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Introduction

The historian of death must not be afraid to embrace the
centuries until they run into a millennium. The errors he
will not be able to avoid are less serious than the
anachronisms to which he would be exposed by too short
a chronology. Let us, therefore, regard a period of a
thousand years as acceptable.

—Philippe Aries

PROVIDING FUNERAL and memorial services represents the major so-
cial role of Buddhist priests and temples in Japan today. For many
people, death may be the only occasion when they turn to the family
temple, or, indeed, learn much of anything about Buddhism. In his in-
troductory study of contemporary Japanese religion, Ian Reader re-
counts a conversation between two university professors of his acquain-
tance; queried by one about his family’s Buddhist sectarian affiliation,
the other replied, “I do not know: no one in our household has died
yet.”’! Japanese scholarly histories of Buddhist mortuary ritual have
often taken a teleological approach, attempting to show just how this
present association of Buddhism with death came about. They also
tend to be informed by a modernist critique of Buddhist institutions
that targets temples’ reliance on funerary and mortuary rites as a symp-
tom of decline.? The locus classicus of this approach is of course Tama-
muro Taijo’s influential Soshiki bukkyo (Funeral Buddhism), first pub-
lished in 1963 and still in print, which traces the growth of Japanese
Buddhist institutions from the standpoint of their funerary rites. No
previous scholar had framed the entire history of Japanese Buddhism
in this way, and the data Tamamuro presented, if read critically, re-
main useful today. Yet his underlying question was clearly one of how
the present, and in his view, deeply problematic, state of Buddhism
had come about. Tamamuro writes that he chose his particular focus
because, of the three avenues by which Buddhism had once appealed
to the populace—healing, granting good fortune, and mortuary
rites—only mortuary rites still remained influential. But even these
no longer answered modern needs. ‘“The issue facing [Buddhism] to-
day,” he wrote, ‘‘is to purify its funerals of ancient, feudal, and magical
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elements, as well as those pertaining to ancestor worship, and [instead]
create funeral rites that [simply] comfort and commemorate. But Bud-
dhist leaders close their eyes to this reality and wander vainly in a world
of illusion. Herein, I suspect, lies the cause of the confusion in the
Buddhist world.””® Tamamuro’s study not only reflected ongoing de-
bate over the continued relevance of Buddhist funerary rites but also
helped literally to define its terms, as the title soshiki bukkyo quickly be-
came a catchphrase encapsulating stereotypes of ossified Buddhist in-
stitutions, out of tune with people’s spiritual needs in this life and pre-
occupied solely with death.

We, the editors of this volume, have no interest in pursuing the
modernist critique (except as an object of study), and while we find
the roots of the contemporary Buddhist near-monopoly on death rites
to be a fascinating subject, we do not necessarily read their history as
a trajectory of Buddhist decline. Bracketing Tamamuro’s modernist
assumptions, we find the story outlined in his Soshiki bukkyo to be a re-
markable one, worthy of further inquiry and historical interpretation.
For more than a millennium, despite moments of fierce competition
from Shinto, Confucianism, Nativism, and, more recently, the secular
funeral industry, Buddhism has dominated Japanese rites for the
dead. No comprehensive understanding of Japanese religion or cul-
ture for any period following Buddhism’s introduction would be possi-
ble without some knowledge of its death rituals and views of the after-
life and their impact on social practice. Nonetheless, no book-length
English-language study presenting an overall history of death in Japa-
nese Buddhism has yet appeared.* Cognizant of this lack, Mariko Wal-
ter organized a paper session on this topic for the 2000 annual meeting
of the American Academy of Religion, which became the impetus for
the present volume. The nine essays gathered here include studies by
both established scholars and younger voices in the field and display
a range of approaches, including not only Buddhist Studies but also
art history, literary criticism, ritual studies, gender studies, sociology of
religion, and ethnographic fieldwork. They are presented in chrono-
logical order of their subject matter, beginning with the Heian period
(794-1185), and collectively cover a period of roughly a thousand
years—coincidentally, the very length of time deemed appropriate by
historian Philippe Ariés for a proper study of death. As Aries suggests
in the epigraph above, the perspective of the longue durée does indeed
make possible an overview of persistent patterns as well as significant
shifts in approaches to death. While we make no claim to compre-
hensiveness (nor even to so detailed a treatment as Ariés’ own monu-
mental study of the history of Western attitudes toward death), we are
confident that each essay included here addresses issues vital to an
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understanding of death and the afterlife in Japanese Buddhist thought
and practice and that, taken in conjunction, the studies presented here
will provide a more thorough picture of this topic than has hitherto
been available. Our hope is that this volume will not only benefit schol-
ars and students of Buddhism and Japanese religion but also interest
those focusing on other areas of Japan studies or religion and culture
more broadly. As coeditors, we asked our contributors to make clear
the connections among their individual essays by highlighting one or
more of three themes: (1) continuity and change over time in Japa-
nese Buddhist death-related practices and views of the afterlife; (2)
the dual role of Buddhist death rites in both addressing individual con-
cerns about the afterlife and at the same time working to construct,
maintain, and legitimize social relations and the authority of religious
institutions; and (3) Buddhist death rites as a locus of ‘‘contradictory
logics,”” to borrow a felicitous phrase from Duncan Williams’s chapter,
bringing together unrelated, even opposing ideas about the dead,
their postmortem fate, what the living should do for them, and what
constitutes normative Buddhist practice. These three sets of interre-
lated issues are of course by no means limited either to Japan or to
Buddhism. To introduce our essays most effectively, then, let us first
offer some background and then contextualize the individual chap-
ters by providing a brief historical overview of death in Japanese
Buddhism.

“Entrusting the Afterlife to Buddhism”

We have only fragmentary information about the multiple concepts of
the afterlife existing in Japan before the introduction of Buddhism in
the sixth century. The spirits of the dead were thought to reside in
mountains, or cross over the seas to the “‘eternal world” of Tokoyo,
or descend to the bleak “land of Yomi’’ of the Yamato myths.> The
first dynastic histories make reference, in connection with the system
of double burial practiced among the nobility, to notions of a spirit
(tama) requiring mourning and pacification; early on, Buddhist monks
and nuns were incorporated into the rites surrounding the mogari no
miya, or place of temporary interment, to perform services for de-
ceased imperial family members.® Over time, however, explicitly Bud-
dhist models displaced this earlier ritual complex, coming to dominate
the death-related practices of the aristocracy. The chief site for memo-
rializing the dead shifted from the mogari no miya to Buddhist temples,
and funerary ritual for tenno or emperors gave way from eulogies
read by courtiers before their tombs to Buddhist rites of merit trans-
ference.” According to the Nihon shoki, Urabon ceremonies for the
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deceased were first sponsored by the court as early as 606.% By the Heian
period, Buddhist ritual had come to be understood, at least among the
nobility, as the preeminent spiritual technology for consoling and pac-
ifying the dead. Buddhist rites were not only performed to memori-
alize the dead collectively but were also sponsored by families for the
sake of deceased relatives. For this purpose, Buddhist mantras, dha-
ranis, and other invocations such as the nenbutsu were chanted, and
goma rites, repentance rituals, and other ceremonies were conducted.
Buddhist concepts of the afterlife, including the forty-nine-day interim
period between death and rebirth, rebirth in the six realms of samsaric
existence, and the possibility of salvific birth in a pure land were
spread through preaching and doctrinal writings as well as visual repre-
sentations, songs, poetry, and didactic tales. The reception of Buddhist
death rites in turn stimulated a thriving religious culture supporting
sttra transcription, ritual performance, production of Buddhist im-
ages, and construction of mortuary chapels on a lavish scale. Buddhist
cosmology shaped not only the memorializing of the dead but also
individuals’ own postmortem aspirations, and specific Buddhist rites
were increasingly adopted to insure one’s personal well-being in the
next life. These included the ‘‘deathbed tonsure’ (rinju jukai, rinju
shukke), first adopted at court by Emperor Ninmy6 (d. 850), which con-
ferred the soteric benefit of enabling one to die as a Buddhist monk
or nun and perhaps represented the earliest symbolic association in
Japan of death with monastic ordination;? the gyakushu or ‘‘preemp-
tive funeral,”” performed for oneself or another prior to death, such
as the grand ceremonies sponsored by the courtier Fujiwara no Michi-
naga (966-1027) described in Eiga monogatari (A tale of flowering for-
tunes);!? and “‘deathbed rites” (rinju gyogi) or ritual practices aimed at
focusing one’s thoughts at the last moment so as to escape samsaric re-
birth and be born into a pure land. An attitude of ‘‘entrusting the af-
terlife to Buddhism’ was forged during the Heian period and, despite
vicissitudes and transformations, has persisted to this day.!!

But why should Buddhism in particular have come to be entrusted
with the afterlife? It has often been noted, and thus scarcely needs re-
stating, that Buddhism at the time of its introduction possessed a sys-
tematic doctrine, an institutional organization, and a stunning ritual
repertoire unequalled by any other religious tradition represented in
Japan, and thus it rose quickly to prominence. Yet we gain some fur-
ther insight by detailing more specific reasons for Buddhist preemi-
nence in the realm of death. While others could be adduced, three
such reasons merit mention here. One lies in Buddhism’s intellectually
compelling doctrine of an ethicized afterlife, in which individuals are
reborn in pleasant or painful circumstances according to their deeds.
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This doctrine provided both an incentive for virtuous behavior and
assurance that the structure of reality is a moral one, in which, ulti-
mately, good conduct is rewarded and wrongdoing punished. Yet,
while cognitively satisfying, it was also profoundly disturbing, in that
one could never be sure of having performed enough meritorious
deeds to offset the sins of prior lifetimes.!2 Thus in Japan, as elsewhere
in the Buddhist world, the doctrine of karmic causality became inextri-
cably intertwined with an opposing yet interdependent logic by which
merit transference on the part of the living could ameliorate or even
eradicate the postmortem suffering of the dead.!® One might say that
teachings of karmic causality generated the problem of possible retri-
bution in the afterlife, while rituals of merit transference provided a
solution. In the magnetic tension generated between these two per-
spectives, Buddhism acquired and held its dominance over death
throughout the premodern period.

A second factor contributing to Buddhism’s ascendancy in the
realm of death lies in its well-known capacity to assimilate and refig-
ure elements from other traditions. In particular, notions of a total-
izing, integrated cosmos characteristic of the Japanese Mahayana—
exemplified by teachings about skillful means tending toward the
one vehicle, the myriad dharmas manifesting the true aspect, or all
forms in the visible universe being the body of the cosmic buddha—
encouraged and legitimized the redefining and incorporating of local
religious elements as aspects of Buddhist truth. Recent research has
illuminated, for example, the ‘“‘combinatory logic’’ by which kami or
local deities and other gods of continental origin were recast as the
provisional forms of buddhas and bodhisattvas, and their worship, inte-
grated into a Buddhist ritual and institutional framework.!* Though
seldom as explicitly schematized, similar processes occurred with
death-related matters. Buddhist ethical norms of compassion and rites
of merit transference to the deceased were mapped onto ancient con-
cerns about the need to pacify unhappy or vengeful spirits. Notions of
the afterlife from a range of traditions—eternal Tokoyo, the ‘“‘Land of
Roots” (Ne no kuni), the island of Mt. Penglai, and various Daoist
heavens and immortal realms—were assimilated to the topological
paradigms of Buddhist pure lands.’® In every period, Buddhist rituals
for the deceased have incorporated features of local religious culture,
which is why a comprehensive study of death in Japanese Buddhism
should include the approaches, not only of Buddhist Studies per se,
but also of social history, folklore studies, literature, and anthropology.
One might well argue that the Buddhist near-monopoly on death prac-
tices has stemmed, not only from Buddhism’s own compelling teach-
ings about the afterlife and the perceived efficacy of its rites, but
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also from its capacity to absorb and refigure elements from a range of
traditions.

Third, Buddhism has provided a class of religious specialists per-
ceived as capable of managing the dangers and defilement of death
and of mediating between this world and the next. It has sometimes
been assumed that Buddhism gained its preeminence in death rites
by stepping in, as it were, to fill a gap left by the “‘native’” tradition of
kami worship that shunned death pollution (shie). But the historical
situation proves far more complex. In the Heian and early medieval
periods, Buddhist monks involved in court ritual or rites for the protec-
tion of the nation were expected to maintain ritual purity by observing
the same avoidances or taboos (imi) surrounding the worship of kam:
(jingi saishi) associated with the imperial cult, and not all Buddhist
clerics routinely conducted funerals.!® It was often those monks prac-
ticing outside the formal structures of temple administrative posts and
the clerical career path—such as Agiri, or thaumaturgical recluses—
who most frequently attended deathbeds or provided funeral rites
for lay devotees. In the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, monks of
the emergent Zen and Ritsu orders began regularly to perform funer-
als for lay patrons.!” But not until the Tokugawa or early modern
period (1603-1868) did the great majority of Buddhist monks—or
priests, as Western scholars tend to refer to them especially from that
period on—come to perform funerals as part of their routine ritual
obligations, a situation that still obtains today. The topic of Buddhist
ritual and death pollution is a complex one and calls for further inves-
tigation. While some Japanese Buddhist discourses have dismissed
the notion of death pollution as soteriologically irrelevant, others
have maintained or even actively promoted it, as a foil over and
against which the thaumaturgical power of Buddhist adepts could be
displayed.!8

Aspirations for the Pure Land and the Moment of Death

By around the mid-ninth century, Japanese elites were not only per-
forming and commissioning Buddhist rites for the welfare of the
deceased but had also begun to envision their own postmortem fate
in Buddhist terms. Increasingly, people aspired to achieve o0jo, or
birth after death in a pure land or other superior realm, such as the
Tusita Heaven (Tosotsuten), abode of the future buddha, Maitreya
(Miroku); the bodhisattva Kannon’s Potalaka realm (Fudaraku); Sa-
cred Eagle Peak (Ryo6jusen), where the eternal Sakyamuni Buddha
preaches the Lotus Sutra; or—the most sought-after of all postmortem
destinations—the buddha Amida’s western Pure Land of Utmost Bliss
(Gokuraku J6do). It is Amida’s realm to which the terms 0j6 and ‘‘Pure



Introduction 7

Land” most commonly refer. From a doctrinal standpoint, birth in the
Pure Land was equivalent to reaching the stage of nonretrogres-
sion on the bodhisattva path; once born in that realm, one would no
longer fall back into the realms of samsaric rebirth but was certain to
gain enlightenment. There, conditions for practice and realization
were said to be ideal, and after achieving awakening in the Pure
Land, one could return voluntarily to the realms of suffering as a bo-
dhisattva, in order to assist the liberation of others. For many, however,
Amida’s Pure Land was simply a postmortem paradise, where the suf-
ferings of this world would be transcended. While trained meditators
might have visions of the Pure Land in this life, for most, 6jo repre-
sented a goal whose achievement was by definition mediated by death.
Those who could focus their thoughts on the Buddha at the time of
death would be welcomed by Amida himself, who would descend to-
gether with his holy retinue to escort that person to the Pure Land.
Thus death underwent redefinition as the moment of success or fail-
ure in achieving ojo.

This was before the rise of the exclusive nenbuisu movements of
Honen (1133-1212) and Shinran (1173-1262), and birth in the Pure
Land was often deemed extremely difficult to achieve—‘‘the most dif-
ficult of all difficult things,”” as the monk Kakuch6 (953/960-1034) is
said to have declared!"—requiring sustained efforts in meditation or
devotional practice. Yet this sense of the difficulty of achieving 0jo co-
existed with the subversive logic of the deathbed rite, by which even
the most sinful persons could achieve birth in the Pure Land by right
contemplation in their final moments. The treatise Ojo yoshai (Essen-
tials of birth in the Pure Land) by the scholar monk Genshin (942-
1017) was the first work compiled in Japan to set forth instructions for
deathbed contemplation. Deathbed practices such as it describes were
first formally adopted by the Nijigo zanmai-e or Samadhi Society of
Twenty-five, an association of monks formed in 986 at the Yokawa re-
treat at the great Tendai monastery on Mt. Hiei, in which Genshin
took an active part.

The heightened attention accorded to life’s last moments in Pure
Land practice forms the context for the first two essays in this volume.
The first, by Sarah Horton, explores the role of visual imagery in the
spread of Pure Land devotion and the reconception of death as a lib-
erative opportunity. This reconception, Horton suggests, was made
possible more than anything else by the image of Amida’s welcoming
descent (raigo), that is, Amida’s arrival, accompanied by his holy reti-
nue, to receive the dying and escort them to his Pure Land. Her essay
explores the textual basis of the raigo concept and its early representa-
tions, with particular attention to the role of Genshin, whom Heian
sources credit with initiating the tradition of Japanese raigo painting.
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While modern scholarship has concentrated on Genshin’s contribu-
tions to Pure Land thought, Horton suggests that his role in the devel-
opment of raigo imagery may have contributed far more immediately
than did his doctrinal writings to the spread of Pure Land aspirations.
In particular, Horton focuses on the mukaeko or ceremony of welcome,
a dramatic enactment of Amida’s descent to welcome the dying, using
music, bodhisattva costumes, and masks. The mukacko, possibly Gen-
shin’s innovation, was instrumental in disseminating hopes for the
Pure Land among persons of all classes. Its visually stunning perfor-
mance, Horton argues, helped alleviate fears of death by representing
it as a joyful occasion of salvific encounter with the Buddha.

The second chapter, by Jacqueline Stone, offers a contrasting ar-
gument. Stone suggests that, while hopes for the Pure Land may have
encouraged a reconceiving of death as joyful, the importance placed
on right-mindfulness in one’s last moments also provoked fears. If cor-
rect meditative focus at the moment of death could transcend the sins
of a lifetime and secure one’s birth in the Pure Land, the reverse was
likewise true; under the liminal influence of life’s last moments, it was
said, even a single stray delusory thought could obstruct the merits of
one’s prior practice and send one tumbling back down into the painful
realms of rebirth. Thus whether or not one would be able to die with
one’s thoughts focused calmly on the Buddha became a new source
of anxiety and a problem to be ritually addressed. Examining instruc-
tions for deathbed practice produced from the late tenth through
early fourteenth centuries, Stone traces the increasing importance of
the “‘good friend” or zenchishiki, here meaning the religious advisor
or ritualist in attendance at the deathbed, who exhorted dying persons
in right-mindfulness, guided their deathbed visualizations, and assisted
their chanting of the nenbutsu. Over time, Stone argues, the dying per-
son’s ‘‘success’’ in achieving 0j6 came to depend less on the deathbed
practice of the dying person per se than on the ritual actions of the
zenchishiki, who might also assume responsibility for postmortem rites.
The emergence of the zenchishiki at the deathbed as a formal ritual
role, she suggests, marked a significant step in the growing influence
of Buddhist clergy over death-related practices.

Death and the Persistence of Worldly Ties

In a 1907 landmark essay based on his study of Malay funeral practices,
anthropologist Robert Hertz argued an inseparable relationship be-
tween the treatment of the corpse, the presumed journey of the de-
ceased spirit to its new abode, and the mourning rites observed by the
community. Through proper disposal of the body and performance of
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funerary rites, Hertz noted, the deceased is led through three stages:
separation from world of the living, transition through a dangerous
liminal realm, and reincorporation with a new status into the social
world of the survivors.2? Subsequent research has refined Hertz’s
insights and also shown their broader relevance to other cultural
spheres. Chapters 4 through 6 of this volume, ranging in chronology
from the eleventh through the sixteenth centuries, focus on the roles
played by Japanese Buddhist ritual, discourse, and institutions in rein-
tegrating the dead into the world of the living and, in the process,
defining the contours of that world. As Maurice Bloch has observed,
“Death as disruption, rather than being a problem for the social order,
as anthropologists have tended to think of it, is in fact an opportunity
for dramatically creating it.”’?!

At first glance, claims about the ongoing relationship of the living
and the dead might seem incompatible with the Buddhist message of
transience and nonattachment. However, it is important to note that
while Buddhist doctrine does indeed characterize death as emblematic
of the truth that all is impermanent, Buddhist ritual has just as often
been understood as affirming the persistence into the afterlife of this-
worldly bonds—social, familial, and affective. This emphasis on contin-
uance and stability should be seen neither as a corruption of an origi-
nally pure Buddhist doctrine nor as an accommodation to uneducated
lay persons, but as an influential strand of Buddhist thought in its own
right, present in virtually all Buddhist traditions from a very early date
and coexisting, although in tension, with normative teachings about
impermanence and nonattachment.?2 Death is, as we have said, a site
uniting contradictory logics, a major theme of the essays collected
here.

Brian Ruppert’s chapter concerns the funerary and mortuary di-
mension in premodern Japan of the worship of relics, said to be the
physical remains of the historical Buddha. The account of the Bud-
dha’s cremation (and Buddhist cremation more generally) has didac-
tic value as a dramatic performance of impermanence, the body of a
once-living person being reduced to smoke and ashes before the view-
ers’ eyes. Yet at the same time, cremation has an equally significant if
opposing purpose in generating enduring physical relics for enshrine-
ment and veneration.?3 Recent scholarship has shed light on how bud-
dha relics have been understood as prolonging the career in this world
of Sékyamuni Buddha, whose spiritual powers were understood to still
inhere in his remains.2* Buddha relics, then, in effect transcend the
boundary between life and death and thus came to represent the ongo-
ing possibility of enlightenment even in an age of decline. Ruppert
shows that relic worship in medieval Japan, as on the Asian continent,
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was bound up in a multivalent “‘thematic complex’ involving indebt-
edness to the Buddha, the soteriological value of self-sacrifice in repay-
ment, and the legitimation of rulership—in imitation of King ASoka,
who was said to have built 84,000 Buddhist stapas or reliquaries. But it
was in connection with death, he argues, that relic veneration in Japan
acquired a secure niche in the repertoire of Buddhist ritual. Central to
Ruppert’s discussion is the role played by relic veneration in the devel-
opment of family mortuary ritual, especially in elite families, as seen,
for example, in the rites sponsored by the regent Kujo Kanezane
(1149-1207) and his sister, the former imperial consort Kokamon’in,
on behalf of their deceased forebears. Ruppert notes also the exten-
sion of the category of “‘relics” to encompass the remains not only of
the Buddha and Buddhist saints but of deceased persons more gener-
ally, purified by secondary burial or cremation. In connection with be-
liefs about the death-transcending power of relics, enshrinement and
veneration of remains of family forebears came to be regarded as a
source of lineage prosperity. The preservation and veneration of bones
or cremated remains, previously shunned as impure, led to the forma-
tion of family gravesites and mortuary temples (bodaisho), such as Jo-
myoji, built by Fujiwara no Michinaga at the northern Fujiwara clan
gravesite at Kohata in Uji. These shifts in burial practices helped re-
shape kinship structure, contributing to the emergence of the patri-
lineal extended family (Ze), and laid a foundation for early modern no-
tions of reincorporating the dead into the social world as protective
ancestors.?

While the dead could be reintegrated via mortuary rites into the
community of the living, the living could, by birth in the Pure Land,
be reunited with their beloved dead. This idea would seem to have lit-
tle canonical warrant: Pure Land satras suggest that inhabitants of
Amida’s land are largely nondifferentiated, describing them as ‘“‘all
the color of genuine gold” and ‘“‘the same in their appearance.’”25
Some sutras even explicitly state that there are no women in the Pure
Land.2” The religious imagination, however, is seldom constrained by
normative scripture, and the conviction that, in Amida’s land, one
could rejoin deceased loved ones—parents, children, lovers, or reli-
gious teachers—was a major source of Pure Land appeal at all social
levels. Longings for postmortem reunion in the Pure Land were also
cited as a motive for religious suicide, as discussed in Mark Blum’s
chapter. Blum investigates the suicides of Jodo Shinsht adherents,
perhaps as many as thirty-three, following the death of the abbot Ji-
tsunyo (1458-1525), the monshu or head of the powerful Shinsha Hon-
ganji organization. The practice of ‘‘relinquishing the body’” has
always held an ambivalent position in Buddhist traditions, being alter-
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nately condemned and valorized, and recent scholarship has ex-
panded on its multiple significances in specific Buddhist cultures: as
both a selfless gift and an exchange of one’s corruptible body for the
adamantine body of an enlightened one; as an imitation of the Bud-
dha; as an act of protest when the ruler persecutes the dharma; or as
sacrifice on behalf of others.?® Drawing on both Buddhist canonical
sources and the history of this practice in East Asia, Blum analyzes the
complex ideological heritage underlying the suicides attending Jitsu-
nyo’s death. They drew, he argues, on both the Pure Land ideal of jigai
0jo, or ‘‘achieving the Pure Land through suicide’’—the most common
motive given for Buddhist ascetic suicide in Japan—as well as on Con-
fucian traditions, appropriated into the warrior ethos, of loyalty suicide
(junshi) to accompany one’s lord in death. Jitsunyo, who presided over
an immense organization that was at once political and religious,
united in his person the roles of Buddhist teacher and feudal daimyo
or warrior lord. The suicides accompanying his death, Blum concludes,
were acts both of mimesis, replicating Jitsunyo’s act of achieving the
Pure Land, and of solidarity, expressing loyalty to Jitsunyo and at the
same time conveying to outsiders that the unity of Honganji followers
transcended life and death.

One of the many tensions that surface in death-related contexts is
the opposition between Buddhist ideals of world renunciation and the
persistence of familial bonds. A growing body of scholarship has begun
to take note, in multiple Buddhist cultures, of the ongoing involve-
ment of monks and nuns in the affairs of their natal family and of dis-
tinctively Buddhist discourses of filial piety, especially directed towards
one’s mother.? The theme of death and mothers is addressed in Hank
Glassman’s chapter, which investigates how death-related Buddhist rit-
ual and thought in medieval Japan both mirrored and helped effect a
gradual shift in kinship and gender definitions that accompanied the
emergence of the patriarchal household (ée), first among nobles and
samurai, and eventually, all classes. From late medieval times, women
were increasingly defined in terms of motherhood, and a woman'’s re-
productive capacity came to be seen as a resource belonging to her
husband’s family. The sufferings of women subordinated as child-
bearers to the patriline are reflected in disquieting tales of women dy-
ing in pregnancy who give birth in the grave and care for their infants
as ‘‘child-rearing ghosts’’; in the nagare kanjo rites performed for the
salvation of women who died in childbirth; and in the cult of the apoc-
ryphal Blood Bowl Satra (Ketsubonkyo), introduced to Japan from the
continent in various recensions around the fifteenth century. Accord-
ing to this text, women as a group are condemned after death to a
gruesome Blood Pool Hell, where they are tormented for the sin of
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polluting the deities of heaven and earth with the blood of menstrua-
tion and childbirth; this fate can be avoided, however, by ritual use of
the text. Glassman shows how the Blood Bowl Sutra was first copied
and recited by men and women alike for the postmortem salvation of
their mothers and other female relatives; later it was used preemptively
by women to ensure their own postmortem well-being; and eventually,
in an interpretive twist perhaps unique to Japanese Kelsubonkyo recep-
tion, it was employed by women talismanically, in order to undo tem-
porarily the pollution of menstruation and participate freely in kami
shrine worship and other activities requiring ritual purity—a develop-
ment also addressed in Duncan Williams’s chapter. Glassman addition-
ally details the emergence of the Buddhist rites performed for women
who died in late pregnancy and childbirth, deaths regarded as espe-
cially dangerous because the dead woman’s lingering attachment to
her child was thought to prevent her liberation. Such rites gave some
spiritual reassurance to women facing the threat of death from compli-
cations in pregnancy or childbirth, a frequent occurrence in premod-
ern times, and also relieved the community of the threat of dangerous
ghosts.

As Glassman notes, faith in the Ketsubonkyo was spread initially by
networks of nuns who acted as preachers and fundraisers for Zenkéji,
Kumano, and other major religious centers. For contemporary read-
ers, women'’s active involvement in propagating a text that defined
them as sinful and polluted is not easy to understand. We must be care-
ful, in our concern for gender egalitarianism, not to leap too quickly to
a reading that would dismiss late medieval or early modern female en-
gagement in the Ketsubonkyo cult as an indication that women had in-
ternalized misogynistic views of the female body or were complicit in
their own subordination. It seems likely that the Blood Bowl Sutra
spoke vividly to the reality of women living under the constraints of
the e system and on intimate terms with the danger of death in child-
birth, and that its rites, even while reinforcing their subordinate status,
offered hope for a salvation in the afterlife that was not otherwise seen
to be available.30

Early Modern Shifts and the Rise of the “Traditional Funeral”

Before the medieval period, Buddhist funerals and memorial rites
were largely confined to urban populations and to elites. There was lit-
tle in the way of prescribed ritual format; the mantras invoked, buddha
images or sutra transcriptions commissioned, and specific rites per-
formed were determined by precedent or by the sponsors’ devotional
preferences. Standardized funerals began to appear only in the late
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thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, with the introduction from Song
China of Chan (Zen) funerals for temple abbots, which had incorpo-
rated elements of Confucian ancestral rites. These new funerals were
conducted for the influential patrons of Zen temples, such as the for-
mer shogunal regent Hoj6 Tokimune (1251-1284), and spread first
among ranking warriors; in the early modern period, they were held
for people of all classes. The adaptation of an abbot’s funeral to lay
persons required their postmortem transformation into monastics,
and symbolic ordination was accordingly incorporated into the funeral
sequence. Still central to Japanese Buddhist funerary practice today,
the elements of posthumous ordination, the granting of a precept
name (kaimyo), and the use of the ihai or ancestral spirit tablets have
their beginnings in these late-medieval Zen-style funerals.?!

As Duncan Williams notes in his chapter, the spread of standard-
ized Buddhist funerals in the Tokugawa or early modern period gained
momentum from the temple certification system (ferauke seido), imple-
mented as a form of population surveillance, in which local temples
annually certified that their parishioners were not Christians or mem-
bers of other proscribed religious groups. All families were required
to affiliate as danka (parishioner households) of a Buddhist temple,
which became the site of their family grave, and to sponsor Buddhist
funerals and memorial rites for family members. This was how the Jap-
anese came near universally to acquire a hereditary Buddhist sectarian
affiliation and, as the contemporary expression has it, to ‘“‘die Bud-
dhist.”’32 Some scholars have stressed the coercive nature of the early
modern danka system and its mandatory funerary rites, and academic
discourses of institutional Buddhist decline typically take the Toku-
gawa danka system as their starting point.33® Yet without overlooking
this oppressive aspect, one may also note that the spread of Buddhist
funerals gave greater spiritual assurance to the average Japanese for
the well-being of their deceased relatives than had earlier, local funer-
ary practices, which had centered chiefly on removing death pollution
from the living.?* In the expanding monetary economy of the early
modern period, Buddhist funerals and the building of family graves
also became occasions for extravagant display to advance family status,
often in defiance of government sumptuary laws.3> Even ghosts of the
neglected dead, possessing mediums to demand proper memorial
treatment, sometimes insisted on a funeral “‘conducted splendidly, in
the manner of people who die these days, with a Zen priest officiating,
and with a coffin, banners, and a canopy in procession with gongs and
drums.”’36

The new style of funerary rites and their near-universal adop-
tion via the danka system reoriented the Buddhist funeral, in effect
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“redefining the process of death as one of spiritual fulfillment of the
Buddhist path,” to use William Bodiford’s expression.3” No longer
did the funeral aim simply at transferring merit to aid the deceased
in achieving a better rebirth; rather, the funeral performance by the
Buddhist priest was said actually to accomplish the deceased person’s
enlightenment. In the context of the danka system and the patrilineal
family organization that it sustained, this meant transforming the dead
into protective ancestors. As Nam-lin Hur writes: “The task of saving
one’s soul through one’s own religious actions, which had been a
mainstay of medieval Buddhism, gave way to a family-centered ritual-
ism designed to elevate the deceased to the status of an ancestral deity
or sorei.”’38

Williams shows how, during the Tokugawa period, the S6t6 school
of Zen was able to spread in the provinces and entrench itself in village
life by incorporating local customs and concerns into its death rites,
thus creating a Zen funerary culture that, mutatis mutandis, was soon
embraced by other sects as well. Outside academic circles, Westerners
tend to think of Sotdo Zen in connection with its emphasis on seated
meditation and the profoundly original writings of its founder Dogen
(1200-1253), but its most pervasive influence on Japanese culture lies
in the development of what are now called “‘traditional’” lay Buddhist
funerals. Williams shows how So6t6 Zen priests sought to unite all mat-
ters pertaining to the dead under their ritual authority by means of a
twofold logic. First was a “‘logic of buddhahood,” in which the de-
ceased was said to be immediately translated to the realm of enlighten-
ment by the Soto priest’s performance of the funeral rite, including
the conferring of a posthumous name and lineage chart connecting
the deceased to the historical Buddha. The custom of referring to the
dead as hotoke—‘‘buddhas’—has its origins here. But this logic of bud-
dhahood was accompanied by a second, “logic of spirit taming,” in
which the deceased were a priori assumed to be volatile spirits, bur-
dened by karma, in danger of falling into the hells, and thus needing
a protracted sequence of memorial rites—eventually elaborated into
Thirteen Buddha Rites over a thirty-three-year period—to guide them
toward the stable state of an enlightened spirit or protective ances-
tor. The twin logics, Williams notes, coexisted without a felt need to
reconcile their mutual inconsistency. They were united in the priest’s
ritual authority to save the dead and together laid the basis for the
funerary and mortuary rites that economically sustained most danka
temples.

The logic of spirit taming, Williams notes, in effect required, as it
were, that the dead first be condemned in order to be saved. Structur-
ally, this notion resembled the pairing in medieval Buddhist discourse
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of karmic causality and its threat of possible postmortem punishment
for sin with rites of merit transference, which could meliorate or even
abrogate evil karmic retribution; in both cases, a Buddhist explanatory
framework was used to construct death as a particular kind of problem,
to which Buddhist rites were then provided as a solution. But the early
modern ‘“‘damnation’’ of the dead to which Williams refers represents
a shift away from earlier notions of karmic causality, as postmortem
punishment was no longer tied to individuals’ specific moral conduct
but was assumed on general principles—as illustrated, for example,
by S6t6 Zen temples’ promotion of the Ketsubonkyo cult, in which all
women were assumed to be destined for the Blood Pool Hell unless
the proper ritual intervention was performed. This conceptual shift
served to move responsibility for one’s postmortem state from the indi-
vidual to the surviving family, who sponsored the funeral memorial rites,
and to the temple priests, who performed them. Ritual acts of prepara-
tion for the afterlife on the part of individuals that had flourished in
Heian and early medieval times, such as the deathbed rite popularized
by Genshin, continued to be conducted but were now clearly over-
shadowed in soteriological importance by the funerary and mortuary
sequence; similarly, tonsure as a preparation for the afterlife shifted
from a premortem rite requested by a still-living person to posthumous
ordination. All these developments worked to solidify the comprehen-
sive authority of Buddhist priests and temples over death-related mat-
ters. At the same time, because they were embedded in a system of
family temple affiliation, Buddhist funerary and memorial rites came
to be equated with reverence for family and ancestors. Thus today,
even those without particularly strong Buddhist convictions nonethe-
less often hold Buddhist funerals and memorial services, because it is
the socially established way to memorialize one’s deceased kin.

Contemporary Funerals and the ‘“Funeral Problem”

The last three essays in the volume address Buddhist funerary culture
in contemporary Japan, along with the challenges it now faces. Mariko
Walter analyzes the structure of contemporary funerals and their doc-
trinal significance. Today, each of the major Buddhist sects has its
own funeral procedures, which have become codified since the early
modern period. Contemporary Buddhist funerals, Walter notes, incor-
porate several ritual forms dating back to the Buddhist funerals of
Heian times: the incantatory language of the nenbutsu and mantras
such as the komyo shingon; the sprinkling over the body of mantrically
empowered sand; and the use of rituals such as the Lotus repentance
rite, along with elements first introduced in the Zen funerals of later
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medieval and early modern times, including posthumous ordination,
the waving of the torch (ako), and the indo sermon for guiding the de-
ceased. While each sect has adopted some distinctive ritual features,
Walter identifies an underlying structure common to Buddhist funer-
als across sectarian lines. This structure consists, in rough outline, of
an initiatory phase, posthumous ordination or its ritual equivalent, the
sendoff of the deceased, and ongoing memorial rites. This shared
structure, she argues, persists even in the abridged funerals conducted
under the auspices of sogiya or professional funeral homes. Walter
finds that funerals today exhibit a ““double logic’’ similar to that iden-
tified by Duncan Williams in the S6t6 Zen funerals of the Tokugawa
period, in that they claim to bring about the enlightenment or salva-
tion of the deceased through the ritual performance of the funeral it-
self and yet also entail ongoing memorial rites. But where the early
modern priests in Williams’s analysis found no necessity to resolve this
inconsistency—‘“Why perform memorial rites of merit transference if
the deceased is already enlightened?”’—sectarian spokesmen today evi-
dently feel a need to reconcile these two disparate dimensions of fu-
nerary ritual. Walter offers a brief survey of doctrinal explanations cur-
rently put forth by the major sects to account for ongoing memorial
rites: for example, in the case of Jodo, they are said to assist the de-
ceased’s ongoing practice in the Pure Land, or in the case of Shingon,
to enable the living to join with the deceased in samadhi union with
the particular buddha or bodhisattva who constitutes the honzon or rit-
ual focus of the particular memorial rite. Significantly, however, none
of these explanations makes reference to the need to help the de-
ceased negotiate the hells or other realms of punishment in the after-
life. The requirement of ‘‘damnation before salvation,” noted by Wil-
liams as an underlying premise of early modern Buddhist memorial
rites, seems to have fallen away, reflecting a broader, modern attenua-
tion of literal belief in postmortem punishment.??

The sharing of a common funerary structure across sectarian
boundaries also leads Walter to reflect on the relationship between
doctrine and ritual in Buddhist funeral rites. While the same structure
clearly can and does support a range of doctrinal interpretations, she
resists a reading that would see ritual as primary and relegate doctrine
to the status of incidental overlay. She instead argues that doctrine and
ritual have shaped one another. Buddhist conceptual frameworks,
Walter says, are what have successfully drawn and held together the dis-
parate elements of the funeral, including purification protocols and
notions of pollution originally related to kami worship, Confucian an-
cestor rites, and features of local religious culture, welding them into
a coherent funerary structure that has proved, not only remarkably du-
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rable, but capable of supporting a number of differing sectarian inter-
pretations. Despite changing times, in her view, the fundamental Bud-
dhist funerary structure remains deeply entrenched and is likely to en-
dure.

Nonetheless, Buddhist funerals continue to draw heated criticisms,
internal and external. The media disseminates images of corrupt
priests as purveyors of a Buddhist ‘‘death industry,”” while priests them-
selves worry about the future of funeral-centered temple Buddhism.
In clerical parlance, the ‘““funeral problem’ (sosai mondai) has come
to stand for ‘‘a broad range of doctrinal, social, institutional, and eco-
nomic issues confronting the traditional sects of Japanese Buddhism”’
and centering around funerary rites.*? As Stephen Covell explains in
his chapter, urbanization, land shortages, displacement of the ex-
tended ie by nuclear families, and other factors have combined to chal-
lenge the Buddhist mortuary system. Funerals and memorial rites con-
stitute the major social role, and source of income, for most Buddhist
temples. If people were no longer to sponsor traditional Buddhist fu-
nerals, how would temples survive?

Covell’s chapter focuses specifically on issues surrounding the
posthumous precept name (kaimyo) or dharma name (homyo). Dona-
tions to the temple for a posthumous name often constitute the single
largest funerary expense and have become something of a lightning
rod for controversy over traditional Buddhist funerals. Most people,
he notes, no longer understand what precept names are for, and
many now reject the idea that the postmortem well-being of the de-
ceased depends on a priest’s ritual performance. While some danka
members, especially in rural areas, still consider elaborate posthumous
names an important family status marker, the use of kaimyo has been
shown to have a tainted history, in that discriminatory posthumous
names were formerly used to mark outcaste status—a wrong that
many priests now deplore and strive to redress by removal of the of-
fending names from gravestones and temple necrologies. Covell notes
also a shift in patterns of religious affiliation, from the continuing ties
of the danka-temple relationship toward a one-time-only ‘‘fee for ser-
vice”” model in which posthumous names are increasingly understood
as a commodity for purchase, another factor undermining the social
and religious networks in which traditional Buddhist funerals had their
base. Whether or not Buddhist priests can successfully address the is-
sues exemplified by contemporary criticisms of funerals and posthu-
mous names, Covell argues, will determine nothing less than the sur-
vival of temple Buddhism.

In the concluding chapter, George Tanabe addresses another as-
pect of the “‘funeral problem,” namely, the conceptual gap between



18 Introduction

assumptions of perduring spirits in need of pacification, which under-
lies the traditional Buddhist funeral, and the Buddhist doctrine of
anatman (Pali anatta, Jpn. muga) or not-self, which denies the ontolog-
ical existence of a soul or other unchanging essences. Unlike wide-
spread criticisms of the cost of funerals and posthumous names, de-
tailed in Covell’s chapter, anxieties over the ‘‘heretical”’ nature of
funerals do not trouble most danka parishioners or even local priests
but are confined chiefly to sectarian intellectuals. Nonetheless, the ef-
forts of this small Buddhist elite to reconcile traditional funerals with
doctrinal orthodoxy provides an illuminating glimpse of how some in-
fluential insiders perceive the problems confronting institutional Bud-
dhism in defining its contemporary social identity.

The anatman doctrine is of course distinctive of Buddhist meta-
physics. In Buddhism’s Indian context, it played a crucial role in some
forms of mental cultivation and scholastic analysis and also served as a
Buddhist identity marker over and against the mainstream Brahmanic
religion. Even so, it did not by any means ‘‘exhaust the range of psy-
chological and behavioural concern of the individual Buddhist, how-
ever much of a meditative or scholastic specialist he might be.”’#! Cer-
tainly it did not hinder the development of Buddhist rites for the dead,
which, far from representing concessions to an ignorant laity, were in-
stituted by monastic professionals.*> While exceptions may be noted,
for the most part, anatman doctrine has not figured prominently in
Buddhist funeral contexts, where discourses of karmic causality and
merit transference instead predominate. Across Buddhist cultures, rit-
ual performance for the placation and benefit of the deceased has
often assumed some form of personal continuity that was convention-
ally spoken of as a “‘spirit’’; there is nothing new, let alone exclusively
Japanese, about this. Yet critiques of funerals as a heterodox deviation
from the principle of not-self occur but rarely in premodern Buddhist
contexts. Why, then, has this become the focus of such concern among
contemporary Japanese Buddhist intellectuals?

At least a partial answer that Tanabe provides lies in the Meiji
scholarly construct known as ‘‘original Buddhism™ or ‘‘primitive
Buddhism’ (genshi bukkyo), paralleling the rationalist ‘‘Protestant”
Buddhism, devoid of ritual and superstition, assumed by the first gen-
erations of Western Buddhist scholarship.*® In these modern construc-
tions of early Buddhism, the not-self doctrine was inflated to the status
of an all-encompassing normative standard for what is truly Buddhist,
casting all other elements of the tradition in a problematic light. One
suspects that, in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, this
served a Buddhist modernizing agenda shared by Asian Buddhist lead-
ers and their Western sympathizers, as the not-self doctrine could be
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used both to critique Christianity and to dismiss all ‘‘nonrational’” and
“unscientific”’ elements of the Buddhist tradition, including deities,
spirits, ghosts, and demons, as adventitious accretions. However, this
creation of a modern, rationalist Buddhism opened a profound dis-
juncture between those doctrines now held to define orthodoxy and
traditional Buddhist ritual culture, especially its funerary and mortuary
rites. Intersecting as it does the criticisms of contemporary funerals
raised in Stephen Covell’s chapter, this disjuncture has assumed criti-
cal dimensions in the eyes of some sectarian leaders. Tanabe outlines
a number of strategies by which some Buddhist theoreticians seek to
explain the perceived gap: funerals appeal to the worldly truth, not ul-
timate truth; ideas about spirits are attributable to the incorporation
of non-Buddhist elements, necessary to appeal to the laity; funerals
address not Buddhist metaphysical realities, but the psychological or
emotional reality of the memory of the deceased; and so on. In the
end, Tanabe finds that ““orthodoxy”” and ‘‘heresy’” are movable signi-
fiers whose content shifts according to the standards one adopts.
Currently, funerals may be deemed ‘“‘heretical’” by some, but in the
medieval period, for example, Shin Buddhists were at one point con-
demned as heretical for not providing funerals. Tellingly, contempo-
rary charges of heterodoxy have failed to curtail or modify Buddhist
funeral performance, which is dictated, as Tanabe reminds us, not by
doctrinal correctness but by the human need to remember.

Just how grave is the “funeral problem’? This question is difficult
to assess, and observers seem divided about whether temple Buddhism
is on the verge of dying out or is instead undergoing a major self-
redefinition. (One advantage of a long-range historical perspective is
that it shows such reinventions to be possible.) While still in the minor-
ity, a number of alternative forms have risen to challenge the tradi-
tional Buddhist funeral. Some, such as ‘“‘natural funerals’ (shizenso),
or the scattering of ashes, have little or no Buddhist content; others,
such as eternal memorial graves (eitai kuyo baka), maintained by volun-
tary funeral associations not tied to family, community, or sectarian af-
filiation, have been initiated by Buddhist priests themselves and are
proving remarkably successful.** Apart from mortuary rites, some Bud-
dhist institutions have instituted new death-related practices in re-
sponse to distinctively modern concerns, as seen in the emergence of
so-called pokkuri temples, where one may pray for protection from se-
nility and the mercy of a quick death, and of Buddhist hospices for
the terminally ill.#* Whether the management of death will slip
from Buddhist institutional control, or whether temples will succeed
in refiguring their funerary and memorial rites to accommodate
contemporary needs and sensibilities, still remains to be seen. What is
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indisputable is the profound influence that Buddhist institutions, rit-
uals, and concepts have exerted, over more than a thousand years, in
shaping both Japanese attitudes and practices directed toward the
afterlife and the social arrangements in which they have been em-
bedded. While many detailed chapters in the story of ‘‘death and the
afterlife in Japanese Buddhism’ remain to be told, we hope that the
essays in this volume will stimulate further inquiry.
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Mukaeko

Practice for the Deathbed

SARAH JOHANNA HORTON

BELIEF THAT AT DEATH one could be born in the Pure Land of
the buddha Amida (Skt. Amitabha, Amitayus) became common in
eleventh-century Japan and has remained so to the present day. This
is a source of great comfort both to the dying and to those surround-
ing them. The popularity of the notion of Pure Land birth came about
at least in part because of an increased focus on the welcoming or raigo
scene, in which Amida and his attendants, including the bodhisatt-
vas Kannon (AvalokiteSvara) and Seishi (Mahastamaprapta), joyfully
come to greet the dying person and escort her or him to the Pure
Land. An important but almost completely overlooked reason for this
focus was the spread of a ritual called mukaeko (welcoming ceremony).

