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The Nihon Ryoiki and Belief in Buddhism

Yukiko Ito

The Nihon Ryoiki, a collection of miraculous and strange tales compiled
and written by Kyokai (a monk at the temple Yakushiji) during the early
Heian period, is the earliest collection of Buddhist legends and tales in
Japan. Kyokai himself stated that his intent in compiling this work was to
encourage belief in Buddhism in the readers by demonstrating to them the
workings of karmic retribution. However, in the case of some of these tales
the relationship between cause and retribution is not readily apparent.
Indeed, the workings of karmic retribution were strange and miraculous to
Kyokai himself. Why then does he present us with these tales despite his
own lack of understanding of the workings of karma?

In one tale of the Ryoiki, a woman called Asame contracts an inexplicable
disease. Upon learning that there is nothing that can be done about the
disease, she realizes the limited nature of her understanding and knowledge
of things. She becomes aware that indeed Buddhism addresses the very
issue of the limitedness and finiteness of human existence and she thus
finds faith in Buddhism. She starts to believe that her current disease is the
result of acts committed during one of her previous incarnations and that
her current existence is burdened with repercussions from her previous
existences. Through this she realizes that she is not only a finite but also a
suffering being.

Asame eventually took the orders and became a nun. Fifteen years later,
an ascetic named Chusen visited her and upon seeing her felt compassion
for her. He began to practice religious austerities with her and fourteen
years later she finally recovered from her disease. However, saying that he
felt pity only because he saw her disease is not correct. Seeing Asame,
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Chusen realized that he was looking at a finite and suffering being and that
he himself was the same.

Chusen recognized that not only the two of them but in fact all sentient
beings (shujo) are suffering and finite forms of existence. As Buddhism
provides a range of concepts - such as rikudo (the six realms of rebirth), inga
(cause and effect) and rinne (transmigration) - to describe exactly this state
of suffering, his belief in Buddhism grew even deeper and he eagerly
practiced austerities together with Asame. Despite the process taking a long
time, they did not give up before Asame’s sickness was cured. We can say
that they made the decision to believe in Buddhism. Believing is an action as
well as a state of mind.

Through these tales of karmic retribution, Kyokai seeks to make the
reader realize that he himself is such a suffering and finite being and wishes
to encourage faith in Buddhism in the reader, just as had happened to
Asame, Chusen, and Kyokai himself. Kyokai presents the reader with tales
of the miraculous without providing a thorough explanation of the workings
of karmic retribution, because it is such encounters with the unknown that
make the reader aware of his own finiteness.

Our current temporal lives originate in our actions during previous
existences, even though these actions are unknown to us. Through
developing a feeling of compassion in this existence, we can discern the
suffering and finiteness of existence. Indeed, it is directly through the people
around us that we become aware of this suffering and finiteness. Therefore,
Kyokai, too, put great emphasis on interpersonal relationships in his stories.

By composing the Nihon Ryoiki, Kyokai wanted to contribute to the
rebirth of all sentient beings, including himself, into the Western Paradise.
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