan’s “nenbutsu mandala” visualization ritual.17 
As with other Vajrayāna rituals, the written component is merely one 
piece of the puzzle, and would have been supplemented by an oral 
commentary handed down from one’s teacher. For now, however, this 
brief summary of Kūkai’s written words will have to suffice. 

First, the practitioner performs a series of preliminary purifica-
tions and invocations. Next, the practitioner envisions the Pure Land 
Sukhāvatī. As a great lapis lazuli ocean stretches out beyond the hori-
zon, the Sanskrit seed-syllable hrīḥ emerges from this ocean, emitting 
a great crimson light, universally illuminating the Pure Lands of the 
ten directions. After describing a series of other ritual invocations and 
visualizations involving Avalokiteśvara and a host of bodhisattvas, the 
adept then contemplates the luminous crimson body of Amitābha. 

Amitābha’s chest possesses a moon disc with a Siddhaṃ script 
mantra inscribed on it, pronounced in Japanese as “On Amiri tateje 
kara un” (Skt. oṃ aṃṛta teje hara hūṃ). This mantra is written in the 
form of a mandala, with “oṃ” written in the center, and the other let-
ters wrapping around the perimeter. The adept then imagines that 
his or her own chest also possesses such a moon disc with the same 
mantra written on it. Next, Amitābha begins chanting the mantra and 
shoots the moon disc from his mouth into the top of the meditator’s 
head. This is followed by the meditator performing a similar projection 
wherein the moon disc on their chest shoots into the feet of Amitābha. 
It should be noted that it is Amitābha who initiates this “union,” and 
it is the practitioner who responds. The mantra is the conduit for real-
izing the non-dual relationship between Buddha and practitioner. The 
practitioner is to realize emptiness and equanimity of all dharmas and 
that the mind is originally non-arising, its self-nature is emptiness, 
and it is as pure as the moon disc atop which the syllable hrīḥ sits. The 
adept is then to envision Sukhāvatī as described in the Contemplation 
Sūtra, understanding that the light of Amitābha universally illumines 
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the buddha fields of the ten directions. This practice is said to purify 
ones’ past deeds, karmic afflictions, suffering, and sickness, and at the 
end of one’s life they will certainly attain rebirth in the highest level of 
the Pure Land of Bliss. 

Kūkai transmitted this ritual to Japan as part of the broader system 
of Vajrayāna “mudrā-mantra-mandala” based practices. We can see 
from this example that aspiration for Sukhāvatī was present “always-
already” within Indian and Chinese Vajrayāna before it was transmit-
ted to Japan. In addition, we can also see that within Vajrayāna there 
is not a clear division between “self-power” (jiriki) and “other-power” 
(tariki). Rather, through the ritual act, the practitioner is able to realize 
that they are not separate from the buddhas. Pure Land sectarian writ-
ing has often over-emphasized the “self-power” nature of Vajrayāna 
traditions, as well as the division between Pure Land and Vajrayāna 
traditions in the Japanese environment. How then could something 
called “Pure Land” and something called “Vajrayāna” be “syncretized” 
when they were not separate from the beginning? Vajrayāna systems 
evolved in a Mahāyāna Buddhist world in which Sukhāvatī functioned 
as a “generalized goal.”18 As Vajrayāna ritual systems proliferated 
throughout Asia, newly transmitted and older Pure Land traditions 
often blended. As Kūkai “systematized” his Vajrayāna traditions in 
Japan, there was no need to add in Pure Land “elements.” They were al-
ready present within the Buddhist environment of Japan, and present 
within the ritual texts he was transmitting. The Muryōju nyōrai kangyō 
kūyō giki is but one example.19 