Mukaeko are dramatic enactments of raigo. In Japan, they began as
a practice of the Nijuogo zanmai-e or Twenty-Five Samadhi Society, a
fellowship of monks with Pure Land interests that formed in the Yo-
kawa sector of the great Tendai center on Mt. Hiei in 986. Genshin
(942-1017), famous today as the author of Ojo yoshu (Essentials of
Pure Land birth), soon became the leader. The group’s activities
consisted of a monthly meeting during which members chanted the
nenbutsu—the name of Amida—and took numerous vows, including
one promising to be present at the deathbed of any member who be-
came fatally ill and to assist him in his final contemplations.! At some
point during the next thirty years, however, the Nijuogo zanmai-e also
began to sponsor mukaeko.

No one is actually on the deathbed when mukaeko take place.
These rituals are, rather, enjoyable rehearsals for the deathbed. Mu-
kaeko are still conducted yearly in at least fourteen temples throughout
Japan; the most famous is at Taimadera in Nara prefecture. This chap-
ter, however, focuses on the early development of mukaeko in Japan
and its basis in the idea of raigo.

27
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The Background of the Term Raigo

Raigo, often translated in English as ‘‘welcoming descent,” is used in a
Pure Land Buddhist context to refer to a buddha coming to welcome
the dying person and escort her to a pure land. This theme is found
only in sttras that are thought to be apocryphal; therefore, there is no
Sanskrit or Pali word for raigo.? The same concept is indicated by the
terms gosho and injo.> These three words are more or less interchange-
able; in this chapter, I will use the term raigo, except when citing a text
that uses an alternate term.

Many sutras describe a buddha manifesting himself during every-
day moments. Some even speak of a buddha appearing at the moment
of death. Neither of these situations, however, actually constitutes a
raigo scene, which must involve a buddha not only appearing at death
but also escorting the dying person to a pure land. The raigo concept is
therefore tied to Pure Land thought. Nevertheless, some of the earliest
sttras to mention pure lands contain no reference to it. For example,
one of the first pure lands to be discussed in sutras is that of a buddha
named Aksobhya. The Aksobhya-tathagatasya-vyaha (Ch. Achu foguo jing,
Jpn. Ashuku bukkokukyo), compiled around the first century, tells how,
while still a monk, Aksobhya vows to create a pure land in the east, but
the sutra does not mention the concept of raigo.*

The most popular pure land by far, and the one usually referred to
by the term raigo, is that of the Buddha Amida, called the Land of Bliss
(Skt. Sukhavati) or Utmost Bliss ( Jpn. Gokuraku). Nevertheless, even
most sttras that discuss Amida’s Pure Land do not speak of him com-
ing to escort the dying to his realm. The locus classicus for the concept
of Amida’s raigo is usually said to be the nineteenth vow of Amida in
the Sukhavativyaha-satra (Ch. Wuliangshou jing, Jpn. Muryojukyo):®

May I not gain possession of perfect awakening if, once I have attained
buddhahood, any among the throng of living beings in the ten regions
of the universe resolves to seek awakening, cultivates all the virtues, and
single-mindedly aspires to be born in my land, and if, when they ap-
proached the moment of their death, I did not appear before them,
surrounded by a great assembly.5

As this passage demonstrates, the word raigo does not actually appear
in the text, nor is there any mention of precisely that concept, since
Amida and his retinue are not said to personally escort the deceased
to the Pure Land. This indicates that the satra, probably compiled in
northwest India between the first and third centuries, was composed
before the idea of raigo was fully formed.

The Sukhavativyiha later enumerates three levels of gods and hu-
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mans who desire birth in Amida’s Pure Land, a concept related to that
of raigo, and describes how the scene of Amida’s welcome differs for
those at each level. To the highest category, renunciants, Amida ap-
pears accompanied by a great crowd of attendants. Although those in
the middle level are not renunciants, they engage in generally upright
behavior, and when they die they will see Amida’s transformation body
(Jpn. keshin), which looks exactly like his real body, accompanied by a
large assembly. Those in the lowest category have no virtues other than
a strong desire to be born in the Pure Land, but at their death they are
able to see Amida in a dream.” However, this passage does not men-
tion the term or the concept of raigo either.

The smaller Sukhavativyiha-satra (Ch. Amituo jing, Jpn. Amidakyo),
probably composed about the same time and place as the Sukhavativyi-
ha, touches on a related idea:

Sariputra, if good men or good women hear this explanation of the
qualities of the Buddha Amida, and embrace his name, and keep it in
mind single-mindedly and without distraction, be it for one day, or for
two, for three, for four, for five, for six, or for seven days, then, when
their lives come to an end, the Buddha Amida, together with his holy
entourage, will appear before them. At the time of their death, their
minds free of any distorted views, they will be born forthwith in Amida
Buddha’s Land of Supreme Bliss.®

Yet again, neither the word raigo nor the idea of Amida and his retinue
escorting the deceased back to the Pure Land is specifically men-
tioned. Two of the three sttras that were later singled out in Japan as
the main Pure Land sttras, therefore, do not use the word raigo or ad-
dress precisely that concept. The term found in both these satras for
the appearance of a Buddha is genzen (Skt. agratah).

The concept of raigo probably formed by merging the idea of the
appearance of a buddha (genzen) with that of birth in a pure land (050).
This idea thus seems to have taken shape considerably later than that
of genzen. The Guan Wuliangshou jing (Jpn. Kanmuryojukyo, Sutra of
contemplating the Buddha of Immeasurable Life) is the first satra
dealing with Amida’s Pure Land to present the idea of raigo and to spe-
cifically use this term. Although this sttra is said to have been trans-
lated into Chinese in the early fifth century, most scholars now ac-
knowledge that it was probably actually composed around that time,
perhaps somewhere in Central Asia, placing it considerably later than
the Sukhavativyuha.®

The Guan Wuliangshou jing describes sixteen contemplations given
by Sﬁkyamuni Buddha to Queen Vaidehi. In the narrative, Queen Vai-
dehi, imprisoned by her son Ajatasatru, begs the Buddha to teach her
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how to be born in a world without suffering; in response, he teaches
her the sixteen contemplations that will enable her to reach Amida’s
Pure Land. The last three of these contemplations enumerate nine
levels, presented as three groups of three, of persons who can achieve
birth in Amida’s Pure Land. The three larger categories match those
given in the Sukhavativyuha, but the nine levels do not appear in that
stutra. These nine levels correspond to the differing circumstances of
aspirants’ birth in the Pure Land, according to their merits: for exam-
ple, persons of the middle grade of the upper level will be born in
Amida Buddha’s presence, and the lotus blossom in which they are
born will open after only a day and a night, while those of the lowest
grade of the lower level must wait twelve kalpas for their lotus blossom
to unfold. But the nine levels also refer to differences in the composi-
tion of the raigo multitude appearing to the individual concerned. A
person of the highest grade of the upper level will, on his deathbed,
see Amida, Kannon, Seishi, and numerous apparition buddhas, to-
gether with a great assembly of a hundred thousand monks, disciples,
and innumerable deities in seven-jeweled palaces, all coming to escort
him to the Pure Land. Kannon and Seishi approach the aspirant, Kan-
non holding a lotus pedestal. Amida emits a great light that illuminates
the aspirant’s body, and he and his attendant bodhisattvas reach out
their hands in welcome. Kannon, Seishi, and the bodhisattvas praise
and encourage the aspirant, who is overcome with joy and begins to
dance. Then he sees himself sitting on the lotus seat. Following the
Buddha, he is immediately born in the Pure Land. The satra goes on
to describe the raigo scene that appears to people in each grade of
each level. Those who fall in the lowest grade of the lower level see at
the end of life a golden lotus, like the disc of the sun.!?

Although the concept of raigo is not unique to the Guan Wuliang-
shou jing, it appears to be specific to contemplation sutras, that is,
sutras whose Chinese titles begin with the character guan (Jpn. kan).
For example, the Guan Mile pusa shangsheng Doushuaitian jing (Kan Mi-
roku bosatsu josho Tosotsutenkyo, Stitra on contemplating Maitreya Bodhi-
sattva and achieving birth in the Tusita Heaven) states that even some-
one who has committed numerous evil actions, if she or he sincerely
repents and wholeheartedly contemplates Maitreya, then, at the time
of that person’s death, Maitreya will emit a light from the white curl
of hair on his forehead (byakugo), and, together with numerous heav-
enly beings, will come to welcome and escort (raigo) that person, who
will at once achieve birth in Maitreya’s pure land.!' This satra is
thought to have been composed at some point after 455.12

The Guanfo sanmeihai jing (Kanbutsu zanmaikaikyo, Sutra of contem-
plating the Buddha’s samadhi sea) uses the term raigo sho (welcome
and lead) stating that numerous buddhas escort the dying person to
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the buddha land.!® The Guan Yaowang Yaoshang erpusa jing (Kan Yakuo
Yakujo nibosatsukyo, Sutra of contemplating the two bodhisattvas Yakuo
and Yakujo) explains how the various buddhas of the ten directions
will appear as part of the raigo multitude.!* No Sanskrit original for
any of these sutras has been found, and all the translators were from
Central Asia. This suggests that the idea of raigo, as well as the term it-
self, arose around the fourth century with the practice of contemplat-
ing buddhas, during the height of the popularity of Pure Land thought
in Central Asia.

Therefore, neither the term nor the idea of raigo actually appears
in any Indian sutras, but only in ones composed in Central Asia and
China. Moreover, it is not found in any other Indian Buddhist litera-
ture. A verse in Saramati’s Ralna-gotra-vibhaga-mahayanottaratantra-
Sastra (Ch. Baoxing lun, Jpn. Hosho ron, Treatise on the essential import
of buddha nature as discerned by the Mahayana), thought to date to
the late fourth or early fifth century, contains a prayer that, by means
of the merit accumulated through religious practices, one will be able
to see Amida at death.!® This verse is also found in one of the Nijago
zanmai-¢’s founding charters and in Ojo yosha; Ojo yoshu, however,
takes it from the Chinese teacher Jiacai’s seventh-century Jingtu lun
(Treatise on the Pure Land).!® Moreover, the verse does not go on to
state that this merit will enable one to be born in the Pure Land.
Rather, it explains that through it one will achieve the highest aspira-
tion for enlightenment (Jpn. bodaishin). There is no mention of the
Buddha’s welcoming descent in one’s final moments.

Raigo Thought in China

In the major Japanese Pure Land traditions, the monks Tanluan (Jpn.
Donran, 476-542?) and Daochuo (D6shaku, 613-681) are regarded as
patriarchs. Neither monk, however, uses the term raigo as it is under-
stood in Japanese Pure Land thought of the tenth century and after.
The word does appear occasionally in texts by Daochuo, but in these
cases it simply means ‘“‘come.” For example, although he speaks in
the Anle ji (Collection of passages on the Land of Peace and Bliss) of
the raigo of Amida at the time of death, there is no implication that the
Buddha leads the dying person to his Pure Land.!” An indirect but
important contribution to the development of raigo thought was a
commentary on the Four-Part Vinaya by Daoxuan (Dosen, 596-667),
the Sifenlii shanfan buque xingshi chao (Jpn. Shibunritsu sanpan buketsu
gyoji sho), written around 660. Daoxuan outlines a procedure in which
the dying person is transferred to a separate hall, where he dies in
front of a buddha image, holding threads or cords attached to the im-
age’s hand.'® This passage is quoted in Ojo yoshu. The Nijugo zanmai-e
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charters quote a similar section from Daoshi’s Fayuan zhulin (668).
Nevertheless, Daoxuan’s text does not mention 7raigo, although the
idea seems implicit in the ritual.

Shandao (Zendo, 613-681) is undoubtedly the most important
Chinese figure in the development of the concept of raigo. In his com-
mentary on the Guan Wuliangshou jing, he singles out the last three of
the sixteen contemplations, calling them meditative, in contrast to the
first thirteen, nonmeditative contemplations.'® Such a division is his
own innovation; it is not found in any writings prior to that time. As
part of this discussion, he gives brief details of Amida’s raigo, which he
calls shoin (lead) or in some cases, simply sho. Here Shandao empha-
sizes that, according to the Guan wuliangshou jing, the raigo scene ap-
pearing to the dying differs for those in each of the three major levels
of birth in the Pure Land.?°

Several texts state that Shandao himself drew 200 illustrations of
the Pure Land (jodo henso).?! Unfortunately, because none of these
paintings survive, it is impossible to know their content. Hamada Taka-
shi surmises that they may have been similar to Japan’s famous Taima
mandala illustration, which was probably brought from China in the
eighth century. He explains that most early Pure Land images depict
the sixteen contemplations of the Guan Wuliangshou jing as a group,
without singling out the last three as Shandao did. The Taima man-
dala, however, focuses on these three, portraying nine raigé scenes in
a separate panel at the bottom, each corresponding to one of the
nine grades of the three levels.??

Shandao’s Guannian Amituofo xianghai sanmei gongde famen (usually
abbreviated Guannian famen) also specifically mentions raigo. It explic-
itly lays out the ritual procedure that a dying person should undertake,
in a passage that Genshin quotes in Ojo yoshu. As part of these instruc-
tions, Shandao states:

. one must imagine with absolute conviction that one is bound for
birth in the Pure Land and that the assembly bearing the flower pedes-
tal is on its way to greet you and lead you [there] (shoju raigo). ... If sins
are successfully removed, the assembly of saints bearing the lotus ped-
estal will immediately appear before the dying person, to lead him to
the Pure Land.??

Tales of those who achieved birth in the Pure Land (Ch. wangsheng
zhuan, Jpn. ojoden) indicate the way in which raigo thought developed
in China, although numerous questions surround the compilation of
the surviving collections of such tales. Jiacai’s Jingtu lun, to which Yoshi-
shige no Yasutane (931-997) refers in his introduction to the Nikon 6jo
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gokurakuki (c. 985) was compiled in the early seventh century.?* The
sixth chapter contains biographies of twenty people, both monastic
and lay, male and female, who were thought to have attained birth
in Amida’s Pure Land. Raigo at the time of death is occasionally men-
tioned in some of the biographies, but again, the term is used only to
mean ‘‘come.”’ For example, Jiacai speaks of the “‘raigd’ of clouds and
fragrance from the western direction.?5

An early Chinese ojoden that frequently mentions raigo is the Wang-
sheng xifang jingtu ruiying zhuan (Jpn. Ojo saiho jodo zuio den, Accounts
of auspicious responses accompanying birth in the western Pure
Land), compiled in the ninth century. It contains forty-eight simple
biographies, the latest from the mid-Tang. Although the biographies
are brief, they frequently mention the raigo of Amida and his atten-
dants at the time of death.26 The scenes are not described in detail,
but it is possible that, in these cases, the term 7raigo does actually mean
that Amida and his attendants lead the practitioner back to the Pure
Land. Unfortunately, several problems surround the authorship of
this text. The original burned in 1135, was more or less rewritten, and
then was copied several times; the surviving copy dates to 1370.27 It
may, therefore, reflect later Chinese Pure Land thought, which would
not have been an influence on Japan in the time period discussed
here.

In summary, then, the raigdo concept had its origins in the idea of a
buddha appearing before a person (genzen), but it did not develop un-
til the term began to be used in certain contemplation sutras, includ-
ing the Guan Wuliangshou jing, the first extant document to describe
the nine levels of birth in Amida’s Pure Land and the accompanying
raigo scenes. This development took place not in India but in Central
Asia and China. These nine levels were not singled out for special
attention until Shandao focused on them, emphasizing the different
raigo visions that appear to persons at each level. Even then, however,
the concept does not appear frequently in Chinese writing that dates
to this period. Nevertheless, Genshin carefully read Shandao’s writings,
which had not previously received much attention in Japan. In large
measure through the efforts of Genshin and the Nijogo zanmai-e, the
idea of raigo became popular, contributing greatly to the spread of
Pure Land belief throughout Japan.

Raigo and Raigo Art in Japan before the Twelfth Century

Numerous terms are associated with Japanese Pure Land art that
may or may not refer to raigo images. This presents a significant dif-
ficulty in determining the time period when such artwork became
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F1GURE 1. Kannon bringing the lotus pedestal to the dying
person. Taimadera, May 14, 2005.

prominent. For example, in the broadest sense, the term jodozu refers
to an illustration of the Pure Land and may include raigo scenes. Ojozu
is a word that also appears frequently and seems to be synonymous
with jodozu. Because these terms do not indicate the textual basis, if
any, for their depictions, there is no way to know in any detail from tex-
tual references to such paintings what the paintings themselves actually
portrayed.

For an illustration technically to qualify as a raigo scene, it must
show Amida, often accompanied by a retinue of bodhisattvas and other
deities, appearing at the believer’s deathbed specifically to escort her
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to the Pure Land. Sometimes, but not always, the dying person is de-
picted in the picture. Often, the single characteristic that marks an il-
lustration as a 7aigo scene is Kannon extending a lotus pedestal, upon
which the deceased will sit and be transported to the Pure Land. In no
other situation does Kannon hold such a pedestal.

Every mention of the nine levels of sentient beings (kuhon) who
can attain birth in the Pure Land refers to the Guan Wuliangshou jing.
As noted above, raigo imagery in Pure Land thought is necessarily con-
nected to this satra. Therefore, because paintings referred to as kuhon
ojozu and kuhon jodozu clearly take as their textual basis the Guan Wu-
liangshou jing, the odds increase that they incorporate some type of
raigo imagery. Nevertheless, it is not a given that they do so. The only
images that must necessarily depict raigo scenes are those described by
that term or one of its equivalents, such as gasho.

Raigo images first became important in Japan in the tenth century.
The Shoku Nihongi (797) states that numerous illustrations of Amida’s
Pure Land (Amida jodo no ekata) were made in 760 for the seventy-
seventh-day anniversary of Empress Komy6’s death, but it is not known
whether they were based on the Guan Wuliangshou jing.?8 In any case,
such early Japanese illustrations of the Pure Land were relatively rare
and probably did not depict raigs scenes.?

The famous Taima mandala, thought to have been imported from
China in the eighth century, is clearly based on the Guan Wuliangshou
jing.30 As stated earlier, it depicts in its bottom panel the raigo scenes
that appears to those in each of the nine levels. Nevertheless, the
Taima mandala was almost unknown in Japan until it was discovered
by the monk Shoki in the early thirteenth century. Texts prior to the
Kamakura period (1185-1333) do not mention Taimadera or its man-
dala.?! Its influence in the Heian period (794-1185), therefore, would
appear negligible.

The first known Japanese Pure Land illustrations clearly based on
the Guan Wuliangshou jing are mentioned in the Sanmon doshaki (Rec-
ord of the halls and shrines of the mountain), a fourteenth-century
text containing brief histories, many based on earlier documents, of
the temple structures of Enryakuji, the great Tendai Buddhist monas-
tic complex on Mt. Hiei. It states that, in 883, the four inside walls of
the Jogyo zanmaidd (hall for the constantly walking samadhi) at Mt.
Hiei’s East Pagoda complex were painted with images of the nine lev-
els of birth in the Pure Land (kuhon jodo).?> The raigo concept did not,
however, necessarily play a role in the particular form of Pure Land
practice conducted in that hall. The original goal of the jogyo zanmai,
a meditational practice described in the Mohe zhiguan (Great calm-
ing and contemplation) by the Tiantai master Zhiyi (538-597), was to
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realize the nonduality of the practitioner and the Buddha, not to have
Amida come at the moment of death. On Mt. Hiei, the jogyo zanmai de-
veloped an orientation different from the contemplative practice set
forth by Zhiyi and did indeed come to be directed toward the goal of
Pure Land birth. But whether or not it specifically encompassed raigo
thought is unknown; therefore, the contents of the kuhon jodozu of the
East Pagoda Jogyo zanmaido remain a mystery.>?

Teishin koki, the diary of Fujiwara no Tadahira (880-949), states in
an entry for 945 that he requested that Yamashinadera, the clan tem-
ple of the Fujiwara family, later known as Kofukuji, send him a kukon
gjozu.3* Unfortunately, the composition of this painting, including the
presence or absence of raigé imagery, is unknown.

Beginning in the tenth century, numerous illustrations of the Pure
Land based on the Guan Wuliangshou jing were made in Japan. Most
of these no longer survive and are known only through textual refer-
ences. Again, since the raigo concept plays an important role in the
Guan Wuliangshou jing, it is possible that these illustrations included
raigo imagery, but there is no means of ascertaining that this was the
case.

In fact, Japanese texts do not use the word raigo until the mid- to
late tenth century. Senkan (919-984), a disciple of Kaya (a.k.a. Koya,
903-972), provides one of the first Japanese mentions of raigé in his
Jugan hosshinki (Ten vows arousing the aspiration for enlightenment,
962). The first vow expresses Senkan’s resolve that he will experience
raigd and be born in the highest grade of the upper level of birth.3?
Nevertheless, numerous contemporaneous works that might be ex-
pected to at least refer in passing to raigo do not mention it at all. The
Kuhon ojogi (Meaning of the nine levels of birth in the Pure Land),
a significant Heian Pure Land work attributed to Genshin’s teacher
Ryogen (912-985), does not speak of raigo.?* Minamoto no Tamenori,
who belonged to the same social circle of lower-ranking aristocratic li-
terati as Yasutane, wrote the Sanbo ekotoba (Illustrations of the three
jewels) in 984 but never spoke of raigo. The idea of raigo became prom-
inent in Japan through the actions and writings of Genshin and Yasu-
tane, who had a close relationship for several years, during which
time Nihon 6jo gokurakuki and Ojo yoshu were written and the Nijago
zanmai-e was founded.

Genshin was the first monk in either China or Japan to focus his
attention on the raigo scene. A discussion of raigo forms an entire sec-
tion of his Ojo yoshu (985). The first section of the second chapter of
Ojo yoshu, “‘Gongu jodo” (Longing for the Pure Land), is “‘Shoju
raigdé no raku’’ (The pleasure of the coming of the retinue). This is
the first Japanese writing to stress Amida’s welcoming descent. It states:
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When a person who has committed evil deeds draws near the end of his
life, the elements of wind and fire depart his body first, causing his
movements to become agitated, and he suffers greatly.>” When the per-
son who has performed good deeds draws near death, the elements of
earth and water depart his body first; his movements are slow and
peaceful, and he does not suffer. How much more, then, will the per-
son who has accumulated merit from the nenbutsu, and for many years
has given his heart over to Amida’s Pure Land, spontaneously be born
with great joy [in the Pure Land]! Therefore, Amida Nyorai, by means
of his Primary Vow, with various bodhisattvas and a gathering of a hun-
dred thousand monks, emits a great light and appears clearly before
the eyes [of the person about to die]. At that time, the compassionate
Kanzeon [Kannon] extends his hands adorned with a hundred virtues,
raising the jeweled lotus pedestal and arriving in front of the practi-
tioner. At the same time, Seishi, with a numberless multitude of holy
beings, offers praise and takes [the practitioner’s] hands, welcoming
him. The practitioner then sees with his own eyes what is happening
around him, and rejoices deeply in his heart. His heart and mind are
at peace, as though he were in a state of meditation. When, in his hum-
ble hut, he closes his eyes, he [finds that he] is sitting on the lotus ped-
estal. He follows behind Amida Buddha, among the bodhisattvas, and
in one moment he has attained birth in the Land of Supreme Bliss in
the western direction. (This is based on the Guan Wuliangshou jing, the
Pingdengjue jing, the Denki, and other texts.)38

The pleasure [of living] a hundred million thousands of years in
the Tori Heaven (Skt. Trayastrim$a), and the pleasure of deep medita-
tion in the palace of the Bon (Brahma) Heaven, and other pleasures as
well, still do not measure up to this pleasure.?® This is because [, in
those cases,] transmigration continues, and one has not escaped the
suffering in the three evil paths. However, having been granted the jew-
eled lotus pedestal by the hands of Kannon, one forever crosses the
ocean of suffering, and for the first time is born in the Pure Land.
Words cannot express the joy in one’s heart at this time.

As the bodhisattva Nagarjuna said, ““If a person plants good roots,
yet harbors doubts, then the lotus [in which he has been born] will not
open. For the person of pure faith, however, the flower will open, and
he will see [the Buddha].”’40

Nor is this the only portion of Ojo yoshu that addresses raigo. The
“Rinju gyogi’’ (Deathbed rituals) section refers to raigo several times.
These passages were arguably even more important in the populariza-
tion of the idea of raigo and raigo artwork than the one quoted above,
because they present concrete instructions on how to incorporate
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practices based on the raigo concept into one’s deathbed moments.
Here, Genshin quotes Shandao’s Guannian famen, saying:

Whether believers are ill or not, when their life is about to end, they
should compose their mind and body using exclusively the nenbutsu
meditation method described above. They should turn their counte-
nance toward the west, concentrate their mind, and contemplate
Amida Buddha. They should coordinate mind and voice with each
other, and there should be constant chanting [of the nenbutsu]. They
should generate the thought of being born in the Pure Land without
fail and of [Amida’s] saintly host coming with the lotus throne on
which to usher them into the Pure Land.*!

In the same section, Genshin instructs:

When the strength of the sick is about to dissipate at last, you should
say: ‘“The Buddha has arrived along with Kannon, Seishi, and his im-
measurable saintly host. They are offering you the jeweled lotus throne,
and they are guiding you, the follower of the Buddha, [to the Pure
Land].”*2

The Nihon 6jo gokurakuki, written at almost exactly the same time as
Ojé yoshu, mentions raigo numerous times. For example, Yasutane says
that Kaya was welcomed and guided to the Pure Land (raigo injo) by
numerous buddhas and bodhisattvas at the time of his death.?® The Ni-
jugo zanmai-e began the year after the Gokurakuki was finished; from
this time on, raigo ideas and images start to be mentioned frequently.
The Hokke genki (Record of marvels [attributable to faith in] the Lotus
Satra, 1040-1044), for example, states in the biographies of several
people that raigo occurred at the time of their death.**

That this struck a chord with the larger populace may be partly
due to conditions in Japan at that time. Death was an ever-present
reality. In the beginning of the eleventh century, plagues were ram-
pant in the city of Kyoto, or Heian-kyo. Fujiwara no Sanesuke notes
in an entry for the fourth month, nineteenth day of 1015 in his diary,
Shoyaki, ‘‘In recent days, there are extremely many dead people in the
capital; they are placed at the head of the road. This causes all the
more epidemics.”’*® Numerous other problems also tormented Kyoto;
almost every year, floods, earthquakes, and fires occurred. Since the
threat of death was an immediate reality for everyone, hopes of the
Buddha’s welcoming descent provided the comfort both that one’s dy-
ing moments would be bearable, or even pleasurable, and that birth in
the Pure Land was then assured.
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Strangely enough, neither the word nor even the concept of raigo
appears in the Nijugo zanmai-e’s founding documents. At the time
these texts were written, it apparently was not yet a major theme for
the group. Over the next fifty years, however, raigo thought began to
take center stage, recurring in the biographies included in the Nijugo
zanmai-e’s kakocho (death register), sometimes in relation to a particu-
lar type of artwork.6

Sudo Hirotoshi, an art historian who has done extensive research
on 7raigd imagery, argues that raigozu began at Yokawa and then spread
throughout the country.*” In fact, the first known use of the word raigo
to describe an illustration occurs in two biographies in the Nijugo
zanmai-e’s kakocho. This one occurs in the biography of the monk Nen-
sho (d. 1011), which was probably written by Genshin:

[Nensho] drew an illustration of the coming of Amida and his retinue
(shoju raigo so), which he always carried with him and embraced, some-
times opening it. When he opened it, he shed tears.*®

The kakocho biography of Genshin himself states that he kept a rec-
ord of all his virtuous acts, including ‘‘such things as making images of
the Buddha.”*? It goes on to say:

In connection with this dream, I recall a past event concerning him
[Genshin]. Some years ago, he personally studied passages from sutras
and drew a picture of the figure of Amida’s coming (Mida raigozu) [to
lead nenbutsu practitioners to the Pure Land at the moment of death].
In that [picture] there were many bhiksus but only a small number of
bodhisattvas. A certain person asked him, “Why are there few bodhi-
sattvas?’’

Answer: “I only seek [birth in the Pure Land] on a lotus [dais] in
the lower level (gebon).”

Question: “Why don’t you seek [birth in the] upper level
(jobon)?”’

Answer: “It is because I am mindful of my own station.”’%0

This is the earliest biography of Genshin, and it was probably writ-
ten by his close disciple Kakucho (960-1034). The biography strongly
supports the theory that he established a certain type of painting or
perhaps sculpted image specifically connected with raigo ideas.

This biography also relates the important point that Genshin ex-
pected to be born in one of the lower of the nine levels. This is a dis-
tinguishing feature of the raigo thought of Genshin and the Nijugo
zanmai-e, and one which no doubt helped popularize Pure Land
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Buddhism. Senkan, for example, had aspired to birth in the highest
level and expected to see a corresponding raigo vision. After the time
of Genshin, however, hope for birth in one of the lower levels became
common. Yasutane says, in a poem included in the “Butsuji”’ (Bud-
dhist matters) section of the Wakan roeishui, a collection of Japanese
and Chinese verse:

From among the buddha lands in the ten directions,
I long for the one in the western direction.

From among the lotus daises of the nine levels,

the lowest is appropriate and sufficient.?!

The historical tale Eiga monogatari (A tale of flowering fortunes)
provides a wealth of more or less contemporaneous information on
raigo thought and images.5? In 1020, at the height of the courtier Fuji-
wara no Michinaga’s power, an enormous temple building called the
Mury6juin was built as part of his Hojoji temple complex. Inside were
nine three-meter (joroku) Amida statues, as well as images of Kannon
and Seishi. On the doors, Eiga monogatari states, were painted images
of the lotus pedestals of the nine levels (kuhon rendai no zu). The
‘“Tama no utena’’ (Mansion of jade) chapter of Eiga monogatar: de-
scribes these paintings, stating clearly that they are raigozu:

On all the east-facing doors at the north and south corners of the
building, pictures had been painted with texts at the top, so high that
one could barely see the characters set in colored-paper squares. The
paintings illustrated the nine categories of birth in the Pure Land.
Some showed the receptions granted (Gokuraku no mukae o etari) to
those who had chanted the Buddha-invocations for many years, or had
recited the sacred name ten times on their deathbeds, or had met good
teachers (zenchishiki) as they lay dying, or had zealously sought to mas-
ter the doctrines of the Greater Vehicle, or had zealously obeyed the
precepts, each in accordance with the believer’s deeds. The purpose
was apparently to represent the pleasure of being welcomed by the
heavenly host (kore wa shoju raigo raku to miyu). Riding a cloud, Amida
came to the believer in a burst of light. He was accompanied by Kan-
non and Seishi, who held up a lotus pedestal; and all the bodhisattvas
and other members of the holy multitude joined in the joyous wel-
come, singing and playing their instruments. Secure in knowledge and
wisdom, the believer was perfectly composed.??

Michinaga’s son Yorimichi built Byodoin’s famous H66do or Phoe-
nix Hall in 1052. In fact, the oldest dated surviving Japaneses raigo
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images, aside from those included in the Taima mandala, are on the
doors and walls of this hall. The appearance of the Hoodo paintings
seems to match Eiga monogatar’s description of those in the Mury6-
juin. Collections of raigozu on the doors and walls of the Ho6do are
clearly meant to represent the nine levels of birth in Amida’s Pure
Land described in the Guan Wuliangshou jing. The depictions here of
the nine levels differ significantly, however, from the Guan Wuliangshou
jing's descriptions. Little distinction is made among the composition of
the raigo multitude that appears to the dying in each of the levels. In
the Guan Wuliangshou jing, those who break the precepts will be born
in the lowest grade of the middle level. There, Amida himself is not
seen; rather, bodhisattvas and manifestations of Amida appear on
heavenly blossoms. On the corresponding Ho6do panels, however,
Amida himself appears with numerous bodhisattvas.>* This indicates
that the idea of Amida and his retinue escorting the aspirant to the
Pure Land was deemed much more important than details regarding
the nine levels.

Exactly when raigozu began to be used in deathbed rituals in Japan
is less clear. The practice of dying while holding threads connected to
the hands of an image of the Buddha seems to be closely related
to raigo thought; in fact, many of the paintings to which the threads
were attached depicted scenes of raigo. In other cases, the threads
were connected to a painting or statue of a buddha, creating a three-
dimensional raigo illustration in which the dying person was an active
participant. In many raigozu, Amida appears to be gazing at the viewer,
as in a famous illustration at Mt. Koya.?®> Unfortunately, this effect is
lost in photographic reproductions. This aspect of raigozu would have
made them extremely effective in deathbed rituals.

The sixth chapter of Ojo yoshu outlines the proper deathbed ritual,
including holding threads connected to an image of the Buddha. As
mentioned above, Genshin relies here on Daoxuan’s commentary on
the Four-Part Vinaya, Sifenlii shanfan buque xingshi chao. In addition,
both the Nijugo zanmai-e founding charters dictate that this is the pro-
cedure to be followed. None of these texts, however, describe the im-
age to be used at the deathbed in any detail: it is not identified specifi-
cally as a raigo image. It is not even clear whether it should be a statue
or a painting.

The first account of a Japanese actually dying in this manner is re-
lated by Yasutane in his Gokurakuki. The chief abbot (zasu) of Enrya-
kuji, Ensho, died in 964 in front of images of Amida and Sonsho
(Butchd), an esoteric manifestation of Sakyamuni, his hands holding
a thread fastened “‘to the Buddha’s hands.””®® Mention of such threads
does not then appear in any extant text until the Nijigo zanmai-e’s



42 SARAH JOHANNA HORTON

kakocho. The kakocho biographies of Nenshé and Genshin do not
indicate that the raigo illustrations they made were used at the time
of death. The biography of Shokin, however, relates the following

story:

The night of his [Shokin’s] death, his disciple said that a light had
appeared on a hanging mandala, and then immediately disappeared.
The sick man attached a thread to the hands of the Buddha and him-
self grasped the other end. He then wrote a vow, faced west, and
formed the concentration mudra. He died as if he were entering into
meditation.?”

It is not clear from this passage if the Buddha to which the threads
were attached was in the mandala, nor do we know whether the man-
dala depicted raigo scenes. Nevertheless, the threads may have been
attached to the mandala, which could have been a gosho mandala (as
mentioned earlier, the term gosho is interchangeable with raigo and is
often used when referring to mandalas depicting this theme).

Two early descriptions of the use of such threads indicate that the
practitioner might hold them not only on his deathbed but also dur-
ing everyday life, an act that prefigures performance of the mukaeko as
“practice”’ for the deathbed. Such threads appear prominently in the
Nijugo zanmai-e kakochd’s narration of Genshin’s own death. In the
sixth month, ninth day of 1017, anticipating that he would soon die,
Genshin tied a string to Amida’s hand and grasped the other end him-
self. After reciting passages from various sutras, he put the strings down
and ate a meal. The next day, however, he again picked up the strings
and began reciting the nenbutsu. He then died, grasping the strings at-
tached to the hands of the Buddha.?®

Eiga monogatari tells of Michinaga also holding the threads at times
during his everyday practice. This story also provides the first detailed
description of images to which threads were attached. In this case, they
were the statues found in the Mury6juin:

There were also cluster-dyed lotus fiber braids that were threaded
through the hands of the nine buddhas, brought together at the cen-
tral image, and thence stretched eastward to the place where Michi-
naga intoned his pious recitations. His Lordship could avoid remissness
in the invocations by concentrating on the braids, and he probably also
intended to pull them at the hour of his death in order to ensure his
birth in the Pure Land. He must have had the nine images made as
symbols of the nine categories of birth.>®
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According to Eiga monogatari, Fujiwara no Michinaga died, in the
twelfth month of 1027, while grasping these threads. He faced Amida
and listened to recitations of the deathbed nenbutsu (rinja nenbutsu),
holding the cords connected to the nine Amida images.5°

Michinaga probably did not in fact meet his death in quite such a
felicitous manner, as Jacqueline Stone notes in Chapter 2 in this vol-
ume. Aristocratic diaries from that period indicate that as he grew
older, he suffered from multiple illnesses, including blindness, which
would have made it difficult for him to view the images, and that he
died in a state of acute pain that would have prevented him from
sitting peacefully in the Mury6juin, holding threads attached to the
statues.%! The account in Eiga monogatari is valuable not for providing
an accurate description of Michinaga’s death but rather for supplying
evidence that, at least among certain circles, holding strings attached
to an image of Amida was regarded as the ideal death.

The Hokke genki provides two further early examples of the use of
threads attached to an image of Amida at one’s deathbed. Here, the
nun Shakumyd, as well as the monk Kyomyo of Yokawa’s Shuryogon’in,
die in this way.®2 That one of these two was from Yokawa also indicates
that, in Japan, the custom may have begun in this location.

Later Mentions of Raigo Imagery

More than a hundred years passed between the composition of Yasu-
tane’s Gokurakuki (c. 985) and that of the next ojoden, Zoku honcho ojo-
den (c. 1101), by Oe no Masafusa. This was quickly followed by Miyoshi
no Tameyasu’s Shui ojoden (1102-1112) and Goshai ojoden (1134), Ren-
zen’s Sange ojoki (1139), and Fujiwara no Munetomo’s Honcho shinshi
ojoden (1151). Although these collections were composed considerably
after the time of Genshin, they demonstrate that the concept of raigo
continued to gain popularity in the intervening years.

Of particular significance in this context is the narrative of Taira
no Koreshige’s death in Goshuii ojoden, which states that Genshin made
the first gosho mandala in Japan. Here, details of Genshin’s participa-
tion in the establishment of Japanese raigozu are embellished, resulting
in a complicated story. This biography tells how Koreshige had an
agreement with Genshin that at the time of Koreshige’s death, Gen-
shin would act as a good spiritual friend (zenchishiki) to him, helping
him to achieve Pure Land birth. When Koreshige was ill and nearing
death, Genshin made a gosho mandala and gave it to him, instructing
him to use it to assist in his contemplation of Pure Land birth. This
was the origin, Goshui ojoden says, of gosho mandala in Japan. It further
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explains that Koreshige earnestly contemplated the painting with his
palms placed together and rejoiced. He then died as if he were enter-
ing a state of meditation.%3

Stories of dying while holding threads connected to the hands
of an image of the Buddha also appear more frequently in the later
ojoden. For example, in Shii ojoden, four people die this way; in Goshui
ajoden, five do.%* In addition, this type of image is found in poetry from
that period. A song in Rydjin hisho, a collection of popular songs or ima-
Y0, says:

Hail to Amida Buddha.
With this thread from the hands of the Buddha
I end [this life] in peace.%®

Mukaeko

Mukaeko, also pronounced goko, are enactments of Amida and his
retinue coming to greet the dying person. As Willa Jane Tanabe has
pointed out, works that date to the Heian period, including diaries
and histories, are filled with references to Buddhist rituals. Unfortu-
nately, for the most part, scholars have been slow in beginning to inves-
tigate them. Nonetheless, as she notes, ‘“These rituals were at the heart
of Japanese Buddhism and they reveal both the cultural conceptions
of that religion and the uses to which the religion was put. Doctrinal
formulations were not so important to the Heian aristocrat as were
rituals.””66

Many contemporary mukaeko performances commence with an an-
nouncement that a ritual originated by Genshin is about to take place.
The most famous mukaeko, held at Taimadera in the town of Genshin’s
birth, is attended not only by tourists but also by devout worshippers. It
is easy to imagine how the deeply moving sight of what appear to be
statues of buddhas and bodhisattvas come to life would have affected
people one thousand years ago. Of course, mukaeko today may differ
significantly from those conducted in the time of Genshin, although
the oldest detailed depiction of a mukaeko, contained in the sixteenth-
century Taimadera engi, provides an illustration of a ceremony that is
quite similar to those held today.57

A number of early texts support the claim that Genshin began the
mukaeko. The first known use of the word mukaeko appears in the Nijo-
go zanmai-e kakocho biography of Nensho, mentioned above in connec-
tion with raigozu. In fact, the full passage states:
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FIGURE 2. Bodhisattvas proceeding from the Pure Land to the
Shabado. Taimadera, May 14, 2005.

He [Nensho] composed the rules for participants in the mukaeko, and
drew an illustration of the coming of Amida and his retinue (shoju
raigo s0), which he always carried with him and embraced, sometimes
opening it. When he opened it, he shed tears.5

This passage suggests that mukaeko and raigo art were closely con-
nected. It is impossible to say which first became prominent in Japan;
however, participants in mukaeko who enacted the roles of bodhisattvas
very likely were familiar with raigo painting and sculpture. This connec-
tion was to continue for a long time. For example, the twelfth fascicle
of the Honcho zoku monzui (Further collections of writings from our
country) contains a document stating that, in 1136, pictures of the
nine levels of birth in the Pure Land (gokuraku kuhon 6jo), based on
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the content of the raigo vision said to appear to persons at each of
these levels, were painted on the four inner walls of Kyoto’s Toba
Shokomyoin. 59

The next mention of mukaeko is found in the Nijugo zanmai-e kako-
cho biography of Genshin himself. According to this account, one of
Genshin’s disciples, Nogu, had a dream in which he went to Genshin’s
room and found Genshin about to begin a long journey:

Monks were lined up on the right and left sides of the road. There were
four boys, very beautiful in both appearance and dress. They were di-
vided to the right and left, lined up with the monks. All in all, it re-
sembled the mukaeko ritual of Yokawa. The bishop of Yokawa [Gen-
shin] instructed, “Let the little boys go first and the big boys follow
[and so forth].” After arranging themselves in accordance with his
order, they began marching towards the west. In this dream, Nogu
thought, “It’s strange that they’re walking on the ground.” Immedi-
ately they gradually rose up and (began to) walk in the sky. They in-
toned out loud, ‘““We have transcended the Triple Realms (sangaz).”” In-

toning this repeatedly, they disappeared to the west. .. .70

When Nogu reported this dream to others, they informed him that
Genshin had died the same night he had the dream. Noégu’s dream,
then, was a vision of Genshin’s actual birth in the Pure Land, which
resembled a mukaeko.

In both these accounts, the writer assumes that his reader knows
what the mukaeko of Yokawa is. The only concrete information pro-
vided is that rules were given for participants; it involved a representa-
tion of the coming of Amida and his retinue; and there was some type
of procession to the west down a road, which was lined by numerous
monks and four younger boys. In addition, it seems to have taken place
outside, in contrast to most rituals, which were conducted within the
confines of a hall, thus limiting the number of people who could view
them.

The next reference to mukaeko occurs in Genshin’s biography in
Hokke genki. This passage states:

Genshin prepared a representation of Amida coming to greet the dy-
ing person (Mida gosho no so), revealing the ceremony of welcome to
the splendor of the Pure Land (commonly called the mukaeko). Those
who gathered to observe the ceremony included the young and the
old, priests and lay people, the vagrants and the ignorant. All shed
tears, wished for birth in the Pure Land, knelt and bowed their heads
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to the ground in worship, and planted the seeds for their future
enlightenment.”!

This account provides a crucial detail: it was not only monks who
observed the ceremony. Even the ‘‘vagrants and the ignorant’ were in
attendance, although it is not clear to whom this refers. Another im-
portant element is the description of a highly moving scene that gave
rise in observers to a desire for birth in the Pure Land. Unfortunately,
this passage does not state whether mukaeko took place at Yokawa,
bringing lay people to Mt. Hiei, or whether it occurred at a location
outside Enryakuji.

Genshin Sozu den, a biography written by Oe no Sukekuni before
1061, which is still within about forty years of Genshin’s death, contains
a much more detailed account:

In the fifth month of that year [1004], Genshin was appointed to the
position of gon shosozu (supernumary lesser bishop), but he retired
from it the following year. After that, he did nothing for that position.
He secluded himself on Mt. Hiei and devoted himself to practices that
would lead to birth in the Pure Land. To the southeast of Ryogon’in,
he built a small hut and there enshrined a three-meter gilt image of
Amida. He named the hall Kedaiin. On this land, he organized gather-
ings for practitioners who hoped to see Amida coming to their death-
bed (raigo gyoja no ko). [ These enacted the coming of Amida to greet
the dying person.] Bodhisattvas and other deities walked around to
the right and left, and music was played. Those who participated in-
cluded clerics and laity, high and low. They felt as though they had
been born in the Pure Land.”?

This passage provides the remarkable detail that lay people, in-
cluding the lowly, actually came to Kedaiin, which was located in Yo-
kawa, for the mukaeko. Mt. Hiei in general, and Yokawa in particular,
had been off limits to lay people since the time of Saicho (767-822).
That they were allowed to attend the mukaeko speaks to the desire of
Genshin and other members of the Nijigo zanmai-e to communicate
their beliefs to those beyond Mt. Hiei and to provide them with com-
fort in the face of death. The attendance of lay people also demon-
strates their own considerable resolve. They would have had to walk to
Yokawa from the city of Kyoto, a demanding journey of several miles,
much of which was up a mountain.

In addition, it is possible that women also attended mukaeko at Yo-
kawa, breaking the rule established by Saicho that no female should
enter the precincts of Enryakuji. Although there is no extant record
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explicitly stating that women took part in the mukacko, they did partici-
pate in a Lotus Sutra group called the Shakako, which Genshin orga-
nized at Yokawa in 1006. A sign-up sheet for participation includes the
names of several aristocratic women such as Fujiwara no Michinaga’s
consort Rinshi, here referred to as Sadaijin-dono no kita mandokoro.”
If Genshin allowed women to come to Yokawa to participate in the
Shakako, it is reasonable to assume that they may have attended mu-
kaeko there as well.

The Nijugo zanmai-e kakocho biography of Genshin makes clear
that the mukaeko is taking place outside: monks line a road. In the Gen-
shin Sozu den account, however, it is uncertain whether the ritual is
taking place inside Kedaiin or whether Kedaiin is being used as one lo-
cation within a wider mukaeko ritual space. It is possible that the topog-
raphy of the Yokawa area was used in early mukaeko, which would ex-
plain the remark that mukaeko took place “‘on this land.”” To the west
of the site where Kedaiin seems to have been located stands a tall
peak called Mt. Tanba. Those dressed as bodhisattvas may have come
from Kedaiin and proceeded to the east. Then they would have led ob-
servers west, toward Kedaiin, Mt. Tanba, and the setting sun.”* This
theory is supported by an early fourteenth-century text, Jukkai sho,
which contains a description of a mukacko at Yokawa in which a statue
of Amida was carried, with twenty-five bodhisattvas walking in front of
and behind the statue. Participants approached Kedaiin while chant-
ing the nenbutsu.”

The uses to which Kedaiin was put were thus widened broadly,
even during Genshin’s life. Kedaiin is the hall referred to in one of
the Nijigo zanmai-e’s founding documents as Ojoin, which was to be
the building where fatally ill members of the Nijigo zanmai-e would
be transported. Although all the Nijiogo zanmai-e members were
monks, Kedaiin appears to have become the center of the mukaeko,
which included both monks and lay devotees.

