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they are part and parcel of Japan’s historical process. 1 also
agree with many scholars that many of them originated at the
end of the Tokugawa period (1603-1867). I feel, however, rather
reluctant to classify them further according to the successive
Meiji — (1868-1912), Taisho — (1912-1926), Showa — (1926-)
and post-Second World War— (1945-) periods. The reason why
is that this could lead too easily to the conclusion that with each
period we are in the presence of “brand-new” New Religions.
They are rather, as said above, new combinations of factors, deeply
embedded in the human heart since many ages, and remoulded into
new coherent or sometimes incoherent sets of beliefs, creeds, ri-
tuals and practices. Continuity and even conservatism is very
much a Japanese cultural characteristic. Therefore, a better term
to designate them would be Modern Religions in the sense of
present day religions as suggested by some authors. For facility’s
sake, however, I will use the term New Religions.

When dealing with the formative elements contributing to
the emergence and growth of the New Religions, I must also say
that it is very difficult to make clear cut distinctions because they
often overlap or compenetrate each other. The elements I will
discuss are: Japanese folk religion, shamanism, ancestor wor-
ship, shamanism in connection with ancestor worship, mountain
worship and the ubasoku-shugendo trend, the contribution of the
traditional structured religions, popular reactions against tradi-
tional religions, changes in Japanese society and syncretism.

1. Japanese folk religion

Is folk religion nothing else than the remnants of an out-
dated culture, saved by the collective religious consciousness of a
people and surviving in the present culture without in fact having
no real connection with it? If so, what to say then about the
millions of Japanese, thronging around the Shinto shrines at new
year, praying for good health and success during the coming year?
These people expect some result from their hatsumode, their first
shrine visit of the new year.

The content of folk religion could be understood as something

meaningful for the masses and accepted by them, although this
does not mean that everybody accepts everything all the time. It
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holds that the spirit of the now living individual is indissolubly
connected with the spirits that fill the whole universe; the service
of offering food, drink and worship to the ancestral spirits is thus
a service to all spirits, Buddhas and kami. Neglecting the ances-
tral spirits is the cause of all misfortune. Those who become mem-
bers of this religion are asked to gather as many of their ances-
tors’ mortuary tablets as possible.1?

4. Shamanism in connection with ancestor worship

This connection is very clear in Japan. I mentioned already
that the shamanistic women in early Japan entered into contact
not only with the kami but also with the spirits of the dead and
this happened already in pre-buddhistic times.

The custom to hear the voices of the dead ancestors and to
bring their message over to their living descendants is still pre-
sent today. It shows that the people believe that in one way or
another the spirits of the dead continue to live beyond physical
death. It shows also that shamanism, connected with ancestor
worship, as pre-buddhistic phenomena were taken up into formal
Buddhism only later. Excavations, revealing Japan’s earliest
culture, have brought to light mirrors, bells and a kind of crowns
decorated with antlers. These are typical shamanistic objects that
strengthen the suspicion that early Shinto itself was born from
shamanism. Names used for shamanistic women are shintkuchi
(the mouth of the dead) and kuchiyose (the mouth or medium of
the spirits or the dead).11

Eder mentions that women, when called to the house of a
family in case of need, carry on their back a gehobako, a case
wrapped in a cloth.'2 The meaning of the word is literally a “case
outside the Law” (outside the buddhistic doctrine). This also
shows that shamanism is pre-buddhistic.

As said above, shamanistic practices and ancestor worship
were also present in Buddhism that entered from Korea and China.

Thus Shinto ancestor worship went along with buddhistic ancestor
worship.