Dōhan’s Nenbutsu in Medieval Japanese Vajrayāna

Between the time of Kūkai in the ninth century, and Dōhan in the 
twelfth century, Japanese Buddhism experienced a period of systemic 
mikkyōka (密教化) or “esotericization,”20 wherein Vajrayāna ritual and 
doctrinal lineages had proliferated across the various monastic institu-
tions, and a pervasive Vajrayāna Buddhist “kenmitsu” (顕密) discourse 
on the mutually dependent nature of the “revealed” (ken) and “hidden” 
(mitsu) teachings came to dominate Buddhist thought. It should be 
noted that in fact, the great architects of this mikkyōka development 
were often associated with the great temples of Nara and the monas-
tic complexes based on Mt. Hiei. By the Kamakura period, all major 
monastic institutions trained monks in a variety of ritual and doctri-
nal traditions, and the retention of Vajrayāna specialists was essential 
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to the procurement of patronage. Moreover, monks tended to move 
from place to place and study with different teachers with expertise in 
a variety of areas of study. Like modern universities, a student could 
“major” or “double major” (kengaku, 兼学, literally “simultaneous 
study”) in a wide range of fields. In other words, both specialization 
and breadth in knowledge was important. Vajrayāna practices were 
more or less systematically integrated into each area of study such that 
monks specializing in Yogācāra, Madhyamaka, Avataṃsaka-sūtra stud-
ies, Lotus Sūtra studies, etc., could also gain mastery of the “Diamond 
Vehicle.” This eclecticism is present in Dōhan’s work, to which we will 
now turn. 

Dōhan’s Compendium on the Secret Nenbutsu provides a number of 
passages on nenbutsu practice drawn from a variety of sources, includ-
ing great Chinese Buddhist masters like Zhiyi, Zhanran, Shandao, and 
Amoghavajra, as well as Japanese monks like Kūkai, Ennin, Enchin, 
Annen, Jippan, Kakukai, and Kakuban. At times Dōhan draws upon, 
incorporates, critiques, or builds upon the theories of these various 
thinkers, arguing for what he felt was the correct understanding of the 
nenbutsu, the Pure Land, and the nature of the Buddha Amitābha. 

For example, Dōhan presents the Amida santaisetsu (阿弥陀三諦
説), or the “three truths of A-MI-TA,” an exegetical strategy devel-
oped by Japanese Tendai thinkers whereby a series of Buddhist philo-
sophical concepts are subsumed within the three syllables of the name 
of Amitābha, written with the Siddhaṃ characters A, MI, and TA.21 
Therein, the very syllables composing the name of Amitābha are re-
vealed to contain within them the entirety of Buddhist wisdom. For 
example, A-MI-TA is used first to present the theory of the “three 
truths” of the interdependence of emptiness, provisional truth, and 
the synthesis of both, the “middle.” The three truths were developed 
by Zhiyi as a way of conceiving of the non-duality of Nagārjuna’s two-
truths Madhyamaka doctrine. The Amida santaisetsu posits that “A” 
may be understood as revealing the “ultimate truth” of emptiness, 
“MI” the “provisional truth,” and the “TA” the “middle” or the simul-
taneous realization of the truth of both provisional and ultimate real-
ity. Next, A-MI-TA reveals the three bodies of the Buddha: dharmakāya, 
saṃbhogakāya, and nirmāṇakāya. These three spheres of the Buddha’s ac-
tivity are represented by the three buddhas Mahāvairocana, Amitābha, 
and Śākyamuni. Finally, A-MI-TA is revealed to encompass the “three 
mysteries” of body, speech, and mind, thus signifying not only that the 
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body, speech, and mind of beings and buddhas are non-dual, but also, 
by placing speech in the middle, speech is seen to unify the spheres 
of body and mind. Dōhan’s rendering draws extensively upon the 
Kōfukuji Yogācāra scholar Jippan.22 Dōhan and other monks who have 
employed the santaisetsu system arrange the corresponding concepts in 
various configurations in order to explicate a great variety of Buddhist 
teachings. This kanjin (観心) style of exegesis grew in importance in 
the secret oral transmissions (kuden, 口伝) of ritual lineages across 
the medieval Japanese Buddhist world.23 For Dōhan, the three truths, 
the three buddhas, and the three mysteries abide in a delicate tension. 
The three truths are unified by the “middle.” This represents the idea 
that ultimate truth and provisional reality are inseparable, just as nir-
vana and saṃsāra are inseparable. The three buddhas are ultimately 
all manifestations of the dharmakāya, but as taught in Mahāyāna and 
Vajrayāna texts, the dharmakāya compassionately takes multiple forms 
to meet the needs of sentient beings. Amitābha is in the middle posi-
tion, here representing the simultaneous unity and independence of 
Mahāvairocana and Śākyamuni. The three mysteries of body, speech, 
and mind, as propounded by the Mahāvairocana-sūtra, are themselves 
the body, speech, and mind of the Tathāgata Mahāvairocana. Sentient 
beings and buddhas are fundamentally non-dual; the three sources of 
our karma are revealed in fact to be the activity of the Buddha. Here 
“speech” takes the middle position, representing the unity of body and 
mind. How does this relate to the nenbutsu? Amitābha is the Buddha of 
the ritual speech act, thus revealing the interdependence of nirvana 
and saṃsāra. The nenbutsu, then, is in fact the highest truth, and deep-
est mystery. Dōhan presents the nenbutsu as the highest of the mantra 
technologies, stating that it was selected by Amitābha in his primal 
vow precisely because the voice represents the unity of the mysteries 
of body, speech, and mind. The unity of nirvana and saṃsāra, the three 
bodies of the Buddha, and the three mysteries are unified in this three-
syllable nenbutsu: A-MI-TA. 