The Sanmon doshaki’s article on Kedaiin gives the following history
of that hall:

In 1001, [Kedaiin] was built by the Bishop of Eshin Hall (Eshin’in no
Sozu) [Genshin]. In the fifth month of the previous year, Eshin So6zu,
through the recommendation of his disciple Gonku, received the title
gon shosozu. This year [1002], he retired from that position, secluding
himself in a private place and building the hall Kedaiin, which was
thatched with cypress bark. There he enshrined three three-meter im-
ages of Amida. According to a certain text, the image in the middle was
commissioned by Myoun Shonin. (It was made by the sculptors Songi,
Kojo, and Choshin).76 It is said that the north image was commissioned
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by the Bishop of Eshin’in for use in the mukacko.”” The image in the
south [of the hall] was commissioned by retired emperor Kazan (the
sculptor was Chokaku).”8

Myo6un is probably a copyist’s error made for the name Myoka. The
Nijugo zanmai-e kakocho biography of Myoku relates how Genshin ad-
vised him to have a three-meter image of Amida made in order to
help him reach his goal of birth in the Pure Land. According to this
account, Myoku died before it was completed. The statue was later en-
shrined as the central image in Kedaiin.” A hall containing three
golden three-meter Amida images must have seemed a natural site for
mukaeko, despite the fact that Kedaiin had been built for use only by
the members of the Nijigo zanmai-e.

Other evidence supporting the theory that Genshin was influential
in beginning mukaeko ritual is the existence of numerous traditional
Japanese hymns (wasan) that are attributed to him. Although many
such attributions are apocryphal, scholars believe that some, including
Jaraku wasan (Hymns of the ten joys) and Raigdo wasan (Hymns of Ami-
da’s coming), were actually composed by Genshin.8® These may have
been sung by people during the mukaeko.8! The Hokke genki biography
of Genshin states: ‘“‘He composed the Wasan of the Eight Pagodas for ru-
ral and urban, high and low, those who have never heard the Buddhist
teaching, those who spread mistaken views, the ignorant, and chil-
dren.”’82 This passage comes immediately before the one relating that
Genshin began mukaeko, suggesting that mukaeko and wasan are closely
related topics.

A further indication that wasan may have figured prominently in
early mukaeko is found in the Nijogo zanmai-e kakocho biography of
Ryochin Ajari. When he died at Mt. Hiei’s East Pagoda complex, the
text states, the ‘‘music of Yokawa could be heard.”’83

From the middle of the eleventh century, mukaeko are frequently
mentioned in various texts, including historical novels, diaries of aris-
tocrats, temple origin narratives (engi), and djoden. These provide clues
to the process by which mukaeko began to move off Mt. Hiei into the
city of Kyoto and beyond. For example, the fifteenth chapter of Eiga
monogatari, ‘‘Utagai’”’ (Doubts), states: ‘“‘He [Fujiwara no Michinaga]
also made it a habit to attend mukaeko when there was a bodaiko
(enlightenment ceremony) at Rokuharamitsuji or at Unrin’in.”’84
This passage provides crucial information: during Michinaga’s life-
time (966-1027), mukaeko had already moved off Mt. Hiei and into
the city of Kyoto. At this time, Rokuharamitsuji, along with Mt. Toribe
to the east, constituted an enormous burial ground. In fact, Kaya
had lived there for about ten years in the middle of the tenth century,
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conducting ceremonies for the souls of the deceased.®> This suggests
that when mukaeko began to move off Mt. Hiei, they were conducted
in locations associated with death.

Another important early mention of mukaeko is found in Mina-
moto no Toshifusa’s diary, Suisaki. The entry for the tenth month,
cighth day of 1080 states, ‘“Today there was a mukaeko at Kiyomizudera
(kawara).”’8% What he meant by the note kawara (riverbank) is unclear.
One theory is that the procession went from Kiyomizudera to the
banks of the Kamo River and then returned. If this is the case, they
may have been going to the vicinity of Rokuharamitsuji and Mt.
Toribe.87

Later Accounts of Mukaeko

From the end of the eleventh century, accounts of mukaeko become
common. Frequently, one basic story is elaborated upon in different
texts. It is beyond the scope of this chapter to discuss all such refer-
ences, but I will briefly outline some of the more famous and signifi-
cant narratives.

Konjaku monogatari shu (Collection of tales of times now past, early
twelfth century) mentions for the first time one of the mukaeko stories
that was to become a staple of later collections of tales (setsuwa) .88 Ex-
amination of this story reveals one of the ways in which mukaeko may
have spread throughout Japan. The twenty-third section of the fif-
teenth chapter of Konjaku monogatari shu is entitled ‘“The birth in the
Pure Land of the holy man, who began the mukaeko in Tango prov-
ince.”’® According to this story, the holy man, who is not named, had
long desired to be born in the Pure Land. Every year, on the last day of
the twelfth month, he would hand a boy a letter. That evening, the boy
would return to his house, saying, ‘“This is a letter from Amida Buddha
in Paradise.”” The holy man, shedding tears, would receive the letter.

One year, Oe no Kiyosada, a great admirer of this holy man, was
sent to take over as governor of Tango province. The holy man in-
formed him, “‘I would like to establish the ritual called mukaeko in this
province, but it is beyond my power. Please assist me in doing this.”
Kiyosada agreed, and sent for musicians and dancers from the capital.
On the day of the mukaeko, the holy man lit incense and remained in a
hall called the Shabado6.9? As the drama began, and the procession
drew near the Shabado, the holy man, deeply moved, actually achieved
birth in the Pure Land.

This story is developed in further detail in later texts such as Zoku
honcho ojoden, Kojidan (1212-1215), and Shasekisha (1283). According
to Zoku honcho ojoden, a monk named Kan’in was, in his youth, a disci-
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ple of Genshin and an outstanding monk at Yokawa’s Shuryogon’in.
Later, he left Mt. Hiei and traveled the country, ending up in Tango
province.?! There is a strong possibility that the holy man mentioned
in Konjaku monogatari shi is Kan’in.92 This would mean that one of
Genshin’s own disciples, who had likely participated in mukaeko at
Yokawa, was responsible for spreading the ritual into the countryside.
Nevertheless, because this tale was probably embellished numerous
times, its reliability is questionable.

Another important discussion of mukaeko is found in the Shui ojo-
den biography of Eikan (or Yokan, 1033-1111), which states that he
conducted mukaeko at Yoshidadera in Nakayama in 1109 and made
twenty costumes for bodhisattvas.?® This shows that, by the early twelfth
century, considerable effort was put into the appearance of the bodhi-
sattvas in mukaeko.

Eikan is the author of 0jo kashiki, a liturgy that called for a monthly
meeting similar to that of the Nijigo zanmai-e, except members made
no vows to be with each other at the time of death. They did, however,
hope to see deathbed visions of Amida’s welcoming descent.”* More-
over, the monthly meeting was to take place in a hall where a gosho
or welcoming image of Amida was enshrined on the west wall.?> Ojo
koshiki also contains verses, which would originally have been put to
music, for use in ritual gatherings such as the mukaeko.”®

The Shuz ojoden story concerning Eikan is corroborated by a state-
ment in Fujiwara no Munetada’s diary, Chuayuki. The entry for the
ninth month, fourth day of 1108 relates that Eikan sponsored a mu-
kaeko at Higashiyama on that day.?”

Another major site for mukaeko was the temple Ungoji, which is no
longer extant but was located within the precincts of Kyoto’s Kodaiji.
Goshuii ojoden tells the following story. On his deathbed, Abe Toshikiyo
said, “I’m hearing music sometimes; this is like the mukaeko at Ungoji.”
The text then contains a note stating that he is referring to Sensai
Shonin’s mukaeko.?® Sensai, a monk from Mt. Hiei, built an enormous
gilt Amida image at Ungoji in 1125. This temple was, then, a natural
setting for mukaeko. Again, Chuyuki provides further information about
this ritual. In the entry for the twenty-third day, sixth month of the year
1127, Munetada says that all beings under heaven, lay and monastic,
male and female, took refuge in Sensai’s mukaeko.”® Sensai was a mem-
ber of a prominent late Heian family of actors; his name appears fre-
quently in texts from that time.1%0 Mukaeko were in all likelihood highly
dramatic affairs.

In addition, there is much art historical evidence that shows the
importance and prominence of mukaeko in the eleventh and twelfth
centuries. Numerous masks that were used in mukaeko are still extant,
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the most famous being four masks that date to the Kamakura period
and that were last used in the ceremony in 2004, after which they
were retired. Masks made in the late Heian period also exist. The old-
est surviving bodhisattva mask, kept in the Honolulu Museum of Art, is
inscribed with the date Otoku 3 (1086). This is not long after Gen-
shin’s death, which suggests that such masks may have existed in his
day, but there is no indication that this particular one was used in
mukaeko.01

An ink inscription on a bodhisattva mask at Horyaji states that it
is a mask of Kannon, made in 1102 as one of ten such masks for
use in raigo-e, yet another term for mukaeko. It does not, however,
show any signs of having been used.!%? Textual evidence also indi-
cates that mukaeko were held at Horyji in the late Heian period. The
Kaihoin juso ge (Explanation [for] resident monks at Kaihoin, 1111)
states that mukaeko were held at Kaihoin in the years from 1069 to
1074. Around this time, the meditation hall (sanmaids) of Kaihoin was
moved to Horyuji; the two temples must, therefore, have been closely
connected.!%3

Stories of mukaeko included in Konjaku monogatari shi and Goshui
ojoden state that Amida appeared as part of the ceremony. For exam-
ple, the Goshui 6joden biography of Minamoto no Toshifusa speaks of
the ““Amida gosho statue’” (Amida gosho no z0) that was enshrined in a
temple hall he built.1% Recent scholarship has shown that a particular
type of Amida image was made, probably from the Heian period on,
for use in the mukaeko. One such image stands next to the mandala in
the main hall at Taimadera. Until recently, this statue was not thought
to be particularly unusual. It was discovered, however, that it is hollow,
and is equipped inside for a person to enter and be able to move the
statue, seeing out through the chest. Apparently, someone used to
climb inside the image when mukaeko were performed, enabling Amida
to appear as if he were bowing when the retinue returned to the main
hall.'%> The scholar Seki Nobuko has done extensive research on this
and similar images and dates the one from Taimadera to the mid-
twelfth century.!96

Mukaeko thus have always taken numerous forms, which differed
considerably from one temple to the next. Even today, for example,
some use a bridge for members of the procession to cross, others not;
some include various ‘‘deities,”” others only bodhisattvas. No known rit-
ual manual for premodern mukaeko exists. Yet they all share one main
characteristic: bodhisattvas proceed majestically to the Pure Land
while onlookers watch and pray. The performance looks very much
like a raigo painting come to life, yet mukaeko communicates the joyous-
ness of the occasion in a way that a static painting or sculpture cannot.
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Although mukaeko are rehearsals for the time of death, the atmo-
sphere is one of happiness. Those dressed as bodhisattvas dance while
music is played or sung. Observing the raigo scene in everyday life re-
lieves the inevitable fear surrounding death, replacing it with hopeful
anticipation. This contributed greatly to the much-noted desire in late
Heian and Kamakura Japan to be born in the Pure Land.

Traditionally, the spread of religious practices and beliefs has been
attributed to what are now deemed “‘canonical’ texts. In studies of the
time period under discussion, Genshin’s 0jo yosha is ubiquitously cited
as a major contributor to the rise of Pure Land Buddhism in Japan. Yet
in an era when most of the populace was illiterate, the direct influence
of this text is questionable.'®7 In recent years, many scholars have
begun to turn to art historical evidence to search for clues to religious
development. For this reason, raigo paintings have come under consid-
erable discussion, yet even specialists in this time period often are un-
familiar with mukaeko. With this essay, I hope to bring attention to this
important practice and to the critical role that performance art and
ritual have played more broadly in shaping Japanese Buddhist under-
standings of death and the afterlife.
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With the Help of “Good Friends”

Deathbed Ritual Practices in Early Medieval Japan

JACQUELINE 1. STONE

Child of the Buddha, do you realize that now is your last
thought? This single reflection [on the Buddha] at death
outweighs the karmic acts of a hundred years. If this
instant should pass you by, rebirth [in samsara] will be
unavoidable. Now is precisely the time. Reflect on the
Buddha single-mindedly, and you will surely be born on a
seven-jewelled lotus pedestal in the pond of eight virtues
in the subtle and wondrous Pure Land of Utmost Bliss in
the west.

—Genshin

WITH sUCH WORDS as these, suggests the monk Genshin (942-1017),
the dying should be exhorted to focus their minds on the Buddha
Amida (Skt. Amitabha, Amitayus), in order to escape the round of re-
birth and instead achieve birth in the Pure Land (0j0). Genshin’s trea-
tise Ojo yoshu (Essentials of Pure Land birth), completed in 985, has al-
ready been introduced in Chapter 1 by Sarah Horton. In addition to its
role in popularizing Pure Land devotion, it is famous for its detailed
instructions—the first ever compiled in Japan—on Buddhist deathbed
practice (rinju gyogi). The form of deathbed practice described in Ojo
yoshii soon gained popularity in monastic circles and spread to lay elites
and also commoners.

Genshin’s recommendations for deathbed practice marked the en-
try into Japanese Buddhist discourse of a concern with dying in a state
of right-mindfulness and belief in the power of one’s last thoughts,
ritually focused, to determine one’s postmortem fate. In the logic of
deathbed contemplation, the moment of death was constructed as a
liminal realm, transcending ordinary moral calculus of sin and merit,
when a lifetime of wrongdoing could potentially be reversed and even

61



62 JACQUELINE I. STONE

sinful men and women could achieve liberation. Horton’s chapter has
already suggested the immense hope conveyed by belief in this possi-
bility of deathbed salvation. This hope was linked to broader argu-
ments extending the possibility of birth in the Pure Land to *“‘evil per-
sons’’ (akunin 0jo) and gave promise of liberation even in an age widely
thought to be degenerate and sinful. However, birth in the Pure Land
was by no means a certain thing, and the discourse surrounding death-
bed practices had its dark side, for the last moment was seen as preg-
nant, not only with immense salvific potential, but also with grave dan-
ger. If even a sinful individual who properly focused his mind on the
Buddha at death might thereby reach the Pure Land, by the same to-
ken, it was thought that even a virtuous person, by a single distracted
thought at the last moment, could negate the merit of a lifetime’s de-
votion and fall into the evil realms. To die while unconscious, delir-
ious, or wracked by pain thus came to be greatly feared, and the im-
portance of ritual control over one’s last moments was increasingly
emphasized.! This essay will trace the development of written instruc-
tions for deathbed practice from Genshin’s Ojo yosha on, focusing on
the latter Heian (794-1185) and Kamakura (1185-1333) periods; their
appropriation across sectarian lines and by an expanding range of so-
cial groups; their increasing emphasis on the difficulties of achieving
right concentration at the last moment and consequent promotion of
the role of the zenchishiki or ‘‘good friend,” the person presiding over
the deathbed ritual scene; and the eventual routinization of deathbed
practices with their assimilation to the standardized funeral obser-
vances that began to emerge in late medieval and early modern times.

Deathbed Practices in 0jo yashit and the Samadhi Society
of Twenty-five

Genshin’s instructions for deathbed practice in Ojo yoshi consist of two
parts. The first part draws on the work of Chinese predecessors to ex-
plain how the dying should be cared for and encouraged in their final
meditations.? Here Genshin quotes a passage from a ““Chinese tradi-
tion” appearing in a Vinaya commentary by Daoxuan (596-667) in a
section on ‘‘Attending to the Sick and Sending off the Dead,” which
purports to describe how the terminally ill were treated at the Jetavana
monastery in India in Sakyamuni Buddha’s time. According to its pre-
scriptions, a dying person is to be removed to a ‘“‘chapel of imperma-
nence’’ (mujoin), so that the sight of his familiar surroundings and
robe, bowl, and other possessions will not generate thoughts of attach-
ment. A standing buddha image should be installed facing west; the
sick person should be placed behind the image and made to grasp a
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five-colored pennant tied to the image’s hand to help him generate
thoughts of following the Buddha to his pure realm. Those in atten-
dance are to burn incense, scatter flowers, and promptly remove any
vomit or excrement.? Alternatively, Genshin cites the recommendation
of Daoshi (d. 668?) that the buddha image should face east, and the
sick person should be placed facing the image.* If no separate hall is
available, Genshin says, one should simply have the sick person face
west, burn incense, scatter flowers, and offer various encouragements.
Or one may have the dying person face a fully adorned buddha image.

Genshin also cites the instructions for deathbed practice given by
the Pure Land master Shandao (613-681), who advises that dying per-
sons should be made to face west, visualize the coming of the Buddha
Amida to escort them to the Pure Land, and continually recite Amida’s
name. If the dying see visions of Amida and his holy retinue, they
should describe this, and those in attendance should write down what
they report. If, on the other hand, they see images of painful punish-
ment, their companions should chant the nenbutsu with them and
help them to perform repentance so that their sins may be eradicated.
Relatives and other visitors who have recently consumed meat, alcohol,
or the five pungent roots should be refused access, lest the dying lose
correct concentration, thus falling prey to demons who will cause them
to fall into the evil paths.> Genshin also draws upon the words of Dao-
chuo (562-645), who comments on the difficulty, in one’s last mo-
ments, of sustaining ten reflections on Amida, deemed the minimum
necessary to achieve gjo:

To have ten uninterrupted reflections in succession would not seem
difficult. But most unenlightened individuals have a mind as untamed
as a wild horse, a consciousness as restless as a monkey.... Once the
winds of dissolution arise [at the moment of death], a hundred pains
will gather in the body. If you have not trained prior to this time, how
can you assume that you will be able to contemplate the Buddha on
that occasion? Each person should thus make a pact in advance with
three to five people of like conviction. Whenever the time of death ap-
proaches [for any of them], they should offer each other encourage-
ment. They should chant the name of Amida for the dying person, de-
sire that person’s birth in the Pure Land, and continue chanting to
induce [in him] the ten moments of reflection.®

The ‘““ten moments of reflection’’ here refers, on one hand, to the fa-
mous eighteenth vow of Amida, which promises birth in his Pure Land
to all who aspire to this goal with sincerity and call him to mind “‘even

ten times’’;” it also refers to the Contemplation Sutra’s claims that even
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an evil person, if he encounters a good friend (zenchishiki) who in-
structs him at the hour of death so that he is able to sustain ten
thoughts of Amida, shall, with each thought, erase the sins of eight bil-
lion kalpas and be born in Amida’s Pure Land.® Exactly how these ten
thoughts should be understood was a matter of considerable debate
and was embedded in a larger controversy over the respective merits
of the contemplative visualization of Amida or the chanting of his
name. Genshin took ‘“‘ten continuous nenbutsu’ to mean reflecting
upon Amida, aided by the invocation of his name in the formula
“Namu Amida butsu.”” While Genshin’s approach to Pure Land practice
focuses on visualization and contemplation, he also held that, under
the liminal influence of approaching death, the chanted nenbuisu be-
comes vastly more powerful than it is at ordinary times.® After citing
his Chinese predecessors, Genshin then proceeds to offer his own rec-
ommendations for encouragement to the dying. These comprise the
second part of the rinju gyogi section of Ojo yoshii and consist of ten ex-
hortations, centering upon visualization of Amida’s physical marks, his
radiant light, and his descent, together with his holy retinue, to escort
the practitioner to the Pure Land.

Genshin’s interest in ritualized deathbed practice leading to birth
in the Pure Land had Japanese as well as continental antecedents. For
example, Senkan (919-984), a Tendai monk of the Onj6ji line and an
earlier Japanese Pure Land thinker, had expressed in a written prayer

his hope that

[a]t the time of death, may I be at ease in body and mind, receive Ami-
da’s welcoming descent, and achieve the highest level of birth on a lo-
tus pedestal in the Pure Land. And how could I wish this for myself
alone? May all beings throughout the dharma realm, in their last hours,
having known the approach of death seven days in advance, distance
their minds from perversions and dwell in right-mindfulness, encoun-
ter the teachings of a good friend, chant ten nenbutsu, and, freed from
all bodily and mental pain, alike be born in Amida’s Pure Land.!?

In addition to prayers for a good death, such as Senkan’s, we also find
notices of individuals prior to Genshin’s time dying in a ritualized fash-
ion that expressed their aspirations for ojo. Early tenth-century sources
record, for example, that Emperor Seiwa (d. 880) had monks attend
him at the end and chant the Diamond Wheel (kongorin) dharani,
while he himself sat upright, facing west with his hands forming the
meditation mudra (join).!! The former minister of the right, Fujiwara
no Yoshimi (d. 867), is said to have died ‘‘seated upright, facing west
and forming the fundamental mudra of the Buddha Amida,” and the
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councilor Fujiwara no Yasunori (d. 895) is similarly said to have died
with undisturbed mind, facing west and contemplating Amida Bud-
dha.'? The biography of the great Tendai master Ennin (Jikaku
Daishi, d. 793-864) says that, at the time of his death, he washed his
face and donned a clean robe, burnt incense, placed his palms to-
gether, and faced west; he also had his disciple Encho chant, ‘I take
refuge in and worship Amida of complete awakening’ (kimyo chorai
Mida shukaku) while other disciples recited the names of various bud-
dhas and bodhisattvas.!> While the biography certainly postdates En-
nin, it would nonetheless appear to precede Ojo yoshi. And Ensho
(d. 959 or 963), chief abbot of Enryakuji, also mentioned in Horton’s
essay, is said to have died holding a cord tied to the hand of an image
of the Buddha Amida, as Genshin had recommended.'* Such notices
suggest that embryonic forms of deathbed ritual practice were being
practiced in Japan even before Ojo yoshi was compiled. Genshin’s
text, then, did not initiate deathbed practice so much as it helped to
systematize, elaborate, and promote a practice that had already begun
to emerge.

As Horton has explained in Chapter 1, the deathbed practices de-
scribed in Ojo yoshu were first formally adopted by the Nijuigo zanmai-e
or Samadhi Society of Twenty-five, a nenbutsu association based at the
Yokawa retreat on Mt. Hiei, with which Genshin was closely associated.
The Society’s founding oath reads in part:

We pledge together to be “‘good friends”’ to one another and, at life’s
last moment, to help one other contemplate the Buddha [Amida]. We
hereby set the number of our Society at twenty-five. If one among us
should fall ill, then by the power of the vow uniting us, without concern
for whether the day be auspicious or not, we shall go to him and in-
quire after him and encourage [his deathbed contemplation]. And
if he happens to achieve birth in [the Pure Land of ] Utmost Bliss,
then—whether by the power of his own vow or by relying on the Bud-
dha’s supernatural powers, whether in a dream or in waking reality—
he shall so communicate this to the Society. Or, if he has fallen into
the evil paths, he shall communicate this as well. Our society shall at
regular times perform together with like mind those practices leading
to the Pure Land. In particular, on the evening of the fifteenth day of
each month, we shall cultivate the samadhi of mindfulness of the Bud-
dha (nenbutsu zanmai) and pray that we may be able to complete ten
reflections [on Amida] in our last moments.!®

Two extant sets of regulations for the Society stipulate that the mem-
bers should devote the fifteenth of each month to nenbutsu practice
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with the aim of achieving birth in the Pure Land; recite the mantra of
radiant light (komyo shingon) for empowering sand to be sprinkled on
the corpses of deceased members; nurse any members of the society
who fall sick, removing them to a separate chapel called the Ojoin
(hall for birth in the Pure Land), to be established for this purpose;
and establish a gravesite for members and perform funerals, centering
around nenbutsu practice.'® The observances of the Nijigo zanmai-e
thus spanned a continuum from ordinary practice to funerary rites,
within which practice at the moment of death played a pivotal role.
Deathbed protocols of the sort described in Genshin’s Ojo yosha
and practiced by the Nijugo zanmai-e represent the earliest formal ar-
ticulation in Japan of much older, similar practices attested on the East
Asian mainland; they also have resonances, if not direct historical con-
nections, with the traditional role of Buddhist monks and nuns in nurs-
ing the sick among them.!” Genshin’s instructions in Ojo yosha in par-
ticular quickly became a model for conducting deathbed practices in
Heian Japan. In a very early reference to the text, Genshin’s disciple
Kakucho (d. 1034), who was active in the Nijigo zanmai-e, recom-
mends using its section on deathbed ritual to encourage and instruct
practitioners during their final illness.'® This rinji gyogi section of the
Ojo yoshu circulated in a somewhat modified, kana version as an inde-
pendent text.!? It also seems to have been read aloud on occasion to
the dying. For example, when one member of the Society, Shokin
(a.k.a. Shonen, d. 1015), fell ill, he reportedly ‘‘requested that worldly
matters not be discussed in his presence but solely had the rinja gyogi
section of the Ojo yoshit read to him, learning its admonitions.” On
the night of his death, he again had his attendants read it to him,
along with the ‘‘Fathoming the Lifespan of the Tathagata’ chapter of
the Lotus Sutra, and also had them chant the nenbutsu.?° Within twenty
years of the Ojo yoshw's appearance, hagiographies, literary sources,
and court diaries begin to report individuals dying in accord with its
prescriptions. The famous account of the death of the courtier Fuji-
wara no Michinaga depicted in Eiga monogatari is clearly based on Ojo
yoshii.?! As Horton has noted in her chapter, gjoden or biographical ac-
counts of those said to have achieved birth in the Pure Land frequently
describe the ritually correct death of devout persons who die in the
posture of meditation, facing toward the west, or who hold cords tied
to the hand of a buddha image. Similar references occur in diaries of
the court nobility. Prince Sukehito (d. 1119) is said to have passed away
chanting the nenbutsu while holding a five-colored cord attached to
an image of Amida; Nishi no Okata (d. 1120), adoptive mother of the
courtier Fujiwara no Munetada, also died with the colored cords in her
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hand.?? Some later examples from literature include the former impe-
rial consort Kenreimon’in, whose exemplary death is described at the
end of Tale of the Heike, or the defeated commander Taira no Shige-
hira, in the same epic, who is allowed to hold a cord tied to the hand
of a buddha image and chant ten nenbutsu before the executioner lops
off his head.?? In addition to explicitly Buddhist soteriological ratio-
nales for deathbed practice, among the Heian nobility, the removal of
dying persons to the mujoin—in aristocratic practice, often a private
chapel or room at a temple or monastery where the dying individual
might have patronage connections—also served the pragmatic pur-
pose of isolating and confining the defilement of death, which had to
be rigorously avoided by those involved in court ceremonials.?*

The historicity of accounts of exemplary deaths is not always easy
to evaluate. For example, the diary of the courtier Fujiwara no Sane-
suke (957-1046), a contemporary of Michinaga, describes him as dy-
ing in acute discomfort, plagued by painful boils, occasional delirium,
and loss of bowel control—thus suggesting that the account given in
Eiga monogatari may be somewhat idealized.?> What we can say, how-
ever, is that the prescriptions in the ‘‘deathbed practices” section of
Genshin’s 0jo yoshu quickly became normative in elite circles for what
an ideal death, one leading to liberation, was supposed to look like. At
the same time, they formed the prototype for a number of subsequent
rinju gyogisho, texts of deathbed ritual instruction or ‘“‘deathbed man-
uals,” as they might be termed. Such works were compiled in con-
siderable numbers from the latter Heian period through early modern
times; however, the eleventh through thirteenth centuries seem to
have witnessed the greatest innovation in instructions for deathbed
practice. Early modern rinja gyogisho in large measure represent re-
workings of this earlier material, and the present essay will focus on de-
velopments in the Heian and Kamakura periods. The majority of these
texts adopt the basic features of Genshin’s instructions: the removal of
the dying to a separate place; the enshrinement of a buddha image
with a cord fastened to its hand for the dying person to hold; the offer-
ings of flowers and incense; the shielding of the dying person from talk
of worldly affairs or the intrusion of those likely to arouse strong feel-
ings, either of love or aversion; and the need above all to create a quiet
and dignified atmosphere conducive to contemplation in one’s last
hours. Genshin’s exhortation to the dying person is frequently quoted:
‘““You should not visualize any form except the features of the Buddha.
You should not hear any sounds except the Buddha’s words of dharma.
You should not speak of anything except the true teachings of the
Buddha. You should not think of anything except birth in the Pure
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Land.””?¢ However, instructions for deathbed practice after Ojo yoshu
also reflect new developments, which will be summarized in the next
three sections.

Appropriation across Traditions

Because of the popularity of Ojé yosh# in later ages, Genshin has often
been remembered primarily as a Pure Land teacher, and the sort of
deathbed rituals he introduced have been assumed to be something
peculiar to Pure Land Buddhism. However, scholarship has sometimes
been too quick to read back into medieval times the clear-cut sectarian
divisions of the early modern period and beyond. Aspiration for 6jo was
a generic Buddhist goal, and the basic features of Genshin’s instruc-
tions for deathbed practice were soon assimilated across institutional
and sectarian divides, becoming adapted to the specific practices, ico-
nography, and teachings of multiple Buddhist traditions. An early ex-
ample is the Rinju gyogi chuki (Notes on deathbed practice) of Tanshu
(1066-11207), a monk learned in Hoss6 doctrine and with close ties to
the Nara temples Kofukuji and Saidaiji. Tansha explicitly cites the in-
structions of the “‘bishop of Yokawa’’ (Yokawa So6zu, that is, Genshin),
assimilating them within a Nara Buddhist framework. Like a number
of texts on deathbed ritual compiled subsequently to Ojo yoshi,
Rinju gyogi chuki takes the form of a series of articles of instruction
(thirteen, in this case). Tansha allows for aspiration to realms other
than Amida’s western Pure Land: if the dying person seeks birth in
the Tusita heaven, he says, then an image of Maitreya should be sub-
stituted for that of Amida, and the dying person should visualize being
born there. If death is not imminent, Tansht suggests that a devotee of
the Lotus Sutra ( jikyosha) may expound its meaning for the dying per-
son, or a companion in practice may read the rishubun section of the
Prajiaparamita-sutra. Reading the rishubun to the dying person would
form a major component of deathbed ritual instructions with an eso-
teric orientation.?” The dying person should also be encouraged to re-
cite the bodhisattva precepts, or they may be recited for him, as an un-
rivalled source of merit. Tansha further recommends performing the
repentance rite of the bodhisattva Fugen (Skt. Samantabhadhra) to re-
move karmic hindrances that manifest at the time of death. His list of
buddhas and bodhisattvas on whom the dying may rely for help in
achieving right-mindfulness at the end include Sékyamuni, Maitreya,
Yakushi, Fugen, Monju, Jizo, Kokuzo, Kannon, and Fud6.28 Tansha ap-
pears to have consulted Genshin’s Chinese sources and added excerpts
from them to his Chatki that are not found in Ojo yosha. For example,
he quotes Daoxuan to the effect that all the good practices that the dy-
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ing person has performed—such as doctrinal study, meditation, sttra
recitation, teaching others, or commissioning buddha images and
stipas—should be enumerated and praised by those attending at the
deathbed, in order to inspire that person’s joy and confidence. Later
deathbed ritual instructions sometimes mandate that lists of the dying
person’s prior good deeds should be written out and read, and ojoden
accounts include examples of people who died holding in their hands
such lists of their virtuous achievements.??

An important group of medieval deathbed ritual texts was pro-
duced within the Shingon mikkyo or esoteric tradition and represent
that strand of thought retrospectively termed himitsu nenbutsu, or Pure
Land esotericism. These texts assimilate Genshin’s instructions to a
mikkyo standpoint, typically identifying the deathbed nenbutsu with
some form of ritual empowerment, and birth in a pure land, with real-
ization of the nonduality of Amida and the shingon practitioner.3?
The earliest of these is the eight-article Byochu shugyoki (Notes on prac-
tice during illness) by Jichihan (also Jitsuhan or Jippan, c. 1089-1144),
who for a time was Tansh’s teacher.3! Jichihan interprets Genshin’s
instructions for deathbed visualization from an esoteric perspective.
As noted above, in his own articles of exhortation to the dying, Gen-
shin had stressed contemplation of Amida Buddha’s radiant light; this
light, emitted from the curl of white hair between Amida’s brows, Gen-
shin asserted, will envelop the dying practitioner in the Buddha’s com-
passion, eradicate his sins, focus his contemplation, and thus enable
him to achieve birth in the Pure Land. Jichihan for his part recom-
mends that the white curl be visualized as a transformation of the let-
ter hAum, endowed with Amida’s four inseparable mandalas. He also
equates the name ‘“Amida’’ with the three fundamental meanings of
the letter ““A’’: A indicating the originally unborn; mi, the non-self
that is the great self; and da, moment-to-moment accordance with
suchness. Jichihan may have been the first to present the deathbed
nenbulsu as a form of empowerment or ritual union with the three se-
crets of the cosmic Buddha (sanmitsu kaji): the practitioner’s reverent
posture corresponds to the secret of the Buddha’s body; the chanting
of his name, to the secret of his speech; and the contemplation of the
name’s meaning, to the secret of his mind. Jichihan also recom-
mended reliance on the esoteric deity Fudé Myoo to protect the prac-
titioner and thwart the obstructions of both karmic hindrances and
demonic influences at the moment of death. This role of Fudo as pro-
tector in the hour of death would become a standard feature of eso-
teric ninju gyogi texts. Like Genshin’s Ojo yoshu and Tansht’s Rinju
gyogi chuki, Jichihan’s text urges repentance to remove karmic hin-
drances; as specific forms of repentance, he suggests giving away one’s
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clothing and other possessions or chanting mantras such as the Super-
lative Dharani of the Buddha’s Crown (Skt. usnisavijaya dharani, Jpn.
Sonsho darani), the komyo shingon, or the name of Amida. The monk
Kakuban (1095-1143), later revered as the founder of ‘‘new doctrine”
(shingi) Shingon, drew explicitly on Jichihan’s Bydochu shugyoki in devel-
oping his own recommendations for deathbed practice. His nine-
article Ichigo taiyo himitsu shu (Collection of secret essentials for life’s
end) also equates the nenbutsu with esoteric three secrets practice for
union with the cosmic Buddha. He writes:

Amida is Dainichi’s function as wisdom. Dainichi is Amida’s essence as
principle. ... When one contemplates in this way, then, without leaving
the Saha world, one is immediately born in [the pure land of ] Utmost
Bliss. One’s own person enters Amida and, without transformation of
Amida, becomes Dainichi. One’s own person emerges from Dainichi;
this is the subtle contemplation for realizing buddhahood with this
very body.3?

Both Jichihan and Kakuban stress union with the Buddha as the focus
of the shingon practitioner’s deathbed contemplation; in other words,
the deathbed rite is recast in the model of an esoteric empowerment
rite for realizing buddhahood through union with a deity. The death-
bed scene in Kakuban’s instructions is even arranged in a mandalic
structure: four zenchishiki who assist the dying person’s nenbutsu take
up their positions around him so that together they reproduce the
configuration of the five wisdom buddhas, the dying person occupying
the central position of Dainichi.?3

An esoteric approach to deathbed practice is also seen in the Rinju
yojin no koto (Admonitions for the time of death) by the Shingon mas-
ter Dohan (1184-1252), dated 1234. Dohan, too, emphasizes deathbed
contemplation of the letter A: “The syllable A as existence arising
through conditions corresponds to birth. The syllable A as the empti-
ness of nonarising corresponds to death. Thus dying in one place and
being born in another is nothing other than the syllable A.... This is
why Vairocana takes this single syllable as his mantra.”’3* As deathbed
invocations, Dohan recommends reciting essential passages of the
Amida sutra or a range of esoteric mantras. One intriguing aspect of
his ritual suggestions is that the practitioner face an image of the Shin-
gon patriarch Kukai (774-835) and invoke his compassionate aid in
achieving birth in a pure land.3?

With the passage of time, instructions for deathbed practice also
appear within the so-called ‘‘single practice” schools. Ryocha (1199-
1287), third patriarch of the Chinzei lineage of Honen’s Jodo sect, em-
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phasizes in his Kanbyo yojinsho (Admonitions in caring for the sick) the
efficacy of simply chanting the nenbutsu at the last moment with faith in
Amida’s vow.?® And in the early modern period, works appear in the
Nichiren tradition stressing the unique deathbed efficacy of chanting
the title or daimoku of the Lotus Sitra.®” The specific honzon to be en-
shrined at the deathbed scene, the texts to be read aloud to encourage
the dying, and the incantations to be performed differ from one Bud-
dhist tradition to another; so do understandings of the nature of the
postmortem liberation being sought, which is variously represented as
the realization of buddhahood or birth in a particular pure land or
other superior realm. But the notion that a person’s last hours should
be ritually managed, as well as the basic techniques for so doing, cut
across all divisions of “‘old’’ and ‘“‘new,” ‘“‘exoteric’’ and ‘‘esoteric,”” in
which we are accustomed to thinking of medieval Japanese Buddhism.

Elaboration, Interpretation, and the Production
of Specialized Knowledge

Another characteristic of medieval deathbed manuals is an increasing
elaboration, over time, of elements mentioned only briefly in Gen-
shin’s instructions. This reflects both an increased mining of Chinese
Buddhist canonical sources for relevant passages and also, it would
appear, an accumulation of both practical knowledge and special-
ized interpretation. For example, citing Chinese precedents, Ojo yoshu
says simply that the dying should be removed to a separate chapel
(mujoin) or room to avoid the feelings of attachment aroused by the
sight of familiar possessions and surroundings and be encouraged to
hold five-colored cords affixed to the hand of a buddha image,
which—depending on the source—may face either west or east. Later
deathbed ritual instructions, however, discuss at length the arrange-
ment of this separate room or chapel; how one should determine
when the move is to be made and what advance preparations are nec-
essary; the categories of attachment, whether two or three, from which
the dying must strive to separate themselves by this relocation; how this
transition to a liminal space should be understood; and how the dying
should be cared for.

Tansha already goes well beyond Ojo yoshu in discussing advance
preparations. From the time one becomes ill, he says, one should con-
centrate on accumulating merit. One should offer food, drink, and
clothing to the three treasures and to the poor and ill; one should offer
pure flax oil for lamps to the Buddha and to temples and stapas.
Sounding a note that would be echoed in several subsequent rinju
gyogi texts, Tansht warns against the use of kito or prayer rituals to
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extend life as a form of delusive self-attachment. ““The span of this life-
time is fixed for everyone. If such prayers were efficacious, then why
would anyone die?”’3® Jichihan and Kakuban, on the other hand, both
recommend that if it is possible to prolong one’s life, one should seek
medical help for illness—not out of self-love, but to extend one’s op-
portunity for Buddhist practice. However, once it becomes clear that
death is inevitable, one should immediately cease all such efforts and
single-mindedly practice for one’s last moments.?® In contrast to the
idealized accounts in gjoden of devotees who foresee their death to the
day and hour, some medieval rinju gyogi texts, beginning with Kaku-
ban’s Ichigo taiyo himitsu shi, frankly acknowledge that the approach
of death may not be quite so obvious and recommend astrology or
other forms of divination to determine whether one’s illness will in-
deed prove fatal

As for the removal to the separate chapel, Kakuban says it ex-
presses the intention to ‘‘abandon this impure, Saha world and achieve
the Pure Land of Utmost Bliss.”” It is also time to part from one’s rela-
tions; one’s last wishes should already have been communicated. One’s
only associates should now be three to five zenchishiki—presumably fol-
lowing Daochuo’s instructions, cited by Genshin in his Ojé yoshat, that
anyone intent on achieving the Pure Land should ‘‘“make a pact in ad-
vance with three to five people of like conviction.”” One should leave
wealth, reputation, and family behind, just as Sékyamuni Buddha left
his father’s palace, or as Kukai entered into perpetual meditation, be-
coming truly “homeless’ (shukke) in both mind and body.*! Kakuban
identifies the dying person’s move to the mujoin with both the literal
departure from this world that is death and the spirit of world re-
nunciation inherent in the act of taking monastic vows. This homolo-
gizing of death to departure from the household life was also echoed
in the practice, fairly widespread among Heian aristocrats, of deathbed
tonsure (rinju jukai, rinji shukke), which was thought to aid one in
the postmortem state.*?2 A set of deathbed instructions contained in
Koyosha (Collection of filial piety), attributed to Kakuban but probably
a Kamakura-period text, recommends that the dying look upon the
move to the mujoin as leaving the burning house of the threefold
world. If death is not imminent, the transition should be made at an
auspicious day and time, and on arriving, the sick should wash their
hands, rinse their mouth, and invoke the aid of all buddhas and bodhi-
sattvas in escaping birth and death.*3

Virtually all of these texts follow Ojo yoshu in recommending the
burning of incense and scattering of flowers to create a dignified atmo-
sphere, as well as the need to screen visitors, especially those who have
recently consumed alcohol or any of the “‘five pungent roots,” and to
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protect the dying person from the sight of objects or persons liable to
arouse strong emotions. According to Genshin’s text, the purpose of
moving the dying to a separate place was to forestall the delusive feel-
ings of attachment that may be provoked by the sight of familiar pos-
sessions and surroundings. This theme, too, undergoes considerable
claboration in later rinji gyogisho. Tansht warns against the use of
ornate clothes or bedding in the sickroom, lest they give rise to at-
tachment. Two kinds of attachment, he says, bind people to the sam-
saric world: attachment to objects—such as possessions, wife, and
children—and attachments to self; the dying should reflect on the im-
purity of the body and evanescence of worldly treasures.** The Pure
Land teacher Ryochu advises that, should no appropriate place be
available, the dying person may remain in his own lodging cell, but it
should be arranged in a manner different from usual, and he should
be made to lie down before a buddha image.*® Koyoshui recommends
for the death chamber a room that receives the light of the setting
sun; if such is not available, a monastic cell or room in a lay household
will suffice, but it should be purified and refurbished.*® To the two cat-
egories of attachment warned against in Tanshu’s deathbed instruc-
tions, the Koyoshw's compiler adds a third: that of attachment to rebirth
in one or another of the various samsaric realms that may appear in
visions to the dying.*” This text is particularly graphic in warning
against the dangers of thoughts of attachment in one’s last moments.
“In the past, there have been cases of flies or ants appearing in a
dead person’s face. These insects were produced from the person’s
body because of lingering self-attachment. There have also been per-
sons who turned into white worms that emerge from a woman’s nose;
these are men who died with lingering attachment to their wives.”
Even sacred objects can become the focus of delusive clinging; a case
in point is ‘“‘people who wander through samsara because of their
heedless love of ritual implements (butsugu) or objects of worship
(honzon), thinking that by the power of these things they shall reach
[the Pure Land of ] Utmost Bliss. No matter what roots of great good
you may have planted, never let your mind adhere [in your last hours
to the objects of attachment] !’ 48

Once established in the chapel or room where he is to die, the sick
person is to face west, either sitting up, if he prefers, or lying down with
his head to the north, as the historical Buddha Sﬁkyamuni is said to
have done. As noted above, Genshin had cited variant opinions as to
whether the buddha image should be installed facing west with the
dying person placed behind it, as though following the Buddha to the
Pure Land, or whether the image should face east, with the dying
person directly facing it. Kakuban takes this to be a matter of personal
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choice; the buddha image facing west represents the dying person be-
ing embraced and drawn up (injo) into the Pure Land, while the im-
age facing east symbolizes the coming of the Buddha to receive him
(raigo) . *° Ryochu stresses that the image should be of a height such
that the dying person can readily gaze at it while lying down.>® Koyasha
recommends positioning the buddha image five to six shaku from the
dying person as an appropriate distance.’! Use of the five-colored
cords also elicits considerable discussion in these texts. Kakuban says
they should be prepared in advance and should measure one jo and
two shaku in length each, totaling nine shaku. There is a method of
preparing them, he notes, which should be conducted by someone
who has received esoteric initiation (kanjo).5? The unknown compiler
of Koyoshu specifies that their threads should be spun in a purified
room by a woman approaching eighty (and thus, presumably, free
from sexual impurity),”® dyed the five colors by a holy man (hijiri),
and woven under the supervision of someone who has received eso-
teric initiation; this method is not to be disseminated to people at
large.5* Such injunctions suggest that these five-colored cords were
the same as those sometimes employed in esoteric rites (mikkyo shuho)
of the same period, to demarcate the altar space or for other ritual
purposes.’® According to esoteric ritual instructions, such cords were
to be woven of the finest threads, purified in perfumed water, and wo-
ven by a prepubescent boy or girl, or alternatively, by an aged nun,
while the ritualist was to empower the threads of each color with the
corresponding mantras of the five buddhas.?®

By reading medieval Japanese deathbed ritual texts chronologi-
cally, we can see in such elaborations the gradual production and accu-
mulation of a body of specialized knowledge, both theoretical and
practical, concerning deathbed practice. This development is closely
related to another major characteristic of post-Genshin medieval rinju
gyogi texts: the emergence of the individual known as the kanbyo (‘‘one
who attends the sick’’) or more commonly the zenchishiki as a deathbed
ritual specialist.

The Role of the zenchishiki

In general Buddhist usage, a zenchishiki (Skt. kalyanamitra, ‘‘good
friend”’) is simply a dharma teacher, one who leads another on the
path of practice. But in medieval rinju gyogi texts, the zenchishiki (or
simply chishiki) is specifically the one in charge of the deathbed scene,
and the need for his presence and expertise is continually underscored
by an emphasis on how difficult it is to maintain right thoughts at the
crucial last moment, as well as the fearful consequences of not doing
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so. This emphasis can already be seen emerging in Tanshu’s eleventh-
century Rinju gyogi chiki:

When one falls ill and approaches death, everything escapes one’s con-
trol.... The winds of dissolution move through one like sharp swords,
wracking one’s body and mind.... The eyes no longer discern color
and shape, the ears do not hear sound; one cannot move hands or
feet or exercise the organs of sense. Even someone who is expecting
this will find it hard to maintain right-mindfulness; all the more so,
those of feeble attainments! ... Good or evil recompense [in the life to
come] depends on one’s single thought at the last moment.... Those
who lose the advantage of this moment are very close to hell.>”

Read chronologically, medieval rinju gyogi texts suggest that, at
least by their compilers, the correct performance of the zenchishiki as
a deathbed ritual specialist gradually came to be seen as equally and
in fact even more important than that of the dying person in ensuring
that individual’s successful negotiation of the final moment and
achievement of birth in the Pure Land. Following Daochuo’s recom-
mendation, cited in O]'é yosha, that the practitioner should ‘“make a
pact in advance with three to five people of like conviction,” several
medieval rinjii gyogisho recommend the presence of three to five zen-
chishiki; some, such as Kakuban’s Ichigo taiyo himitsu shi or Ryochu’s
Kanbyo yojinsho, indicate a specific division of ritual and nursing tasks
among several such individuals. In general, the zenchishiki was responsi-
ble for the physical requirements of nursing and for exhorting the dy-
ing in a proper attitude, such as ‘‘loathing this defiled world and aspir-
ing to the Pure Land’ (onri edo gongu jodo) or maintaining their mental
focus in the face of physical pain. He—the zenchishiki was usually a
“he,” a point addressed below—was responsible for reading religious
texts to instruct the dying; for leading and maintaining the pitch and
rhythm of the chanting that, regardless of its content, was central to
virtually all deathbed practice; for interpreting the visions of the dying
and warding off malevolent influences, including possessing spirits; for
reading corporeal signs presaging the dying person’s postmortem fate,
and, if necessary, intervening ritually; and sometimes for conducting
postmortem rites. Let us touch here on a few of these aspects.

