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Multiple Logics and Multiple Paths in Medieval Japanese Deathbed Practice

The study of Japanese religion has historically
relied on explanations of doctrines, founders, and
beliefs. In recent years, the pendulum of research
interests has swung toward institutional histories
and religion “on the ground,” and has come to rest
on local traditions and their diversity, at the ex-
pense of interest in normative discourse about
doctrine or belief. Some scholars have suggested
that there might be a middle ground between the
focus on doctrine and the focus on practice,
whereby we may see both as mutually influential
and dynamic aspects of heterogeneous and chang-
ing environments.

The value of focusing on that middle ground is
well demonstrated by a recent book, Right
Thoughts at the Last Moment: Buddhism and
Deathbed Practices in Early Medieval Japan, by
Jacqueline I. Stone, professor of religion at Prince-
ton University. The title won the Toshihide Numata
Book Award in Buddhism for 2017. As Stone re-
minds us, in medieval Japan, some Buddhist intel-
lectuals believed that the final moments of life pro-
vided a soteriologically potent opportunity to
clear away negative past karma. They accepted
that someone whose mind was appropriately fo-
cused could achieve rebirth in the paradise of a

Buddha, or even attain full awakening. Conversely,
they also found disordered mental states to be
fraught with danger. The moment of death, then,
inspired not just hope but also anxiety by the end

of the Heian period (twelfth century).

During this period, some Buddhist practition-
ers, especially those hailing from the aristocracy,
began to pursue elaborately orchestrated
deathbed practices. These might have included fac-
ing west toward the Pure Land Sukhavatl, meditat-
ing upon an image of the Buddha Amitabha, or
reciting a variety of mantras, or spells. Such prac-
tices could be performed either alone or in the
company of zenchishiki (S. kalyana-mittata), “spiri-
tual friends” who might assist the dying person in
chanting should his or her physical, vocal, or cog-
nitive faculties fail. Stone analyzes a variety of
sources—including Chinese and Japanese Buddhist
scriptures, miracle tales, deathbed testimonials, di-
aries, and didactic literature—and adds signifi-
cantly to our understanding of this body of prac-
tice in medieval Japan, its context in the history of
Buddhism, and its influence within Japanese cul-
ture more broadly.

Right Thoughts at the Last Moment is com-
posed of seven chapters, plus an introduction and



conclusion. Its appendix with annotated bibliogra-
phy lists some of the most important deathbed rit-
ual manuals, a literature attributed to such impor-
tant figures as Genshin (942-1017), Jitsuhan (ca.
1089-1144), Kakuban (1095-1143), Honen
(1133-1212), Dohan (1179-1252), and many others.
The introduction outlines the overall aims of the
study: to nuance our understanding of Buddhist
concepts of death and deathbed practices; to ex-
amine the dynamic relationship between doctrine
and practice; to understand the diverse Buddhist
cultural systems on which medieval Japanese Bud-
dhists relied in the medieval period; and to investi-
gate how the possibility of dying with the right
state of mind could influence, inspire, or frighten
Buddhists in this period.

Invaluable particularly from a pedagogical
perspective is the section in the introduction about
“multiple logics” and “overlapping repertoires” at
play in medieval Japanese religious culture espe-
cially, and the Buddhist tradition more broadly
(pp- 4, 5). Students in my introductory courses on
Buddhism often struggle to understand how the
grand diversity of the Buddhist tradition could co-
here under the single label of “Buddhism.” Even
within the particular and limited context of me-
dieval Japan, they find a bewildering diversity of
perspectives and approaches to practice. As Stone
notes in the context of deathbed rituals, multiple
competing  systems—original  enlightenment
thought, Esoteric Buddhism, Pure Land Buddhism,
and so on—complement, reinforce, or contradict
one another. Stone also considers how modernist
assumptions and sectarian agendas concerning
Buddhist doctrine, such as the “mark” of “no-self”
(Skt. anatman), have influenced how Buddhism
and death have been studied together. As I often
explain to my students, we might describe Bud-
dhism in line with the image presented in text-
books and popular literature, in which philosophi-
cally intriguing concepts like “no-self” or “empti-
ness” (commonly misinterpreted to mean that
there is no conventional experience of the self)
take center stage, but we might better describe, his-
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torically, the actual foci of Buddhist energy and
faith. When we follow not abstract doctrine but
the historical record, we find a long and durable
interest in the afterlife of the “self.” The introduc-
tion to Right Thoughts at the Last Moment points
to this historical phenomenon with its overview of
South Asian and Chinese Mahayana antecedents
to Japanese deathbed practices; it concludes with a
succinct chapter summary.