Dōhan continues in this mode of exegesis through an analysis of 
the physiology of the ritual speech act. Dōhan elaborates upon the 
correspondences outlined above, perhaps driving the point home, by 
arguing that the letters A-MI-TA correspond to (and in some funda-
mental sense are) the throat, lips, and tongues of sentient beings. The 
breath that activates these three components to create speech is said 
to literally be the activity of the Buddha Amitābha in the world. Here 
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Amitābha is said to be the compassionate activity of the dharmakāya 
which abides in and enlivens not only the nenbutsu, but the very breath 
that sustains life. Amitābha is then the breath of life, the very life-force 
animating sentient beings.24 A certain unity is suggested between the 
nenbutsu, the Buddha Amitābha, and the Pure Land. The Pure Land is 
realized at once as the site of the act of chanting, the letters of the nen-
butsu, the organs of speech, and the activity of the Buddha. In this way, 
the goal and the destination are at once the same, while still remaining 
in a delicate tension. 

Original Enlightenment thought (hongaku shisō, 本覚思想) on Mt. 
Hiei was key in the development of the Amida santaisetsu practice. Just 
as Vajrayāna ritual theory had come to permeate Japanese Buddhist 
practice from the time of Kūkai, Mt. Hiei’s rise to prominence in the 
mid-Heian period established the Tendai tradition as the dominant 
political and intellectual force in the Japanese Buddhist world. Rather 
than view Dōhan’s use of the santaisetsu as “syncretism” of Tendai and 
Shingon, it would be more correct to say that the medieval Japanese 
Buddhist educational environment necessitated the mastery of multi-
ple areas of study. Tendai Lotus and Madhyamaka scholarship, Shingon 
mantra practice, Pure Land aspiration and contemplation, and other 
exegetical and ritual traditions constituted threads in a vast tapestry 
spanning all traditions and lineages. “Shingon” and “Tendai” were 
points on a broad continuum, and monks were stationed at various 
points along that continuum. 

Following Dōhan’s presentation of the three-syllable nenbutsu, he 
then presents a five- (or six-) syllable version NAMU-A-MI-TA-BUḤ, 
which is also written in the Siddhaṃ script throughout this section of 
the text.25 These five syllables are arranged in the form of a mandala, 
mirroring in some sense the mantra inscribed on the moon disc from 
the sādhanā discussed above. Each syllable is presented in turn, from 
the center, to the bottom, and progressing in a counter-clockwise rota-
tion, each time revealing a deeper interpretive layer. 

Dōhan explains that “namu” is understood as a salutation to all bud-
dhas. It is here said to be synonymous with the letter oṃ, as found in 
various mantras, and often taking the central position in written man-
dalas. It is also said to symbolize the phrase that opens sūtras, “thus 
have I heard.” Dōhan explains that “namu” is the act of taking refuge 
in the buddhas, and through contemplating the center of this mandala, 
one is contemplating the very act of taking refuge. Next, the syllable 
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A is said to signify bodhi, or perfect awakening. The syllable A by itself 
is an important object of devotion within the later Shingon tradition 
as it symbolizes the “originally unborn” (honbushō, 本不生) nature of 
reality.26 MI is the nature of self, and ultimately the dissolution of self 
and the arousal of equanimity. TA is thusness, the realization of things 
as they truly are. BUḤ symbolizes our karma, which, when viewed cor-
rectly, is not simply that which binds us to saṃsāra, but rather, is in 
fact a vehicle to awakening. 