Later Heian- and Kamakura-period deathbed ritual texts suggest a
cumulative hands-on experience with nursing the sick and dying, not
seen in 0jo yoshu. Ryocha’s Kanbyo yojinsho is especially detailed on the
subject of nursing. Ryocht recommends that a schedule of watches be
set up and measured by burning incense, so that the chishiki may re-
lieve one another. They should not relax vigilance because the illness
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seems to improve; death can occur at any time. Thus until the very
end, a chishiki must not remove his eyes from the sick person even for
a moment. Even when off duty, he should rest in a place where he can
hear the patient’s breathing. At night, lamps should be lit so that the
dying person can see the Buddha image and so that the chishiki can
clearly observe the dying person’s countenance, for illness often wors-
ens at night. The dying should not be forced to get up to urinate or
defecate if unable to do so. In such cases, screens should be set up be-
tween the dying person and the Buddha image while the bedding is be-
ing changed. However, if death is imminent, such concerns should
be set aside. In addition, the dying person’s mouth should continually
be moistened with paper soaked in water, to facilitate his continued
nenbutsu chanting.”® Ryochi also advises on how to deal with fractious
and recalcitrant patients and with demands for inappropriate food,
such as fish. One should never ask the dying, ‘“Would you like any-
thing?’’ as such questions can arouse desire and distract their thoughts
from the Buddha. Conversation should be strictly curtailed and con-
cern only liberation from the cycle of birth and death.?®

But the chishiki was far more than a nurse. His chief responsibility
lay in helping the dying person to focus his or her thoughts so as to be
able achieve right-mindfulness at the end and thus birth in the Pure
Land. Texts after Genshin increasingly stress the gravity of this respon-
sibility. Tansha says:

As death approaches, one must depart from evil companions and seek
out a good friend (zenchishiki). Master Daoxuan says, ‘“The attendant
(kanbyonin) must never turn his back upon the sick person. Were he
to do so, then deluded thoughts would arise furiously and in most cases
destroy that person’s right concentration.”” Moreover, the holy teach-
ings expound, with regard to those persons [whose birth in the Pure
Land is not yet settled] that by following a sage one enters into wisdom,
and that by following a heretic, one enters into error. This is true
throughout the course of life; how much more so at its end!®°

Kakuban specifies that at least one of the chishiki in attendance should
“by all means be a person of wisdom, with aspiration for the way”’; the
sick person should think of the chishiki as the bodhisattva Kannon, who
will lead him to the Pure Land, while the chishik: ‘‘should sit close by
while observing his face and protect him by dwelling in the mind of
compassion.”’%! Ryochu writes, ‘“Were it not for the power of the chishi-
ki’s compassionate encouragement, how could the sole great matter
[of birth in the Pure Land] be fulfilled? Thus the sick person should
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think of the chishiki as the Buddha, while the chishiki should extend to
the sick person the compassion one has for one’s only child.”’62

Among the chishiki’s chief tasks was to lead the deathbed chanting,
to encourage right thoughts on the part of the dying person. Tanshu is
among the first to recommend repeatedly striking the ‘“‘chimes of im-
permanence’”’ (mujo no kei) to maintain rhythm. Kakuban recommends
chanting in harmony with the dying person; Ryocht urges that the nen-
butsu be chanted at a pitch neither too high nor too low but audible to
the dying person and in rhythm with his breathing, an admonition
often echoed in later deathbed ritual instructions.53

Yet however desirable it may have been thought to die with the
nenbutsu or other holy mantras on one’s lips, the harsh physiological
reality is that many people lapse into unconsciousness before they die.
What of dying persons who fall unconscious or become disoriented
and are thus unable to chant? To my knowledge, the first deathbed rit-
ual text explicitly to address this problem is Kakuban’s Ichigo taiyo hi-
mitsu shi. In such instances, Kakuban says, the chishiki are to observe
the dying person’s breathing carefully and match their breathing to
his, chanting the nenbutsu in unison on the outbreath, for a day, two
days, a week, or as long as necessary until death transpires. ‘“The rite
for persons on their deathbed always ends with the outbreath,” he
warns. ‘‘You should be ready for the last breath and chant [the nen-
butsu] together in unison.”” In this way the dying person can be freed
of sins and achieve the Pure Land, because the power of Amida’s orig-
inal vow must inevitably respond to the invocation of his name. More-
over, the chishiki are to visualize their nenbuisu, chanted on the out-
breath, as the six syllables Na-mo-A-mi-ta-buh in Sanskrit (Siddham)
letters, entering the dying person’s mouth with the inbreath, trans-
forming into six sun disks, and dispelling with their brilliance the dark-
ness of the obstructions of sins associated with the six sense faculties.®*

Here we see for the first time an explicit statement that, when the
dying person can no longer mentally focus or falls unconscious, re-
sponsibility for both chanting and visualization practice immediately
shifts to the chishiki, whose own actions at the deathbed then become
determinative of the dying person’s gjo. Kakuban reflects that the Con-
templation Sutra’s statement about sinful persons achieving the Pure
Land by meeting a ‘“‘good friend” at the time of death must refer to
just such cases. “‘If one could maintain right thoughts [at the last mo-
ment],” he says, “‘what need would there be for a chishiki? But when
wrong or [even merely] neutral thoughts appear, the chishiki can
[help the dying person and] save him from the suffering [that would
otherwise confront him] at that time.”’6>
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Kakuban’s emphasis on chanting on behalf of the dying until the
last breath would become a standard feature of subsequent instruc-
tions for deathbed practice.% Similar admonitions occur in Ryocha’s
Kanbyo yojinsho. Ryochu places immense responsibility on the chishiki
to encourage the dying person’s chanting of the nenbutsu as the *‘fore-
most essential’’; should that person become disoriented or lose con-
sciousness, the chishiki should make every effort to rouse him by recit-
ing gathas in a loud voice and admonishing, ‘“‘Don’t you realize that
these are your last moments?’”” But if the dying person can no longer
chant, the chishiki must chant for him; so long as the aural faculty is still
operative, simply hearing the nenbutsu alone will enable the dying to
reach the Pure Land. Ryochu urges that the kanbyo continue chanting
for two to four hours after the breath has ceased, all the while transfer-
ring the merit of their nenbutsu to the deceased person. ““By its virtue,”
he says, ‘‘he will achieve 0jo, even from the interim state (antarabhava,
chiu).’%7 In such passages, the beneficial influence of the chishiki’s
chanting is said to extend beyond the final moment into interim exis-
tence. At this point, deathbed practice begins to shade off into the
realm of postmortem rites.

Another important function of the chishiki was to ward off evil in-
fluences. On this subject, Ojo yoshi cites Shandao, who says only that
if the dying see images of painful punishment, those caring for them
should aid them in performing repentance until their sin is eradicated
and visions of Amida and his retinue instead appear. Later Japanese
deathbed ritual texts, however, greatly expand the chishiki’s responsi-
bilities in this area. For example, he may have to interpret deathbed
visions, which the dying themselves may not always recognize as inaus-
picious. This role of the chishiki is dramatized in an account from the
tale collection Hosshinshii (Tales of religious awakening), attributed to
Kamo no Chomei (1155-1216), in which a Aéjiri or holy man serving as
zenchishiki to a dying court lady guides her through a series of delusive
deathbed visions. While he is encouraging her to chant the nenbutsu,
she suddenly turns pale and appears terrified. ‘“What are you seeing?”’
he asks. “Frightful persons are arriving with a fiery carriage,” she re-
plies. This of course is a clear omen of descent into the hells. The hijiri
admonishes: “‘Firmly contemplate Amida Buddha’s original vow and
chant his name without slackening. By encountering a ‘good friend’
and saying the nenbutsu ten times [at the moment of death], even
someone who has committed the five perverse offenses can reach the
Pure Land. How much more is this true of someone [like yourself,]
who has never committed such a serious sin!”’ Prompted by his in-
struction, the lady resumes her chanting. After a time, she regains her
composure and appears delighted. Now she reports seeing a splendid
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carriage approaching, adorned with jewels and filled with heavenly
maidens playing music. The scripturally informed reader knows this,
too, for a disguise in which the guardians of hell approach dying evil-
doers, but the woman herself does not know it.68 ‘““You must not ride
that carriage,”” warns the hgiri. “‘Just continue to contemplate Amida
Buddha and believe that he will come welcome you.”” Later the woman
reports a vision of a dignified, black-robed monk who approaches her
and says, “‘Let’s go now. You don’t know the way, so I will guide you.”
“Don’t even think of following him,” says the Aijiri. ““On the way to
[the land of ] Utmost Bliss, one has no need of a guide. By entrusting
yourself to the Buddha’s compassionate vow, you will spontaneously ar-
rive in that realm.” Eventually, thanks to her zenchishiki’s guidance, the
woman is able to die chanting the nenbutsu, her mind calmly fixed on
the Buddha.®?

Such delusive visions could be due not only to the dying person’s
own past evil deeds, but to external malevolent influences. Kakuban
recommends that one chishiki, a person with long training and experi-
ence, should stand at the dying person’s head and continuously recite
the mantra of Fudoé My60, to ward off demonic attacks.”” From stories
in setsuwa or medieval tales, we know that the dying were thought
sometimes to fall victim to possessing spirits (mononoke), and the chi-
shiki then had to double as exorcist.”! The Kayashu advises that while
such spirits may deceive human eyes, they can readily be exposed by
the simple expedient of hanging up a mirror, because mononoke are
unaware of their own shadow.”? By the late Kamakura period, we find
clear evidence of a belief that malevolent influences can even mimic
the appearance of Amida Buddha himself, and detailed instructions
are provided for distinguishing genuine manifestations of the raigo
from deceptive ones. For example, unlike the Buddha in a true raigo
vision, a demonic apparition will not arrive riding on purple clouds.
The golden hue of its body will resemble the gilt of a painted image,
rather than the pellucid, all-pervading light emanating from Amida
himself. And a vision of the ‘“‘real’’” Amida will be visible with the eyes
open or shut, while a demonic apparition will not, and so on.”® One
can imagine that the content of a person’s deathbed visions, if known,
might easily prompt others to draw conclusions about that individual’s
postmortem fate. Perhaps for this reason, in a version of what today we
might call patient confidentiality, Ryochta warns: ‘““Whether they are
good or evil, a chishiki should never reveal these [deathbed visions] to
others.”7*

Karmic hindrances indicative of an unfortunate rebirth could
manifest at the time of death, not only as ominous visions but also as
corporeal signs. Kakuban’s instructions specify which esoteric rites the
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chishiki should perform and what mantras he should chant immedi-
ately after the person’s death, should that person have manifested
some physical sign presaging a descent into the lower realms. For ex-
ample, should the newly deceased have evinced any signs of falling
into the hells, Kakuban recommends that the zenchishiki act at once to
save that person by performing the Buddha Eye, Golden Wheel, Sho
Kannon, or Jizé rites; or by reciting the Rishukyo, the names of the
fifty-three buddhas, or the Jeweled Casket or Superlative dharani, or
the Mantra of Light; or by performing the Jeweled Pavilion (%0r0) rite
or reciting the ‘““Bodhisattva Preaching Verses’ chapter of the Flower
Ornament Sutra or the Lotus Suitra, and so forth. Here Kakuban cites
from the esoteric Chinese scripture Shouhu guojiezhu tuoluoni jing
(Satra of dharanis for protecting the nation and the ruler), which
gives fifteen signs that the dying will fall into the hells (such as crying
aloud with grief or choking with tears, urinating or defecating without
awareness, refusing to open the eyes, foul breath, lying face down, or
refusing to follow the zenchishiki’s instructions [!]); eight signs of falling
into the realm of hungry ghosts (such as burning with fever or suffer-
ing from continuous hunger or thirst); and five signs presaging a de-
scent into the bestial realm (such as contorting of the hands and feet,
foaming at the mouth, or sweating from the entire body)—all requir-
ing the chishiki's immediate ritual intervention.”

As noted above, the protocols of the Nijigo zanmai-e, which was
formed as an association of monks dedicated to helping one another
carry out disciplines leading to birth in the Pure Land, emphasize
both encouraging the deathbed practice of fellow members and, after
their death, performing on their behalf the ritual of the komyo shingon,
sprinkling the corpse with mantrically empowered sand.”® Kakuban’s
recommendations for ritual intervention to rescue the dying from the
lower realms—Ilike Ryocht’s directive that attendants should continue
chanting after the individual’s death to redirect that person’s wander-
ing spirit from the interim state to the Pure Land—similarly extended
the chishik?’s role past the moment of death into the postmortem
realm.

The thrust of medieval deathbed ritual instructions was increas-
ingly to construct the zenchishiki as a sort of deathbed specialist. With
him rested the ritual control of the final moment, with its brief window
onto the possibility of escape from samsaric suffering. Soteriological
control of one’s last moments could thus be safely entrusted to an ex-
pert who knew what he was doing. Over time, it is he, even more than
the dying person, who comes to be represented as ultimately responsi-
ble for that person’s success or failure in reaching the Pure Land. Thus
by the later Kamakura period, the compiler of Koyosha writes: “‘In most
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cases, the fact that people achieve their aspiration for the Pure Land is
due solely to the ability of the zenchishiki.”7"

Criticism of Deathbed Rites

Despite a growing interest during the medieval period in deathbed rit-
ual, not all Buddhists endorsed such practices. Occasionally, criticism
was raised, usually on doctrinal grounds. For example, the Shingon
monk Kakukai (1142-1223) suggests that, for Buddhists, who should
understand the emptiness and nonduality of all things, there is some-
thing improperly self-obsessed about fixing one’s aspirations on a par-
ticular postmortem destination:

When we calmly contemplate the arising and perishing of the dharmas,
we cannot be attached to [Maitreya’s] Heaven of Satisfaction, nor to
[Amida’s Pure Land of ] Utmost Bliss. ... If we simply purify the mind,
we shall feel no distress, even if we should assume the forms of such
[lowly] creatures as dragons and yaksas.... Our partiality for the hu-
man form and our bias against the strange forms of other creatures
are due to our lack of understanding. Regardless of transmigration,
we shall suffer no discomfort....”8

This position leads Kakukai to criticize the practice of relying on a zen-
chishiki in one’s last moments:

The circumstances of our final moments are by no means known to
others, and even good friends (zenchishiki) will be of no assistance.
Since one’s own and others’ minds are separate, even if they perform
the same contemplation, another’s thinking is likely to differ from
one’s own. And as for those whose thought differs from one’s own, it
would be better not to have them around [in one’s last moments].... I
think it is quite splendid to die as did the likes of [the recluse] Gochi-
bo, abiding in a correct state of mind with his final moments unknown
to any others.”

In his later years, Honen (1133-1212), founder of the exclusive
nenbutsu movement, also minimized the need for the presence of a zen-
chishiki. Where Kakukai had objected to the false discrimination and
lingering self-attachment implicit in attempts to control one’s last mo-
ments to soteric advantage, Honen saw reliance on the zenchishiki’'s as-
sistance as potentially undermining the devotee’s trust in the vow of
Amida and in the power of the nenbutsu that he or she had been chant-
ing even in ordinary times. In a letter to a daughter of the retired
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emperor Go-Shirakawa, declining to act as zenchishiki at her deathbed,
Honen admonished, ‘“You should abandon the thought of an ordinary
person (bonbu) as your good friend, and instead rely on the Buddha as
your zenchishiki. ... Who would [be so foolish as to] relax one’s reliance
on the Buddha and turn [instead] to a worthless, ordinary zenchishiki,
thinking slightingly of the nenbutsu one has chanted all along and pray-
ing only for right thoughts at the last moment? It would be a grave er-
ror!”’80 Honen did not reject the zenchishiki’s presence at the deathbed,
and at times even encouraged it, but did not see it as indispensable.
“Because of the nenbutsu that you have chanted all along, even with-
out a zenchishiki in your last hours, the Buddha will come to welcome
you.”’8! Such statements are consistent with Honen’s position that
birth in the Pure Land comes about through wholehearted reliance
on the ‘“‘other power” (tariki) of the Buddha Amida, rather than the
virtue of one’s own efforts (jiriki), and that only the nenbutsu is the
practice according with Amida’s original vow. Thus for Honen, while
the chanting of nenbutsu in one’s last moments remained vital, it was
understood as an extension of one’s ordinary practice and did not nec-
essarily require a zenchishiki’s ritual assistance. A more radical view was
taken by Honen’s disciple Shinran (1173-1262), who is often said to
have carried Honen’s emphasis on salvation solely through reliance
on Amida to its ultimate conclusion. Shinran understood the certainty
of salvation as occurring, not at the moment of death, when one would
achieve birth in the Pure Land, but at the moment when, casting off all
egoistic reliance on one’s own virtues and entrusting oneself wholly to
Amida, one is seized by the Buddha’s compassion, never to be let go,
and faith arises in one’s heart. This led him to reject the need for
deathbed practices altogether. “When faith is established, one’s attain-
ment of the Pure Land is also established; there is no need for death-
bed rituals to prepare one for Amida’s coming,” Shinran wrote. He
also said, ‘““Those whose faith is not yet established are the ones who
await Amida’s coming at the time of death.”’82

Criticism of deathbed ritual, like deathbed ritual itself, crossed sec-
tarian lines; critics were to be found both among established traditions
and new movements. These remained largely isolated objections and
did not harden into sectarian positions. For example, despite Honen’s
own admonitions against relying on a zenchishiki rather than Amida,
some of Honen’s immediate and second-generation disciples under-
stood the presence of a zenchishiki at the deathbed as absolutely essen-
tial. Bencho (a.k.a. Ben’a or Shoko, 1162-1238), the second patriarch
of the Pure Land sect, even wrote, ‘At the time of death, practitioners
of the exclusive nenbutsu (ikko) should make use of a zenchishiki. This
is what Honen Shénin instructed.””® And Bencho’s disciple Ryochu,
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as we have seen, was the author of the detailed deathbed instruction
manual Kanbyo yojinsho, emphasizing the importance of the zenchishiki
in one’s last hours. Despite occasional criticism from individuals in the
Kamakura period and later, formal deathbed practices, including the
employment of zenchishiki as ritual specialists, spread beyond monastic
and aristocratic circles to reach a wider social range.

Who Were the zenchishiki? Some Preliminary Findings

Genshin’s instructions for deathbed contemplation in Ojo yoshii assume
a monastic context; as we have seen, the sort of practices he recom-
mends were first formally instituted within the Nijago zanmai-e, a soci-
ety of renunicates. By the eleventh century, however, such practices
were being adopted in aristocratic circles, and court diaries sometimes
record the name of the cleric or adept summoned to act as zenchishiki
for a particular noble. Who were these monks who served as deathbed
attendants? Can we generalize in any way about their position in the
monastic world, or about the social location of those who sought their
services? While further research is needed, some tentative conclusions
may nonetheless be proposed.

Court diaries suggest that, while monks who held temple adminis-
trative positions or high rank in the Bureau of Monastic Affairs (S6go)
might occasionally perform deathbed rites for family members or aris-
tocratic patrons, those monks summoned repeatedly to perform this
service for court nobles tended not to be part of the ecclesiastical
hierarchy but were rather ascetics or semi-reclusive monks, some-
times based at bessho, literally ‘‘places apart,” retreats often affiliated
with leading monasteries but on their outskirts or in other locations
altogether. Referred to variously by such titles as Aéjire (‘“holy man’’),
shonin (“‘holy man’’), or ajari (esoteric master), these monks were
often nenbutsu practitioners and also skilled in esoteric rites; frequently
they seem to have enjoyed a reputation for exceptional ascetic prac-
tice, spiritual attainments, or thaumaturgical powers.®* Several such
adepts find mention, for example, in Gyokuyo, the diary of the regent
Kujo Kanezane (1149-1207). These include Honjo-b6 Tankyo (or
Honsh6-bo Tango, n.d.), of the Ohara bessho, who served as zenchishiki
at the deathbed of Kanezane’s elder sister, the former imperial consort
Kokamon’in.85 In 1185, when the Taira were defeated by the Mina-
moto, Tanky6 acted as zenchishiki to both Taira no Munemori and his
son Kiyomune, preaching to them before they were beheaded, an
episode poignantly related in Tale of the Heike.3% According to the his-
torical record Azuma kagami (Mirror of the East), it was reported that
“both took refuge in [Tankyo] Shonin’s preaching and gave up all
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thought of resentment, dwelling in aspiration for the Pure Land.”’87 In
this case, Tankyo as zenchishiki would have been responsible for ensur-
ing that these defeated Taira leaders did not depart this life bearing
grudges that could transform them into dangerous vengeful ghosts.
Tankyo also provided his ritual services at the death of retired emperor
Go-Shirakawa in 1192.88 Another example is the adept Chizen, a Lotus
Satra devotee ( jikyosha) also versed in the esoteric rites of Fudo My60,
who served as a ritualist to Kanezane and his family.8 In 1186, for ex-
ample, he prayed for Kanezane’s consort to recover from illness, using
the senju darani (dharani of the thousand-armed Kannon).® An ac-
complished mountain ascetic, he also made the Kumano pilgrimage on
Kanezane’s behalf on multiple occasions.?! Chizen served in 1176 as zen-
chishiki at the death of Kanezane’s father and was also summoned at
the death of his son.”? Still other examples include Asho-bo Inzei (or
Insai, n.d.), known as the “‘hiiri of Chorakuji,”” a temple in the Higa-
shiyama area, who attended the deathbed of the retired emperor Taka-
kura (d. 1181),%% and the esoteric adept and nenbutsu monk Butsugon,
who, like Chizen, served as preceptor, ritualist, and healer to Kane-
zane’s family. Butsugon acted as zenchishiki at the deathbed of Kane-
zane’s former wet-nurse, Mikushige-dono (d. 1171), and was among
the monks summoned when Kanezane’s son died suddenly, adminis-
tering the precepts to him posthumously.?*

As these examples suggest, monks who served the nobility as death-
bed zenchishiki tended to be the same individuals who also provided
them with prayers for safe childbirth and recovery from illness, who
conducted exorcisms, conferred the precepts, and carried out memo-
rial rites. In short, in court circles, by the end of the twelfth century,
attendance as zenchishiki at the deathbed had joined the many ritual
services that such monks typically performed for their highborn
clients.

In another pattern, also datable to around the twelfth century, we
find monks living in bessho or other mountain temples outside the cap-
ital who received dying patrons into their chapels, assisting their death-
bed rites and sometimes also performing their funeral and seeing to
the disposal of the body.?> In one gjoden account, shortly before his
death, the former governor of Shinano, Fujiwara no Nagakiyo (1031-
1096), speaks to his brother, the scholar-monk Gyoken, and announces
his intention to die in the lodging temple of a ‘‘meditation monk”
(zenso) of Sorinji, with whom he had made a prior arrangement to
this effect. This monk, he says, has also agreed to handle his burial.””96
Significantly, Nagakiyo turns for this purpose, not to his brother, a
scholar-monk following the clerical career track culminating in ap-
pointment to the Bureau of Monastic Affairs, but to a zenso or ‘“‘medita-
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tion monk.” Funaoka Makoto has identified such zenso as monks com-
mitted primarily to practice or ascetic disciplines (including but not
necessarily confined to ‘““meditation’’), as opposed to the elite gakuryo,
or scholar-monks. They were outside the status system of official mo-
nastic posts and appear to have overlapped the category of bessho hijiri,
or monks practicing at retreats affiliated with but outside the major
temples. Sorinji, where Nagakiyo went to die, is said to have been a bes-
sho belonging to the Tendai school and was located in Higashiyama,
near the charnel grounds on the eastern edge of the capital. Both
zenso and bessho hijiri also appear to have performed deathbed and fu-
nerary rites for a range of clients. It was because of pollution issues,
Funaoka argues, that monks such as these, rather than career-track
scholar-monks holding official clerical appointments, came to special-
ize in death-related ritual services, including deathbed practices and
funerals.”” Among those monks with aristocratic ties, the categories
of hijiri and scholar-monk occasionally overlapped; for example, the
adept Butsugon, mentioned above, was at one point the head of in-
struction (gakuto) for the Daidenboin cloister at the Shingon monas-
tery at Mt. Koya.?8 Nonetheless, Funaoka’s distinction is a helpful one.
Monks engaged in rites for nation protection had to observe the same
strictures of pollution avoidance observed in worship of the kami or lo-
cal deities, including an exorcistic period of purification (imi), usually
thirty days, following the performance of funerals or other contact with
death. Thus it was often monks outside the system of official temple
posts or the scholastic career track culminating in S6g6 appointments
who assumed the major responsibility for deathbed and funerary
ritual .9

Outside monastic settings, deathbed practices spread first among
the nobility. In particular, the more elaborate forms of deathbed rites,
involving multiple ritual specialists, were probably confined to elite
circles. To have had three or four zenchishiki in attendance—as Kaku-
ban recommends—for ‘‘a day, two days, a week, or as long as necessary
until death transpires’ would have required considerable financial
outlay. Koyoshu addresses the economics of such arrangements, where
it says, “The presence of appropriate persons should be arranged in
advance, and they should always be given donations and treated cour-
teously, in recompense for their assistance at the time of death.”’100
Clearly, this would have been beyond the means of many people.
Nonetheless, if we go by the evidence of ojoden and setsuwa, even per-
sons of very low status occasionally appear to have engaged in simple
forms of ritualized deathbed practice, assisted by a zenchishiki. The
early Kamakura-period tale collection Senjisho, for example, tells of a
lowly monk of Sagami who tends to a destitute widow when she falls
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ill. He begs for money and food for her care and teaches her to chant
the nenbutsu, thus presumably enabling her to achieve 9jo.!0!

As Imai Masaharu has noted, by the mid-Kakamura period, high-
ranking warriors had begun to adopt formal deathbed ritual as part of
a broader appropriation of aristocratic culture.'92 Yoshitoki (d. 1224),
the second Hoj6 regent, had at his deathbed the assistance of a zen-
chishiki identified as Tango Risshi, who encouraged him in chanting
the nenbutsu.'°3 However, warrior appropriation of deathbed practices
and the rhetoric surrounding them also exacerbated fears about the
karmic hindrances of warriors as ‘“‘evil men’’ (akunin). Jonathan Todd
Brown has shed light on how Ta’amidabutsu Shinkyo (1237-1319),
successor to Ippen as leader of the Jishu, skillfully secured this fledg-
ling movement an institutional base among the bushi of the eastern
provinces by emphasizing how hard it is for those professionally en-
gaged in the sin of killing to reach the Pure Land, and thus the im-
mense benefits to be gained by any warrior who supported a local
Jishu practice hall, thus ensuring himself the presence of a chishiki in
his last hours.1%4 In time of armed conflict, warriors also had to be con-
cerned about the dangers of being struck down on the battlefield by
swords or arrows with no chance to think of the Buddha or to invoke
his name. This led, in later medieval times, to the institution of ‘‘camp
priests”’ (jinso), who accompanied their warrior patrons to the battle-
field and, in advance of the fighting, literally ‘‘conferred [on them]
the ten nenbutsu.”’ This meant chanting *‘Namu Amida butsw’’ ten times
on a single outbreath—that is, a performance of an ideal death that
was ritually conferred by the monk on his patron in a truncated but
nonetheless obvious extension of the zenchishiki’s deathbed role.!05

Was the zenchishiki necessarily a monk? Most commonly, yes, and
especially where specialized prayer rites were sought, such as those
stipulated by Kakuban to save a dying or newly deceased person from
the evil realms, the services of a learned cleric or adept would have
been required. But lay people may in some cases have played a role.
Koyoshui observes that ‘it is undesirable to have a lot of people around
[at the deathbed] who are without understanding. Even if those pres-
ent are monks, if they lack understanding and mill about, it will not be
good. But even lay people should not be excluded if they understand
what to do.”’'% Outside monastic communities, where the dying per-
son was a well-to-do lay patron, it seems probable that other lay persons
may have assisted the zenchishiki in a nursing capacity, even if they did
not have major ritual responsibilities. It is also possible that, within me-
dieval nenbutsu associations (kessha) that included lay followers, lay peo-
ple may have encouraged one another’s nenbutsu chanting in their last
hours, although determining this would require further research. To
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what extent women may have served as zenchishiki at the deathbed
also requires further investigation. Medieval rinji gyogi texts do not ad-
dress this issue explicitly but often presume a male viewpoint, such as
Ryocht’s Kanbyo yojinsho, which admonishes, ‘“‘Apart from two or three
chishiki and nurses (kanbyo), others should not be permitted access [to
the dying person], whether they are intimates or strangers. Above all,
his wife and children should not be allowed to approach.”!7 Here
the issue is not the fitness of women to serve as zenchishiki but the
need to avoid arousing thoughts of attachment in the dying person.
In literary sources it is almost always women who are represented as
hindering the deathbed contemplations of men, and not the other
way around.!%® Nonetheless, a few scattered references in premodern
sources show that women occasionally assisted ritually at the deathbed.
Following the death of his consort in 1002, the courtier Fujiwara no Yu-
kinari recorded in his diary that she had been attended in her last
hours by himself and by the nun Shakuju, with whom she had a prior
agreement.!% Nishiguchi Junko has noted an instance in which two
Jisht nuns in Kyoto, Kyobutsu-bo and Gyoichi-bo, served in 1345 as zen-
chishiki at the deathbed of Zenni Kenshin, the widow of Nakabara Mo-
rosuke; these nuns may originally have been members of the Nakabara
house, which would suggest that nuns may have assisted female family
members in this capacity.!1? By the early modern period, however, we
find explicit prescriptions against women serving in the zenchishiki role.
A manual for deathbed practice by the eighteenth-century monk Jika
(a.k.a. Shoken, 1646-1719), reads, ““If he has the bodhi mind, anyone
who can be of aid to the sick person should be permitted and em-
ployed [to serve as zenchishiki], even a man’s own son. But a woman,
even if she has faith, should never be so employed. This is because
she is the source of the impurity of birth.”!'! Such admonitions
are not uncommon in rinju gyogi texts of Jikd’s time and would seem
to reflect increased fears about the polluting nature of female bio-
logical processes that emerged in the late medieval and early mod-
ern periods, as discussed in Hank Glassman’s essay, Chapter 5 in this
volume.!?

Ojo yoshu and other Heian-period instructions for deathbed prac-
tice are written in Sino-Japanese (kanbun). But beginning with Ryo-
cht’s Kanbyo yojinsho in the latter Kamakura period, such deathbed
manuals tend increasingly to be written in the more accessible Japa-
nese kana majirc bun. Koyoshu cites passages from Chinese scripture
and then immediately explains their meaning in Japanese, suggesting
that its instructions were addressed to less highly educated ritualists
than were earlier manuals of this kind. In the Tokugawa or early
modern period (1603-1868), as described in Chapter 6, by Duncan
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Williams, Buddhist temples were incorporated into the shogunal appa-
ratus of social control, and families were required to affiliate with a
local Buddhist temple that performed their funerals and memorial
rites and also often housed their family graves. At this time, deathbed
practices seem to have joined the standard repertoire of death-related
practices that came to constitute the major social role, and economic
base, of Buddhist temples. For example, a diary kept by the priest An-
kokuin Nichiko (1626—-1698) of the Nichiren sect contains such entries
as: “‘Having heard that [our parishioner] Kinmaro’s present illness
had suddenly worsened, I sent my disciple Heiroku Mon’ya to encour-
age him in the essentials for practice at the time of death, and at the
earnest request [of his family], I inscribed a honzon [object of wor-
ship; in this case, the calligraphic mandala of the Nichiren sect] to be
placed in the coffin.””!!3 Early modern gjoden, revived as a genre follow-
ing the publication in printed editions of their Heian precursors, also
suggest that deathbed ritual, along with funerals and mortuary rites,
may have become one of the standard ritual services provided by local
temples. The devout men and women of these early modern hagiogra-
phies are frequently depicted as having the assistance of a priest or
spiritual adviser in their last hours.!!'* By this point, however, the zen-
chishik?’s role was no longer performed chiefly by Aijiri or other semi-
reclusive adepts but had become a routine religious activity of village
priests.

In Conclusion: A Note on Early Modern Instructions
for Deathbed Practice

As deathbed practices joined the standard repertoire of ritual services
offered by local priests to their parishioners in the Tokugawa period,
one notes also a corresponding routinization in the performance of
these practices. Early modern rinju gyogi texts cite extensively from
their medieval precursors but contain few innovations in the treatment
of the dying per se; on the whole, they seem much less concerned than
earlier works of this kind with the details of how to fend off demonic
influences, interpret deathbed visions, or accurately gauge the mo-
ment of the last breath. This may hint indirectly at shifts in the funer-
ary practice of this era, whose development in S6t6 Zen is discussed by
Williams in Chapter 6 in this volume. The early modern Buddhist fu-
neral was understood not merely as transferring merit to the deceased
to aid that person in the next life, but as actually effecting his or her
enlightenment or birth in the Pure Land. Since the funeral proper
had assumed such overriding soteriological importance and would in
most cases be performed by the same priest who acted as zenchishiki at
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the time of death, there may no longer have been the same perceived
need to assess continually the portents manifested during the death-
bed rite.

What does stand out as new in these early modern rinji gyogisho is
a heightened attention to the treatment of the body after death and
its preparation for burial, something rarely addressed in medieval
deathbed ritual texts. This too may reflect shifts in Tokugawa Buddhist
funerary practice. Premodern funerary rites—except for rituals ac-
companying cremation or the installation of remains—were usually
conducted without the body of the deceased being present, but in
the early modern funeral, the corpse held a position of central ritual
focus.!'® Tokugawa-period rinju gyogi texts often warn, for example,
against touching the body while it is still warm (considered a sign that
consciousness is still present), which is said to cause intolerable pain.
To place a corpse while still warm in the coffin is equivalent to murder.
Chiyo migusa, a seventeenth-century text of deathbed instructions in
the Nichiren sect, strictly admonishes against touching the body for
ten to twelve hours after death. *“‘After twelve hours, you may wash
[the body] and place it in the coffin.”’!16 The Shingon monk Joka
(1693-1775) recommends forty-eight hours as the proper period to
wait before encoffining. Like the authors of other Tokugawa-period
deathbed instructions, Joku strictly enjoins against bending the limbs
of a newly dead person to facilitate burial; instead, pouring a small
amount of mantrically empowered sand into the mouth or on the
chest of the corpse will prevent rigor mortis.!!” These admonitions
are echoed by the Pure Land monk Jika, mentioned above, who also
comments on the sin of preparing a body for burial while it is still
warm. “‘If the body’s warmth has not yet dissipated, that means the
alaya consciousness has not departed. When you hurt the body [before
consciousness has departed,] that becomes the karma of taking life.
And if it is your parent, you commit the sin of killing a parent. This is
absolutely to be avoided.””!!® Jika additionally voices opposition to a
number of mortuary practices current in his day, such as use of the
kyo katabira, a robe for wrapping the body on which satras, mantras, or
other holy texts have been inscribed, or placing the body before the
Buddhist altar prior to burial as though it were an offering. The corpse
should be screened from the altar because of its impurity.!!® Kaen
(1693-1780), also of the Pure Land sect, additionally criticizes the con-
temporary practice of arranging the corpse in a formal pose to sug-
gest an ideal death: ‘““What value is there in placing the body [in the
nirvana position] with the head to the north and facing west? Some
people have the hands of the deceased hold a cord or banner [tied to
the hand of the buddha image], even after the spirit has departed.
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This is like closing the gates after the robbers have left. And as for mak-
ing the deceased hold a rosary: a rosary is a Buddhist implement for
counting the nenbutsu [recited by living practitioners]. What merit is
there in having a corpse hold one?”’!20 Kaen’s criticisms not only re-
flect the attention paid to the body in Tokugawa-period rinji gyogi texts
but also suggest that specific bodily postures originally recommended
as proper conduct for the dying (such as facing west or holding a ro-
sary) were being transposed to the postmortem arrangement of the
corpse.

As described in Ojo yoshii, deathbed practice is a contemplation
performed by dying persons to focus their last thoughts and thus
achieve birth in the Pure Land, forever escaping the cycle of samsaric
rebirth. For Genshin, the dying are the primary agents of their own lib-
eration: the attendants’ responsibility is merely one of encouragement.
Sustaining ‘‘right thoughts at the last moment,” however, is an ex-
tremely demanding goal, even for those trained in meditation; proper
mental focus at the time of death could all too easily be subverted by
physical pain; by fears, regrets, and emotional attachments; or by loss
of consciousness. Especially as deathbed rites spread outside monastic
circles and began to be performed as a religious service for lay persons,
the role of the zenchishiki began to shift from an ancillary one to that of
primary ritualist, a shift that, over time, increasingly strengthened the
continuity between deathbed practice and funerary rites. In the devel-
opment of instructions for deathbed practice from Ojo yoshu in the late
tenth century up through early modern times, one can trace a gradual
process in which attempts to positively affect one’s postmortem state
by ritual means shifted first from the dying individual’s own practice
to the actions of the zenchishiki, and then from the salvific power of
deathbed practice to increasing emphasis on that of funerary and mor-
tuary rites. Although not all monks of the Heian and Kamakura peri-
ods routinely engaged in such activities, the emergence of the zenchi-
shiki as a deathbed specialist represents a significant step in the larger
process by which Buddhist monks came to dominate the performance
of death-related practices.
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Beyond Death and the Afterlife

Considering Relic Veneration in Medieval Japan

BriAN O. RUPPERT

ALTHOUGH THE CULT of the saints in medieval Christianity is better
known in the West, Buddhists likewise had their own saints.! Early Bud-
dhism featured arhats ( Jpn. rakan), who trod the eightfold path in the
footsteps of the historical Buddha, Sakyamuni. Arhats, like the saints of
Christian traditions, left bodily relics. However, while early Buddhists
venerated the relics and reliquaries of arhats, their relic worship most
commonly focused on the remains of the historical Buddha. In later,
Mahayana Buddhist traditions, the remains of the Mahayana saints, or
bodhisattvas, were also venerated, yet here, too, the worship of the
Buddha’s relics remained paradigmatic. Indeed, to understand relic
veneration in the Mahayana, we must understand its connection to
the bodhisattva career of Sakyamuni in his previous lives.?

In this study we will consider Buddhist relic veneration in Japan’s
early medieval era (about the late tenth through the fourteenth cen-
turies). By examining relic veneration in this period, we can gain ac-
cess to a world of ritual practice that directly intersected with concerns
for the afterlife. We will consider how texts depicting Japanese relic
veneration evoke not only ritual associations of relics with death and
other worlds but also the topoi or themes in Buddhist traditions link-
ing stories of earlier lives of Sakyamuni Buddha, the ritual act of relic
veneration, and belief that the merit of such action will accrue to both
the sponsor(s) of the rite and those for whom their prayers have been
offered, namely, the deceased. Analysis of this thematic complex will
enable us to better understand the relationships between the living
and the dead in premodern Japan.

I would like to argue that Japanese of the early and medieval eras
reimagined the afterlife and refigured mortuary practice precisely
through such appropriation. Stories concerning the bodhisattva career
of Sakyamuni and the struggle over his remains at the time of his
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death; the legends surrounding the great faith and actions of the In-
dian King ASoka, famed for erecting relic stipas; and the depictions
of relic veneration by Buddhist believers throughout Asia constituted
a narrative nexus that would be mimetically reenacted by Japanese
Buddhists in ritual patterns long known throughout the Buddhist
world. Believers in early and medieval Japan often coveted relics and
appropriated them in negotiating power relations.® In so doing, they
drew upon discursive practices that linked the stories of Sakyamuni’s
past actions of self-sacrifice as a bodhisattva, his relics, legends, pilgrim-
age narratives, and other representations of relic worship.* However,
their appropriations of this thematic complex rested implicitly on the
inseparable relationship between these topoi and Buddhist concerns
about death and the afterlife.

Relic veneration and its symbolism formed a ground of possibility
for discursive practices and related imperatives to make or transfer
merit toward a better afterlife, whether for oneself or for a loved one.
The appropriation in the Japanese isles of a pan-Buddhist thematic
complex involving relics, merit, and sacrifice opened new modes for
conceiving of the afterlife and mortuary practice. Moreover, as we will
see, the wealth of hitherto unexamined primary sources on this topic
makes clear how relic veneration and its presumed connections to the
afterlife were appropriated by those in sundry social groups in related
ways—yet for ends that varied, sometimes dramatically, according to
context. Fundamentally, however, relic veneration enabled people of
Japan’s early and medieval eras to find permanence in Buddhism—
permanence beyond the instability (mujo) of both sentient existence
and the grave, tangible in the remains of the Buddha himself.

The Jatakas, Relics, and Self-Sacrifice in Early Japan

Early Buddhist traditions told numerous stories of the historical Bud-
dha’s earlier lives (Skt. jataka, Jpn. honji) as a bodhisattva, in which he
exemplified the perfection of giving through his offerings, not only
of wealth, but ultimately of his own body through self-sacrifice. These
actions are depicted especially in carvings on early stipa reliquaries.
Transitional scriptures associated with the emergence of the Mahaya-
na also depict similar themes, such as acts of extreme giving on the
part of bodhisattvas and their transfer of the resulting merit to be-
lievers. Many of these traditions, which began to develop in the early
centuries BCE, depicted the bodhisattva, as do the Jatakas, as one who
gives exhaustively to others, often with the added element that he
undertakes the bodhisattva path in lifetime after lifetime for the sake
of the salvation of the world.
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The bodhisattvas depicted in the Mahayana suitras are often figures
different than the person who became the historical Buddha. The Lotus
Satra (Skt. Saddharma-pundarka-sutra, Jpn. Myohorengekyo or Hokekyo)
describes how Bodhisattva Medicine King, in a prior existence as Bo-
dhisattva Beheld with Joy by All Living Beings, engaged in the highest
form of self-sacrifice in the presence of both a buddha and stapas con-
taining buddha relics. According to the sutra, this bodhisattva wrapped
himself in jewels and burned his body in offering to the Buddha Pure
and Bright Excellence of Sun and Moon. In recounting this act, Sakya-
muni Buddha praises it as the greatest of gifts: ‘‘Even were one to give
realm and city, wife and children, it would still not equal [this gift].”
Afterwards, the Buddha Pure and Bright Excellence of Sun and Moon
entrusts the dharma, the Buddhist community, the world, and his own
relics to the bodhisattva, enjoining him to distribute the relics in sev-
eral thousand stapas, for which he should arrange offerings.> Beheld
with Joy by All Living Beings now constructs 84,000 stapas, but he is
still not satisfied with a sacrifice of alienable possessions on behalf of
Buddhism. Evoking the theme of absolute giving, depicted prototypi-
cally by the Vessantara-jataka, he says to himself, “Though I have made
this offering, at heart I am still not satisfied. I will now make still fur-
ther offerings to the relics.”” He proceeds to burn his arm in front of
the 84,000 stapas, continuing the offering for thousands of years, with
great benefit to sentient beings.® Inspired by such stories, Chinese
Buddhists, both clerical and lay, later followed the patterns of offering
and veneration established by Indian Buddhists since the era of Asoka.
Rulers and other lay Buddhists also evidently believed that construct-
ing reliquaries and venerating relics would enable them to accumulate
merit, which could then be transferred to others. Rulers sacrificed
themselves by giving themselves up to the sangha for ransom, while
others gave of their possessions or even sacrificed their own bodies
like the bodhisattva depicted in the Lotus Sutra. This of course should
not surprise us, since the Chinese (and Japanese) inherited from In-
dian Buddhism not only narratives of bodhisattvas’ self-sacrifice but
also, as Mark Blum notes in Chapter 4 in this volume, an ‘‘ambivalence
in Indian Buddhist doctrinal sources about self-mutilation and sui-
cide,” accompanied as well by Chinese (and Japanese) ‘“‘monastic tra-
ditions valorizing suicide.””” Indeed, while the clerical community prof-
ited through the gifts of the faithful, some of their own went so far as
to offer bodily parts in veneration of relics.

How and when were such narratives incorporated into Japanese
Buddhism? Buddhist literary influences that promoted worshipping
relics and building stapas were introduced quite early; moreover, Japa-
nese Buddhist practices of venerating relics and constructing reli-
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quaries were undertaken with knowledge of the topoi discussed above.
That is, members of the Japanese aristocracy, if not of the larger pop-
ulation, were aware of the connection between such narratives and the
veneration of relics and directed such practices toward the accumula-
tion of merit, typically, to transfer merit to the dead.

First, the tales of Sakyamuni’s former lives provided literary inspi-
ration for the building of stipas. Early evidence of their influence in
Japan can be seen in their pictorial representation on the miniature
shrine (Tamamushi no zushi) constructed at Horyaji in the second half
of the seventh century, which also depicts the worship of relics. The
specific stories represented were those of the prince Mahasattva (Sakya-
muni in a previous life), who offered his body to a hungry tigress, and
of a Brahman ascetic cultivating bodhisattva practice in the Himalayas
(also a past incarnation of Sakyamuni), who offered his body to a de-
mon in exchange for a Buddhist teaching. Both episodes are discussed
in some detail in Blum’s chapter.®

The late tenth-century Sanbo ekotoba (The three jewels) also indi-
cates the extent to which members of the imperial court knew of the
thematic and ritual connections between these tales of the Buddha’s
former lives and other literature concerning relic worship and sttpa
construction. This collection of Buddhist tales and accounts of major
Buddhist ceremonies was compiled in 984 by Minamoto no Tamenori
(c. 941-1011), provisional governor of Mikawa province and great-
great-grandson of Emperor Koko (r. 884-887), for the edification of
the recently tonsured princess Sonshi. In it, Tamenori relates a series
of Jataka related to relic veneration, but we can focus on a few that spe-
cifically depict acts of memorializing relics through enshrining them in
reliquaries. For example, one story tells of a lion who, as a previous in-
carnation of Sﬁkyamuni, gives up his life to a hunter; after this a king,
later to be born as Maitreya Bodhisattva, gathers the bones and en-
shrines them in a stapa (#0).° The tale of the sacrifice of Prince Maha-
sattva to a hungry tigress is also recounted; his parents, the king and
queen, are represented as taking the bones of the prince, who will be
reborn as Sakyamuni, and enshrining them in a stapa (sotoba).'”

In each case, the remains of the Bodhisattva who has sacrificed
himself—and who will later be born as Sakyamuni—are the object,
not only of concern, but also of deposit as relics in reliquaries. Vener-
ation at such a site, by implication, enables believers to requite their
indebtedness to the Bodhisattva for the gift of his body by memorializ-
ing his sacrifice. Here, we understand that Japanese aristocrats demon-
strated in aesthetic forms such as the seventh-century Tamamushi no
zushi and the tenth-century Sanbo ekotoba their knowledge of the nar-
rative and ritual nexus linking relic veneration with the effort to
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memorialize the sacrifices made by the Buddha during his career as
a bodhisattva.