10 Japanese Religion. A Survey by the Agency for Cultural Affairs
(Tokyo, Kodansha International Ltd., 1972), p. 208-209.
11 Hori, o.c., p. 182,
12 Quoted by Kohler, o.c., p. 272-278.
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the sense of being Japanese.’ Early Shinto itself was a complex
of beliefs called Kami nagara no Michi or the Way as it is prac-
ticed by the Gods or Kami. The name Shinto (The Way of the
Kami) came about only in order to distinguish it from Buddhism.
The Shinto complex became absorbed philosophically into
Buddhism through a syncretistic process that turmed the kami
into manifestations of the Buddha, but it never lost the conscious-
ness of its own separate existence. In the early Meiji period, it
was subdivided into two main categories: State Shinto and Secta-
rian Shinto. State Shinto was declared to be the non-religious
expression of the national ethos and had to be accepted by every
Japanese; in fact, it was a semi-religious system of ethnocentrism,
that whatever the changes in name and coloration, became the
powerful factor behind Japanese nationalism and militarism.
Disestablished immediately after the Second World War, it remains
very influential today. Sectarian Shinto comprises the many
other groups related to the kami. As a whole, Shinto also absorbed
many Chinese popular taoistic elements like exorcism, divination,
ete.

Buddhism, introduced mostly in its mahayanistic forms with
a very liberal character, went through a japanization process that
reached a climax in the 13th-14th centuries and later. It resulted
mainly in Amidism, Nichirenism and Zen, and put an indelible
mark on Japan and its culture. Today, however, the question can
be asked whether this kind of traditional Buddhism is still relevant.
I fear that many younger Japanese are certainly not attracted to
it. It is true that some buddhist philosophers, monks and lay
people are towering personalities who try now to go back to the
original message of the Buddha and to expand their studies to the
social consequences of the buddhist doctrine, but it is still too early
to say whether they can succeed or not.

The impact of Confucianism is basically conservative, political,
social and ethical.'® It gave to Japan harmonious relationships
governed by filial piety and loyalty. It was the basis of the Toku-
gawa feudalism. Since the Meiji restoration till 1945 it also pro-

15 McFarland, o.c., p. 26; Sokyo Ono. Shinto. The Kami Way (Tokyo,
Bridgeway Press, 1962).

16 Warren W. Smith, Confucianism in Modern Japan. A Study of Con-
igg‘zgx),tzsm in Japanese Intellectual History (Tokyo, The Hokuseido Press,
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vided the basic principles of education. As such it was made to
support the ethics of patriotism, centering on dedication to the
nation and the emperor. Younger people are not conscious of the
confucian mentality of Japanese society; they hardly know the
name of Confucianism, but it is deeply alive in the Japanese heart
and will continue to determine the life of the Japanese for the
times ahead, though its influence is weakening little by little.

Christianity entered Japan twice. It came a first time in
1549 and was for some time tolerated and even favored by some
local lords. But it became suspected of being an instrument of
European imperialism. It was accused of undermining confucian
loyalty and of attacking Shinto and Buddhism. It ended up in
being persecuted by the Tokugawa regime that closed the country.
It came to Japan a second time in 1859 when the nation slowly
opened up for foreigners. Its success is very limited when it
comes to numbers. Part of the christians are living in the Naga-
saki area and are the descendants of those who went through the
Tokugawa persecution. The other ones mostly come from the
larger cities. Rural areas and the lower classes remain largely
unreached. However, Christianity, both protestant and catholic
may claim a far reaching influence on Japanese society in general
which is in no way comparable to the smallness of the christian
communities.

It might be true enough that highly sophisticated systems
never completely seeped down to the larger masses that continu-
ously turned to colorful and fanciful beliefs and practices. To-
day, well educated Japanese may think that the religious heritage
of the nation belongs to the past. At the same time, one can find
among the elite a desire for a kind of identity rooted in religion.
Therefore, as McFarland remarks, it is important to ask not only
how far the New Religions reflect Japan’s religious heritage
but also in how far they might revitalize and make relevant the
basic message of this heritage??