These five syllables also may be understood to represent the five 
buddhas (Mahāvairocana, Akṣobhya, Ratnasambhava, Amitābha, and 
Amoghasiddhi), as well as the five forms of wisdom associated with 
each buddha (see table 2). The five buddhas and the five wisdoms are 
both understood to emanate from the One Buddha, Mahāvairocana and 
his all-pervasive wisdom. Dōhan continues to list sets of five, thus re-
vealing that the five syllables of the nenbutsu in fact encompass the 
whole of our spiritual and physical reality: the five elements, five 
viscera, the five sense faculties, five objects of the senses, five defile-
ments, and the five realms of saṃsāra. As is somewhat characteristic of 
Vajrayāna theory, doctrinal concepts deal not merely with the abstract 
and ethereal, but are often tied directly to the physical body itself and 
the constituent particles of reality itself. In this way, for Dōhan, the 
nenbutsu of Amitābha is not merely a mental formation, nor merely an 
external reality, but rather, a facet of reality itself, manifesting within, 
around, and through sentient being’s very bodies. 

Conclusion: The “Secret” Nenbutsu

In summary, Dōhan suggests that the three-syllable mantra en-
compasses the Womb Realm Mandala, and the five-character mantra 
encompasses the Vajra Realm Mandala. Furthermore, the thirteen 
courts of the Womb Realm Mandala correspond to the thirteen-step 
contemplation in the Contemplation Sūtra. The nine assemblies of the 
Vajra Realm correspond to the nine levels of the Pure Land as ex-
pounded in the Contemplation Sūtra. Like the ritual outlined by Kūkai, 
the Contemplation Sūtra is featured prominently in Dōhan’s Compendium 
on the Secret Nenbutsu. Just as Kūkai argued for the non-dual relation-
ship between the two mandalas, understood to be two facets of the 
same reality, so too Dōhan argues for the mutual dependence of the 
three-syllable and five-syllable nenbutsu. The act of speech unifies 
body and mind, and through the nenbutsu, the mandalas are unified 
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Table 1. Three-syllable nenbutsu visualization.
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in the practitioner. For Dōhan, Amitābha is this very act of speech, the 
breath that animates the life of all beings. The Buddha Amitābha is an 
all pervasive dimension of the dharmakāya, which penetrates to every 
corner of the universe. 

Dōhan contends that those who rely upon the explicit meaning of 
the sūtras do not fully grasp the inner meaning of the name of Amitābha. 
Mind and body are one, the Buddha and ordinary beings are one, and 
yet the seemingly “provisional” teaching is itself a manifestation of 
the highest realization. If our breath is the functioning of Amitābha, 
then practice in the form of the nenbutsu is the activity of Amitābha as 
well. The nenbutsu is an efficacious ritual because of the compassion-
ate activity of Amitābha, a force that courses through the universe, 
and within all beings. Dōhan certainly states that there are multiple 
levels of comprehension. There are those who simply seek rebirth in a 
Pure Land through their own activity. There are those who recognize 
Amitābha and Mahāvairocana as one, but there are those who recog-
nize this deeper truth, that Amitābha is a force within and around us. 
While on the level of provisional reality, the Pure Land is far away. On 
a deeper level, it is immanent in our present reality. This “ultimate” 
reality does not negate the provisional reality.28 Just as the santaisetsu 
suggests, they exist in a delicate tension. That pure lands exist “out 
there” does not mean that they do not also abide “within.” It is perhaps 
this tension that points towards an even deeper truth, that even the 
“surface” level interpretation itself is a conduit for awakening. 

The question that remains for me, however, is whether or not 
Dōhan regarded this insight into the true nature of reality as a require-
ment for the nenbutsu to be rendered efficacious. Is the nenbutsu an 
efficacious practice because of something always-already present, or is 
the nenbutsu rendered efficacious through the attainment of a realiza-
tion of its inner meaning? Dōhan’s ambiguity on this issue is precisely 
what makes him a fascinating subject. In one passage, for example, 
Dōhan suggests that there are superficial and profound levels of un-
derstanding Amitābha, the Pure Land, and the nenbutsu. In some pas-
sages he argues that there is no sense in seeking the Pure Land that 
is far away. And yet, there are numerous passages that seem to point 
to a resolution, and perhaps an inversion, whereby the “shallow” is 
revealed to be the “deep” understanding. At present, my own prelimi-
nary reading of Dōhan would suggest that it was precisely the “begin-
ners mind,” the so-called shallow interpretation, that he regarded as 
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the highest realization. This is a “free” reading perhaps, but it seems to 
be more in line with Dōhan’s position that the compassionate activity 
of Amitābha functions as if it were a force of nature, forever embracing 
sentient beings. 
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