Moreover, the connection between indebtedness to Sakyamuni
and the memorialization of his death and parinirvana via the worship
of his remains is reinforced in the section of Sanbo ekotoba on the an-
nual relics assembly (shari-¢) conducted at Enryakuji on Mt. Hiei, the
center of Tendai Buddhism, located in the mountains on the edge of
Heian-kyo (Kyoto). Tamenori’s account focuses on the relics that the
Tendai monk Ennin (794-864) acquired on his journey to China and
quotes Sakyamuni as emphasizing that offerings made to buddha relics
yield the same merit and benefit as offerings made to the living Bud-
dha. Here, the Buddha, who is described as being eternal and void in
his person, is said to have left his bones out of compassion for sentient
beings. That is, he allows his indestructible body to be broken into
pieces in order that beings may plant ‘‘good roots’ (zenkon) through
the act of venerating them—this in spite of the temporal distance
from the smoke rising out of Sakyamuni’s ashes.!!

How, in practice, did early Japanese Buddhists venerate relics in
connection with death and the afterlife? Initially, in any consideration
of the relationship between relic veneration and death practices in
early Japan, one inevitably notices the one million miniature sttipas
(hyakumanto) commissioned by the empress Shotoku (r. 749-758,
764-770) to be offered in sets of 100,000 to each of the ten major tem-
ples of Nara and Naniwa (present-day Osaka): Daianji, Gangoji, Kofu-
kuji, Yakushiji, Todaiji, Saidaiji, Horytji, Gufukuji, Shitennoji, and Su-
fukuji. In describing the offering of these miniature three-story stupas
in 770, Shoku Nihongi, second of the six governmental histories, depicts
the context in which Shotoku decided to have them constructed.!?
The text records that the construction was undertaken in fulfillment
of a vow she made in 764 after the subjugation of the rebel Fujiwara
no Nakamaro and his cohorts. Apparently it was also conducted in
part as an act of repentance for the destruction of lives during the sub-
jugation. In this case, written magical spells (Skt. dharani, Jpn. darani)
were enshrined in the stupas rather than relics as such, reminiscent of
the practice of enshrining sutras in the stupas of temples in the koku-
bunji or provincial monastery system.!® The empress and those around
her probably believed that such enshrinement would evoke this associ-
ation, with its implication of the centrality of imperial power, on the
part of those who received her offerings.

Specific rituals employing relics also emerged, appropriating the
perceived powers of relics to deal with crises or dangerous junctures
such as death, drought, or the turn of the year, as well as for positive
purposes such as the production of karmic merit. Initially, rituals
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closely related to relics were those involving cremation and the burial
practices of the imperial family. The first recorded cremation in Japan
took place in the beginning of the eighth century. Dosho (629-700), a
Hoss6 monk who had received relics from the Chinese monk Xuan-
zang (Jpn. Genjo, 602-664), was cremated upon his death.!* Dosho
was also the teacher of Gyoki (668-749), the famous monk who would
later be referred to generally as bosatsu (Skt. bodhisattva) because of
his reputed deeds on behalf of the populace. Indeed, the inscription
on the vessel in which Gyoki’s bones were deposited referred to them
as “‘relics’ (shari; Skt. Sarira) and stated that the goal of his disciples
was to place the relics in a “‘jeweled stapa’ (taho no t6 = tahoto) —
suggesting that cremated remains as such were sometimes referred to
as “‘relics.”’15

It would seem, however, that the term shari at this early juncture
referred only to remains of the Buddha or to someone of extremely
exalted status, as in the case of Gyoki. One scholar, who has noted the
discovery of a human tooth, together with a pearl, mirrors, swords, and
jewels inside the knee of the great Buddha image at To6daiji, claims
that the placement of the tooth inside the figure suggests its status as
a relic; indeed, the tooth may have been that of Emperor Shomu.'6
Moreover, a text that describes the enshrinement of the remains of
Prince Sawara (d. 785)—whose angry spirit became an object of such
great concern that he was placated by being posthumously given the
title of emperor (fenno)—refers to his bones at one point as shari.!”

Given the motifs indicated by the Tamamushi no zushi and Sanbo
ekotoba, it is clear that the topoi outlined above had become influential
by the late tenth century. By that time, concepts of death and the after-
life in general were shifting in aristocratic society. Although multiple
stapas had been constructed as early as the 760s to memorialize those
dead who had fallen in war, from the tenth century on, anxiety over
the possible transformation of such dead into vengeful spirits (onryo)
led to increased construction of stapa reliquaries. In other words, the
construction of stapas, as well as the mortuary practices conducted at
them, offered a means to cope with increasing worries about problems
such as those raised by the vengeful spirit of the exiled Sugawara no
Michizane (845-903). The classic narrative representation of the con-
struction of multiple stapas to settle Michizane’s spirit is the legend
of the monk Nichizo (905-985) and his journey to the afterlife. While
touring the hells, Nichizé was reputedly told by the deceased Emperor
Daigo, suffering there, to save him from his plight by telling the chan-
cellor Fujiwara no Tadahira to construct a myriad reliquaries, thereby
quieting the ghost of Michizane, whom Daigo had harmed in life.!8
The narrative, which may date from as early as the tenth century,
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presents stiipa construction and, by implication, stipa veneration, as
a form of Buddhist memorialization capable of resolving the plight of
those suffering in the afterlife.

In this context, relics and stapas in early Japan came to be increas-
ingly associated with mortuary and funerary practices. Constructing
reliquaries had already been associated with efforts akin to those of
King Asoka, who according to legend established 84,000 buddha-relic
stipas to requite his debt to the Buddha and also to atone for the sin
of killing large numbers of opponents in war. Now stiipas were also
appropriated for familial mortuary practice. From the late tenth cen-
tury if not earlier, prominent aristocrats such as Fujiwara no Sanesuke
(957-1046) recorded their erection of stapas specifically on behalf of
deceased family members or loved ones.!?

Relics, the Lotus Sitra, and the Pure Land

Associations between relics, death, and the afterlife were thus estab-
lished at an early date. During Japan’s Heian period (794-1185), these
associations were becoming increasingly linked to growing aspirations
for birth after death in a pure land or other forms of postmortem lib-
eration. We find this, for example, in tale literature. The tale collec-
tion Hokke genki (Record of marvels [attributable to faith in] the Lotus
[Satra], a.k.a. Dainthon Hokekyo kenki), compiled by the Tendai monk
Chingen (fl. 1040-1044), connects the appearance of relics with faith
in the Lotus Satra and with the practice of self-sacrifice performed in
mimetic re-enactment of scenes from the sttra. The story of the lay be-
liever known as Old Master (okina wajo) depicts his unwavering faith in
the satra but also describes him as requesting a sign that he will attain
bodhi or enlightened wisdom after death; upon his reciting the satra, a
tooth falls from his mouth onto the sutra text, and he realizes it is re-
ally a buddha-relic grain (busshari ichiry). Later, confident of his salva-
tion, Old Master dies in reclusion while reciting a line from the Lotus
Satra’s ‘‘Fathoming the Lifespan of the Tathagata’ chapter (‘‘Nyorai
juryobon’’).20

The story of an anonymous monk of Satsuma, an upholder (jikyo-
sha) of the Lotus Sutra, depicts his effort to purify his meritorious prac-
tice aimed at achieving birth in the Pure Land. His efforts culminate
in his self<immolation, which the narrative describes as no different
from that of the bodhisattva Beheld with Joy by All Living Beings, de-
scribed in the Lotus Sutra and discussed above, who immolated himself
in the presence of a buddha-relic stﬁpa.21 Indeed, three days after the
monk’s self-sacrifice, his disciples find a large quantity of buddha
relics, indicating the monk’s piety and mysterious association with the
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bodhisattva while at the same time illustrating the thematic association
of self-sacrifice with the worship and acquisition of relics. The tale also
metonymically draws together relics and Pure Land practice, perhaps
suggesting that actions evoking the topos of relics also contribute to at-
taining birth in Amida’s realm.

A growing connection between relic veneration and the promise
of birth in the Pure Land is perhaps best expressed by Miyoshi no Ta-
meyasu (1049-1139) in his preface to his large collection Shui ojoden
(Gleanings of accounts of those born in the Pure Land). Tameyasu
himself went to Shitennoji temple, where he chanted one million nen-
butsu and venerated the buddha relics there. At the time, he made a
vow to be born in the Pure Land and prayed that, if he were in fact to
attain birth there, buddha relics would appear before him as a sign:
sure enough, after his repetition three times of the vow, three grains
of buddha relics manifested before him.?2 Important for our purposes
here is the fact that Tameyasu’s faith in the vow was justified through
the relics’ manifestation, just as happened in the story of Old Master
noted above. This indicates that Tameyasu and, presumably, others
like him bred among the rural aristocracy—Tameyasu came originally
from Etchu (present-day Toyama prefecture)—saw a connection be-
tween the manifestation of relics and verification of birth in the Pure
Land. The same was undoubtedly true of aristocrats in the capital as
well.

Along similar lines, the monk Ungaku (d. 1143) is depicted in Fu-
jiwara no Munetomo’s 1151 compilation Honcho shinshu ojoden (New
collection of hagiographies of those born in the Pure Land) as a
monk of the Shingon temple Daigoji who resolves to help expound
the Buddhist dharma in the present dark age, more than 2,000 years
since the passing of Sﬁkyamuni, by copying the Buddhist canon in
2,000 fascicles over the course of thirty years. Calling his cohorts to-
gether, Ungaku tells them his life will soon end and, after exhorting
them to chant the Sonsho darani as well as the jewel name of Amida
on his behalf, dies while sitting in front of buddha relics, contemplat-
ing Amida and forming with his hands Amida’s samadhi mudra.??

The notion that veneration of buddha relics could lead to birth
in the Pure Land was also incorporated into Japanese commentaries
such as the iconographic manual Kakuzensho compiled by the Shingon
monk Kakuzen (1143-c. 1213). Kakuzen devoted a section of his chap-
ter on relics to arguing that venerating relics and stipas serves as a
means for achieving birth in the Pure Land. Moreover, he also included
a section of scriptural quotes claiming that such veneration would
also guarantee birth in the future Buddha Maitreya’s Tusita Heaven;
in another section he quoted other scriptures and commentaries
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guaranteeing birth in a variety of heavenly realms, such as the Heaven
of Thirty-three (Skt. Trayastrimsa, Jpn. Toriten).2*

The variety of works and genres represented here indicates that
the thematic nexus connecting relics and the afterlife was prominent
in writings associated with the major traditions of the so-called kenmitsu
(exoteric-esoteric) Buddhist establishment, as well as in those pro-
duced by both rural and urban aristocratic believers. By the medieval
era, the topoi concerning relics thus seem to have spanned literary
productions throughout the Japanese Buddhist community.

From the mid-Heian era on, funerary and mortuary practice, as
well as rites conducted for purposes of a better afterlife, increasingly
featured the veneration of buddha relics. Although we will examine
such practices in greater detail below, here we can briefly take note
of their character and institutional connections with temples of the
day. Postmortem welfare was one aim of the popular relic assemblies
(shari-e, shariko), first conducted by the Tendai monk Ennin in 860.
The powerful courtier Fujiwara no Michinaga (966—1027) buried bud-
dha relics, along with the Lotus Sitra and other sutras related to the
Buddha Amida and to the future Buddha Maitreya, at Mt. Kinbu in
1007. Although he did not explicitly mention the relics in his written
vow, he emphasized that he had buried the scriptures with the hope
of being transported to Amida’s Pure Land and then returning to this
world with the advent of Maitreya Buddha; his burial of the relics
would thus also appear to have been associated with these aspira-
tions.25 Nakano Genzo has noted that, at least by the twelfth century,
such practices and beliefs would become common among Shingon
and Tendai monks as well as lay aristocrats.?6

While we do not know the precise content of the practices under-
taken at the earliest relics assemblies, it is clear that by the twelfth
century at the latest, they often included prayers for birth in, or other
references to, Amida’s Pure Land or Maitreya’s Heaven, along with
more general hopes for salvation. Such concerns are especially evident
in the ritual texts associated with such assemblies, such as liturgies
or shari koshiki and the gatha verses (Jpn. kada) accompanying them,
as well as hymns (santan). While the authorship of the koshiki for the
relics assembly attributed to the Tendai Pure Land Buddhist monk
Genshin (942-1017) is in dispute, those by later figures such as the
Shingon monk Kakuban (1095-1144) often included prayers for
birth in Amida’s Pure Land. The second section of Kakuban’s Shari
kuyo koshiki for the relics assembly (also called Shari koshiki) specifically
outlines an act of relic veneration with the prayer for future birth
there.?”

Other extant liturgies for relics assemblies, however, focus on ask-



Beyond Death and the Afterlife 111

ing that the merit of relic veneration be applied to all sentient beings’
equal attainment of buddhahood. The Shari koshiki of the Kegon/
Shingon master Myoe Koben (1173-1232), for example, simply em-
phasized the hope that all sentient beings will attain the path to bud-
dhahood.?® The Hosso master Jokei (1155-1213) produced several
works by this title, of differing lengths as well as content, combining
several of the themes just noted. In his two single-section Shari koshiki
texts, Jokei included a verse promising that relic veneration would be
rewarded by repeated birth in the heavens and eventual enlighten-
ment, a recompense noted also in one of the extant versions of his
five-section text. One of his single-section Shar: koshiki elaborates on
this promised reward as birth on a lotus dais in the nine levels, a spe-
cific reference to Amida’s Pure Land. At the same time, Jokei’s
thought was not confined to aspirations for Amida’s Pure Land but
also emphasized the benefits of acts such as reciting Sakyamuni’s
name (Shaka nenbutsu) as well as belief in the future Buddha Maitreya.
Especially in his five-section relics liturgies, he alludes to birth in both
Amida’s realm and Maitreya’s Tusita Heaven as the reward for those
venerating relics.?? On other occasions, Jokei depicted relic veneration
as offering birth in Kannon’s Potalaka (Fudaraku) paradise, and at one
point proposed a major relics assembly that featured relic veneration
in front of an image of Maitreya.’® We may therefore imagine that
Jokei believed that the veneration of buddha relics provided merit suf-
ficient for birth in a variety of buddha and bodhisattva realms.

In short, didactic tale literature, vows and prayers, and also liturgi-
cal texts all suggest that, over the course of the latter Heian period,
connections between relic veneration and death were becoming in-
creasingly associated with hopes for rebirth in a superior realm. Now
let us consider how such associations were appropriated by, or on be-
half of, specific constituencies.

Women, Relics, and the Afterlife

One striking development in the early medieval period is the involve-
ment of women in relic veneration, including its connection with mor-
tuary rites and other afterlife concerns. The twelfth-century tale col-
lection Konjaku monogatari shii (Collection of tales of times now past)
suggests that, by the late tenth century, the Tendai relics assembly was
sometimes performed on behalf of the monk officiants’ mothers, who
were not permitted to climb Mt. Hiei, where the rite was conducted.
The text describes the Enryakuji monk Ryogen (912-985) as having
moved the relics assembly on behalf of his mother from Mt. Hiei to
the area of Yoshida in the capital.3!
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Konjaku monogatari shiu goes on to describe the relics assembly as
practiced in the early eleventh century, apparently under the direction
of the monk Ingen (954-1028):

After that, the abbot of the mountain [Hiei], ( ) said, ‘It is extremely
lamentable that the [relics] assembly does not [include] worship by any
of the women of the capital.”” When he brought the relics down [from
Hiei] to the chapel Hokoin for worship, monks, laity, men and women
from throughout the capital prostrated themselves in worship and
wailed without limit. It was the year ( ). Finally, on the ( )th day of
the fourth month, the relics assembly was performed in the temple Gi-
darinji. When the relics were transferred from Hokoin to Gidarinji for
worship, it was incomparably joyous....Many jeweled trees®? were
planted along the route [between Hokoin and Gidarinji], and various
flowers fell from the sky....Since its construction, the adornments
of Gidarinji were like those of the Pure Land. It is said that after that
[relics assembly], the relics were also passed for worship to the em-
peror and his consorts before being returned to the mountain [Hiei].33

Like Tamenori’s account in Sanbo ekotoba—which suggests that women
enjoyed a special connection to the relic services performed at Kazanji
and To6shodaiji because they were unable to participate in the relics as-
sembly on Mt. Hiei—this passage from Konjaku similarly indicates that
the temporary movement of the relics from Mt. Hiei to the capital was
to give women the opportunity to worship them.3* It also indicates that
the worship of relics in the capital brought clerics together with lay
men and women from throughout the capital area. Hokéin, lying be-
yond the confines of the capital at the edge of the Kamo River north
of Nijo Boulevard and east of Kyogoku Boulevard, was formerly the res-
idence of Fujiwara no Kaneie (929-990), one-time chancellor and re-
gent and the father of Michinaga, who attended the procession and,
presumably, the chapel services.?® Gidarinji, formerly the residence of
Fujiwara no Akimitsu (944-1021), was just to the north of Hokoin.36
Both were, in short, established as family chapels of the Fujiwaras,
suggesting that the rites were conducted at least in part for mortuary
purposes.

Stories in Konjaku monogatari shi and other tale collections of the
early medieval era also indicate that women often bore witness to the
manifestation of buddha relics. Although these collections also depict
men acquiring relics, they point toward characteristics peculiar to
women’s relic veneration and provide information about the active
role of female members of the imperial family in relic-related practice,
which was commonly mortuary in character or otherwise connected
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with concerns about the afterlife. For example, Honcho shinshi ojoden
depicts the life of an elderly nun named Renmyo6. She had always
loathed the ““five impediments” (gosho) attributed to women®” and
humbly rejoiced at the prospect of birth in the Pure Land. The reclu-
sive nun went to Shitennoji at the end of the month together with
others to worship the buddha relics there. On the final day of services,
she witnessed three of the relic grains emitting a bright light. Renmyo,
however, was the only one to see the light. She suddenly fell ill two
days later and died facing the west while chanting the name of Amida
Buddha 38

This narrative represents one of several concerning a female fig-
ure who witnessed the wondrous properties of buddha relics. It also in-
dicates a connection between the relics cult and Pure Land practice,
suggesting that women of the era, like men, believed that the worship
of relics could lead to birth in the Pure Land.?” In particular, the rare
reference to the ““five impediments’ in the tale (the only story to men-
tion gosho in the entire collection) raises the possibility that veneration
of relics, like recitation of the nenbuisu, helped women circumvent
their supposed impurities or incapacities, allowing them access to a sal-
vation that was otherwise deemed difficult to approach.

At the same time, it would seem that women’s involvement in relic
veneration took a variety of courses. For example, the nun Myoko,
who, like other Kozanji nuns, was the widow of a general killed in the
Jokya War (1221), copied the scripture Shijia wubai dayuan jing ( Jpn.
Shaka gohyaku daigangys, Sutra of the five hundred great vows of Sakya-
muni), a text based on the Beihua jing (Hikekyo), in her own blood in
front of buddha relics in 1237, demonstrating knowledge of the associ-
ation between practices of self-sacrifice and relic veneration.*? Indeed,
as discussed below, women of the imperial house were especially active
in the cult of relics, worshipping relics in an effort to benefit their lin-
eages while at the same time presumably aspiring for a better afterlife.
Women of the court thus mediated the ritual and temporal intersec-
tion between the seemingly timeless powers of relics and the temporal
power of the ruling families, a topic we will now consider in greater
detail.

Relics, Mortuary Ritual, and Lineage

During the latter Heian period, members of specific family lineages in-
creasingly incorporated relics into their mortuary rituals. For example,
Gyokuyo ( Jeweled leaves), the diary of the powerful aristocrat Kujo Ka-
nezane (1149-1207), records that he and his elder sister Kokamon’in
(1121-1181) sponsored and participated in relics assemblies (shariko)
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on nineteen occasions before her death. Kanezane made note in his
diary of the upcoming worship of relics (shari-ku) in 1167, apparently
in connection with rituals conducted for the postmortem welfare of
his recently departed father, the late regent Fujiwara no Tadamichi
(1097-1164) .4

In a later entry Kanezane suggested that the figure of the eternal
Buddha, as represented in the Lotus Siutra, was central to the relics as-
sembly. He notes that, during the assembly, Enryakuji and Onjoji (Mii-
dera) monks discussed the eternal character of the Buddha’s existence
as explained in the ‘“Fathoming the Lifespan of the Tathagata’ chap-
ter of the Lotus Sutra.*? This illustrates the prominence in the assembly
of the Lotus Sutra, which is also suggested elsewhere, for example, by
Kanezane and his wife reciting the sutra in their carriage on the way
home after the rite.*® Such emphasis on the eternal Buddha illustrates
how relics served to embody notions of the Buddha’s continuity, de-
spite the onset of the Last Age of the Buddhist Dharma (mappo). By
means of the relics assembly, these same discourses of continuity were
assimilated to the deceased and to the ancestral line.

Kanezane’s and Kokamon’in’s sponsorship of the relics assembly
was primarily related to their concerns over the spiritual destiny of
their forebears. The relics assembly was held on a semimonthly basis
on the nineteenth—the anniversary of the death of their father, Fuji-
wara no Tadamichi, the regent and chancellor who had died seven
years earlier, in 1164. In other words, the rite was conducted at least
in part to transfer merit to Tadamichi’s departed spirit. After the death
of Kokamon’in in 1181, the location of the rite was moved from her
quarters to the Kujo Hall (Kujodo) of the Fujiwaras, and Kanezane
suggested in his diary the reason why the rite had been conducted in
Kokamon’in’s quarters prior to its relocation. The relics assembly, he
wrote, had been conducted without fail each month in Tadamichi’s
time, and Tadamichi, before his death, had transmitted the practice
to Kokamon’in, who carried on the rite in his commemoration until
she herself passed away.**

Beginning in the 1180s, Kanezane and others began to participate
in and sponsor the worship of relics on behalf of the departed spirits
of Kokamon’in and the late retired empress Bifukumon’in (1117-
1160). In 1184 Kanezane participated in a relic rite (shari kuyo) at the
grave of Kokamon’in on Mt. Hiei to mark the anniversary of her death.
The previous day, recitation of mantras and of the ‘‘Lifespan of the
Tathagata’ chapter of the Lotus Sitra were also conducted, illustrating
again the intersection between the figure of the eternal Buddha and
relic rituals conducted on behalf of the dead.*>

This development was related in part to the emergent practice of
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enshrining and venerating the remains of members of the imperial
family and the aristocracy on the grounds of temples, often on sacred
mountains. The enshrinement of both males and females in temples
was often related to the development of bodaisho, clan temples estab-
lished for the salvation of lineage ancestors.?% It was, of course, the re-
mains of emperors that were first enshrined in stipas, although extant
texts do not use the term shari to refer to them. In 1129, following his
cremation, the bones of the retired emperor Shirakawa were deposited
in the temple Koryaji; two years later, following his apparent deathbed
instructions, they were interred in a stapa at the Toba Rikya detached
palace.47 The remains of Shirakawa’s successor and grandson, the re-
tired emperor Toba, were likewise interred in a three-level stipa at
Toba Rikyt in 1156. In this case, Toba does not seem to have been cre-
mated, meaning that his remains were buried under the stapa; thus in
his case, the reliquary became the equivalent of the traditional sanryo,
that is, imperial mausoleum.8 In the case of both Shirakawa and Toba,
Amida Halls (Amidad6) were constructed next to the stapa for ongo-
ing memorial practice, further suggesting the convergence of memo-
rial stipa veneration, worship of Amida or other buddhas, and the
cult of the imperial dead.*® In 1153, the Ninnaji prince-monk Kakuho
died, whereupon his bones were enshrined in a stipa on Mt. Koya.>®
Five years later, Fujiwara no Tadamasa enshrined the bones of his
mother inside an image of Dainichi Nyorai at Henj6éin on the same
mountain.’! In 1160, Tadamasa’s brother, Tadachika, enshrined the
bones of Bifukumon’in in a stipa on Koya, later to be joined by the
remains of her son, the previously deceased emperor Konoe (1139-
1155).52

The practice of enshrining the remains of female aristocrats, em-
presses, and imperial consorts in sacred temples and funerary stipas
was contemporary with that of males. Enshrinement of the female
dead occurred on Mt. Hiei from as early as the mid-eleventh century;
in the area of Daigoji, as early as the late eleventh; and on Mt. Koya,
from the twelfth century on. In 1090 the aristocrat Minamoto no Masa-
zane (1059-1127)—who later became the first prime minister (daijo
daijin) of the Minamoto lineage—built Ichijoin at Daigoji to enshrine
the remains of his mother. Those of Fujiwara no Kenshi (1057-1084),
consort of Emperor Shirakawa, and her daughter, the retired empress
Ikuhomon’in (1076-1096), were enshrined under the buddha altar at
Daigoji’s Enkoin.?3

In 1194 Kanezane initiated an offering rite conducted at Mudoji
Daijoin on Mt. Hiei on behalf of Kékamon’in, for whose spirit this
chapel had originally been built. The vow that Kanezane wrote for the
occasion included the following words:
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Kokamon’in was the oldest daughter of the [Kuj6o] house and the
queen of the realm....According to the vow of [Dengyo] Daishi
[Saicho], this mountain abhors the ascension of women. Although
one might say that this [presence of Kokamon’in] invites the anger of
holy spirits, because of her death, we have constructed her residence
on this holy ground and established a buddha image as the main object
of worship for her merit (¢suifuku). Truly, the holy spirit of this former
retired empress has transformed into 2 man and, arming itself with the
acts of the bodhisattva, attains enlightenment. In the ancient teaching
on Vulture Peak [in the Lotus Sutra], the dragon girl was immediately
born into the world Undefiled in the south. Now, with this good act
on Hiei, “holy spirit” [Kokamon’in] should be born in the realm of
the western paradise (Gokuraku)....5*

This prayer offers us insight into the ironic transgression that takes
place in the enshrinement of Kokamon’in’s remains on Mt. Hiei,
which had long prohibited the presence of women. This is a transgres-
sion to the extent that it offers Kokamon’in, a woman, access to the
mountain, believed by many of the period to offer a gateway to the
Pure Land. Kanezane wrote in his diary that they had relocated Koka-
mon’in’s former residence to this spot on Mt. Hiei, virtually ensuring
the comfort of her spirit on sacred ground.>® At the same time, it is
only when she is already dead that she has access to this sacred space:
Kokamon’in has to become a relic herself in order to have access to
the sacred space at the top of the mountain.?® In fact, another portion
of this prayer also notes that some of her hair had been placed inside
the Amida image, the main object of veneration at Mudoji Daijoin.>”
Kanezane’s vow also rehearses the Lotus Sutra story of the dragon girl
who in a moment transformed into a man and realized buddhahood,
immediately appearing in the world. Undefiled to the south, again
evoking both the capacity and perceived limitations of women on the
Buddhist path.

The prayer goes on also to request tranquility for the lineage as
well as prosperity for its descendants. It recalls that the ancestor of
the Kujo lineage, Morosuke (908-960), especially divined the correct
spots on Mt. Hiei to construct both of the family chapels there. It also
notes that the prosperity of the clan was made possible through Moro-
suke’s (posthumous?) protection of the chapels, suggesting that es-
tablishment of the new chapel on behalf of Kokamon’in will further
ensure the future prosperity of the family.>® The reference to lineage
rhetorically traces the Kujo to the period of the preeminence of the
Fujiwara regency/chancellorship (sekkanke) at the same time that it re-
minds the audience of the centrality of the male ancestor as the lin-
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eage foundation. The worship of Kokamon’in recognizes her powerful
place within the line even while representing such power as being in
the service of an androcentric lineage. It also takes the view, based on
an “‘orthodox’ interpretation of Amida’s thirty-fifth vow, that her sal-
vation can be assured only despite her gender—demanding that her
spirit be transformed into a male figure to gain proper entry into the
Pure Land.?®

Nonetheless, despite the ambivalence toward female members of
the lineage represented by such a text, retired empresses and consorts
increased their personal participation in and sponsorship of rites of
relic worship that were mortuary in character. Near the end of the
twelfth century, Hachijoin (1137-1211), the daughter of Bifuku-
mon’in and Emperor Toba, began monthly performance of buddha
relic rituals on behalf of her mother’s departed spirit. The rite was
conducted on the twenty-third of each month, marking the anniver-
sary of Bifukumon’in’s death on the twenty-third of the eleventh
month, 1160. The diary of the well-known courtier and poet, Fujiwara
no Teika (Sadaie), Meigetsuki (Bright moon), records that the rite was a
relics assembly (shariko).5°

Manuscripts of the scriptural treasury of Ninnaji temple suggest
that Hachijoin conducted these services together with the prince-
monk Shukaku and the retired emperor Go-Shirakawa.®! The manu-
scripts are entitled Bifukumon’in ongakki shidai (Order of the ceremony
of the monthly anniversary of the death of Bifukumon’in), reiterating
the mortuary character of the proceedings. The contents of these texts
indicate the nature of the intersection between buddha relic venera-
tion and memorial services of female members of the imperial line.
The first of the two manuscripts preserved at Ninnaji is the more de-
tailed, so we turn to it briefly. The very beginning of the text notes
that this is a relic offering (shari kuyo) performed every month as an
Amida zanmai (Skt. Amitabha samadhi), and mentions the presence
of the retired emperor and of aristocrats. The ritual pronouncement
(Jpn. hyohaku or hyobyaku) is especially informative, beginning with an
invocation of the cosmic Tathagata Mahavairocana (Maka Birusha-
na Nyorai) as well as the multitudes of deities and beings of the Dia-
mond and Womb realm mandalas. It goes on to note the blessings be-
stowed by the adamantine relics of the Thus Come One Sakyamuni on
the holy multitudes of believers. The pronouncement continues:

The blessed light [we] cannot see./The moon sinks into blackness/
closed by the gold coffin in Vulture Peak./Further, true are the words/
that we cannot hear the wind cry/or the white crane in the forest./The
cremation ends with ashes (ékotsu)./The incense proliferates widely/to
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the Three Lands [sangoku: India, China, Japan]./ ... The relics of the
Thus Come One are the whole body of Vairocana;/the form spanning
the three periods [past, present, future] is already nirvana!/The undif-
ferentiated dharma body pervades the ten directions!/The essential vir-
tues [of sentient beings], without moving, possess the seal of the [en-
lightened] wisdom of differentiation (shabetsu chiin) of the mandala/
.... Carefully considering the immeasurable efficacy of the field of
merit, as the seed of buddhahood,/[we] can never sufficiently praise
its depth.

The former Bifukumon’in is thus in the shadow of this flourishing
tree/. ... Now, with the practice of the memorial service [tsuifuku]..../
[On] this death day of each month, [we] respectfully establish the se-
cret mantra of the uposatha service (sai-e), giving the delicate hundred
varieties of offerings and implements for the practice of the Amida
zanmai./The ceremonial sash, decorated with precious stones, is
truly exquisite, as [we] bow to the relics (dado) in the secret place of
practice/. .. .52

We note that early on the narrative invokes the debt of the multitudes
to the historical Buddha, the implicit loneliness accompanying his
death, and the assurance that his relics are not only permanent and
diamond-like but are synecdoches of the cosmic buddha, Dainichi.
The prayer then goes on to connect the assurance that the Buddha at-
tained nirvana, symbolized by the bodhi tree, with the fate of the for-
mer Bifukumon’in, who is in its shadow. In other words, she has access
to the Buddha and his teaching and, therefore, the means to attain en-
lightenment herself—provided this and other memorial services trans-
fer to her the requisite merit. In this way the memorialization of the
Buddha—embodied in his relics—followed by that of Bifukumon’in,
enables her to mimetically retrace the path of the Buddha’s enlighten-
ment by rehearsing the arc that extends from loneliness over his death
to assurance of his nirvana. That is, the words pronounced enable the
mourners to progress from loneliness over loss of the empress to assur-
ance of her enlightenment by means of envisioning her moving along
the same spiritual path as that of the Buddha. Along the way, she is
also able to escape from the impurity of this world through birth in
the Pure Land. While the narrative may presume that she has to trans-
form into a man before achieving birth there, it makes no mention of
the necessity, which suggests that the impurity of her gender is not of
particular concern in the rite.

While proclaiming the rite to be a form of Amida zanmai, the text
focuses instead on the historical and cosmic buddhas. In fact, the only
mention of Amida Buddha in the rite is as one of the five buddhas in-
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voked later in the service. Even Bifukumon’in’s birth in the Pure Land
seems, more than anything else, a stepping-stone towards the status en-
joyed by Sakyamuni. This ritual narrative subsumes Pure Land faith
within the framework of esoteric Buddhism and the cult of the histori-
cal Buddha. The remains of the historical Buddha in particular evoke
stories and ritual practices offering models for mortuary practice, and
those mortuary practices provide further insight into the social roles,
representations, and religious aspirations of the female gender within
the cosmos of early medieval Japan.

The Bakufu, the Hojo, and Piety in Death

We have thus far focused on the literature and practices associated pri-
marily with aristocrats, especially those of western Japan. However, the
early Kamakura Bakufu (shogunate) also had an interest, both in tradi-
tions associating authority with the construction of reliquaries as well
as in the religious merit of reliquary construction and relic veneration.
In fact, the members of the warrior government embarked on the con-
struction and veneration of 84,000 miniature stapas from very early on
in the Kamakura period (1185-1333) and on numerous occasions. In
constructing multiple reliquaries, the Bakufu followed the examples of
the imperial house and the aristocratic society of the time, and per-
haps even the twelfth-century warrior-rulers at Hiraizumi.®® The num-
ber, of course, harkens back to the legend of ASoka, who demonstrated
his devotion to Buddhism as well as his largess by constructing 84,000
reliquaries. In Japan, although sponsorship of construction of 84,000
miniature stipas was not limited to the reigning or retired emperor, it
was always undertaken by figures at the very pinnacle of the imperial
government, primarily members of the Fujiwara family. Thus the Ba-
kufu could demonstrate both its piety and authority through such con-
struction and also pacify the dead. In 1197 the first ruling shogun,
Minamoto no Yoritomo (1147-1199), authorized the construction of
84,000 reliquaries to pacify the spirits of those who had died in the
wars since the 1150s, beginning with the Hogen conflict, by which war-
riors had risen to power. The extant account of the construction says
that help was enlisted from local clerics of a temple in Tajima province
and sets forth the reason for the construction in the following terms:

Violent conflict occurred between the Minamoto and Taira [clans],
so the imperial law (0b6) and the Buddhist dharma (buppo) became
unsettled. . ... Minamoto Ason [Yoritomo] destroyed the enemies of
the emperor [Retired Emperor Go-Shirakawa] in accordance with the
will of Heaven.... However, those he chased and punished and who
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died young numbered tens of millions. Those Taira on horseback who
headed to the north had their life-dew expire in the grasses of Shino-
hara, and the rebels who were said to have crossed to the south seas
[actually] lost their floating lives in the waves of the eight isles. Thus
does not their enmity which remains from their previous life cry out in
its sadness in the other world (meido)? ... It has been transmitted that
when one responds to hatred with hatred, the hatred does not end for
generation upon generation, but that when one responds to hatred
with virtue, hatred is transformed into good will. Therefore, we search
here for the ancient tracks of ASoka, constructing 84,000 jeweled
stapas, and believing [in the promise of | the benefits of wealth [that
is, wealth derived from the merit of ritual], copy the hokyoin darani in
all of the sites of spiritual power in the provinces [throughout the

realm]....6%

The text invokes Yoritomo’s heroic character while at the same
time alluding to a genuine concern of many inside and outside the
Bakufu: the possibility that those warriors who died would wander in
confusion between this world and the next, with no loved ones to pray
for their welfare, possibly becoming vengeful spirits (onryo). It was writ-
ten within several years after the conclusion of the Minamoto/Taira
(Genpei) War, so the level of concern in this regard is not the least
surprising. At the same time, the text indicates that Bakufu officials
patterned their conduct on that of ASoka, whose legend had long
pervaded aristocratic society. The account represents Yoritomo, like
ASoka, as following a course from war to pacification, marking the tran-
sition by concern over the dead and the demonstration of his piety
throughout the realm. The reference here to copying the hokyoin da-
rani mantra is also significant, not only because it is an early example
of this practice, but also because it drew upon the powers of the relics
of the whole bodies of all buddhas, not merely for material benefits
but also to promote better rebirth—most commonly, birth in a pure
land—and, eventually, buddhahood itself.5

The Bakufu continued such offerings of 84,000 stapas throughout
the thirteenth century, especially following armed conflict, and the
monks whose services they commissioned for this purpose were among
the religious figures most active in the Bakufu’s service. H6jo Yasutoki,
the shogunal regent, constructed 84,000 stone reliquaries (shakuto
or sekito) in the Takoegawara area in 1225, where many vanquished en-
emies had been executed during and after the Jokya War (1221)—
including the four children of Miura Taneyoshi, who had fought
against him. Yasutoki commissioned the prominent Shingon monk
Jogo (1152-1238) and his disciples to perform the service.56
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During the early 1240s, the Bakufu increasingly sponsored the con-
struction of clay stapas (deito), apparently in most cases to pacify the
spirit of Retired Emperor Go-Toba, who had died in exile in 1239.
Though records do not explain the reason for these services, the tim-
ing is close enough to Go-Toba’s death to suggest pacification of his
spirit as the most likely explanation for at least three of four docu-
mented occasions.®” In some of these cases, too, the identity of the of-
ficiant monks gives us insight into the relationship between the Bakufu
and contemporary temples as well as the level of knowledge that Ba-
kufu officials seem to have had of relic traditions. The monk commis-
sioned to perform the first of these rites was Raiken (1186-1261), who
did so within the grounds of the Buddha Hall (jibutsudo) in the sho-
gun’s residence. Raiken, of the Murakami Genji clan, had first trained
in Tendai Buddhism at Onj6ji near Heian-kyo and began to offer his
services to the shogun Yoritsune during the 1230s; near the end of his
life, he became abbot of Onjoji, although he ended up dying in the Ka-
makura region. Along similar lines, Yason (1178-1252), who officiated
at a relic rite performed at Kuonjuryoin (1244), had also trained at
Onjoji and became an abbot there prior to his death. Bakufu patron-
age of monks from Onj6ji, a temple renowned for its efforts to protect
the imperial family, suggests efforts on the part of Bakufu leaders to co-
opt Onjoji’s perceived powers to protect emperors and other figures of
political authority and, in this particular case, to pacify the spirit of the
deceased retired emperor.

By the mid-Kamakura era, monks had made relic rites even more
accessible to the Bakufu. Two such monks especially worthy of note of
are Ryaben (1206-1283) and Kenna (1261-1338). Ryaben, an Onjoji-
lineage cleric and monk-administrator of Tsurugaoka Hachiman
shrine, officiated at the offering of a jeweled stupa (¢ahoto) sponsored
by the Bakufu in 1265, on the occasion of the thirteenth memorial of
the death of Adachi Yoshikage (1210-1253).58 Kenna (1261-1338) was
extensively involved in relic veneration and distribution at his base-
temple Shomydji, indicating the extent to which the ruling H6jo clan
was knowledgeable about and interested in the buddha relics of the
Shingon tradition. Kenna was particularly close to the son and grand-
son of Hojo Sanetoki, Akitoki (1248-1301), and the powerful Kane-
zawa Sadaaki (1278-1333), who rose to the status of shogunal regent.
Both Akitoki and Sadaaki oversaw a whole series of activities at Shomyo-
ji, including the construction of a three-story stipa reliquary in the
late thirteenth century and the reconstruction of the temple complex
itself in 1317. The relics liturgy accompanying the dedication of the
stipa in 1291 may possibly have been a public event; for the most part,
however, the relics tradition at Shomyoji did not incorporate public
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demonstration of the powers of relics as a major feature, focusing
instead on the translation of relics from western Japan. Throughout
this period, the Hoj6 family seems to have viewed the ritual activities
at Shomyoji as primarily on behalf of the clan. Kenna’s acquisition of
buddha relics, particularly envisioned in the form of the wish-fulfilling
jewel (nyoi hoju) of Shingon tradition, was aimed primarily at promot-
ing the health, success, and salvation of the Ho6jo lineage.

At the same time the Hojo also patronized two other nearby tem-
ples that housed relics. One, Gokurakuji, like Shomyoji, eventually
came to be a temple of the Shingon-Ritsu tradition. Originally founded
by the former high-ranking Bakufu official H6j6 Shigetoki (1198-
1261) as a Pure Land temple, Gokurakuji was transformed into a
Shingon temple when Shigetoki invited the illustrious master Ninsho
(1217-1303) to take up residence there in 1267. Although Ninsho led
the rite of dedication for the Shomyo6ji reliquary in 1291, the earliest
evidence of relic veneration at Gokurakuji was in 1303 and con-
cerned the remains—in this case, called shari—of Ninsho himself.69
A thirteen-story stapa was constructed in 1315 to commemorate the
thirteenth anniversary of Ninsho’s death, suggesting that the relic tra-
dition of Gokurakuji found its significance in mortuary ritual.”® This
is all the more evident when we consider a prayer composed by the
Gokurakuji abbot Junnin in 1319 to transfer merit to Ninsho; in this
prayer, Junnin refers to the ‘“‘benefits’ (riyaku) and “‘efficacy’”’ (kuno)
of relics (dado), because they constitute the ‘‘virtuous blessings’ (on-
toku) of Sﬁkyamuni Buddha.”! Gokurakuji’s tradition of relic venera-
tion continued at least through the fourteenth century and quite possi-
bly later as well.”?

The other major temple was Engakuji, which as a Zen temple of-
fered a quite different tradition of relic veneration. Engakuji eventu-
ally achieved such importance that it became one of the five temples
in the so-called Gozan (‘‘five mountain’’) system patronized by the Ba-
kufu. Its construction was initiated in 1282 by the retired shogunal re-
gent Hoj6 Tokimune, and it was specifically dedicated to the memory
of warriors who had died during their defense of Japan against the
Mongols. At the same time, the very architecture and clerics of the
temple owed a great debt to the continent. Engakuji was built in
the Chan monastic style of the Song dynasty (960-1279), and its first
abbot was the Chinese monk Wuxue (1226-1286, Jpn. Mugaku) of
the Linji (Rinzai) school.

Although relic veneration was already well established at Engakuji
by the late Kamakura period, in the mid-fourteenth century, the Kyoto-
based Ashikaga Bakufu made relics there an even greater priority. Part
of the impetus was the common Chan or Zen practice of literally treat-
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ing the remains of masters as relics (shari). (This was also increasingly
the case in Shingon-Ritsu as well, where Ninsho’s bones were described
as relics, just as Gyoki’s had been following their discovery in the
thirteenth century.)”® Originally, after his stint as abbot of Engakuj,
Wuxue finished his life at Kenchoji, where he died, and a reliquary
was erected to memorialize him.

It was, however, to be the death of shogun Ashikaga Yoshiakira
(1330-1367) that set the stage for a new development in the history
of shogunal relic veneration. At first, when his remains were taken to
the family temple Jomydji, his younger brother Motouji and a series
of Zen monks went to venerate them, and they were installed there in
Komy6in. However, the monks of other Ashikaga-related temples such
as Kenchoji requested that the bones be distributed to them for instal-
lation in their respective temples. Motouji refused them all, instead
choosing to distribute the remains of Yoshiakira only to the Obaiin
cloister at Engakuji, where Wuxue’s remains had later been relocated,
and Zuisenji, a temple affiliated with Engakuji that had been founded
by the eminent Zen teacher Muso (1275-1351).7* For the Ashikaga Ba-
kufu as well as many Buddhist clerics of the era, it was no longer as-
sumed that the only ashes worthy of the title of “‘relics’ (shari) were
those of Sakyamuni Buddha.”

Moreover, there was also a notion of burial ad sanctos in Japanese
traditions, which may have partially informed the installment of some
of Yoshiakira’s relics in Engakuji.”® That is, placement of Yoshiakira’s
relics near both the famous buddha-tooth relic already enshrined
there and the reliquary of Wuxue, by virtue of their very nearness to
the remains of holy persons, may have been believed to afford Yoshia-
kira better rebirth or salvation—at the same time associating the au-
thority of Yoshiakira with the spiritual authority of the Buddha and
the deceased Chan master.

A related belief may have undergirded the increasing use by mem-
bers of the Ashikaga Bakufu of relics in funerary practice. Relic vener-
ation formed an integral part of the services conducted on behalf of
the shogun Yoshimitsu after his death in 1408. In particular, a series
of prayer documents (ganmon) produced on the occasion of his forty-
ninth-day memorial service makes clear the extent to which relic rites
had been incorporated. Relics assemblies (shariko) were included
along with a whole series of satra and buddha-name recitations as
part of the rites for the deceased. At the same time, a rite of offering
to relics (dato kuyoho), distinct from the relic liturgies, was also con-
ducted. In addition, seven hokyoin stapas, marked by their direct the-
matic connection with relic veneration, were also constructed and
venerated.”’
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Relics beyond Death and the Afterlife

As we have seen, the appropriation of relics by early and early medi-
eval Japanese society was informed by interconnected topoi—clusters
of symbols, narratives, and objects. Given Japanese awareness from
an early era of ASokan legend and of the tales of former lives of Sakya-
muni Buddha, it is clear that relics in premodern Japan possess what
Arjun Appadurai has called ‘“‘semiotic virtuousity’’ in Christian relics—
the capacity of certain objects to signal complex, multivalent, even
seemingly contradictory social messages.78 Moreover, such polyvalence
had specific ritual and discursive aspects.

From early on, Japanese Buddhists assimilated the discourse relat-
ing the practice of self-sacrifice with relic or stiipa veneration, and they
appropriated relic veneration in asserting and maintaining a variety of
hierarchical relationships. However, in the context of the more inti-
mate of such relationships, such as those between members of the
same clan or immediate family, it was in rites related to the dead and
to the afterlife, as one pivot of Buddhist social relations, that relics and
stipas gained an ongoing position in ritual life. The importation of tra-
ditions of stipa construction and relic veneration coincided with the
introduction of, and also worked to promote, the discourse of indebt-
edness (on), which provided a Buddhist framework for understanding
a variety of social relations. As was the case with the ghost festival in
East Asia, traditions of relic veneration introduced Buddhism into the
fabric of the Japanese family in part through the discourse of indebt-
edness to one’s own ancestors; while the basic ideology of such dis-
course may originally have been Confucian in character, the develop-
ment of Buddhist notions of indebtedness inserted the Buddhist
community into social life through its new position as an intermediary
between the living and the dead.”

Relics, which had early on been primarily the concern of the gov-
ernment and of Buddhist clerics, were now incorporated into relations
between families and their ancestors, even as their veneration enabled
individuals or groups to improve their own karmic destinies. Such rela-
tions stretched from the social milieu of the imperial court and aristo-
crats in the capital area to those aristocrats in outlying areas, from the
shogunal officials in the Kamakura area to those in the capital region,
as well as to the lineages of clerics of Buddhist schools such as Shin-
gon, (Shingon-) Ritsu, Tendai, and Zen. Especially by means of the to-
poi we have examined, relics incorporated in their appropriation by
each of these groups both discourses and practices of power as well as
doctrines and rituals of salvation.