One of the important analytical issues ad-
dressed throughout Stone’s recent scholarship is
the “esoteric” approach to Pure Land rebirth.
Scholars of religion in Japan and abroad tend to
study “Esoteric Buddhism” and “Pure Land Bud-
dhism” as if they represented necessarily incom-
patible approaches to enlightenment. However,
Stone has marshaled a staggering number of
sources—sutras, diaries, tales of Pure Land rebirth,
and others—to demonstrate that medieval Japa-
nese Buddhists actually employed various kinds of
Buddhist ritual traditions (“esoteric,” or otherwise)
to address multiple areas of concern. Such con-
cerns often included the transformation of the last
moment of life into a powerful springboard into
awakening and—and in some cases as—Pure Land
rebirth. In other words, to distinguish these tradi-
tions represents an anachronistic projection of
contemporary sectarian boundaries onto a me-
dieval environment that, in fact, functioned ac-
cording to its own logic.

As in her earlier Original Enlightenment and
the Transformation of Medieval Japanese Bud-
dhism (1999), here too Stone indicates Tendai
thought as a fertile ground for the development of
medieval Japanese culture, a site in which original
enlightenment thought, as well as other systems,
could play upon, influence, and overlap with one
another in dynamic ways. Although now taken as
the paradigmatic “exclusive practice” of Japanese
Pure Land Buddhism, the recitation of the nenbut-
su actually took place alongside mantras, spells, or
dharant; the worship of mandala, alongside raigo
images or paintings of the Pure Land and so on. In



one instance, Stone notes, Emperor Daigo (d. 930)
passed away facing West as monks recited the Lo-
tus Sutra and the nenbutsu. In this case, “nenbut-
su” refers here not to the six-syllable phrase “Namu
Amida Butsu” but to the Superlative Spell of the
Buddha’s Crown (usnisavijaya dharani) (407n73).
Stone adduces many similar examples, which chal-
lenge our preconceived notions of how ritual,
practice, and doctrine overlap, throughout the
main body of the book and the footnotes. In some
cases, the attainment of “Buddhahood in this very
body” (sokushin jobutsu) and the attainment of re-
birth in the Western Pure Land of Amitabha could
even be reconciled as two sides of the same coin,
or the same event from two different perspectives.

Deathbed practice makes for a perfect prism
for viewing broadly the multitude of discourses at
play in medieval Japan— political, soteriological,
ritual, economic, doctrinal, and sectarian. Because
deathbed practices were linked with so many other
forms of Buddhist activity, the examination of
those practices helps us to look beyond such no-
tions as “sect” and “school” as organizing heuris-
tics. We find in their place a more complex inter-
play of the agendas and hopes held by Buddhists at
different times. For example, historical studies of
Pure Land Buddhism tend to presume modernist
and contemporary Shin Buddhist notions, includ-
ing the assumption that Pure Land Buddhism de-
veloped as part of a rejection of Esoteric Bud-
dhism. Meanwhile scholars of Esoteric Buddhism
use certain doctrines ascribed to Kukai as the lit-
mus test for determining whether or not a practice
is purely esoteric (J. junmitsu) or just miscella-
neous esoterica (J. zomitsu). As Stone demon-
strates, though, the sheer heterogeneity of
deathbed practice challenges such overly simplis-
tic and anachronistic characterizations.

Such a magisterial study might well leave
reader-researchers wondering what is left to be
done. But such works as this one open new fields of
research, and do not close them off. Right
Thoughts at the Last Moment is a magnificent re-
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source for further inquiry, inviting further dialogue
on these and other issues. For example, chapter 7,
“The Long Durée of Deathbed Rites,” points to ar-
eas of study virtually unknown to Anglophone
scholars. Within it, the sections titled “Zen and the
Art of Dying” and “A-syllable Contemplation and
Dying as ‘Natural™ explore the “multiple logics” at
play in the Zen and Shingon traditions, respective-
ly. As these sections show, doctrinally non-dualistic
views functioned within ritual contexts which at
times presupposed a dualistic view, and at times
denied, integrated, or transformed such dualistic
perspectives. Academic interest in Tokugawa-era
Buddhism and, more generally, popular religion in
the early modern period has grown in recent
years; these scholars will likely be especially inter-
ested in the section titled “Late Medieval and Early
Modern Developments.” I imagine many me-
dievalists like myself will read this section to find
that it challenges their own notions about the con-
tinuities and discontinuities between “medieval”
and “early modern” modes of Buddhist practice.

This book is, finally, an extremely useful guide
to Japanese research on the topic, and a model for
organizing a book or manuscript. The introduction
and conclusion both summarize the book as a
whole and add new information not otherwise
covered, and each chapter contains clearly orga-
nized introductions and conclusions, which serve
to prepare or refresh the reader’s mind. These may
seem like minor points, but as in her previous
monographs, Stone’s crystal-clear prose helps the
reader to stay afloat in the ocean of sources pre-
sented. And this book is indeed thick with stories
and diverse examples of deathbed practices, both
idealized and presumably actually performed, but
with the structured composition style employed by
Stone this is an enjoyable read. This is but one of
the many commendable features of this book that
leads me to recommend this work as an exemplar
of how to produce a well-organized, well-written
monograph. I would recommend this book to any
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scholar of Japanese studies, religious studies, or
Buddhist studies.
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