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A Quietly Fading Flame: Nehan-e and Nirvana 

 
February is the month when Buddhists observe Nehan-e, an important Buddhist service. 
Nehan-e is the service in which we remember the time when Shakyamuni Buddha (Gautama Buddha) passed 
away and entered Nirvana. 
 
Shakyamuni Buddha spent many years teaching people. Even at the very end of his life, he continued to speak 
to his disciples and those around him. His passing is not described as a miracle, but as the life of someone 
who lived, aged, and died, just as we do. At Nehan-e, we do not simply mourn the Shakyamuni Buddha’s 
death. Rather, we quietly reflect on an important truth, all life will come to an end. And because life is limited, 
we ask ourselves how we are living this life right now. In Jodo Shinshu Buddhism, we do not see the 
Shakyamuni Buddha as someone who saves us. Instead, we respect him as a great teacher who revealed and 
shared the Dharma, the truth of Amida Buddha, with this world. Nehan-e is a precious opportunity to remember 
his compassion and guidance. In the busyness of everyday life, Nehan-e invites us to pause, to reflect on the 
preciousness of life, and to spend a quiet moment in gratitude. 
 
Here, let us take a moment to look at the word Nirvana. The word Nirvana comes from an ancient Indian 
language and is translated into Japanese as Nehan. Nirvana means a state in which the activities of the mind 
that create suffering and confusion have completely come to rest. It is often misunderstood as heaven or the 
afterlife, but Nirvana is not a place. It describes a way of being, a condition or state. After the Shakyamuni 
Buddha awakened to enlightenment, he did not leave this world right away. Instead, he chose to remain in this 
world to share what he had realized with others who were suffering. Because of this decision, we are able to 
encounter the Buddha’s teachings even today. Eventually, the Shakyamuni Buddha reached the end of his 
physical life. This moment is called Parinirvana, or entering Nirvana. This is the event remembered during 
Nehan-e. Nirvana does not mean that everything disappears or becomes nothing. It is often compared to a 
candle flame. When a candle goes out, the flame does not go anywhere, it simply stops because the 
conditions that kept it burning have ended. 
In the same way, Nirvana describes the complete stilling of the fires of attachment and delusion. 
After awakening, the Shakyamuni Buddha remained in this world to teach fully and without holding anything 
back. When his physical life came to an end, he entered complete Nirvana. 
Because of his long journey and compassion, we have been given the opportunity to hear and live the 
Buddha’s teachings. Nehan-e is not only a service to remember the Buddha’s passing, it is also a time for us to 
quietly reflect on our own lives, and to ask ourselves how we are living here and now. 
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Last month's quiz answer 

 
What does “Itadakimasu” most closely mean in Japan? 

 
A. I’m hungry 

B. Thank you for the food and the life behind it 
C. This looks delicious 

 
The answer is B! "Itadaku" means to receive something, and it reflects the understanding that before eating, 

we are receiving the gift of life from the food, and we eat it with gratitude. 
 

 
Next quiz  

 
What Does “Gochisosama” Really Mean? 

 
In Japanese, people say “Gochisosama deshita” after a meal. 

What did the word “Gochiso” originally mean? 
 

A. A fancy or expensive meal 
B. A large amount of food 

C. Running around to prepare food 
 
 
 

In Gassho,​
Rev. Noritaka Imada                                              ​
If you need to contact Rev. Imada, you can email him at: imadabca@gmail.com (916) 383-1831 

mailto:imadabca@gmail.com
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Please submit 2026 Membership Dues by January 31, 2026. Thank you.  
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Yakusoku 

 

The introduction of artist Mitts Yamamoto’s 
work began last August, and this is the seventh 
time we are pleased to feature his work. 

Each piece gently invites us to pause and 
reflect in the midst of our everyday lives. 

This time, we are introducing a wooden 
artwork carved with the word “yakusoku,” 
meaning promise. 

Written in hiragana, the word does not insist 
or explain itself. 

Instead, it quietly rests before us and invites us 
to stop for a moment and listen. 

In Buddhism, a promise has a very deep 
meaning. 

Amida Buddha is the Buddha who made a vow to 
bring all living beings to the Pure Land and became 
a Buddha through that vow. 

It is a promise that is not limited by time or place. 

It reaches people living in every age and in every 
part of the world. 

Amida Buddha vowed to create a Pure Land where 
all living beings may be born. 

If that vow could not be fulfilled, Amida declared 
that he would not become a Buddha. 

This powerful promise reaches us today in the form 
of the words Namo Amida Butsu. 

When we recite the Nembutsu, it is not something 
we accomplish by our own effort. 

It is the moment when Amida Buddha’s promise is 
being fulfilled right here and right now. 

Through the warmth of wood and the gentle shape 
of the word “yakusoku,” 

This artwork reminds us not of a promise we must 
make, but of a promise that has already been given 
and continues to support us. 

It invites us to pause and remember the vow that is 
always reaching us. 
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