As we have seen, Bakufu leaders’ uses of buddha relics in particu-
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lar demonstrated a novel series of such appropriations, given that they
freely drew upon the influences of earlier relic patronage by the Japa-
nese aristocracy and by continental Buddhist clerics of the day—and
presumably also in connection as well with the increasingly decentered
character of power in medieval Japanese society. Officials of both the
Kamakura and Ashikaga Bakufu clearly hoped to demonstrate their
piety and produce indebtedness through acts such as the construction
of 84,000 miniature reliquaries and of rishoto (‘‘stapas benefiting
beings’’), activities evoking earlier construction of numerous stiipas
by emperors and the aristocracy, which had likewise evoked the topoi
concerning buddha relics; at the same time, they specifically invoked
the legends surrounding the great patron-king ASoka, drawing upon
the ancient example of a warrior-king, to promote their own rule while
simultaneously pacifying the spirits of those vanquished in their rise to
power.80

Bakufu leaders also actively attempted to acquire buddha relics
from the so-called “‘old”’ Buddhist schools of Japan, especially Shin-
gon, to construct new lineages of relic possession and veneration.
These lineages enabled them not only to approach the Buddha in
times of crises for apotropaic reasons, as well as for longevity and
wealth-producing purposes, but also to transfer merit to deceased fam-
ily members and contribute to their own salvation. The Ashikagas’
incorporation of relic liturgies into funerary rites for their deceased
leaders and even their construction of Zen-influenced family relic tra-
ditions reminds us that the remains of holy persons—those of the Bud-
dha or of later figures—empowered warriors and aristocrats to im-
prove their fortunes in this world and the next.

Finally, we should note that relics were also commonly associated
with “‘wish-fulfilling jewels”” (nyoi hdju, hoju) and other gems, which
may have been symbolically related to discourses emphasizing relics’
permanence.?! Indeed, even in continental literature such as the com-
mentary Dazhidu lun and the scripture Beihua jing, relics were associ-
ated with jewels; according to the former work, the relics of buddhas
of old metamorphosed into wish-fulfilling jewels, and the latter text
describes relics as transforming into jewels of lapis lazuli that rain
varieties of flowers from the highest heaven.8? In early medieval
works such as Kakuzen’s collection, these discourses are recounted, in-
dicating that kenmitsu Buddhists of the era were cognizant of these
associations.®3 The evident solidity of relics seems for many to have
demonstrated the Buddha’s permanence in a world of devastating in-
stability, and, as we have seen, their value was commonly seen as tran-
scending temporality, offering believers access to a buddha who—Ilike
Amida and Maitreya, embodied in gilt-featured images enshrined in
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contemporaneous worship halls, or the cosmic buddha, the object of
esoteric contemplation, believed to be manifested in all forms—was
tangible yet somehow at the same time beyond death and the afterlife.
It was, it would seem, primarily the multiplicity of these buddhas and
bodhisattvas, their powers, their lands, and their enlightenment, to
which most of the relic rites undertaken by medieval Japanese Bud-
dhists were directed—rites offering not only visible benefits but also
perduring brilliance and beauty—thus transforming a silent and im-
permanent body into a polyglot jewel of bliss.

Notes

1. See, for example, Peter Brown, The Cult of the Saints (Chicago: Univer-
sity of Chicago Press, 1981).

2. Recent scholarship has increasingly emphasized the influence of the
stories of Sakyamuni’s bodhisattva career on later Buddhist traditions, espe-
cially that of relic veneration. See, for example, my Jewel in the Ashes: Buddha
Relics and Power in Early Medieval Japan (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Asia Center, 2000), 24-29; and in particular the landmark study by John S.
Strong, Relics of the Buddha (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2004),
which analyzes the connection between relic veneration and the biographies
of Sakyamuni Buddha, including his past lives as a bodhisattva (50-70, 200—
202). Bernard Faure’s work has also examined the connection between images
of death and mortuary practices and relic veneration specific to Zen/Chan tra-
ditions; see his Rhetoric of Immediacy: A Cultural Critique of Chan/Zen Buddhism
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1991), 132-147; and Visions of Power:
Imagining Medieval Japanese Buddhism (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
1996), 158-173.

3. The connection between relic veneration and power relations forms
the theme of my Jewel in the Ashes. The present study, while indebted to that vol-
ume, has a different focus and introduces additional sources and secondary
studies.

4. I use the term ‘‘discursive practices’” to emphasize both the practical
character of linguistic discourse and ritual and also the discursive character of
such practices. Their practical character is, in other words, neither nonlinguis-
tic nor nonrational, constituting instead ‘‘practical logic’’ or ‘‘practical rea-
son,”’ terms used occasionally by Pierre Bourdieu, in contradistinction to ‘“‘the-
oretical reason,” to refer to the economy or logic of practice. ‘‘Practical logic”
refers not to a capacity to make a ‘‘rational choice” along the lines outlined by
authors such as Jon Elster, but rather to the term as Bourdieu has analyzed it,
referring to a “‘practical logic” or ““mode of apprehension’ that is practical in
character; see Bourdieu, Outline of a Theory of Practice (Cambridge: Cambridge
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University Press, 1977), 96-158. At one point Bourdieu notes, “If one fails
to recognize any form of action other than rational action or mechanical reac-
tion, it is impossible to understand the logic of all the actions that are reason-
able without being the product of a reasoned design, still less of rational cal-
culation; informed by a kind of objective finality without being consciously
organized in relation to an explicitly constituted end; intelligible and coherent
without springing from an intention of coherence and a deliberate decision;
adjusted to the future without being the product of a project or a plan” (*‘Cri-
tique of Theoretical Reason,” in The Logic of Practice, trans. Richard Nice [Stan-
ford: Stanford University Press, 1990], 50-51; see also 80-97, esp. 86). I would
merely add that, in the case of a practice such as relic veneration, the activity is
informed directly by a related thematic complex that is specifically discursive in
character.

5. Miaofa lianhua jing, trans. Kumarajiva (350-409), 7 no. 262, 9:53b—c;
Scripture of the Lotus Blossom of the Fine Dharma (The Lotus Sutra), trans. Leon
Hurvitz (New York: Columbia University Press, 1976), 294-297. Another scrip-
tural example influential in the Buddhist tradition of self-sacrifice is that
of Bodhisattva Samantabhadra, who, according to the Avatamsaka-sutra (Ch.
Huayan jing), in a previous life as a king made an offering of his wife, child,
city, and populace, as well as his own head, eyes, brain, and limbs (forty-fascicle
ed., trans. Buddhabhadra 359-429, T no. 278, 9:785b). Faxian notes also a tale
that Ananda had immolated his own body in a state of samadhi at the conclu-
sion of his life to prevent war between two kings, both of whom wanted his
relics; his sacrifice enabled both kings each to have half of the relics, for which
they constructed stapas (Gaoseng Faxian zhuan, T no. 2085, 51:862a).

6. T9:54a; Hurvitz, Scripture of the Lotus Blossom, 297, slightly modified. Rei-
ko Ohnuma has studied the gift of the body in Indian Buddhist narrative liter-
ature and the ““gift” in Indian Buddhism more generally, drawing attention to
matters such as the bodhisattva’s bodily sacrifice and its status as the purest of
gifts; see Ohnuma, “Gift,” in Critical Terms for the Study of Buddhism, ed. Donald
S. Lopez Jr. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2005), 103-123; and also
her Head, Eyes, Flesh, and Blood: Giving Away the Body in Indian Buddhist Literature
(New York: Columbia University Press, 2007). The Vessantara-jataka tells how,
in a prior life as King Vessantara, Sakyamuni exemplified the bodhisattva “per-
fection of giving”’ by offering up his wife, children, and possessions; see Rup-
pert, Jewel in the Ashes, 17-19.

7. See Chapter 4, 140.

8. These were evidently based on tales as told in finguangming zuisheng-
wang jing (Jpn. Konkomyo saishookyd), trans. Yijing (635-713), T no. 665,
16:450c—-53a, and Da banniepan jing (Daihatsu nehangyo), trans. Dharmaksema
(n.d., Ch. Tanwuchan, 385-433), T no. 374, 12:449b-51b. Both stories are re-
counted in the Minamoto no Tamenori’s Sanbde, discussed immediately below.
In the Sanboe version, the Brahman ascetic is identified as the ‘““‘Himalaya boy”’
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(Sessen doji), by which epithet he appears in a number of medieval Japanese
literary texts; see Edward Kamens, The Three Jewels: A Study and Translation of
Minamoto Tamenori’s Sanboe (Ann Arbor: Center for Japanese Studies, The Uni-
versity of Michigan, 1988), 139-143.

9. Shohon taisho Sanboe shusei, ed. Koizumi Hiroshi et al. (Tokyo: Kasama
Shoin, 1980), 37-40; cf. Kamens, The Three Jewels, 132—134.

10. Shohon taishé Sanboe shusei, 53-57. Tamenori cites as his source the
Jinguangming zuishengwang jing (see T no. 665, 16:450a-53c). Cf. Kamens, The
Three Jewels, 144—148.

11. Shohon taisho Sanboe shisei, 285—287; cf. Kamens, The Three Jewels, 302—
306.

12. Hoki 1, 4/26, Shintei zoho kokushi taikei (hereafter KT'), ed. Kuroita Ka-
tsumi (Tokyo: Yoshikawa Kobunkan, 1965), 2:376. The height of each stupa
was 4.5 sun, approximately 14 centimeters. For a brief overview in English con-
cerning this offering, see Brian Hickman, ‘A Note on the Hyakumanto Dharani,”
Monumenta Nipponica 30, no. 1 (1975): 87-93.

13. Both are also reminiscent of the Indian Mahayana practice of enshrin-
ing sutras in stapas in substitution for the Buddha’s physical relics; see Gregory
Schopen, “The Phrase sa prthivipradesas caityabhiito bhavet in the Vachracchedika:
Notes on the Cult of the Book in Mahayana’ (1975), rpt. in his Figments and
Fragments of Mahayana Buddhism in India: More Collected Papers (Honolulu: Uni-
versity of Hawai‘i Press, 2005), 25-62.

14. Shoku Nihongi, Monmu 4 (700), 3.10, KT 2:6.

15. This is the argument of Fujisawa Fumihiko, ‘“Nihon no nokotsu
shinko,” Sosen sairei to sobo, ed. Fujii Masao (Tokyo: Meicho Shuppan, 1988),
257-258. For the text of the inscription, see Daisgjo shari byoki, in Nara ibun,
ed. Takeuchi Riz6 (Tokyo: Tokyodo, 1944), 2:970. Jeweled stapas are depicted
in a number of Buddhist scriptures. The most famous is the jeweled stapa that
appears in the Lotus Sutra, in which is seated a buddha named Many Jewels
(Skt. Prabhutaratna, Jpn. Taho), who invites Sakyamuni to enter and share
the reliquary with him; see Miaofa lianhua jing, T 9:32b—34b and Hurvitz, Scrip-
ture of the Lotus Blossom, 188.

16. Fujisawa, ‘“‘Nihon no nokotsu shinko.”

17. This text, incorporated within the Daigoji shoji engisha, is called Daianji
Sudo Tenno goin hatto ryosho kimon and is reproduced in Hongoé Masatsugu,
“Konin, Kanmucho no kokka to bukkyo: Sawara Shinné to Daianji, Todaiji,”
Bukkyo shigaku kenkyu 34, no. 1 (1991): 42, n. 30. However, the same text later
refers to an event of J6ho 3 (1076), suggesting that the description was written
long after the fact; thus it is difficult to assess whether or not Sawara’s remains
were described as shari in his own time. Fear of the spirit of Prince Sawara was
the first major historical example in Japan of anxiety concerning ‘‘angry spir-
its”” (omryo), which became the basis for many rites of pacification in the
Heian and later periods. For an overview of this problem, see Herbert Plut-
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schow, “‘The Fear of Evil Spirits in Japanese Culture,” Transactions of the Asiatic
Society of Japan, third series, 18 (1983): 133-151; for an extensive study of the
worship of such spirits in divinized form (gorys), see Goryo shinko, ed. Shibata
Minoru (Tokyo: Yuzankaku, 1984). Neil McMullin analyzes the ideological im-
plications of the Gion goryo cult in ““On Placating the Gods and Pacifying the
Populace: The Case of the Gion Goryo Cult,” History of Religions 27, no. 3
(1988): 270-293.

By the early Kamakura era, the remains of Prince Shotoku were sometimes
referred to as “‘shari,”’ as is evidenced in the diary of Konoe Iezane (1179-
1242), Inokuma kanpakuki, which uses the term when describing the theft of
Shotoku’s relics on Kennin 3 (1203), 6/19 (Dai Nihon kokiroku [hereafter DNK],
ed. Tokyo Daigaku Shiryé Hensanjo [ Tokyo: Iwanami Shoten, 1980], 4:28-29).

18. Fuso ryakki, Tengyo 4 (941), third to eighth months (KT 12:219-222).
For other studies of this narrative, see Kasai Masaaki, Tenjin engi no rekishi
(Tokyo: Yuzankaku, 1973), 56-110; Nakano Genzo, ‘‘Kitano Tenjin engi Ni-
chiz6 rokudo meguri no dan no seiritsu,” Keka no bijutsu (Kyoto: Hozokan,
1982), 187-224; and Takei Akio, ‘‘Nichizo meikai henrekitan oboegaki,” Kodai
bunka 28, no. 3 (1976): 57-69; *‘Nichizo tenkai no issokumen: Toku ni Shingon
mikkyd to no kanren ni tsuite,” Kodai bunka 29, no. 6 (1977): 42-49; and
“Oboegaki: Doken Shonin meido ki to shijitsu,” Kokusho itsubun kenkyu 20
(1987): 62—64.

Tanaka Hisao has also made note of a series of other occasions for multi-
ple stiipa (sofoba) construction between the late tenth and eleventh centuries.
For example, according to Nihon kiryaku, in 967, 6,000 stapas were constructed
in twenty-six provinces by order of Emperor Murakami, in the hopes of a cure
for his illness—as Tanaka interprets it, to avoid the influence of troubling spi-
rits (mononoke) (Koho 4 [967], 5/20). Tanaka stresses the varied reasons for
constructing stapas, noting what seems to have been a monthly practice by Fu-
jiwara no Sanesuke of sponsoring what was essentially a “‘stone stipa assembly’’
(shakuto-e, sekito-¢), and points out that stone stapas were often constructed
for such purposes as preventing epidemics or otherwise avoiding calamity (so-
kusai); see his Sosen saishi no kenkyu (Tokyo: Kobundo, 1978), 123-143.

19. Tanaka notes examples such as Sanesuke’s erection of stipas specifi-
cally on behalf of deceased family members (Shoyaki, Chotoku 3 [997], 7/9;
Choho 1 [9991, 9/28). See Sosen saishi no kenkyu, 137.

20. Hokke genki 111:109, in Ojoden, Hokke genki, Nihon shiso taikei (hereafter
NST) 7, ed. Inoue Mitsusada and Osone Shosuke (Tokyo: Iwanami Shoten,
1974), 559-560. This collection has been translated by Yoshiko K. Dykstra as
Miraculous Tales of the Lotus Sutra from Ancient Japan: The Dainihonkoku Hoke-
kyokenki of the Monk Chingen (Osaka: Intercultural Research Institute, Kansai
University of Foreign Studies, 1983).

21. Hokke genki 1:15, NST 7:520; a shorter version of the same narrative,
albeit lacking the reference to the bodhisattva, can be found in the 1139
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collection Sange ojoki (tale 3, NST 7:672). The mid-Heian tale collection Chiikosen,
written apparently as instructions for a child, also tells the story (I:9) of Bodhi-
sattva Medicine King and his connection with relics, thus further illustrating
the extent to which themes connected with self-sacrifice and relic veneration
were prominent among the Heian-era aristocracy. See Sanboe, Chukosen, Shin
koten bungaku taikei 31, ed. Mabuchi Kazuo, Koizumi Hiroshi, and Konno Téru
(Tokyo: Iwanami Shoten, 1997), 298—299.

22. NST 7:587.

23. Honcho shinshu ojoden 27, NST 7:689. The dharani performed toward
the esoteric figure Sonsho Butcho was commonly practiced for purposes of ex-
tinguishing transgressions, obtaining longevity, and avoiding calamity.

24. Kakuzensho, *‘Shari,” Taisho shinshit daizokyo zuzobu, ed. Takakusu Jun-
jiro and Watanabe Kaigyoku (Tokyo: Taisho Issaikyo Kankokai, 1924-1935),
5:606b, 608b—c. Nishiguchi Junko also notes an account in Oe no Chikamichi’s
Shichidaiji junrei shiki describing an elderly nun of Yakushiji who chanted
Amida’s name before small beans, which consequently transformed into relics.
See her Onna no chikara: Kodai no josei to bukkyo (Tokyo: Heibonsha, 1987), 95.

25. See the quote and discussion in Nakano Genzo, Nihon bukkyo kaiga ken-
kya (Kyoto: Hozokan, 1982): 14-15. The quote is from a buried-satra inscrip-
tion included in the work Kyozuka iho, a catalog edited by Nara Kokuritsu Ha-
kubutsukan (Nara: Nara Kokuritsu Hakubutsukan, 1977), and is simply dated
Kanké 4 (1007).

26. Nihon bukkyo kaiga kenkyu, 14—15. Nakano draws in part upon the ear-
lier work of Ishida Mosaku.

27. Although there are two extant versions of Kakuban’s Shari koshiki,
having five and six sections (dan) respectively, in both cases the second dan
constitutes such a prayer. For the original texts, see Niels Guelberg’s Koshiki
database, http://www.f.waseda.jp/guelberg/koshiki/datenb-j.htm.

28. In Shiza koshiki, T no. 2731, 84:904c-906a.

29. See Niels Guelberg’s Koshiki database, cited in n. 27, for the single-
section versions of Jokei’s texts. The two five-section versions appear in
“Godan shari koshiki,” ed. Koshiki Kenkytukai, Sogo bukkyo kenkyujo nenpo 17
(1995): 199-252.

30. James L. Ford has made note of Jokei’s reference to the use of relics
for birth in Fudaraku in a text called Busshari Kannon Daishi hotsuganmon. See
his “Jokei and the Rhetoric of ‘Other-Power’ and ‘Easy-Practice,”” Japanese
Journal of Religious Studies 29, nos. 1-2 (2002): 90; and his Jokei and Buddhist De-
votion in Early Medieval Japan (New York: Oxford University Press, 2006), 122.
For the reference to veneration before a Maitreya image, see Sennichi shariko
bukkuryo [no] koto, reproduced in Todaiji Sosho Shonin no kenkyu narabi ni shiryo,
ed. Hiraoka Jokai (Tokyo: Nihon Gakujutsu Shinkokai, 1960), 3:238. I would
like to thank James L. Ford for the latter reference.

31. Konjaku monogatari shu, Nihon koten bungaku taikei (hereafter NKBT)
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24, ed. Yamada Yoshio et al. (Tokyo: Iwanami Shoten, 1961), 141. The Yoshida
temple was located on the side of the Kamo River opposite the northeast cor-
ner of the capital. Paul Groner has noted that, although the text says that
Ryogen relocated the rite in 977 so that his mother could participate, this
must be inaccurate, as she had in fact died in 966 (Ryogen and Mount Hiei:
Japanese Tendai in the Tenth Century [Honololu: University of Hawai‘i Press,
2002], 209). Even so, especially when considered together with the reference
in Eiga monogatari cited in n. 33 below, this account would suggest that, by the
late tenth century, such rites were performed on behalf of the laity, especially
women.

32. The expression ‘“‘jeweled trees’” (lakara no wueki) refers to trees
adorned with jewels or other valuables that were especially planted for the
occasion.

33. NKBT 24:141-142. The name and dates indicated in this passage by
parentheses are missing from the extant manuscript. The editors of this edi-
tion (142, n. 26) claim that the phrase wuchi ni mo kyukyu ni mo refers to the im-
perial palace and residences of imperial princes; however, I follow the gloss of
the account of this rite given in the NKBT edition (vol. 76) of Eiga monogatari,
which notes that the term kyakyu refers to imperial consorts, and the term wchi,
to the emperor (152, n. 1). In support of this reading, we may note that one of
these imperial consorts, Shoshi (actually a former consort at this point), is de-
picted in Nihon kiryaku as having been present during Ingen’s worship of the
relics at Gidarinji (Manju 1 [1024], 4/21, KT 11:261).

34. Tamenori’s account appears in Shohon taisho Sanboe shisei, 285—-286;
for translations, see Ruppert, Jewel in the Ashes, 194; and Kamens, The Three Jew-
els, 304.

35. Sugiyama Nobuzo analyzes the role of the Fujiwara family in the build-
ing and patronage of this temple in Fujiwara-shi no ujidera to sono inge (Tokyo:
Yoshikawa Kobunkan, 1968), 26-32. It was especially known for its Birushana,
Shaka, and Yakushi Nyorai images and was the site of rituals performed for the
Fujiwaras on numerous occasions.

36. The original name given by Akimitsu to the temple was Hirohatadera,
but legend has it that Genshin renamed it in honor of Gion shoja, the Jetavana
or “Jeta Grove’’ monastery given to the Buddha by Sudatta; see Konjaku mono-
gatari shu, NKBT 24, 578, n. 150. Akimitsu was in fact a rival of Michanaga’s
within the Fujiwara clan, though this seems to have borne no connection to
the events of the relics assembly. Gidarinji was located between Kyogoku and
the Kamo River in the Nakamikado area.

37. The five impediments refer to the Buddhist teaching that women can-
not attain five incarnate forms within the cosmos. That is, they cannot become
a Mahabrahman, Indra, Mara, wheel-turning king, or buddha.

38. Honcho shinshu ojoden 9, NST 7:685. Paul Groner has drawn attention
to later works in which nuns are connected with relic manifestation, such as
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Hokke shari engi, which depicts a nun named Shu Amidabutsu receiving a relic
in accordance with her wish; see his “Icons and Relics in Eison’s Religious
Activities,”” in Living Images: Japanese Buddhist Icons in Context, ed. Robert H.
Sharf and Elizabeth Horton Sharf (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2001),
130.

39. Other accounts also depict women who worshipped buddha relics and
were later born in the Pure Land as a result. The tale collection Hosshinshu
(Collection on putting forth the aspiration for enlightenment), compiled by
Kamo no Chomei (1151-1213), depicts an unnamed lady of the imperial fam-
ily who served in the palace during the reign of the retired emperor Toba.
Grieving over the early death of her daughter, who also had served in the pal-
ace, the lady decided to leave the home life and departed for Shitennoji. Ac-
companying her was a mysterious female child, who carried robes and a hand-
box on her behalf. A man of the area gave the two women lodging in his home,
for which the lady gave one of her robes in exchange. For seven days, the lady
chanted the name of Amida Buddha earnestly at Shitennoji. She gave the robe
and handbox in offering to the buddha relics of the temple. The lady con-
tinued her chanting for twenty-one days altogether, giving the man who lodged
her another one of her robes for each day of her stay. In the end, to his sur-
prise, she faced west and leapt into the ocean while chanting the nenbutsu. In
her room he found her diary, which told of the successive appearance in her
dreams of Ksitigarbha, Nagarjuna, Samantabhadra, and Maijusri, who appar-
ently accompanied Amida Buddha in welcoming her to the Pure Land (Hojo-
ki, Hosshinshu, ed. Miki Sumito [ Tokyo: Shinchosha, 19787, 139-142).

40. See the document at the end of Shijia wubai dayuan jing (Kazanji ar-
chives), dated Katei 3 (1237), 3/22, quoted in Ogino Minahiko, ‘“‘Komonjo ni
arawareta chi no kansha,” in his Nihon komonjogaku to chusei bunkashi (Tokyo:
Yoshikawa Kobunkan, 1995), 61. Ochiai Hiroshi, examining references to this
scripture in the Zentsajizo manuscript of Issai sharira shii, notes that this work
is an abbreviated version of the Beihua jing (T no. 157), based on fascicles 6-8
(““Zentsuji Issai sharira shu,” 280).

41. Gyokuys, Nin’an 2 (1167), 6/22 (Tokyo: Kokusho Kankokai, 1906—
1907), 1:17.

42. Gyokuyo, Jisho 1 (1177), 10/19, 2:103. ‘Fathoming the Lifespan” is
chap. 16 of the Lotus Sutra (Miaofa lianhua jing, T 9:42a—44a; Hurvitz, Scripture
of the Lotus Blossom, 237-244).

43. Gyokuyo, Bunji 4 (1188), 2/19, 3:499.

44. Ibid., Bunji 3 (1187), 2/19, 3:332.

45. Ibid., Juei 2 (1184), 12/5, 2:660. Kokamon’in had died on the fourth
day of the twelfth month, two years earlier.

46. Nishiguchi Junko emphasizes this connection in her Onna no chikara,
87.

47. Chuyuki, Daiji 4 (1129), 7/16, Zoho shiryo taisei (hereafter ST') 13:78-
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79, and Choshuki, Tensho 1 (1181), 7/9, ST 17:121-122. We should note that
the reason given for the initial deposit in Koryaji was a temporary directional
taboo that applied to the Toba Rikya stapa. I would like to thank Professor
Oishi Masaaki for his discussion of this imperial practice and note his analysis
in his Nihon chasei shakai to jiin (Osaka: Seibundo, 2004), 272.

48. Hyakurensho, Hogen 1 (1156), 7/2, KT 11:71. We should also note
that the Fujiwara leaders of twelfth-century Hiraizumi constructed the Konji-
kido Hall and had their bodies interred within its altar; their mummified re-
mains were studied in the twentieth century; see Mimi Hall Yiengpruksawan,
Hiraizumi: Buddhist Art and Regional Politics in Twelfth-Century Japan (Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Asia Center, 1998), 131-142.

49. See Oishi Masaaki’s discussion in ‘‘Sérei ni miru bukkyé gireika no
hassei to tenkai,”” in his Nihon chusei shakai to jiin (Tokyo: Seibundo, 2004),
256-285.

50. Hyohanki, Ninpei 3 (1153), 12/8, ST 18:217.

51. This is recorded by Tadamasa’s brother Tadachika in his diary, San-
kaiki. See entry for Hogen 3 (1158), 8/11, ST 26:76.

52. Hyakurensho, Eiryaku 1 (1160), 11/23, and Chokan 1 (1163), 11/28,
KST11:75, 78.

53. This practice is discussed by Nishiguchi Junko in “Oché bukkyd ni
okeru nyonin kytsai no ronri: Shussan no shuho to goshé no kyosetsu,”” in Se:
to mibun: Jakusha, haisha no seisei to hiun, ed. Miyata Noboru (Tokyo: Shunjasha,
1989), 129-167 (158-160), and in greater depth in her Onna no chikara, 69—
102. Nishiguchi cites references to the enshrining of remains in Ichijoin and
Enkoéin from Daigo zojiki, compiled by Kyoen.

54. This account is recorded in the Mon’yoki of Son’en Shinné (1298-
1356), Taisho shinshi daizokyo zuzobu (hereafter TZ), ed. Takakusu Junjiré and
Watanabe Kaigyoku, 12 vols. (Tokyo: Taisho Issaikyo Kankokai, 1924-1935),
12:306a-307a.

55. Gyokuyo, Kenkyu 5 (1194), 8/16, 3:888.

56. Nishiguchi has made a similar point regarding the remains of women
in Onna no chikara, 92-97.

57. Mon’yoki, TZ 12:306b.

58. Ibid., TZ12:307a.

59. Amida’s thirty-fifth vow states that any woman who hears his name and
desires enlightenment but hates her female body will never again be born as a
woman; see Wuliangshou jing ( Jpn. Muryojukyo) T no. 360, 12:268c.

60. Shoji 1 (1199), 9/23, and Genkya 1 (1204), 9/23.

61. These ritual manuscripts are entitled Bifukumon’in ongakki shidai. Two
of them are still housed at Ninnaji, though one is at Kanazawa Bunko. See Shu-
kaku Hosshinno no girei sekai: Ninnajizo konbyoshi shososhi no kenkyu, ed. Ninnaji
Konbyoshi Shososhi Kenkytikai (Tokyo: Benseisha, 1995), 2:912-921.

62. Shukaku Hosshinno no girei sekai, 2:913-916.
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63. As Mimi Hall Yiengpruksawan has noted, Fujiwara no Kiyohira (1056—
1128) established multiple ‘“‘umbrella reliquaries’ (kasa sotoba), which served
both to mark his claim to sovereignty and to placate the spirits of those who
had died in the Osht wars; see her Hiraizumi, 67.

64. Tajima Shinmiji monjo, Kenkya 8, 10/4, in Kamakura ibun (hereafter
KI), ed. Takeuchi Rizo (Tokyo: Tokyodo, 1971-1991), no. 937, 2:257-258.

65. The Hokyoin scripture (Yigie rulaixin bimi quanshen sheli baogieyin tuo-
luoni jing, T no. 1022) describes proper recitation of the hokyoin darani for-
mula, as well as construction of hokyoin stipas, as a means to acquire the power
of the relics of all buddhas in the cosmos on behalf of the deceased. See also
Paul Groner’s discussion in ‘‘Icons and Relics in Eison’s Religious Activities,”
132.

66. Azuma kagami, Karoku 1 (1225), 9/8, KT 33:32. Oishio Chihiro argues
that the stone reliquaries were constructed specifically to pacify the spirits of
Taneyoshi’s children. See his ‘““Chusei Nihon ni okeru Aiku6 densetsu no igi,”
Bukkyo shigaku kenkyu 24 (1979): 8.

67. These rituals are recorded in Azuma kagami, Ninji 1 (1240), 6/1; 2
(1241), 7/4; Kangen 2 (1244), 6/8; and Kangen 3 (1245), 2/25 (KT 33:260,
282, 328, and 341). The explanation given for the rite of Ninji 2 is to avert ca-
lamity following an earthquake. The text does not mention the perceived cause
of the earthquake, which may conceivably have been the vengeful spirit of
Go-Toba. We should note in this context that Go-Toba himself threatened to
become a vengeful ghost, which would support the possibility that these rites
may have been intended to pacify his spirit. For an in-depth study of Go-Toba,
see Akiko Hirota, “Ex-Emperor Go-Toba: A Study in Personality, Politics and
Poetry”” (Ph.D. diss., University of California, Los Angeles, 1989).

68. Azuma kagami, Bun’ei 2 (1265), 6/3, KT 33:859.

69. Gokurakuji monjo, no. 412, in Kamakurashi shi (shajihen) shiryohen 3
(Tokyo: Yoshikawa Kobunkan, 1959), 400-401; Toshodaiji shozo, in Kanagawa
kenshi shiryohen 2: Kodai, chusei (Yokohama: Kanagawaken Kosaikai, 1975),
304-305.

70. “Gokurakuji jusanjutd kuyo nikki,” in Kanagawa kenshi shiryohen
2:533-534.

71. The text does not make clear that relics were used in the rite, al-
though the statement noted suggests their presence. See ‘‘Gokurakuji jaji Jun-
nin ekomon,”” Kanagawa kenshi shiryohen 2:595.

72. A document from the treasury of Gokurakuji titled ‘“Gokurakuji jiho
mokuroku sha’ is essentially a list of the rituals of installation of relics at Go-
kurakuji between 1344 and 1352. Nine relic grains were enshrined on three oc-
casions during this period, including a single grain allegedly from Mt. Muro
and five from the remains of Junnin himself, who died in 1326 (Kanagawa ken-
shi shiryohen 3: Kodai, chusei 1:383).

73. For a discussion of Gyoki’s “‘relics” (shari) and the shari kuyo con-
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ducted twice on their behalf at Todaiji in the fourth month of Kocho 1 (1261),
see Hosokawa Ryoichi, Chiisei no Risshii jitn to minshit (Tokyo: Yoshikawa Kobun-
kan, 1987), 43-47. The original text is in Todaiji zoku yoroku, Zoku zoku gunsho
ruijii, ed. Kokusho Kankokai (Tokyo: Zoku Gunsho Ruiju Kanseikai, 1969),
11:227-228. The ancient vase in which Gyoki’s remains were deposited bears
an inscription referring to them as shari (‘‘Dais6jo shari byoki,”” dated Tenpyo
21 [749], 3/23, Nara ibun 2:970).

Another early reference to the relics of masters is the mention made by
Fujiwara no Michinaga of the “relic vase’’ (shari tsubo) and other objects asso-
ciated with the great Tiantai master Zhiyi (538-597), which Michinaga says
were sent from Mt. Tiantai to Enryakuji (Mido kanpakuki, Chowa 2 [1013],
9/14, DNK 2:243). However, Michinaga’s language is a bit cryptic; another ac-
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Collective Suicide at the
Funeral of Jitsunyo

Mimesis or Solidarity?

MAaRrk L. BLum

The road of excess leads to the palace of wisdom.
—William Blake, The Marriage of Heaven and Hell

Jitsunyo (1458-1525) was the fifth son of Rennyo (1415-1499), and
his reluctant successor as monshu (also called hossu), or head priest of
the Honganji branch of Jédo Shinsha, the True Pure Land sect.
Jitsunyo was not his father’s initial choice of successor; that fell to the
first son, but he died young. Jitsunyo did not receive the mantle of
leadership from his father until 1489, when Rennyo was already
seventy-five. This was a dozen years after the end of the devastating
Onin War (1467-1477), which left not only the capital in ruins but the
Ashikaga shogunate in tatters as well. Under a severely weakened cen-
tral government, powerful daimy6 or military lords were relatively free
to wield their authority, and local samurai banded together to create
their own centers of power. Despite continual political insecurity—
Honganji was burnt down in 1465 by troops from the Tendai establish-
ment on Mt. Hiei—by the time Jitsunyo took over, Rennyo had man-
aged to raise the power and influence of the Honganji institution to
a point where it could no longer be bullied. Jitsunyo, who initially
seemed shy and almost reticent in comparison with the charismatic
Rennyo, said he was not eager to take over, and promised to do so
only if he could keep his father’s policies in place—or so the story
goes.

In the second month of 1525, Jitsunyo died. The funerary pro-
ceedings were lavish and included monks from other large monasteries
in Kyoto: forty from Tofukuji, thirty from Chion’in, fifty-seven from
Nanzenji, twenty from Onj6ji, and so forth. It goes without saying that
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none of these establishments belonged to the Jodo Shinshii network,
and we may infer that their public representation marks the high pro-
file of Jitsunyo in the capital. We know about the funeral from a
lengthy record of the event written down by Rennyo’s twelfth son
Jikko (1495-1553), a document that includes such details as the num-
ber of bunches of flowers and where they were placed on the temple
grounds, the number of candles held during the final procession to
the gravesite, how one nenbutsu was chanted with every ring of a bell
as they walked, and so forth. Jikko concludes his record with the fol-
lowing information:

The [final] procession of monks climbed Mt. Ryozen while chanting,
on the fifteenth day [of the second month].! A group participated
from Hyakumanben (called Chion’in [sic]), from the Shojoin at Shoko-
kuji, along with Gesshti (1460-1533) of Kenninji, a group from Tojiin,
and a group of common monks as well. Expressing their lament at the
0jo (death and passing to the Pure Land) [of Jitsunyo], those people
who cut open their bellies and died were ten in number. Afterward we
received word that in addition there were ten others who later did the
same.?

Why would twenty people commit suicide, specifically seppuku, on the
occasion of the funeral of the head of Honganji? As incredible as this
may seem, there is yet another, corroborating record of suicides
spurred by Jitsunyo’s death. Somewhat later, in a 1574 document by
Jitsugo (1492-1584), the tenth son of Rennyo, the following episode
is also recorded:

In lamentation over the 0jo of Jitsunyo on the second day in the second
month of the fifth year of Daiei (1525), among the many people near
Yamashina with aspirations in the Buddha’s dharma, five or six of them
threw themselves down and died. There were [also] two in Echizen,
and six in Kaga. All together, thirteen people threw themselves into
the sea or a river and died, a remarkable occurrence ( fushigi no koto).?

Who were these people, and what was their relationship to
Jitsunyo? As the methods of suicide employed in the two accounts dif-
fer, we may surmise that they represent entirely separate cases. Al-
though the numbers cannot be confirmed, at the very least these two
records tell us that multiple suicides did indeed occur within Honganiji
communities upon the death of Jitsunyo, and in at least three, if not
four, locales. The fact that so many died on the same occasion suggests
that the funeral itself sparked a kind of mimesis of death, despite the
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fact that such behavior is utterly contrary to the teachings of the Jodo
Shinshu founder Shinran (1173-1263), or more appropriately by this
time, of Rennyo. This chapter seeks to provide a rationale for this be-
havior, and in the process, to increase our understanding of medieval
Japanese attitudes toward death as both an individual and a collective
phenomenon.

Unfortunately, we have no information as to who these thirty-three
people were or the nature of their relationship with Jitsunyo. That is,
they are not identified in any way in these accounts or elsewhere that I
know of in the Shin literature. Jikko’s record does not even mention
where the suicides occurred, although, given the context of the fu-
neral event itself, we may infer that at least the first ten suicides took
place on that occasion and perhaps even at the event itself. So we are
left to ponder general questions such as what religious values regard-
ing suicide are operative here, what notions of death and life can
we discern in this occurrence, what is the nature of the relationship be-
tween a Buddhist sectarian leader and his followers in medieval Japan,
and is there anything specific to this particular religious tradition—
Jodo Shinshu, as part of the larger stream of Pure Land Buddhism—
that would help explain this phenomenon? In addition to addressing
these questions, I will also consider non-Buddhist influences on
Japanese notions of suicide, with particular focus on the Confucian
tradition of junshi (Ch. xunsi)—self-destruction as an heroic expres-
sion of devotion to one’s lord. While junshi may seem an attractive ex-
planation for these suicides, it is worth noting that these people are
not extolled as heroes in Shinshu literature; Jitsugo’s reaction is one
of amazement rather than exaltation. The situation is further compli-
cated by the fact that this was a community within Pure Land Bud-
dhism, which has its own tradition of voluntary death called jiga: 6jo—
self-destruction for birth in the Pure Land. The relevant question here
is whether this collective suicide event represents an example of mime-
sis, that is, imitation of Jitsunyo’s death in aspiration to be like him, or
solidarity, which would mean suicide as an irrepressible expression of
identity with the collective body called Honganji that had been deeply
injured by the loss of its head. The mimetic conclusion suggests a jigai
ojo motive. The solidarity explanation points instead to junshi, in this
case something akin to falling on one’s sword.

Insofar as records of suicides are not common within Shinshu liter-
ature, this instance of repeated or collective suicide may at first appear
to reflect a historical moment of particularly high tension within the
sect.* However, the fact that this relatively large number of suicides
occurred at a time when Honganji was not under imminent threat
suggests an undeniably mimetic quality among the suicide victims
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themselves, for, as Emile Durkheim has argued, a shared belief system
is the fundamental cause of nearly all group suicides.” Today, this kind
of thing is called a “‘cluster” or ‘‘wave’’ of suicide; to understand these
phenomena, suicidologists often ask if the individual participants in a
suicide cluster knew each other, and surprisingly, the answer is often
no.% People do not require face-to-face confirmation of the meaning-
fulness of their decision, and the three locales mentioned in the sec-
ond account above confirm this for medieval Japan as well. But this
fact does not preclude the possibility of one individual’s suicide inspir-
ing others to imitate him. Of course, no certain knowledge on this
score is possible; just as a religious doctrine issued universally may in
different cases ultimately prompt someone toward or deter that person
from suicide, so the example of an individual successfully enacting that
course of action may begin a chain reaction leading to a kind of mi-
metic frenzy, or it may not inspire anyone else to follow that path.
Whatever the causes, what I am characterizing as a suicide cluster
here was, in fact, a series of decisions by as many as thirty-three individ-
uals to end their lives, apparently spontaneously. Suicide is always a so-
cial event as it affects everyone who knows the deceased, so the impact
of an individual’s voluntary death will be circumscribed to some de-
gree by the community’s reaction to that death. But we are prevented
from pursuing this line of inquiry by the lack of recorded reactions—
aside from Jitsugo’s expression of bewilderment, fushigi no koto.

I would like to argue that this case can be ‘‘understood’” as a con-
fluence of three social and ideological traditions that legitimized sui-
cide and that all three were operative within the specific set of political
circumstances that surrounded Honganji at that time. These three tra-
ditions may be defined as (1) ambivalence in Indian Buddhist doc-
trinal sources about self-mutilation and suicide; (2) Chinese and later
Japanese monastic traditions valorizing suicide, in particular, practices
specific to Pure Land Buddhism in China and Japan of suicide for the
purpose of attaining birth in the Pure Land (jigai 6j0); and (3) tradi-
tional views of martyrdom in medieval China and Japan based in Con-
fucian values of junshi, and, in the Japanese case, also incorporating
ancient cultural patterns of corporate identity mixed with medieval tra-
ditions of warrior suicide. In addition, a fourth factor relevant to this
particular context is the political situation of 1525, for Honganji at
that moment was in the midst of an institutional transformation that
turned it far more active militarily. This change in the nature of the in-
stitution as a social body seems to have created a psychological fusing
of individual and corporate identity in a way not seen previously. In
short, Honganji at this time had created a tight social organization
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under an extremely powerful and therefore somewhat feared leader,
a leader who thus looks very much like a daimyo, or military lord.

No organized religion will openly condone suicide. Yet while
Japanese suicidologists extol an ‘‘unambiguous’’ Christian prohibition
against the taking of one’s own life and decry its absence in Buddhism,
they ignore the fact that this piece of Church dogma existed in a prob-
lematic relationship with the important role that suicide as martyrdom
has played in shaping that religious tradition’s identity. The Christian
practice of elevating its martyrs to the status of saints has its parallel,
not in Buddhism, but in Confucian notions of junshi and junkyo (the
teaching of self-sacrifice). Specific to Japan, moreover, has been the
enduring resonance of a set of myths, said to originate from the period
before the wholesale importation of continental culture, that embody
altruistic suicides, which have also been labelled junshi, presumably be-
cause of their sacrificial qualities. In both Europe and East Asia, the
problem, of course, lies in interpreting when suicide is a willful act of
pride and when it is a glorious act of self-sacrifice in service to ideals
that transcend the individual. Nonetheless, East Asia has generally
been the more accepting of this practice. To better understand this cli-
mate of acceptability, I would like to identify for purposes of this dis-
cussion four areas within the Indian and Sino-Japanese sociocultural
spheres where room is made for the acceptance of suicide without
taint of sin: (1) suicide as altruistic sacrifice; (2) suicide as resignation
to one’s fate—often as an expression of lamentation; (3) suicide as re-
ligious offering; and (4) suicide as a means to gain honor.

Questions of methodology inevitably arise in discussing such a del-
icate topic. In the West, suicidology has emerged as a speciality within
sociology, and the great founders of sociology, Emile Durkheim and
Max Weber, both showed keen interest in the subject. One of Durk-
heim’s four books is specifically on suicide, and indeed his typology
continues to dominate considerations of the problem in that field.
Durkheim saw suicide as either egoistic, altruistic, or anomic. The first
category indicates individuals who are insufficiently integrated into so-
ciety’s values; the second, those who are so deeply socially integrated
that they aspire to represent those values as martyrs; and the third,
otherwise balanced individuals who are unable to cope with a sudden
loss of their accustomed social situation.” The Buddhist ethical view on
suicide appears ambivalent precisely because attention is focused on
the motivation behind it, and this focus allows for suicide as a kind
of achievement in piety without any tinge of martyrdom. This kind of
thing does not fit into Durkheim’s scheme, and for this discussion a
more helpful approach is the view that seeks to understand suicide as
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deliberate ‘‘meaningful’’ action, a position more reflective of Weber
and the works of Jack Douglas and J. Maxwell Atkinson.®

Indian Buddhist Sources for Religious Suicide and Self-Mutilation

Altruistic suicide is a common theme in the mythic stories of the for-
mer lives of Sékyamuni in the Jataka and Avadana literature. Both are
frequently depicted in Indian Buddhist art as well as in the extant
Buddhist art of Central Asia and formed an important substratum of
Buddhist religious values in East Asia as well. As Brian Ruppert points
out in Chapter 3, the theme of self-sacrifice was often related to relic
worship, and the pervasiveness of this form of piety in Japan is fur-
ther evidence of how Jataka stories with the theme of altruistic self-
destruction influenced Japanese thought. Early evidence in Japan
of the diffusion of a Jataka story centering on self-sacrifice by the
Buddha-to-be is found most dramatically in one of the scenes painted
on the famous zushi, or portable shrine, of the Tamamushi family,
dated approximately 650 and held at Horyaji. The so-called ‘“Hungry
Tigress Jataka” story, painted in lacquer on wood, is one of the earliest
extant Buddhist paintings in Japan. It illustrates how the young Bodhi-
sattva takes pity on a starving tigress unable to provide food for her
cubs and offers his body to her. This particular story is pervasive in
East Asian Buddhist culture from at least the third century, extremely
early in the transmission of Buddhism into China, when it appears in
translations of Jataka, Avadana, and other allegorical literature.®

It is true that the Pali and Mahasasika Vinayas or monastic regula-
tions forbid suicide arising out of feelings of loathing toward the body
and also forbid the encouragement of suicidal feelings in others. But,
in its valorization of monasticism, there is also no small amount of
rhetoric in early Buddhism that encourages precisely the loathing of
the body and abandoning of any attachment to it. For example, in the
Punnovada-sutta, the monk Punna (Skt. Purna) tells the Buddha that
he wants to live among the people of Sunadparanta to spread the teach-
ing. The Buddha asks Punna how he will deal with the fact that the
Sunaparanta people are violent and inhospitable. What if they insult
you? What if they strike you? What if they stab you with a knife? Punna
passes each testing question by saying that he will remain calm and
think good thoughts about his tormentors, regardless of their persecu-
tions, knowing they do not wish to kill him. Then the Buddha asks,
“What if they do Kkill you?”” Punna responds by stating that there are
already many disciples of the Buddha who are so disgusted with their
bodies that they seek death. The Chinese recension adds:
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“Some take a knife and kill themselves; some take poison; some take a
rope and strangle themselves; some throw themselves into a deep well.
The Sunaparanta people are wise and good. If this putrefying body [is
destroyed] through some means that they employ, then [I] will attain
liberation.” *‘Very good,” the Buddha said. *“You have studied well the

doctrine of forbearance. Go to the land of the Sunaparanta.”’1?

Although the Pali text alludes only to using a knife for self-destruction,
in either recension this satra clearly tells us that voluntary death—
whether by one’s own hand or by the hand of another—was an ac-
cepted part of Buddhist culture within some quarters of the sangha.
Given that this passage puts into the mouth of the Buddha an affirma-
tion that self-destruction can lead to emancipation, it is quite likely
that Vinaya rejections of voluntary death reflect the need to pro-
nounce a ruling on the matter precisely because such things were tak-
ing place.!!