The four traditional entities, Shinto, Buddhism, Confucianism
and Christianity, cannot be put aside when we try to analyze the
formative elements of the New Religions. In some of them the
Shinto-relationship is clear enough like in Fuso-kyo, Jikko-kyo,

17 McFarland, o.c., p. 37-38.
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Misogi-kyo, etc. The buddhistic relationship is also clear in
Reiyu-kai, Soka Gakkai, Rissho Kosei-kai, etc. Generally speak-
ing however, because of the syncretistic character of the New Reli-
gions, it is fairly accurate to say that in many cases the four tradi-
tions are more or less present in many of them, sometimes clearly,
sometimes dimly, without forgetting that these New Religions are
indebted to these same traditions in their origin and their develop-
ment.

7. The New Religions as popular reactions against traditional
religion

When official and structural religions become the possession
of clerics, philosophers or theologians, they tend to show few in-
terest in the common people with their joys and sufferings. The
common people then often react in their own way and create for
themselves suitable religious complexes and these reactions con-
tribute in their turn to the formation of new movements.

In the Tokugawa period the belief developed in the secret
transmission of the truth among the followers of True Pure Land
Buddhism. A kind of secret cult originated and was practiced by
pious laymen in their private houses during the night. They knew
something of the basic ideas of Shinran (1173-1262), the originator
of True Pure Land Buddhism. His view was that religion must
serve the simple lay people and he himself had swept away any
institutionalized priesthood. But a hierarchical priesthood had
made its come back when Rennyo (1415-1499) became the strong
leader of the sect. Many common people believed that the doctrine
was basically transmitted by Shinran to the taity. They thought
that the priests transmitted only the external truth and that the
lay people had received the hidden internal truth. They saw too
clearly that the priests used their power for werldly purposes.
Consequently, they themselves instructed other lay people, con-
ducted initiations and created rituals.!®

It happened indeed that priests refused to perform the fune-
ral services for the deceased, to give posthumous names to them
and to offer prayers for their transition to the other world, unless
they were heavily paid. It also happened that priests tried to get
money from the kaicho or the practice of revealing the holy statues,

18 Kitagawa, o.c., p. 166.
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for modernization going together with the ideal to reach back to
the antique religious-political system of the saisei-itchi or religion
and rulership as one unity in the person of emperor Meiji. Dur-
ing many centuries Japan underwent influences from China, but
with the Meiji-period influences also came from Europe and North
America and very soon also from the whole world; these influences
were culturally mere different from those that came from the
immediate Asian neighbor China. Already before the end of the
Tokugawa period, China had been rejected by the Japanese intel-
lectuals.’® A lot of these new influences were also forced upon
Japan by external powers secking to put an end to the nation’s
isolation. Japanese leadership was confronting the enormous
problem of restructuring the nation on the levels of technology,
education, international politics, judiciary, finances, military
conscription, ete. This process of restructuring the nation was
not yet finalized when Japan was defeated in the Second World
War. The political decisions of the Allied Powers had various
religious and ideological consequences. The idea of a semi-divine
nation with the emperor at its center disappeared. The new cons-
titution implies that Japan has no divine mission at all to estab-
lish the ‘“way of the emperor” throughout Asia and that the citi-
zens are not bound to the state as advocated by the saisei-itchi
policy. The constitution stresses that all Japanese are gifted with
personal freedom and personal responsibilities. The educational
system, based on confucian ethics, disappeared and was replaced
by a kind of rationalistic social humanism, stressing harmonious
development of the individual. The results of this kind of moral
education are still unsure.

The common people seem to have been largely excluded from
all decisive power when these changes took place. As McFarland
suggests, one gets the impression that their situation has been one
of subordination to political, social and economic forces.2® How-
ever, this does not mean that they did not play a role in the pro-
cess of change itself. They had and still have their in-depth re-
sources to respond and to create for themselves ways of life and
some of these resources were briefly analyzed in this paper. These
forces are the formative elements contributing to the emergence

19 Mariug B. Jansen, Japan and Its World. Two Centuries of Change
(Princeton, N.J., Princeton University Press, 1980), p. 24-28.
20 McFarland, o.c., p. 10-13.
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