In the Mahayana literature, the hermeneutics of suicide become
perhaps even more complex, as statements about suicide abound,
both positive and negative. Many Mahayana sttras include ennobling
stories of suicide or self-mutilation, usually to demonstrate both altru-
ism and nonattachment to the self. The Mahayana version of the
Mahaparinirvana-sitra, for example, translated into Chinese in the
early fifth century, does not equivocate in its affirmation of suicide-
as-achievement. Here we find the story of a practitioner—a Brahman
ascetic cultivating bodhisattva practice in the Himalayas—who offers
his body to hear merely one complete verse of the Buddha’s teaching.
In this tale, a man-eating, hungry raksasa demon (actually the deity
Sakra in disguise), in order to test this seeker, utters the first two lines
of a gatha but then claims to be unable to speak the second half of the
verse due to extreme hunger. The seeker pleads with him, but the ra-
ksasa refuses to speak. The seeker then promises to give his body to the
raksasa if he will but finish the verse. The deal is struck, the verse
spoken, and the seeker climbs a tree to jump to his death, inviting
others to witness the gift of his body in exchange for words of truth—
a gift that he proclaims is not for profit, fame, or any worldly benefit,
but “for the sake of all sentient beings.”” He then leaps from a tree to
his death but is ultimately saved by Sakra, resuming his true form, and
is promised final attainment in the presence of the future Buddha Mai-
treya, some twelve kalpas hence.!? The implication is clearly that sui-
cide, properly construed, is an effective form of religious praxis that
propels one down the path to final liberation. Another example from
Mahayana literature, well known throughout East Asia, that valorizes
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the sacrifice of the body is the Sutra of the Golden Light, in circulation
since the time of Emperor Shomu (r. 724-749). One of the ‘‘nation-
protecting sutras’” employed in the rituals of Shitenndji and later, of
the kokubunji or provincial monastery system, it contains a reenactment
of the story of the bodhisattva feeding himself to a hungry tigress.!3
But without question the most influential Mahayana statement glorify-
ing both self-mutilation and suicide as expressions of piety lies in the
Lotus Sutra.

As Ruppert notes in Chapter 3, the ‘“Medicine King”’ chapter of
the Lotus Sutra narrates the story of how the bodhisattva Sarvasattva-
priyadar§ana (Beheld with Joy by All Living Beings) twice donated his
physical body as an offering to a buddha called Candrastryavimala-
prabhasri (Pure and Bright Excellence of Sun and Moon), in the con-
text of two different incarnations.'* Each time the bodhisattva’s moti-
vation is explained as coming from reflection upon the offerings he
has already made, and the inevitable feeling that his expression of ded-
ication has been somehow insufficient. In the first instance, he thinks,
“Though by resort to supernatural power I have made an offering to
the Buddha, it is not as if I had made an offering of my own body,”
and in the second, similarly, ““Though I have made this offering, at
heart I am still not satisfied.”” For the first corporeal offering, the bo-
dhisattva fills himself internally and externally with fragrant oils and
sets his body alight, subsequently burning for twelve years. All the bud-
dhas praise him for this, saying, ‘‘Excellent! Excellent! Good man, this
is true perseverance in vigor. This is called a true Dharma-offering to
the Thus Come One.”’ In the second instance, he burns off his arms
rather than his whole body, but the second example is particularly rel-
evant to the Jitsunyo incident because it is motivated by the death of
his teacher, the Buddha Candrastryavimalaprabhasri and occurs on
the occasion of the cremation of that Buddha’s body. The message is
unmistakable: self-mutilation should be recognized as a laudable dem-
onstration of a disciple’s grief at the funeral of his teacher.

When it comes, the sacrifice is no private moment of conscience
but a public display that leads to liberative ends; seeing his act, count-
less beings arouse the aspiration for supreme enlightenment. More-
over, the bodhisattva explains that he fully expects the reward of
buddhahood for his act: ‘I have thrown away both arms. May I now
without fail gain the Buddha’s gold-colored body!”’ Indeed, this is pre-
cisely what happens, whereupon his body is miraculously restored.
Sékyamuni Buddha, who is narrating the episode, then restates the
theme that radical acts of devotion bring radical forms of spiritual
attainment:
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If there is one who, opening up his thought, wishes to attain anuitara-
samyaksambodhi, if he can burn a finger or even a toe as an offering to a
Buddhastapa, he shall exceed one who uses realm or a walled city, wife
or children, or even all the lands, mountains, forests, rivers, ponds, and
sundry precious objects in the whole thousand-millionfold world as
offerings.!®

To sum up, stories of suicide in the satras usually exhibit the first
three motivations listed above: altruism, lamenting loss, and giving
one’s body as the ultimate personal offering. This is not to say that
there were no Buddhist scriptures that came down strongly against sui-
cide. Suicide is listed, for example, as one of the fifteen ‘“‘unfortunate
ways to die”” (Ch. esi) in the Satra of the Perfect Dharani of the Thousand-
Armed Thousand-Eyed Avalokitesvara, translated by Bhagavadharma in
the eighth century and popular in tantric circles.!® At times, however,
particularly in the Mahayana sutras, suicide is used positively as a
means of teaching Buddhist truths about impermanence, nonattach-
ment, the value of piety, and so forth, and is often situated in a nega-
tive view of the physical body as weak, impermanent, and difficult to
control. What is important for this discussion is the fact that the sacri-
ficer is held up as honorable, and, moreover, the sacrifice frequently
takes place in a public setting with spiritual rewards for both sacrificer
and spectator.

The values that lie behind such canonical stories of physical sacri-
fice are also fairly consistent. First, there is the recurring sentiment of
disgust at one’s physical existence stemming from the view that the
body is unreliable and in a state of decay; losing the body or parts of
it is therefore not a significant loss. Second, it is said that there is no
greater offering than one’s body. That is, once rightly understood as
expendable, the body can be a tool, something to be used in pursuit
of spiritual goals. In the Chinese translation of the Punnovada-sutta,
the destruction of one’s body is actually referred to as an ‘“‘expedient
means’’ (Ch. fangbian). And third, as illustrated in the Lotus Sutra’s ex-
hortation to abandon this body in order to gain the golden body of a
buddha, in personal physical sacrifice lies a promise similar to that
made to the martyrs of early Christianity: by giving up this body one
gains another one beyond the grave that is far superior.

China

One finds numerous references to physical sacrifice and suicide in the
Buddhist and non-Buddhist literature of China prior to the Mongol
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period (1280-1368), which are framed as heroic acts of religious com-
mitment. The human torch and arm burning story from the Lotus Sutra
appears to have been particularly influential in China, and the satra is
frequently mentioned by name in the stories of monks and nuns who
emulated these acts of self-mutilation and self-immolation. In fact, cor-
poreal offering became so renowned in China, at least in the kind of
lore we find in monastic biographies, that the various Gaoseng zhuan
(Accounts of eminent monks) include a category for those who distin-
guished themselves in this way, called “‘sacrificing the body” (wangshen
or yishen), and some compendiums like the Fayuan zhulin include
such a category as well (here called “‘casting away the body,” or
sheshen).'” The fantastic nature of many of these largely hagiographic
stories may suggest to some that their descriptions of mutilation by
burning the top of one’s head, or of suicide by selfimmolation, or
leaping into a river are more likely to have been fiction than reality.
But the historicity of such practices is confirmed by the fact that we
also find criticisms, by both Buddhists and others, in which these same
acts of self-directed violence are attacked. For example, Yijing (635-
713) condemns the roasting of fingers, burning of skin, and even im-
molation of the entire body as reflective of a mistaken understanding
of Buddhism and bemoans how common it has become for young
monks to think that, if they immolate themselves without fear, that
will guarantee a quick attainment of enlightenment.!® The famous
anti-Buddhist memorial by the Confucian scholar Han Yu (768-824)
similarly lists the same abuses of the body, and his description matches
records of the same kinds of behavior found in the Gaoseng zhuan.
The self-mutilations he witnessed in 819 among the frenzied crowd
that swelled around a procession through the capital of a relic of
Sﬁkyamuni is an event attested to elsewhere.!® Even today, moreover,
one continues to see burned or mutilated fingers among Chinese
monks.

Mention should additionally be made of the Central Asian evi-
dence of other, non-Indian cultures that may also have influenced the
fascination with self-mutilation found in China and Japan. Of particu-
lar interest in this context is a depiction of the Buddha’s parinirvana
found among the cave paintings at Qizil in Sinjiang, where there is
much pulling out of hair and cutting of skin among the onlookers.2°
As acts of self-destruction in canonical Buddhist scriptures are never
acceptable as expressions of despair, this self-mutilation as mourning
is not originally Buddhist and probably not Indian in origin. The scene
in Qizil is more likely to reflect the impact of either the Indo-Scythians
or the Tujue cultures, both of whom are known to have scarred them-
selves to express grief at funerals.?! Nor is selffmutilation normative be-
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havior at Chinese funerals. Expressions even of extreme grief among
surviving family members are restrained by the notion that one’s body
is a precious gift bequeathed from one’s parents and ancestors, so an
individual is not at liberty to destroy it before fulfilling his filial obliga-
tions. On the other hand, China did have a tradition of altruistically
sacrificing one’s own flesh for medicinal purposes. Human blood and
tissue were believed to offer especially powerful healing qualities,
and there are numerous stories in non-Buddhist literature of sons and
daughters cutting a piece of their flesh to feed to a sick parent.??2 The
copying of canonical texts in one’s own blood was also valued and
came to be adopted by Buddhist monks. Although there was much
criticism of these forms of corporeal sacrifice, their continuation from
the medieval period into the Qing (1644-1911) suggests that people
who did such things were regarded in the popular culture as remark-
able for their endurance of pain and depth of devotion. Within a Chi-
nese monastic culture that manipulated the body in the service of self-
discipline, it seems sensible to view self-mutilation as simply a more
advanced form of praxis. While not without controversy even within
the sangha, as Yijing’s complaint shows, the appearance of these prac-
tices in popular Buddhist scriptures indigenous to China, which reaf-
firm them in a manner similar to the Lotus Sutra, suggests their broad
appeal.?® Of particular relevance here is the subculture of suicide
among believers in Pure Land Buddhism, which seems to have resulted
from a combination of belief in postmortem rewards for self-sacrifice
in general and the specific desire to direct all karmic merit toward the
goal of birth in the realm of Amitabha Buddha. This topic will be vis-
ited again below.

Japan

Early literary sources for the study of ancient Japan such as the Kojiki,
Nihon shoki, Man’yoshit, Fudoki, and Nihon ryoiki contain numerous sto-
ries of voluntary death carried out for one reason or another, and
none of these accounts are accompanied by negative didactic com-
ments. Alongside altruistic suicides, examples appear that are moti-
vated by shame or despair, both of which were probably operative in
suicides following an individual being convicted of a crime. It is not
uncommon for aristocratic men to decide that their wives and/or chil-
dren should die with them when they have personally decided to cross
that line, but men without such status, and all women who willfully
choose death, die alone. In the Fudoki, we find the first three examples
of suicide by seppuku, or cutting open the belly, including one by a
woman.2*



148 Mark L. BLum

Relevant to the link between suicides and funerals that would ap-
pear much later in the case of Jitsunyo, we find a very early example
of grief leading to self-destruction by a hero mourning at the graveside
of his lord. I refer to the story of Tajimamori (or Tadimamori) in the
Kojiki, also repeated in the Man’yosh@.?®> The story is set in the time
when the leaders of Japan were but recently descended from kami. Ta-
jimamori is dispatched by Emperor Suinin to a distant land across the
sea (akin to the mythical island of Penglai) to bring back the special
fruit of the ‘‘seasonless fragrant tree.”” He finds the tree, gathers its
fruit and a number of its branches, and returns home. But before his
return, the emperor dies. When he learns what has happened, Tajima-
mori gives half the branches to the empress and lays the other half on
the emperor’s tomb. Standing before the tomb while holding up the
fruit, he cries out that he has succeeded in bringing the fruit as re-
quested. Then, ‘“‘while shouting and weeping,”” he suddenly dies. Taji-
mamori’s death has generally been interpreted as a voluntary expres-
sion of fealty to his lord and thus categorized as junshi.

To restrain people from acting on such sentiments, Emperor Sui-
nin (r. 29 BCE-70 CE) decreed that haniwa or clay effigies should be
used in burial mounds to replace the practice of burying attendants
of the king.2® This rule is nevertheless violated in the story of the death
of the great Queen Himiko (a.k.a. Pimiko, Himeko) who, in c. 248 CE
unified the country after a great civil war. According to the ‘“‘History of
Wei”’ included in the Sanguo zhi (History of the three kingdoms), at
the funeral of Himiko, ‘‘over a hundred male and female attendants
followed her”” in death.?”

Even more similar to the circumstances of Jitsunyo’s funeral are
three suicides said to have occurred among the retainers of Prince
Ohokusaka (n.d.), son of Emperor Nintoku (r. early fifth century).
When his lord is slain through the treachery of a messenger, Ohokusa-
ka’s vassal Kishi Hikaka of Naniha (Naniwa) and his two sons sit beside
his body, the father holding the head and the two sons each a leg, and
cry out their sadness at the death of their lord, saying, ‘“We would not
be [true] retainers if, as we three have served our lord in life, we were
not to follow him in death.” They then cut their own throats and die
beside his corpse.?®

Moving up to the early seventh century, another example of collec-
tive suicide following a powerful leader can be found in the death of
Yamashiro no Oe (d. 643), the son of Prince Shotoku. Also known as
Yamashiro no Oe no O, he expected to be crowned emperor following
the death of Empress Suiko in 628 but was thwarted by his ruthless
uncle Soga no Emishi (d. 645). Emishi instead supported a grandson
of Emperor Bidatsu (r. 572-585), and the conflict escalated into civil
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war, with Emishi victorious and his candidate becoming Emperor
Jomei (r. 629-641). According to the Nihon shoki, some years later Ya-
mashiro no Oe was challenged by Emishi’s son Soga no Iruka over the
post-Jomei succession and had to escape to Mt. Ikoma. Rejecting pleas
from his vassals to flee to Mibu to raise a new army, he instead chose
suicide, with the rationale given that he preferred death to spare the
nation any further burden from his war for succession. Following his
suicide, those in his clan who had been supporting him then decided
to follow him by hanging themselves. They numbered at least twenty-
three people from the imperial family, including the four younger sib-
lings of Prince Shotoku.??

These practices were common enough for Emperor Koétoku
(r. 645-654) in 646 to issue a ruling forbidding the killing of oneself
and even killing others at funerals.3? There are also stories from the
seventh century of women committing suicide after the death of a hus-
band or brother who had been put to death due to political crimes.3!

Mention of suicide with explicit reference to Buddhism first ap-
pears in public pronouncements against suicide expressed in a 834
legal commentary:

Monks and nuns may in no case burn their bodies or commit suicide
(shashin). If they do, anyone involved will be guilty of a violation based
on the precepts.... It is the custom in Shinano province that, when a
husband dies, the wife then sacrifices herself. Wherever this kind of
[practice] may be found, it is to be corrected by teaching appropriate
behavior (reikyo).3?

Nonetheless, suicides in a Buddhist context continued to be well at-
tested throughout the Heian period (794-1185). For example, the
mid-Heian Nihon kiryaku records the self-immolation in 995 of a monk
named Kakushin that brought the retired emperor Kazan to the funer-
ary service to pay homage to the monk’s achievement.3® Especially in
the latter half of the period, references to suicide in an explicitly Bud-
dhist context increase, and those associated with aspiration for birth in
Amida’s Pure Land emerge as the most numerous of all. This link be-
tween suicide and Pure Land belief and practice may be seen as one
aspect of a broader gestalt whereby motivation for self-destruction is
grounded in the belief that ritual suicide done properly could propel
one to an afterlife in one of the paradisiacal pure lands associated, not
only with Amida, but also with the bodhisattvas Miroku (Skt. Maitreya)
and Kannon (Avalokitesvara). In accounts of such suicides, we see
how the Japanese added their own mythic layer to continental ideolog-
ical precedent, usually in the form of sacred locales and times when
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and where religious suicide had more significance or perhaps greater
chances of success. Many Heian-period suicides were associated with
Tennoji in Naniwa, for example, because of popular belief that the
western gate of this temple directly faced the eastern gate of Amida’s
Pure Land.?* Many also held that entrance to Kannon’s Potalaka
(Jpn. Fudaraku) realm could be achieved by jumping from the Nachi
waterfall in Kumano.?®> We also know that one of the mountains in
the Higashiyama chain bordering Kyoto dubbed Amidamine (Amida
Peak) became a popular site for suicide. Suicides frequently occurred
on the fifteenth or sixteenth day of seventh, eighth, and ninth months.
The Hyakurensho, although written at the end of the thirteenth cen-
tury, records a self-immolation there that took place on the sixteenth
day of the ninth month in 985, accompanied by an attending crowd.
The text also comments that “‘in recent years there have been eleven
people who have immolated themselves in the provinces.””%6 The
spring and autumn equinoxes (higan) were also a popular time for
suicide—perhaps because of their associations, as times for memorial-
izing the dead, with the Buddhist ideal of reaching a world beyond
suffering or from the aesthetic appeal of the sun rising due east and
setting due west.

Suicides in the Heian, Kamakura (1185-1333), and Muromachi
(1392-1573) periods that were motivated by the postmortem goal of
reaching a wholly superior realm are usually referred to by the terms
shashin 0jo (0jo by discarding the body), jigai 0jo (6jo by suicide), toshin
0jo (0jo by leaping to one’s death), or jusui 0jo (0jo by drowning). There
was also the practice of tokai ojo (literally, 6jo by crossing the sea),
which refers to the act of setting out in a boat from Wakayama for Kan-
non’s paradise of Potalaka, thought to be somewhere in the middle of
the ocean. Shashin also grew to become a generic term in Shugendo
for a variety of extreme ascetic practices intended to culminate in
death, such as putting oneself in a large hole dug in the earth, drink-
ing lacquer, and then entering meditative samadhi. But its most com-
mon associations were with aspirations for 0j6 and a corresponding re-
nunication of this “‘corrupt’” world, as expressed in the oft-quoted
phrase, “pull away from the defiled world and seek the Pure Land”
(onri edo gongu jodo).

Buddhism did not provide the only frame of reference for suicide
in premodern Japan, however. From the Kamakura period well into
the Tokugawa (1603-1868), the category of suicide known as junshi
gained prominence. Junshi signifies various forms of noble death based
on Confucian norms of loyalty.3” But the same term was also used to
represent the Christian concept of martyrdom after its introduction in
the sixteenth century, because both these characterizations of volun-
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tary death require public perception that the individual has sacrificed
his or her life for the sake of transhistoric values fundamental to the
preservation of a collective truth that guarantees order.

Junshi suicides are presented as springing from motives of either
altruism or resignation, both of which are illustrated in early Japanese
stories.?® The latter most often occurs in the case of a battle or attack
in which the person reckons it inevitable that he or she will be killed by
an enemy and in response chooses death by his or her own hand to
avoid dying in a humiliating way. This may seem more like suicide out
of pride than resignation, but choosing to die in this manner marks
one as a hero in traditional China, particularly for ministers and other
vassals surrounding a king who is overthrown violently. Considering an
individual’s obligation to family, politically inspired junshi reflects the
domination of societal loyalty over filial loyalty. As in Buddhism, these
internal value conflicts often result in unclear judgments of history,"
but the persistence of the heroic junshi tradition into the modern pe-
riod has served to valorize national obligations at the expense of famil-
ial or personal concerns.

The violence at the end of the Heian period accompanying the so-
called Genpei War and the rise of warrior power ushered in the literary
genre called gunki monogatar: or military epic, where heroic death is
glorified to an extent not seen in earlier literature. Heike monogatari
(Tale of the Heike) contains numerous stories, not only of battlefield
death, but of battlefield suicide as well. The name of Amida is fre-
quently called out as warriors race into battle, and the nenbutsu is often
recited just before a suicide. Military suicides in the Heike typically re-
flect the Confucian heroic norm wherein suicide is either an alterna-
tive to being killed by the enemy or a vassal’s expression of loyalty to a
lord who has fallen. Heike and other military tales from the medieval
period frequently describe these suicides in a most dramatic way, and
the reader/listener cannot fail to be struck by how quickly the narra-
tive is able to turn what appears to be imminent humiliation in defeat
of a great warrior into a moment of glory and honor through his willful
self—destruction. A good example is the suicide of Minamoto no Kane-
hira, adopted brother and devoted follower of Minamoto no Yoshi-
naka. In the midst of battle, Kanehira hears the boast of an enemy war-
rior who has just killed Yoshinaka, screamed out his triumph, then cut
off the head and raised it on the point of his sword:

Kanehira was fighting desperately as these words rang in his ears. At
that moment he ceased fighting and cried out: “For whom do I have
to fight now? You warriors of the east, see how the mightiest warrior in
Japan puts an end to himself!”” Thrusting the point of his sword into
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his mouth, he flung himself headlong from his horse so that the sword
pierced his head.*?

The great general Minamoto no Yoshitsune similarly chooses suicide
when defeat in battle is imminent, as described in a collection of sto-
ries transmitted about him, the fifteenth-century military epic Gikeiki.
In contrast to Kanehira, Yoshitsune reflects deliberately on how to
end his life and chooses to cut open his belly, because it is the most
difficult and therefore the best method of dying. After expanding the
large incision, he removes his internal organs and then waits to die.*!
It is worth noting that seppuku was still an unusual way to self-destruct at
the time of the events described, and indeed this story of Yoshitsune
may have been a catalyst for its later normative status; it is only well
after the Genpei War that seppuku became de rigueur for any warrior
wishing to take his own life.

Heroic warrior death is especially celebrated in Taiheiki, com-
pleted in 1371, approximately one century after the Heike. Here sep-
puku has become standard operating procedure. The number of sui-
cides in Taiheiki is also dramatically greater than in any prior work. In
the Heike, for example, voluntary death described by the Buddhist term
shashin appears only twice, and there are twenty instances of suicide
called jigai. In Taiheiki, suicide described as shashin appears three
times, but named individual deaths labelled jiga: total 114. There are
also scenes of mass suicide in Tathetk: that far exceed in scale anything
remotely similar found in the Heike: for example, the defeat of the
army led by Hojo Nakatoki (1306-1333) in 1333 leads to 432 men dy-
ing by seppuku. Another, even more dramatic scene of mimetic frenzy
follows upon the suicide of Ho6jo Takatoki (1303-1333). Facing a
hopeless military situation, Takatoki convenes a death party of sorts.
After some ceremonial drinking, he calls out to those assembled: ““Kill
yourselves quickly! I shall go before you as your example!”” This imme-
diately leads 283 H6j0 men to cut open their bellies and die, “‘each
striving to be the first.”” The hall where this occurs is then set alight,
which somehow inspires the warriors stationed outside the hall to die
similarly, leading, according to the narrator, to a total of more than
870 seppuku deaths on this one occasion.*?

When a samurai dies by his own hand, we infer a rationale of duty
or honor and often both. Indeed there is great honor in successfully
performing seppuku, the highest of all duties. It goes without saying
that much of the ideological structure of the lord-vassal relationship
in feudal Japan can be traced to Neo-Confucian notions of loyalty and
responsibility transmitted first during the Southern Song (1127-1279)
and later, during the Ming (1368-1644), dynasties. As the above exam-
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ples show, by the middle of the fourteenth century, the core samurai
values of duty and loyalty had come to incorporate a notion of volun-
tary death. Suicide had become a common—and for many, an accept-
able and even laudatory—course of action when confronting an insur-
mountable crisis, be it political or spiritual.

Jigai ojo: Suicide to Reach the Pure Land

Having outlined above the general discourses of voluntary death, Bud-
dhist and otherwise, that were transmitted to and developed in Japan,
let us now consider in more detail the specific tradition of jigai oj0, or
what I wish to call ““gjo-suicide,”” which holds particular relevance for
the case of Jitsunyo. In the five or six centuries between its emergence
in the Heian period and Jitsunyo’s time, this practice appears to have
expanded so dramatically as to have become the normative religious
rationalization for suicide in the medieval period. In the Heian-period
literary genre called gjoden (accounts of those born in the Pure Land),
we find numerous examples of suicides by individuals who thought it
gave them ready access to Amida’s Land of Bliss. The origin of jigai 6j6
lies in similar practices recorded in the same genre written in China
(pronounced wangsheng zhuan), the earliest of which dates to the sev-
enth century.*® Among various Chinese examples, probably the most
well-known story in Japan was the “‘jumping from a tree” gjo-suicide
of the Pure Land patriarch Shandao (613-681), which first appears in
the biographies of him written during the Song period.** Shandao’s
example seems to have inspired many in medieval Japan, and accounts
of individuals committing gjo-suicide become increasingly numerous
from the twelfth century. One work from this period reports twenty-
four people who threw themselves into the Katsura River in Kyoto in
1176.%5 It is also from the twelfth century that accounts of suicide
aimed at birth in the Pure Land begin to appear in gjoden.*® It has
been said that suicide is always a public event, and, like the self-
immolation in the time of the retired emperor Kazan mentioned
above, we find many references to public gatherings at gjo-suicides de-
scribed in these sources. The descriptions in gjoden do not praise the
self-destroying individuals as heroic, but they do praise the ensuing
miracles that the suicides generated. At the very least we may infer
that these recorded suicides were often witnessed by others.

Also relevant to the suicides at Jitsunyo’s funeral is the fact that
many of these twelfth-century ojo-suicides take place at burial grounds
such as Toribeno, Funaoka, and Amidamine, locales believed to be di-
rectly linked with journeying to Amida’s Pure Land. The presence of
the death of others would seem to have been a motivating factor,
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rather than a deterrence, and seems to reflect what Maurice Pinguet
has called the Japanese intimacy with death.*

In the early thirteen century, we begin to see ridicule of gjo-suicide
in Buddhist literature, suggesting it had become so commonplace that
it could become a subject of satire. The Uji shiii monogatari, a collection
of setsuwa or tales with strong didactic flavor mostly written between
1214 and 1221, contains a story about a hijiri, or holy man, who “‘an-
nounced that he was going to drown himself”’ in the Katsura River.
This creates a stir in the city, and after one hundred days of ritual
preparation he is carried down to the river by a large procession
of monks and lay people—‘‘more numerous than the stones in the
riverbed’”’—who initially shower him with rice in an expression of their
adoration but then turn ugly when, after jumping into the water while
reciting the nenbutsu, he changes his mind and allows himself to be
pulled out.*® The incident also illustrates the fact that religious suicide,
here again gjo-suicide, held for many an eerie, ambiguous fascination
that allowed it to be easily turned into public spectacle. It is worth re-
membering that, in this example, the hiiri turns from hero to laugh-
ingstock in the public’s estimation only when he loses his nerve and
does not die.

Further evidence of the admiration of ¢gjo-suicide can be found in
the recorded suicides among the followers of Honen (1133-1212) and
Ippen (1234-1284) that took place in response to the death of their
teachers and thus provide even more relevant precedents for the sui-
cides at Jitsunyo’s funeral. Despite modern-day claims to the contrary
in both their respective traditions, Jodosha and Jisha, there is no clear
condemnation of this practice by either Honen or Ippen in their ex-
tant writings. In the case of Ippen, his death is said to have motivated
six (or seven) people to throw themselves in the ocean and drown.*®
The Ippen biographies explain this by stating that these individuals
wanted to follow him to the Pure Land—an example of suicide as soli-
darity. Also, similar to Jikkd’s account of Jitsunyo’s funeral, after the
fact another group was on the verge of imitating their self-destroyed
brethren when they were dissuaded by a lay follower who, in asking
the group for talismans and guidance, convinced them of the value of
continuing Ippen’s ministry.

The Death of Saburo Tamemori

Let us now turn to the gjo-suicide, prompted by Honen’s death, of a
samurai named Saburé Tamemori of Tsunoto (1163-1243), ordained
under the monastic name Songan shortly before his death, for which
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we have a most graphic description in the so-called “‘imperial biogra-
phy”’ of Honen (Honen Shonin gyojo exu) presented by Shunjo (1255-
1335) to Emperor Go-Fushimi in 1307. As a youth, Saburé fought with
Yoritomo against the Taira, but his career was more closely tied with
Minamoto no Sanetomo, shogun from 1203 to 1219. Feeling guilty for
his acts of violence in battle, Saburé sought out Honen for guidance
in 1195, and they continued to communicate in letters. In the biogra-
phy, Honen refers to Saburo’s “‘wholesome hatred of this present fleet-
ing world” and suggests that he not fret over the unbelievers around
him, writing: ‘““The thing to do is hasten yourself to the Land of Bliss
and attain enlightenment. After that you may return to this world to
render service to others.”” After the death of both his spiritual master
(Honen) and liege lord (Sanetomo), Saburo’s dolorous state of mind
led him to suicide.

After Honen’s death [Saburo] longed more and more for Amida’s
Pure Land. He used to take out Honen'’s letters to read, at which point
he would address himself to Honen’s spirit, beseeching him to come
and welcome him to the Land of Bliss. But several years passed without
any answer. At last he called Josho-bo and a few other disciples of
Honen on the twenty-eighth day of the tenth month in the third year
of Ninji (1242) and asked them to conduct a nenbutsu service lasting
three seven-day periods. At the end of this vigil, at the hour of mid-
night on the eighteenth day of the eleventh month, while in the act
of repeating the nenbutsu in a loud voice in the practice hall (dojo), he
cut open his belly and took out his five organs and six entrails, and
wrapped them with an under-hakama so that they might be secretly
thrown into the river behind the temple. As it was in the middle of the
night, no one knew about it. After [completing his task], he faced ev-
eryone and said, ‘‘Ever since I became a priest and retreated from the
world, I have prayed for the enlightenment of the Great Minister [Sa-
netomo], for I feel nostalgia for my [late] lord. Honen also said to me,
‘We will surely meet in the Land of Bliss,” and so to have lived [after the
passing of these two men] until now in this defiled world without [my
own] gjo seems to have been without any value. Sakyamuni entered into
extinction at eighty, and Honen also attained 0jo at eighty; I am now
fully eighty as well. The eighteenth vow is that of nenbulsu 0jo; today is
also the eighteenth. [Today] also corresponds to the conclusion of the
nenbutsu service [we have just performed], so if I could achieve gjo to-
day, that would truly be special.” Without really suspecting such resolve
on his part, [everyone] understood him to be talking only in general-
ities, and they responded by praising his words as excellent indeed.
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That night passed and the next day, and not feeling any pain or any
signs of the end coming, he summoned his son Moritomo, First Secre-
tary in the Popular Affairs Ministry, and showed him his cut-open
belly.>°

The story continues with Saburé somehow managing to go on living
for another fifty-seven days, free from pain but growing increasingly
impatient for death to come. The chapter ends with a statement attrib-
uted to Shoko, the founder of the Chinzei branch of Honen’s Jodoshu
or Pure Land sect with which the biography’s author was affiliated, to
the effect that efforts to attain o0jo by seppuku, self-immolation, drown-
ing, or fasting are improper “‘in this latter age.””®!

Consider the following points in the above account. (1) The sui-
cide is chiefly motivated by a profound loneliness resulting from the
loss of Saburé’s religious leader and political protector. (2) When he
explains his intention to achieve gjo (= death) on that auspicious day,
those in his discourse community, not knowing that he has already
disembowelled himself, react to the idea as laudatory. (3) The author
takes a paradoxical stance in relating the story by, on the one hand,
withholding any criticism of Saburd’s act of self-destruction, and, on
the other, concluding his narrative with a generic doctrinal statement
that ojo-suicide has been declared taboo by church leadership.

This double-coding thus provides further evidence that gj6-suicides
in medieval Japan were viewed with deep ambivalence. Even if the offi-
cial position by educated clergy were one of condemnation, such acts
commanded respect among a great many in society, and there is an un-
mistakably heroic dimension to Shunjo’s telling of Saburd’s story. At
the same time, Saburo at the time of his death was a monk in Honen’s
line and so should have adhered closely to Honen’s doctrine. This de-
tailed account of Saburé’s demise thus raises the question of why the
story of an g¢jo-suicide by one of Honen’s followers was included in a
public biography of Honen. As in the case of the suicides that appear
in Ippen’s biographies, one presumes it was meant to demonstrate the
extraordinary impact of the teacher upon his followers, and it is worth
noting that the biographies of both Ippen and Honen hint that their
deaths produced an impact similar to that of Sikyamuni. Yet while
Shunj6 does not want his readers to think he is recommending ojo-
suicide, he does acknowledge that ““men of superior abilities in ancient
times’’ conducted themselves in this way with impunity, though he
doubts many today could succeed at it.?? Like the Uji shai story, the
problem lies not in the morality of the act but in the ability of the actor
to complete it in the proper frame of mind. Shunjo then quotes the
following as a definitive ruling:
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Shoko put out an admonishment on this, saying that, in this latter
age, we must refrain (shinshaku) from self-destruction for Birth ( jigai
0j0), self-immolation for Birth (shoshin 0jo), self-drowning for Birth
(jusui 0jo), fasting for Birth (danjiki 6j0), and so forth.%3

The choice of words attributed to Shoko here is revealing, for the four
forms of suicide he condemns are never called suicide, but only gj6. In
this context, therefore, we must read the term 60 to designate, not
merely birth in the Pure Land as an event that occurs after death, but
the death event itself. We should understand ojo here as ‘‘willful death in
order to reach the Pure Land,” in essence, as voluntary death. An am-
bivalence toward religious suicide is evident in Shoko’s use of the term
shinshaku to condemn the practice, a word that means ‘‘holding back
to consider a measured response’’ and thus that speaks more to propri-
ety than to sinful or unethical behavior.?*

Given the similarity of circumstance, the suicides of Ippen’s fol-
lowers and of Honen'’s disciple Saburdé Tamemori can be seen as pre-
cursors for the collective suicides at the funeral of Jitsunyo. While
there is no personal information to draw on in the Ippen case, the per-
sonal statement from Saburo recorded for posterity is suggestive for
our understanding of the collective suicide of Jitsunyo’s followers, in
that his decision to take his life is framed by his expressed continuing
attachment to his religious leader and his political leader. Jump to the
early sixteenth century, and the case can be made that, for the Hon-
ganji community, the two roles are now borne by the same person.
Jitsunyo’s specific political situation will be discussed below, but first it
may be helpful to briefly review the feudal values of medieval Japan
that pertain most directly to someone choosing to die by their own
hand. For, as a medieval samurai, Saburd’s mention of his recently de-
ceased feudal lord tells us that his sense of loyalty contributed to his
decision to choose seppuku. We do not know if the twenty individuals
who ended their lives voluntarily at Jitsunyo’s funeral were samurai,
but the fact that they chose seppuku as the means to do so strongly sug-
gests it.

Honganji at the Turn of the Sixteenth Century: Jitsunyo as Daimyo

It is against this background of suicide as a glorious death for samurai,
suicide as hastening entry into the Pure Land, and suicide out of
mourning for religious and political leaders, that we must seek to com-
prehend the suicide cluster that followed the funeral of Jitsunyo, lead-
er of Honganji. In fact, all these traditions are relevant to this incident.
First, Jitsunyo was the leader of a major religious organization whose
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doctrine was a form of Pure Land Buddhism. Second, it can be argued
that Jitsunyo was not only a religious leader but performed the role of
daimyo as well, for under his leadership Honganji had become an
active participant in the military feuding among warlords. In Jitsunyo,
a great many Honganji adherents saw someone responsible for their
existence both on earth and beyond the grave. This is the context in
which we must consider the motivation of the suicides following his
death.

Prior to the Onin War, power within Shinsha was divided among
four or five regional centers of authority.>® By the end of the fifteenth
century, however, Rennyo had succeeded in establishing Honganji as
Shinsht’s undisputed leader. He accomplished this not only by char-
ismatic religious leadership but also by astute politics and keen admin-
istrative skills, demonstrated in his response to persecution and civil
unrest with strategies of adaptation unmatched by his rivals. Rennyo
brought about a marked expansion in the size of the community sup-
porting Honganji as the result of a successful campaign among an
ever-widening range of lay Shinsha believers, called monto, instilling in
the members of many provincial dojo a sense of affiliation with Hon-
ganji, often at the expense of their ties to other branches of Shinshu.
Rennyo created a vast institutional network across at least a dozen
provinces that was particularly solid in northern Japan and in the cap-
ital region.>%

According to historians Akamatsu Toshihide and Kasahara Kazuo,
tension between Shinsha monto and local samurai slowly increased dur-
ing the time of Jitsunyo’s stewardship of the church,®” but this was
merely an escalation of an overall shift in political power that was tak-
ing place throughout the nation during Rennyo’s tenure. After the
Onin War, the authority of the Bakufu or shogunate declined precipi-
tously, which meant that provincial governors or shugo appointed by
the Bakufu lost their power as well. This led to struggles for power at
the local level and to the emergence of a new kind of local hegemon,
most of whom came from powerful, landholding families based in the
area. Scholars have termed these chieftains sengoku daimyo to distin-
guish them from the previous shugo daimyo. In this competition for
power in the second half of the fifteenth century, many groups orga-
nized themselves into confederations or leagues (the original meaning
of ikki) for their own protection and advancement. These ikki or do’ikki
might be led by peasant kokujin, or soryo—hereditary large landowners
who served as village chiefs and often joined together under a compact
to protect their interests and autonomy. As the ikki struggled to avoid
tax liabilities and other oppressive policies, their political and eco-
nomic frustration often led to violence.® For this reason, many peas-
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ants took on military roles and were thus called jizamurai (rural war-
riors). The ikki affiliated with Honganji, labelled ikko ikki because Shin-
shti was often called Ikkosha (the ‘‘single-minded sect’’), were no dif-
ferent. Under Rennyo’s leadership, the spread of Honganji brought in
peasants, samurai (called bushi monto), and kokujin alike, and many
Shinsht congregations easily linked up with others in their area, form-
ing monto ikki united across different regions that could grow into the
tens of thousands if provoked. Rennyo was able to coordinate this net-
work of monto ikki and in doing so established a strong sense of alle-
giance to himself, or at least, to the office of monshu, head of the
united monto. This has led scholars like Neil McMullin to write: ““As a
result of Rennyo’s success the chief priest of the Honganji became an
extremely powerful figure: he was the religious overlord of tens of
thousands of monto.... The chief priest became in effect a daimyo,
and indeed his power rivaled that of the greatest daimyo.”’%?

During this time, Honganji experienced phenomenal growth, to a
point where local power structures often felt threatened and took steps
to suppress its expansion. At times this led to armed destruction of a
Honganji center, which only deepened its sense of militancy; many
temples were built with walls and moats for protection, especially Hon-
ganji itself. The Tendai Buddhist center on Mt. Hiei was frequently an-
tagonistic, and the famous destruction of the Otani Honganji under
Rennyo’s leadership in 1465 by armed monks from Enryakuji was a
watershed moment in the development of Honganji as a feudal institu-
tion, for it confirmed the need for its own source of military protec-
tion. But though committed to protect his constituent communities
and dedicated to the expansion of his church, Rennyo was not openly
supportive of organized movements in opposition to authorities, for he
did not wish to challenge them directly. Rennyo’s policy of ‘“‘obey the
law and pay your taxes’’ reflects a modicum of confidence in the ability
of the existing political structures to maintain order.

While there are isolated reports of suicides following Rennyo’s
death, such as that of his disciple Renso (d. 1449), nothing occurred
on the scale of what happened at Jitsunyo’s funeral. To understand
how Jitsunyo’s death inspired such an unusually violent reaction, it is
worth noting how the stewardship of Honganji differed under his
rule. First of all, in Jitsunyo’s time, the spirit of compromise with polit-
ical authority so skillfully maintained by Rennyo had clearly weakened.
Many Honganji leaders in the sixteenth century viewed cooperation
with the Bakufu and their vassal shugo to be of dubious value, and
there was marked resistance to compromise agreements that restricted
Honganji expansion. Second, while Rennyo only minimally addressed
the ever-increasing numbers of peasant leaders who took on military
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roles by granting only a few ikki affiliated with Honganji permission to
defend themselves militarily, Jitsunyo greatly expanded this role of the
Honganji monshu as active commander-in-chief. These two changes
strongly suggest that, compared with Rennyo’s time, Honganji under
Jitsunyo suffered from greater political isolation but also grew more ac-
customed to a hardened military culture.

A third area of difference lies in the changed social and political
standing of the church under Jitsunyo’s leadership. After an initial
period devoted to infrastructural reform, Jitsunyo worked hard to
strengthen Honganji’s relations with the court, powerful daimy6, and
local constables. His course of action was not always military but at
times could be diplomatic; he sent gifts of horses, for example, to de-
fuse threats by local authorities. The Shinshu founder, Shinran (1173-
1262), though of aristocratic blood, had all but ignored the court, even
instructing his followers not to participate in Shinto rituals. Rennyo re-
versed this ruling on Shint6, not for theological reasons so much as to
remove one source of criticism of Honganji’s social persona. Jitsunyo,
on the other hand, petitioned the court and ultimately succeeded in
having Honganji declared a chokuganji, a temple that the emperor pub-
licly requests to perform rituals for the protection and peace of the na-
tion. Thus, where Rennyo sought to keep a low profile for Honganji,
Jitsunyo sought public recognition for it as a civil institution of
substance.®¢

The political and economic autonomy of Honganji fostered by
Rennyo and established by Jitsunyo in the sixteenth century created a
relationship between the monshu and the administrative leadership be-
low him little different from that of a powerful daimy6 atop a similar
hierarchy of loyal, devoted figures who derived their power from their
leader. In both social structures, the vassals would have internalized
medieval values of fealty to their overlord, who in turn was responsible
for their well-being. Citing Kasahara Kazuo, McMullin notes that,
under Rennyo, representatives of Honganji leadership called daibozu
were sent out as to wield the Honganji’s authority.®! These representa-
tives derived their authority from and were expected to carry out the
policies of the monshu himself. However, not everyone affiliated with
Honganji recognized its ‘““domain’’ or authority within their own, local
spheres of influence, and at times this led to internal conflicts.

Under Rennyo, the number of people branded as heretics and ex-
pelled from the church increased sharply. Kasahara has found that, be-
tween the time of Shinran and Rennyo, almost no excommunications
occurred in Shinshu. He concludes that this change was not the result
of a sudden swelling of rebellious ideas spreading through the country-
side but sprang instead from the political tensions arising out of Ren-
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nyo’s system of sending out his sons as appointed bishops to act as
watchdogs over local Shinsht communities.%?

The penalties for excommunication, usually referred to as kanki,
were extremely severe: the individual (and often his family) was ostra-
cized from his village, prevented from earning a living there, and even
prevented from joining any other Honganji community. It is interest-
ing to see how this is reported in another record of Jitsugo, who opines
that people who oppose church teachings are so disruptive—breaking
laws and inciting others to do the same—that they deserve to be killed.
But it would too sad to do this, Jitsugo admits, and under Rennyo and
Jitsunyo, such directives did not appear, executions of heretics begin-
ning only under Jitsunyo’s successor, Shonyo (1516-1554). But even
under Jitsunyo, the excommunicated endured such deprivation that
they were commonly unable to sustain their lives.5® As the Honpukuji
atogaki, a sixteenth-century record of a Shinsha temple in Omi prov-
ince, explains, “‘In this life they will be shunned [so severely] by others
that it is unlikely that they will not starve to death.”’®* Sometimes the
decree of excommunication was interpreted by local community lead-
ers as ordering the individual’s death. Yet even death was not necessar-
ily an escape, for Honganji directives often pronounced that such indi-
viduals were ineligible to go to the Pure Land and declared that they
would fall into hell. In some cases, the punishment was declared to be
in effect for the individual’s next lifetime as well.%5

The heightened fear of nonconformity reflected in these stories of
excommunication suggests the valorization of that most sacred of all
warrior values: loyalty. We thus have a fully parallel power structure be-
tween the shogun-daimyo,/daimy6-vassal paradigm in the secular world
and the monshu-daibozu/daibozu-monto paradigm within Honganiji.
Added to this was the church’s claim not only to arbitrate an individu-
al’s salvation but to imbue each individual with a sense of responsibility
for the safety and welfare of Buddhism as a whole, defined historically
by its institutional embodiment in Honganji.%%

Part of the impetus for Rennyo and Jitsunyo to establish greater
control of all Honganji branches was the ¢kki uprisings under the Shin-
sht banner, which had become large enough in Rennyo’s time to re-
quire the monshu’s oversight. In 1488, full-scale war broke out in Kaga
in the form of an ¢kko ikki rebellion, with the Honganji forces estimated
between one hundred to two hundred thousand, defeating Togashi
Masachika (1455-1488), who took his own life as a result. The enraged
shogun, Ashikaga Yoshihisa (1465-1489), demanded that Rennyo
excommunicate all monto in Kaga, but the matter was resolved by
the timely mediation of the kanrei, or shogunal deputy, Hosokawa
Masamoto (1466—1507), allowing the Kaga monto to escape with only a
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public censure from Rennyo and a promise to remain quiet. In turn,
Masamoto agreed to become a member of Honganji, and Honganiji
agreed to give him special consideration in all future matters. Thus,
the shogun received a promise of peace but little else; Masamoto ap-
peared more in control than the shogun; and Kaga was recognized as
a feudal domain run by a local branch of Honganji. After resolving the
Kaga conflict, Masamoto, now affiliated with Honganji, did not take
long in consolidating his power. In 1493 he staged a coup d’etat, forcing
the shogun to resign and installing his own puppet shogun.

Although not under direct control by Honganji leadership, the ikko
tkki dragged the church willy-nilly even deeper into the political arena.
When Rennyo was gone, his political legacy was decidely ambivalent:
he had supported the Kaga uprisings, yet he consistently admonished
all Shinshu followers to be law-abiding under the principle that
Honganji was a religious institution with religious goals. But the rela-
tionship that subsequently developed between Masamoto and Jitsu-
nyo collapsed any remaining distinction beween religious and feudal
institutions.

In 1506 Masamoto launched a preemptive attack on the former
shogun Yoshihide’s castle in Kawachi. The siege did not go well, how-
ever, and he asked Jitsunyo to come to his aid by sending Honganji
troops. Masamoto had approached Rennyo with similar requests, but
Rennyo had always been able to refuse him. But now he asked as na-
tional hegemon.%” Honganji owed a debt to him for his resolution of
the Kaga conflict in their favor, but Jitsunyo, who had previously
staked his reputation on being faithful to Rennyo’s policies, initially re-
fused. However, when pressed by Masamoto, Jitsunyo ordered a num-
ber of Shinshu followers in the Kawachi and Settsu areas to join Masa-
moto’s campaign, thereby enabling him to win.

No Shinsha group had previously committed to a fight that did not
directly involve a threat to its own people or their holdings. This epi-
sode thus marks the beginning of Honganji’s transformation into a
militarily active feudal institution, a shitkyo kenmon, or religious institu-
tion as power bloc, in the language of historian Kuroda Toshio (1926-
1993). Jitsunyo’s decision caused many local church leaders to call
for his resignation, to which he reacted with tougher rules suppressing
dissent.

Following the victory in Kawachi, a number of ¢kko ikki broke out in
1506 in the Hokuriku area, and, with Masamoto’s support, Honganji
warriors prevailed and church membership grew. With these gains,
Honganji became a major player in the power politics of the sixteenth
century. Having thus increased his political profile, Jitsunyo had in ef-
fect become a daimyo to be reckoned with, one closely allied with
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Japan’s dominant political figure. But Jitsunyo’s sense of power and se-
curity did not last long, for in 1507 Masamoto was murdered by his
adopted son, and Honganji found itself in opposition to his successor,
Hosokawa Harumoto (1514-1563).

Thus, by the time of Jitsunyo’s death in 1525, Honganji had been
transformed in the half-century since the Onin War into a wealthy, in-
fluential church under Rennyo and then into a political and military
force under Jitsunyo. If Rennyo had displayed incipient daimyo-like
qualities, Jitsunyo was a fully realized warlord. Viewed in this way, the
traditional loyalty-response of a samurai would not be out of place
among his followers, who, it should not be forgotten, saw him as the
guarantor of their postmortem salvation.

Conclusion

The death of Jitsunyo was an event different from the death of any pre-
vious leader of Honganji, because Honganji, now a feudal domain, had
evolved into a different institution. Due in part to his cooperation with
Hosokawa Masamoto, Jitsunyo was able to expand the landholdings,
financial foundation, and military prowess of Honganji. He showed
the world that Honganji was fully capable, not only of defending terri-
tories under its control, but of dispatching troops to aid allies in other
conflicts as well. The unexpected death of Masamoto in 1507, however,
not only meant the loss of Honganji’s patron and protector but ex-
posed the church to Masamoto’s enemies. Jitsunyo’s responsibility in
the post-Masamoto era was as focused on securing Honganji’s territo-
rial and economic survival as it was on providing spiritual leadership
and organizational discipline.%8

Without denying the religious identity of Honganji, Jitsunyo’s
daimyo-like persona is easily seen in the dictatorial nature of his rule,
extolling a doctrinal rigidity based solely on his personal authority and
dispatching representatives to enforce his control. Heretics were not
merely excommunicated from the church but lost their identities as
members of communities. Fall afoul of Jitsunyo and you and your fam-
ily would lose your livelihood. Such totalistic shunning in a feudal set-
ting often meant death, and Jitsugo records suicides among those who
suffered excommunication.

I have outlined the role of Jitsunyo as feudal lord to provide an-
other historical thread in the attempt to weave together an under-
standing of the suicides that erupted on the occasion of his funeral.
His death signaled, at the very least, a power vacuum atop a very large
and powerful religious community. The control that he wielded over
the lives of so many, and the political clout of Honganji as a feudal
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institution, were reflected in the size and complexity of his funeral.
The drama must have been enormous. But we must not lose sight of
the particular religious viewpoint Jitsunyo represented. There is long
tradition of valorizing self-mutilation and self-destruction in Buddhist
culture in general, with evidence found in texts generated in India,
China, and Japan. There is also artistic evidence that as Buddhism
moved through Central Asia, it picked up Mesopotamian traditions of
expressing grief at funerals through self-mutilation, probably through
its contact with Indo-Scythian and Tujue peoples. On top of that we
must add the layer of suicidal culture characteristic of Pure Land Bud-
dhism in East Asia. I know of no canonical or popular writing that en-
courages jigai 0j0; in fact one finds numerous statements denouncing
it. And yet its persistence in the popular imagination as something ex-
traordinary and deserving of respect is also well attested.

Is there any significance in the fact that the suicides following Ip-
pen’s death were drownings, whereas the suicide of Saburé Tamemori
was a seppuku, and the suicides of the followers of Jitsunyo were both?
Although the distinction may be somewhat facile, may we not view
drowning as closer to the traditional jigai 6j6 model, and seppuku as
more indicative of samurai, feudal-loyalty culture? This is not to say
that both suicide cultures were not operating to some degree in all
these cases. But in a medieval society dominated by a warrior ethic, sep-
pukuwas clearly (although not exclusively) identified with warriors and
with heroic, voluntary death. At the same time, all the above suicide
victims were devotees of faith in Amida and the religious goal of reach-
ing his Pure Land, and death by voluntary drowning was a traditional
form of jigai ojo, whereas seppuku was not. Nonetheless, as everyone
involved in the suicides following the deaths of Ippen and Jitsunyo
hoped to reach the Pure Land after death, all fall under the broad ru-
bric of jigai ojo.

Returning to the question raised at the outset of mimesis versus
solidarity, the only instance of suicide discussed here for which we are
given any specific psychological information is that of Saburé Tame-
mori, who explains that he was prompted by extreme longing for his
feudal lord and for his religious mentor. His suicide was to join them,
done in a way that embodies the samurai identity and is expressive of
solidarity. I think we can thus identify a motivational pattern here link-
ing seppuku, samurai, and solidarity, wherein self-destruction offers the
comfort of merging with both the personae of the masters and the
ahistorical, transpersonal values they embody. This is suicide as the ul-
timate act of fealty. If this model holds, then drowning suggests an
alternative pattern of religious piety and mimesis. This manifestation
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of jigai 0jo is based, not on Confucian norms of loyalty to someone hi-
erarchically above, but rather represents suicide as religious achieve-
ment, as it is in those cases described in ogjoden literature. Because of
Jitsunyo’s roles as feudal and religious master, the suicides following
his death may be understood as driven by concerns both of mimesis
and solidarity.

In reviewing the types of suicide sanctioned in Buddhist scripture,
Confucian didactic literature, and Japanese legends, I suggested four
modes or ways such behavior was rationalized by these traditions: as
altruistic sacrifice; as lamentation, or resignation to one’s fate; as a re-
ligious offering; and as a way to gain honor. Can we infer that all of
these motives were relevant to the suicides following Jitsunyo’s fu-
neral? I believe we can. The beneficiary of any intended altruistic gain
would have to be the Honganji itself. For such acts of extreme devotion
at the public forum of a funeral with outsiders attending would have
sent a clear message to the world of the indestructible unity of Hon-
ganji members. That these suicides were an expression of lamentation
goes without saying, for this emotion is explicit in their description.
Moreover, linking this emotion with resignation to one’s postmortem
fate is somewhat natural in this situation, for suicide in a Pure Land
Buddhist context always implies confidence that one is destined for
Amida’s paradise. The notion of suicide as religious offering goes
back to our examples in the Lotus, Nirvana, and Golden Light stutras, all
well-established scriptures in Japan by this time, with the Norvana re-
peatedly quoted by Shinran, Choésai, Ryochu, and others in Honen’s
lineage.

While no leader of Honganji has ever promised religious achieve-
ment to those who sacrifice part or all of their bodies, the occasion of
the funeral is reminiscent of the cave painting at Qizil where the death
of the Buddha results in self-scarring and self-mutilation as expressions
of devotion. Such acts of self-destruction upon the demise of a strong
leader for whom an individual is emotionally dependent demonstrate
intense feelings of solidarity, honor, and admiration. The suicidal of-
fering of the bodhisattva in the ‘“Medicine King’’ chapter of the Lotus
Satra is presented in precisely these emotional terms. Narrated as a
spontaneous expression of intense piety, it is generated within a simi-
lar state of grieving, and manifests not only reverence but emotional
and spiritual dependence on the teacher. This is suicide directed to-
ward a human or divine object, where mystical union is only possible
through death.%® We can certainly infer a similar reverence and depen-
dency among the warrior-believers at Jitsunyo’s funeral, heightened by
the insecurity of their violent age.
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At the same time, one cannot rule out the mimetic quality in this
incident. First of all, the suicides are recorded in clusters rather than
as individual occurences—ten in Kyoto, five or six in Yamashina, two
in Echizen, six in Kaga, and thirteen others grouped by the method
of drowning. Suicides in public forums such as those at the funeral it-
self typically suggest dramatic motives to gain personal honor among
peers or society in general, a principle seen in the story of how the ad-
vance announcement of religious suicide brought huge crowds out to
see a monk throw himself into the Katsura River. As the first ten sep-
puku are described within a funeral record, they were seen as part of
what made the funeral event itself memorable. In contrast to the soli-
tary seppuku of Saburo, these suicides are decidedly public. Yet this par-
ticular social context does not fit comfortably into any of Durkheim’s
cateories of egoistic, altruistic, or anomic.

Of the four modes of acceptable suicide relevant to medieval
Japanese society that I offered as a Japanese alternative to Durkheim,
suicide as resignation expressing lamentation and suicide as a way to
gain honor seem to predominate here. These motivations suggest the
solidarity paradigm, which is consistent with the militarized nature of
the Honganji community under Jitsunyo’s leadership. On the other
hand, the fact that the suicides occur sporadically in groups also sug-
gests a mimetic of voluntary death tied to postmortem religious goals
in the manner of the repeated 66 suicides following Ippen’s death. In
fact the very public nature of these Honganji suicides is also an imita-
tion of the paradigmatic suicide-as-devotion stories from the Lotus and
Nirvana sutras, for they also take place before crowds. After all, these
individuals were only following Honen’s suggestion ‘‘to hasten on to
the Land of Bliss.”

Notes

1. Ryozen is the name of one peak in the Higashiyama range bordering
the eastern edge of the city of Kyoto. This is where Shinran’s grave is located
and where Honganji then and now maintained a substantial graveyard from at
least Rennyo’s time, clustered around Shinran’s tomb. It is there that Jitsunyo
was interred.

2. Called Jitsunyo Shonin jayui chwin roku, this document has more than
one modern edition, most conveniently in Shinshi zensho, ed. Tsumaki Cho-
kuryo (1913-1916; rpt. Tokyo: Kokusho Kankokai, 1974-1977), 64:422-433,
and Shinsha shiryo shasei, ed. Katada Osamu, 12 vols. (Kyoto: Dobosha, 1977),
2:764-773.

3. Rennyo Shonin ose no jojo, Shinshw shiryo shusei 2:510a.
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4. The other funerary records in the Jodo Shinsha tradition from this pe-
riod (fifteenth through seventeenth centuries) do not mention suicides; see
Shinsha shiryo shusei 2:764-790.

5. Emile Durkheim, Suicide, A Study in Sociology (1912), trans., John A.
Simpson and George Spaulding (Glencoe, IL: Free Press, 1951), 123-142,
220-223.

6. Loren Coleman, Suicide Clusters (Boston and London: Faber & Faber,
1987), 89-92. Unlike the instances discussed here from Japan’s suicide tradi-
tion, however, the focus of this kind of research among suicidologists has
been on teenagers.

7. Durkheim, Suicide, A Study in Sociology, Book Two, chaps. 2-5.

8. J. D. Douglas, The Social Meanings of Suicide (Princeton: Princeton Uni-
versity Press, 1967); J. M. Atkinson, Discovering Suicide: Studies in the Social Orga-
nization of Sudden Death (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 1978).

9. For example, see the Liuduji jing, T no. 152, 3:2b8a. This and other
stories of personal physical sacrifice also appear in Xianyu jing (Damamuka-
nidana-satra), T no. 202, 4:352b, 377b, and Fobenxing jing, T no. 193, 4:5c.

10. Za ahan jing, T no. 99, 2:89c11-14. In Pali, this section stops short of
actually confirming that suicides take place: “There are disciples of the Bud-
dha who, feeling dispirited (attiyamana), ashamed (harayamana) and disgusted
(jigucchamana) with regard to their body and their life, have sought an execu-
tioner. But [in this] I have obtained an executioner without having to search”
(Majjhima-nikaya, ed. V. Trenckner & Chalmers [London: Pali Text Society
(hereafter PTS), 1888-1925], 3.269). The Punnovada-sutta is sutta no. 145
of the Majjhima-nikaya and no. 88 of the Salayantana-vagga in the Samyutta-
nikaya, ed. V. Trenckner and R. Chalmers (PTS, 1888-1899). The Pali Text
Society translations of this passage, which differ slightly, are in Collection of the
Middle Length Sayings: Majjhima-nikaya, trans. 1. B. Horner (PTS, 1954-1959),
3:321, and The Book of Kindred Sayings: Samyutta-nikaya or Grouped Suttas, trans.
F. Woodward and C. Rhys-Davids (PTS, 1950-1965), 4:36. Cf. a nearly identical
passage in the Asubha-sutta (SN 46.72).

11. In terms of doctrine, suicide would seem to go against the first pre-
cept forbidding the taking of sentient life and also to violate the injunction
against vibhava-trsna, or the craving for annihilation. But Etienne Lamotte and
Peter Harvey both conclude that the first precept strictly speaking refers to
the taking or harming of another’s life, not one’s own, and does not pertain
to the vibhava-trsna issue; see Lamotte, ‘‘Religious Suicide in Early Buddhism,”
Buddhist Studies Review 4, no. 2 (1987): 105-118; Harvey, An Introduction to Bud-
dhist Ethics (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 286—287. In this
context, Lamotte specifically cites the Dazhidu lun, attributed to Nagarjuna
and translated by Kumarajiva in the early fifth century. It regards suicide as im-
proper (akusala) but states that ‘“‘suicide is not the same as the injunction



168 Mark L. BLum

against the taking of sentient life’” as outlined in the Vinaya because karma re-
sults only from what one does to another sentient being, not to oneself (7 no.
1509, 25:140a6-8).

12. Da banniepan jing, T no. 374, 12:449b8-451b5. Earlier in the same
sttra the Buddha states: “‘It is thus for you that in the course [of many lives]
over innumerable kalpas I have thrown away my body, my hands, my feet, my
head, my eyes, and even my brain. For that reason you must not be lazy”
(375b22).

13. Jinguangming jing (Suvarnaprabhasa-sutra), T no. 663, 16:354b2ff. Here
the story is given added psychological depth in a kind of open contemplation
of suicide. The hero is one of three princes who discuss among themselves the
state of the starving mother and her cubs, the implications of altruistic suicide
to save her, their dissatisfaction with their bodies, and the value of suicide so
construed as a means to attain the ultimate goal of complete enlightenment.

14. The story of the bodhisattva Sarvasattvapriyadarsana’s two acts of sac-
rifice appears in Miaofa lianhua jing, T no. 262, 9:53b—b54a, translated passages
taken from Leon Hurvitz, Seripture of the Lotus Blossom of the Fine Dharma (New
York: Columbia University Press, 1976), 294-298.
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At the Crossroads of Birth and Death

The Blood Pool Hell and Postmortem Fetal Extraction

HANK GLASSMAN

IN MEDIEVAL JAPANESE Buddhism, the salvation of women increas-
ingly came to be understood as the salvation of mothers.! In the follow-
ing pages, I will explore the conditions surrounding that salvation and
the gendered meaning of the damnation that made the drama of re-
demption necessary. This essay traces the development of the cult of
the so-called ‘“‘Blood Pool Hell”” in Japan. As we shall see, doctrines
and rituals relating to the funerary and memorial care of women
underwent profound change over the centuries. The changes, while
deeply meaningful for women and their families, also reflected up-
heavals in the terrain of medieval Japanese gender beliefs. Further-
more, the wide dissemination of this cult from the end of the medieval
period by nuns, monks, mountain ascetics, and lay organizations was
closely tied to the establishment, funding, and expansion of institu-
tional religious networks. One result of these changes was the increas-
ing estrangement, at least from a religious point of view, between wom-
en and the fetuses they carried. This ideology of the separation of
mother and child in turn had profound soteriological implications for
women who died in late pregnancy and childbirth and also for chil-
dren who died prepartum or parapartum.

Part One: Death in Childbirth and the Blood Pool

While the popularity of belief in the Blood Pool Hell and the sttra that
describes it became widespread from the eighteenth century on, this
infernal place was already well known to some religious communities,
including the S6t6 Zen sect, by the end of the medieval period. Chap-
ter 6 in this volume, by Duncan Williams, investigates the Soto sect’s
use of this troubling doctrine during the Tokugawa or early mod-
ern period (1603-1868). By this time, death in childbirth or late
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pregnancy had become well known as a sin. Also, from around the six-
teenth century on, there was an incipient insistence that the fetus is a
separate entity from the woman who carries it. Eventually, the idea that
mother and child are independent beings was expressed in a ritual
that sought to resolve the problem of death in pregnancy, where one
corpse represented two ‘‘bodies.”

Wakita Haruko has suggested that during the late medieval period
the Japanese view of motherhood shifted from one that held that the
child, even after birth, was a replication of the mother, a part of her
body, to one that saw the fetus or child as an independent entity from
the mother. This notion of the separation of mother and child is cap-
tured, Wakita notes, in the phrase popular during the early modern
period, “The belly’s just borrowed goods (hara wa karimono).”’? This
maxim represents the culmination of a trend toward an emphasis on
paternal ownership over the child. Ironically, as women became more
and more narrowly defined as mothers, they also lost their claim to the
status of genetrix and were reduced to mere vessels for male reproduc-
tion. Similarly, Sawayama Mikako has traced the changes in attitude to-
wards childbirth and women’s bodies that took place over the course
of the early modern period. She suggests that during this time there
arose a different attitude toward the fetus’s relationship to the moth-
er’s body, one that deeply problematized traditional modes of popula-
tion control such as induced abortion or infanticide (mabiki or ‘‘thin-
ning’’). This shift was closely tied to the changing place of women in
families, where wives became ever increasingly identified with the in-
terests of their husband’s families and their birthing bodies became a
corporate resource.® It represents one of the final chapters in a pro-
cess that began with the transformation of noble and warrior-class
women from daughters into wives during the Kamakura period. Reli-
gious ideologies surrounding pregnancy and childbirth are always, of
course, intimately related to kinship beliefs.*

The Blood Pool Hell

The Xuepen jing (Jpn. Ketsubonkyo), or Blood-bowl Sutra, is a satra
composed in China around the late twelfth or early thirteenth cen-
tury.® It describes how Mokuren (Skt. Maudgalyayana, Ch. Mulian), a
disciple of the Buddha famous for his supernatural or magical powers,
descended to hell to save his mother. This narrative differs from the
classic Mokuren story as told in the Chinese Yulanpen jing (Urabonkyo,
Ullambana Sutra). In that earlier version of the story, Mokuren saves
his mother from the realm of hungry ghosts. Here, however, we find
her sunk in hell, submerged in an enormous pond, or lake, of men-
strual and birth blood. She is in the company of a multitude of women
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there who suffer abuse at the hands of the hell wardens and are forced
to drink the blood. They are punished like this, the satra explains, be-
cause the blood produced by their bodies spills on the ground and of-
fends the earth gods or ends up in rivers from which the water to make
tea for holy men is drawn. This hell, called in Japanese chi no ike jigoku
(blood pool hell), threatens damnation for the sin of female biology.

There are several different extant versions of the Ketsubonkyo.
Some of these identify the offending effluvium as birth blood alone,
while others include the blood of menstruation. The prime candidates
for this hell were women who had died in childbirth. Some scholars
have suggested that the first versions of this stitra imported to Japan
inveighed only against the polluting nature of birth blood and that
the category was later expanded to include menstrual blood, but this
theory has been called into serious question.® Ironically, the salvation
offered women within the Sino-Buddhist cult of ancestors is salvation
as mothers—that is, salvation by virtue of the very biological potential
that would come to spell their doom.”

The date of the introduction of the sttra and cult of the Blood
Pool Hell to Japan is unclear. As noted above, the earliest Chinese ex-
amples date to the twelfth century. Some scholars believe that Japa-
nese knew of the Ketsubonkyo as early as the mid-thirteenth century,
but most insist that it cannot be found until the middle of the Muro-
machi period (1392-1568).8 While there are some questions surround-
ing the antiquity of the cultin Japan, there is no doubt that the idea of
a special blood pool hell for women was somewhat familiar by the six-
teenth century. It is mentioned in several late medieval ologizoshi (pop-
ular tales written in the Japanese syllabary), as we shall see. Hitomi
Tonomura, following Tokieda Tsutomu, has suggested that belief in
the sutra and the hell it describes spread among commoners in the
fourteenth century and that the Blood Pool Hell had been common
knowledge among aristocrats from an even earlier period.® There is
no evidence, however, to support Tokieda’s assertion. He wishes to
link the spread of the sutra’s cult to the ascendancy of patriarchy and
women’s loss of status around the Nanbokucho6 period (1336-1392),
which is a correct instinct, but he offers no basis in fact for this early
dating.'?

Tokieda’s article centers on a set of kokera kyo, stutra fragments
copied onto narrow strips of wood, discovered in sulfur deposits along
the shores of a lake called Yugama at Shiraneyama in Kusatsu in the
1950s. Each five-inch strip has written on one side about fifteen char-
acters from the sutra; it seems that these sticks were thrown into the
volcanic lake with prayers for women'’s salvation. Tokieda’s hypothesis
is that they were deposited there by yamabushi, or priests of Shugendo
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(a form of mountain asceticism based largely on tantric Buddhist prac-
tices), on behalf of women and their families. This theory has much to
recommend it, even if all of Tokieda’s corroborating material points to
a later date than the one he suggests.!!

These kokera kyo are a fascinating find and are very important for
understanding the ritual context of the cult of the Ketsubonkyo but un-
fortunately are not useful for dating the practice or the establishment
and spread of the cult. Tokieda suggests that they probably come from
the early or mid-fifteenth century, but his only firm evidence with re-
gard to their dating is that they must have predated an 1882 eruption
of Shiraneyama. If they are, in fact, as old as he believes, then they are
among the earliest sources for the Ketsubonkyo in Japan. Tokieda con-
nects this site in eastern Japan to Tendai Shugendo practices and the
Omine-Haguro mountain circuit for yamabushi.'> Below we will have
occasion to further explore possible links between eastern Japan, Shu-
gendo, and the blood pool cult.

Most scholars place the terminus ante quem of the Ketsubonkyo in
Japan at 1429, when the diary of the Tendai priest Choben from the
Kanto6 region in the east noted that a text bearing this title was offered
for a certain man’s mother’s thirty-third-year memorial service.'® How-
ever, Katsuura Noriko’s research indicates that even in the fifteenth
century, the Ketsubonkyo was not widely used in funerals or memorial
services for women. She finds two examples of its use by Kyoto aristo-
crats in ceremonies held in 1482 and 1487. After that, the high-ranking
courtier Kanroji Chikanaga copied it for his mother’s thirty-third-year
memorial service in 1491. In 1496, at the twenty-fifth annual memorial
service of Chikanaga’s elder sister (who was the mother of famous poet
and diarist Sanjonishi Sanetaka), Chikanaga’s son Motonaga copied
the Ketsubonkyo and offered five red candles for his aunt’s sake.

Although Sanetaka records the satras he offered on various occa-
sions, the Ketsubonkyo is not among them. It was thus a matter of per-
sonal choice and by no means a standard practice. Sanetaka did pay a
nun to light candles at Seiganji on his mother’s behalf for a two-month
period. Sanetaka’s sons and daughters copied various scriptures, but
not the Ketsubonkyo. Chikanaga himself offered the Ketsubonkyo for his
mother’s thirty-third-year service but not for her memorials before or
after this one. Motonaga, when his aunt’s thirty-third-year service
came around, did not copy the Kelsubonkyo, as he had for her twenty-
fifth, but rather the ‘““Devadatta’ chapter of the Lotus Sutra, famous
for its story of the sex transformation of the daughter of the Dragon
King. Use of the Ketsubonkyo must have seemed quite novel. Such cere-
monies had long tended to focus on the Lotus Sutra, a text closely asso-
ciated in Japan with the salvation of women, although the Urabonkyo
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and other versions of the Mokuren scripture were also copied during
this period.'*

An essential question to ask in this context is why women in
general and mothers in particular should be in need of special dis-
pensation in order to avoid birth in hell. Although the history of the
Ketsubonkyo in Japan may only reach as far back as the fifteenth cen-
tury, it is possible there was some precedent for the idea that women
who die in childbirth would be punished in hell. An oft-cited early
example is the story of the mother of the gods, Izanami, in the Nikon
shoki (Chronicles of Japan). When she gives birth to the fire god,
Kagutsuchi-no-mikoto, she is burned to death and is later found by
her husband Izanagi in the dark and gloomy land of Yomi, where, like
Eurydice, she must not be gazed upon by the husband who has come
to rescue her. When he does steal a forbidden glance at her, he sees a
putrefying mass of flesh, riddled with insects and writhing with worms.
Itis not at all clear in this case, however, that Izanami’s fate was directly
related to her death in childbirth. It is more likely an expression of the
horror of death and the pollution of the corpse so well attested in in-
digenous Japanese religion. The emphasis here is on the husband’s
transgression of the taboo against the gaze. The sin was Izanagi’s for
looking at his dead wife, not Izanami’s for the manner of her death.!?

Other intimations that death in childbirth may have been viewed
as sinful can be found within a Buddhist framework in such works as
the Tale of Genji and the ninth-century Nihon ryoiki (Miraculous tales
of Japan). In the Nihon ryoiki tale, Fujiwara no Hirotari travels to the
underworld, where he is incriminated by his wife upon his arrival at
the court of King Enma, the chief justice of the tribunal of hell.'6
Since she is undergoing unspeakable suffering after her death in child-
birth, she insists that he, as her husband and the father of her child,
should bear equal responsibility and suffer for the next three years as
she has suffered the past three. The man escapes this fate by promising
to copy the Lotus Sttra on her behalf and to pray for her quick release
from purgation. Just before he goes, he asks the identity of the impos-
ing judge and is told that Enma is known as the bodhisattva Jizo (Skt.
Ksitigarbha) in the human realm. In his Ippyaku shiji gokajo mondo (An-
swers to one hundred forty-five questions), when asked, ‘“What about
the case of the sin of a woman who has died bearing a child?,” the
Pure Land teacher Honen (1133-1212) replies, “With the chanting
of the nenbutsu, she will achieve birth in the Pure Land.”’!” The ques-
tioner here clearly is assuming that women who die in childbirth are a
special category of dead and are particularly difficult to save.

While these examples lack the systematic character of the Ketsubon-
kyo and its cult that developed in the late medieval period, they do
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form a sort of prehistory to the idea that, once pregnant, it is a mortal
sin to die before being delivered of one’s child.!'® As we shall see, by
the fifteenth century or so, this earlier, somewhat vague association be-
tween punishment in hell and death in childbirth or late pregnancy
had developed into a well-articulated system of mythology and ritual
practice. In the process of this development, the responsibility or
blame for the ‘‘sin”” of death in childbirth came to rest firmly upon
women themselves. Katsuura Noriko notes the contrast between the
ninth-century Ryoiki, where the husband Hirotari is portrayed as a part-
ner in his wife’s fate and is expected to share in her suffering, and the
late medieval Sangoku innen Jizo bosaisu reigenki (Miraculous tales from
the three countries of karmic ties to Jizd), where a wife’s death in
childbirth is attributed to evil deeds in past lives. At the beginning of
the medieval period, death in childbirth was a family tragedy; by the
end of the medieval period it had become evidence of the sinful karma
of the dead woman.!® As we shall see, that woman’s salvation also be-
came a community concern.

To understand this focus on death in childbirth and its conversion
into a karmic sin of the dead woman herself, we must recall the very
real danger associated with childbirth in premodern societies. While
today in developed countries midwife-assisted home births are statisti-
cally safer than overly medicalized hospital births, before the advent
of modern diagnostic techniques and the development of emergency
medicine, childbirth was the most common cause for female death be-
fore the age of menopause. There are a great number of references in
ancient and medieval texts to deaths due to difficult labors.?° While the
men of the medieval period were dying on the field of battle and un-
der the burden of corvée labor, women of all classes were suffering vi-
olent deaths in childbirth or failed pregnancies. With this reality of the
gravely dangerous nature of pregnancy and childbirth in mind, per-
haps we are in a better position to understand the violent and horrific
imagery of the Blood Pool Hell.

There was a progression in the ritual use of the Ketsubonkyo—from
a memorial function, to a preemptive or prophylactic ( Jpn. gyakushu)
function, to a talismanic function. In other words, in Japan, the satra
was initially copied, recited, and offered by relatives who wished to
save women in the next world. Later, these became practices that
women themselves undertook as insurance against their own damna-
tion. Eventually, by the Tokugawa period, they were aimed at gaining
benefits in this life (genze riyaku). For example, the sutra functioned as
an amulet that allowed women to move about freely during their men-
strual periods without fear of violating taboos against blood pollution.
The first scenario, memorialization of dead women by their surviving
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relatives, especially their children, is clearly the use imagined by the
authors of the satra and is in line with its ideological thrust. We have
seen an example of this sort of activity in the above example of the
Kanroji family.

The second use is by women who aim to save themselves from post-
mortem punishment. Women would copy the sttra with prayers to be
spared the fate it describes, asking to be protected from death in child-
birth. The principal deities of the Ketsubonkyo cult, Jizo and Nyoirin
Kannon, became the guarantors of safe childbirth (anzan) from the
late medieval period forward. It is this prophylactic use of the satra by
women that in part accounts for its sharp rise in popularity in the early
modern period. Women’s reliance on the sttra as an amulet to stave
off the dangers of pregnancy and childbirth (and against the attendant
fate of torture in the blood pool) was supported by a network of travel-
ing nuns who brought this cult into the homes of women across Japan.

The Kumano bikuni of the early modern period, and related
groups at Tateyama, Zenkoji, and elsewhere, advocated this talismanic
use of the satra. The activities of the nuns known as Kumano bikuni,
their history, and the texts and paintings they carried, have received
considerable attention from scholars over the past twenty years, but
many questions still remain.2! We know even less about the various
kinds of traveling nuns known variously as kanjin bikuni, aruki miko, uta
bikuni, and hongan ama. While the first two are often assumed to be syn-
onyms for Kumano bikuni, it is clear that there were many other groups
of wandering nuns, not directly affiliated with Kumano, Nachi, or My6-
shinji, home base of the Kumano bikuni. What we do know about this
type of late medieval nun is that she preached to women, told them
stories, and showed them pictures. These tales and images often con-
cerned childbirth and pregnancy, which were subjects of primary con-
cern to their female audience. As Kodate Naomi and Makino Kazuo
have argued, there were strong affiliations, both institutional and doc-
trinal, between the nuns at Zenko6ji and the Kumano bikuni, and also
links to groups associated with Tateyama and various Tendai Shu-
gendo sites. It was at the close of the medieval period that women be-
gan to take over the propagation of the Ketsubonkyo cult and make it
their own. These nuns carried paintings that revealed in lurid detail
the world of the Blood Pool Hell and also offered the promise of
salvation.?2

Nuns who walked the main arteries and tributaries of the Tokaido,
Japan’s major east-west thoroughfare, as well as country back roads,
seem to have been at the vanguard of the phenomenon of hongansho,
permanent fund-raising missions emanating from temples and shrines.
These institutions, which appear beginning in the late fifteenth century,
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were originally run and staffed by women. One of the earliest hongan-
sho, that of Zenkoji, still exists today as the Jodo sect convent called the
Daihongan, headed by a nun known as the Hongan-ni of Zenkoji.
Since the fifteenth century, the nun incumbent in this position was re-
sponsible for large-scale alms campaigns. Monks joined this trend only
later, establishing many hongansho and fund-raising networks.?® There
are many examples of hongansho associated with nuns. The most fa-
mous, whose female leaders were known as the “‘three great saints of
the world” (fenge no san shomin) are the Kannokura My6shinji, home
of the Kumano bikuni, Seiganji in Owari, and the Great Shrine of Ise’s
Keikoin. The women who headed these hongansho and the wandering
nuns who operated under their auspices were all closely associated
with Tendai Shugendo institutions and lineages.

The legend of one such nun, the Yao bikuni, appears widely in
Tokugawa-period gazetteers. The basic elements of this tale are that a
little girl from Obama in Wakasa discovered and ate a certain kind of
dried meat, human or mermaid, which cursed her with immortality.
Now over 800 years old, she is known as the Yao or Happyaku bikuni,
the “‘eight-hundred nun.” She is also known as the Shiro bikuni or
Shira bikuni, the ‘“‘white nun.”” This is variously said to refer to her
snow-white hair, or the fairness of her complexion (in spite of her ad-
vanced age), or to the white camellia she carries. As Tokuda Kazuo has
observed, it more likely derives from a connection to the mediumistic
cult of the Shugendo site Shirayama (Hakusan) in Hokuriku and is re-
lated to religious performance by the traveling women known as shira-
dayu, shirabyoshi, and shirakamime. Finally, this name reveals a link to
the oshirasama puppets used by female shamans in Téhoku until mod-
ern times. Orikuchi Shinobu and Nakayama Tard each suggested in
1930 that this cult of northeastern Japan had been brought there by
the Kumano bikuni, and Hagiwara Tatsuo demonstrates the close ties
between the Kumano bikuni and the Yao bikuni legend.?*

The Yao bikuni legend is particularly important to our story be-
cause of its early date. While there is no firm evidence of the Kumano
bikuni before the seventeenth century, we have several fifteenth-
century references to the activities of this weird ‘‘white nun.”” Among
these is a comic otogizoshi from 1480 entitled Hitsuketsu no monogatari
(The brushmaker’s tale). The main character is a tanuki (‘‘raccoon
dog”’) masquerading as a human. On a mission to the capital, the
hero and his companions find a large number of people gathered at
the Nishidoin temple, where a nun from Wakasa has been preaching.
She is currently staying in a Jiz6 hall at Omine. The tanuki and his two
friends are then flagged down by the strange ( fushigi) nun, who en-
gages them in a religious dialogue (mondo) and regales them with sto-
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ries, explanations of the origins of various professions, arts, and tech-
nologies. She also tells them her own history. Although she appears to
be in her eighties or nineties, she is in fact 900 years old. She informs
them that, although recently people have taken to calling her the
“eight-hundred nun,” she was originally known as the ‘‘white nun of
Wakasa’ and that she became a disciple of Hottd Kokushi when she
visited his temple, Yura no tera, on pilgrimage to Kumano.?> This ref-
erence marks her as an ancestor of the traveling religious who became
known as the Kumano bikuni, for whom an identification with Yura no
tera and Hottdo Kokushi, or Muhon Kakushin, was an essential founda-
tional story.2® Legend has it that Kakushin’s mother was Myochi, foun-
der of the Kumano bikuni order.

Hitsuketsu no monogatari is a precious source, especially since the
name and identity of its author are known, a true rarity within the oto-
gizoshi corpus. This fifteenth-century text’s vivid account of the Yao bi-
kuni is made all the more compelling because the putative existence of
the heroine in the real world is corroborated by three roughly contem-
porary courtly diaries. All three diaries tell a similar story. It was early
in the summer of 1449 when she came to the capital. The nun known
as Yao or Shira bikuni had set up shop at the Jiz6 hall at Nishidoin (one
diary puts her at the second avenue Higashidoin Jiz6 hall on one day
and at the Jizo hall of first avenue’s Nishidoin the next) to give lectures
on the Lotus Satra (Hokke dangi). She caused quite a stir as people bat-
tled to catch a glimpse of her. Traveling with an entourage of some
twenty nuns, she charged admission on a sliding scale with rates from
100 sen for the rich to 10 for the poor. Katsuura has demonstrated that,
by the fifteenth century, preaching on the Lotus Satra and the associ-
ated rituals of kechimyaku (transmission of religious ‘‘blood lineage’’)
were closely linked to the idea of the salvation of women from hell.
(Williams’s Chapter 6 in this volume discusses the use of Soto Zen ke-
chimyaku charts to save women from the Blood Pool Hell during the
Tokugawa period.) There is little doubt that the sermons of this out-
landish nun focused on the special significance of the Lotus Sutra to
women.?’

The Yao bikuni preached her sermons in a Jiz6 hall, a most signifi-
cant detail. The connection between women and the Jiz6 cult became
stronger and stronger over the course of the medieval period. Miracle
stories linking Jiz6 to women increased in number, and a link was
forged between the Ketsubon cult and Jizo by the Kumano bikuni and
others.?® Matsuoka Hideaki has suggested that belief in the chi no ike
was in fact spread in large part through the medium of the female
Jizo cofraternities, or rather cosororities, known as Jiz6ko.2° Here is
the place to search for the medieval origins of the modern mizuko Jizd
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cult dedicated to the appeasement of the unborn. Jizo also occupies a
central position, quite literally, in the iconography of the Kumano kan-
jin jukkaizu (Painting of the ten worlds [ jukkai] perceived within the
mind [kanjin]) and the stages of the human life cycle, carried across
the country by the Kumano bikuni and used in preaching for fundrais-
ing (kanjin). Jizo appears as a large figure at the visual center of the
paintings, where he presides over the children’s limbo or Sai no ka-
wara, although here he is not the savior from the Blood Pool Hell.
That role is filled by Nyoirin Kannon. Another important aspect of
the Yao bikuni story is her association with the major Shugendo site,
Omine. Shugend6 practitioners at Omine, Kumano, Tateyama, and
elsewhere were essential to the propagation of this dark Buddhist vi-
sion of female biology.

The otogizoshi corpus is an excellent source for examining the re-
ception and dissemination of this ideology. The Blood Pool Hell or
chi no ike jigoku is mentioned in a number of these Muromachi-period
narrative works, for instance in Tengu no dairi (early sixteenth century),
Choboji yomigaeri no soshi (1514), and Isozaki (probably late sixteenth
century).®? In such texts, we are offered vivid descriptions of the hells.
As Sawai Taiz6 has noted, the description of the Blood Pool Hell of-
fered in Tengu no dairi has all the enthralling cadences and excla-
mations expected of a vocally performed text. The rhythms of the nar-
ration here are those of the incantational prayer, the saimon, as we can
imagine it performed by the kanjin bikuni of Kumano or Tateyama, Ise,
or Shirayama. Kodate has referred to this practice as ‘‘the telling (ka-
tari) of the Blood Pool Hell.”’31

It is through such performances that women learned the doctrine
and the topography of the Blood Pool Hell.>? Often, as is the case in
Tengu no dairi, the hell as illustrated has little to do with the rather
thinly described place featured in the satra. The Blood Pool Hell only
becomes a real place, capturing the imagination, when collectively re-
created through public storytelling. The nuns who preach these texts
act as guides to the next world and reveal the danger waiting there,
outlining the precautions needed to avoid the terrible fate of chi no
ike, the blood pool. In this sixteenth-century text, there is no doubt
that it is incumbent upon women to copy and keep the Ketsubonkyo;
they cannot rely upon the kindness or compassion of relatives to save
them. As the nuns reworked and elaborated the iconography and nar-
ration of the Blood Pool Hell and other women’s hells, they also en-
listed other underworld figures into their story. For example, in Tengu
no dairi, Datsueba, the cruel hag who strips away the clothes of the
dead as they cross the Styx-like River of Three Crossings (Sanzu no
kawa) after death, becomes a guarantor of safe childbirth. She presides
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over births and lends the newborn an item called the “‘placenta cloth”
(enakin). Each person must return this to her when they meet again on
the other side. Perhaps this is the enagi, a jacket worn by babies over
their birth clothes, or ubugi, on their first ceremonial shrine visit. Per-
haps it is a cloth used to wrap the afterbirth once it is delivered. Da-
tsueba, also known as Sanzu no baba, was not the only female figure
from Buddhist lore to be redefined in this way. The deities Kishimojin
(Skt. Hariti) and the ten raseisu (raksasas), or demon women of the Lo-
tus Siitra, were also enlisted in rituals of pregnancy and childbirth.33
In this stage of the development of the cult, women were respon-
sible for their own salvation and had to take steps in this life to avoid
punishment in the next. From at least the sixteenth century, women
were called upon to take an active part in the Ketsubonkyo faith—
copying texts, viewing images, preaching—involved as both consumers
and producers. Later, beginning in the eighteenth century, they would
be convinced not only of the benefits of the sutra for postmortem sal-
vation but also of its effectiveness as an amulet against menstrual pollu-
tion, a topic also discussed in Chapter 6. The protection against men-
strual pollution was accomplished through a symbolic and temporary
transformation of the female body to male. Thus, the Ketsubonkyo be-
came in later periods a way for women to sidestep the restrictions cre-
ated by the rhetoric of the pollution of the female body, here in this
world, now in this life. There is no evidence, however, of such talis-
manic use of the sitra extending back into the medieval period.3*
Different textual lineages of the stutra have been transmitted in Ja-
pan, stipulating various causes for birth in the Blood Pool Hell—the
blood of childbirth, menstrual blood, or both. But it was death in
childbirth that remained the most famous and indisputable cause.
Those who died in childbirth, it was believed, were invariably bound
for the Blood Pool Hell, and special steps were required of the survi-
vors to insure that the dead woman could be saved (‘‘become bud-
dhas,” jobutsu suru, or ‘“‘float,” ukabareru). These deaths required a spe-
cial ceremony known as the nagare kanjo (‘‘flowing anointment’”).3?
There is evidence that this ritual aimed at saving women from the
Blood Pool Hell reaches back at least as far as the early eighteenth cen-
tury.36 It took different forms, such as floating banners out to sea or
down a river, standing short wooden slat-stipas in the flow of a river
(as can still be seen at Mt. Koya today), or hanging a rope from the
side of a bridge. The most common form was the suspension of a cloth
from two or four poles above a river or along a roadside. This cloth was
dyed red (in some cases it was an actual piece of blood-stained clothing
or bedding from the birth itself), and a portion of a stitra or, most usu-
ally, the legend *““Namu Amida buisuw’ was written upon it. Passersby
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would splash water on this cloth, with prayers for the dead woman’s
welfare, until the red color faded to white or, in some locales, for a set
number of days—49, 100, or 1,000. In the case of a rope hanging from
a bridge, those crossing would yank on the rope and say a prayer.

Thus the community would, at some level, make the appeasement
of the unhappy soul of the woman a shared project. The danger pre-
sented by death in childbirth reached beyond the woman in question
and her immediate family; it was a public problem. The nagare kanjo
rite was very common throughout Japan during the late Tokugawa
and the Meiji periods and marks the fullest development of belief in
postmortem punishment in the Blood Pool Hell. Let us now move
back in time to examine two stories from the period when the Ketsubon-
kyo cult was just beginning to gather momentum.

Part Two: Pregnancy, Childbirth, and Violence in Two Otogizoshi

The violence of death in childbirth in the real world was echoed in oto-
gizoshi in the form of violence against pregnant women. Significantly,
this violence was invariably the result of the jealousy of co-wives, that
is, of senior wives against younger women. The curse of the jealous
woman placed on the object of her lover’s affection is an extremely
common theme in Japanese literature. Often, even in the absence of
direct evidence of foul play, the death of a pregnant woman was
blamed on the ill will of a rival.3” One particularly interesting story in
this regard is the late sixteenth-century Isozaki, a tale about the murder
of a young woman by her lover’s wife, where there is direct reference
both to the title and to the content of the Ketsubonkyo, as well as to
the Blood Pool Hell.?® Also, the 1466 hagiography of Prince Shotoku
called Taishiden explicitly cites jealousy as a cause for birth in the
Blood Pool Hell.39 Jealousy is closely linked to kinship organization
and social structure; its association with the religious condemnation
of female biology is telling.*0

Two other works, Koya monogatari and Kumano no honji, each de-
scribe the murder of a young pregnant woman, a primipara, a first-
time mother-to-be, who is robbed of the chance to bear the son who
would nurture her into ancestorhood. What can they tell us about me-
dieval views of pregnancy and the kinds of ritual requirements that fell
to the surviving family after a death in childbirth?

“Make of my body a 160-gallon breast™:

The Maternal Body in Kumano no honji

Kumano no honji was staggeringly popular in the late medieval and
early modern periods; a great number of copies survive today in li-
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braries and private collections.*! There are smaller and greater varia-
tions in language and plot among the editions, but they all tell the
same basic story. A royal concubine in ancient India, known as Gosui-
den after the name of her residence, conceives the long-awaited heir
to the throne. Gosuiden is one of 1,000 concubines, however, and the
others are seized with a jealous rage and plot to destroy her and her
child. The desperate women dress in red, disguising themselves as a
horde of demons, and descend upon the Gosuiden, where the king
and his favorite concubine, the future mother of his child, are sleep-
ing. In many illustrations, they wear the candelabra headdress of the
“visitation of the Hour of the Ox’ (ushi no toki mairi), the accoutre-
ment of the jealous woman who would place a hex on her husband
and, especially, his lover.*2

In the ensuing confusion, the king is driven away, and the 999 jeal-
ous co-wives are able to seize Gosuiden. The evil concubines order
some warriors to take her to the mountains and execute her. In many
versions the executioners’ swords break across the back of her neck
when they attempt to decapitate her; she explains that as long as the
child is still within her womb it will be impossible to kill her.

Begging of her executioners a moment’s reprieve, Gosuiden
chants the “Kannon’” chapter from the Lotus Sutra thirty-three times,
then turns to the child in her womb, telling it to be born immediately.
One version of the tale notes that this is in spite of the fact that she has
carried him for only seven lunar months—that is, Gosuiden’s baby is
a barely viable twenty-eight-week fetus.*® The baby dutifully complies
with his mother’s request and is born; she washes him and swaddles
him in her robe. Cutting off her long hair, she makes an offering of it
and vows that, even with her head gone, her body will become a 160-
gallon breast (san koku roku to no chibusa) and remain behind for sake
of the young prince.** With this, the henchmen cut off her head. Al-
though her arms and legs become pale and cold and start to decom-
pose, her breasts remain warm and golden to feed the baby for three
years.1®

Howard Eilberg-Schwartz points out that the decapitation of
women in literature functions to separate a woman’s intellect, her
identity and subjecthood, from her body. In Eilberg-Schwartz’s words,
“Objectification of woman as a sexual body necessarily requires com-
ing to terms with the presence of her head. Decapitation is one way
of solving the dilemma. Removing the female head relieves woman
of both identity and voice and reduces her to a mere sexual and repro-
ductive body.”*® Kumano no honji is a very dramatic expression of
the idea that even after birth, a child continues to be a part of its
mother’s body. In this case, though, the mother’s body exists for the
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sole purpose of nourishing the child, and in some sense, then, the
body of the mother is seen to be merely an extension of the child.
This interpretation reverses Wakita’s idea of the identity of mother
and child, or boshi ittai, in which the child is a replication (bunshin) of
the mother. Although, in the denouement of the tale, Gosuiden’s head
is miraculously restored and the little family reunited, the message of
subordination of mother to son remains clear. Wendy Doniger writes,
“From ancient myth to contemporary culture, the metaphor of be-
heading has been used to express the dehumanization of women.”4”
And yet Gosuiden is not a mere victim.

The beheading of Gosuiden, famously characterized by Watsuji
Tetsurd as the most gruesome scene in the history of Japanese litera-
ture, does not rob her of her voice. While she does become ‘‘reduced”’
to a “‘reproductive body,” she also undergoes an apotheosis into the
vulnerable and victimized deity so familiar throughout Japanese reli-
gious literature. In fact, Watsuji was among the first to point out this
theme of the underdog god, and much of his theory is based on his
analysis of Kumano no honji.*8 This is no surprise; Gosuiden is the con-
summate suffering savior. By the force of her will and the depth of her
faith, she is able to survive death in order to nurture her baby.

Gosuiden’s delivery of the young prince echoes the theme of
“pirth in the mountains’ found in many legends, folk tales, and bio-
graphical narratives. Komatsu Kazuhiko notes that this kind of birth,
taking place as it does outside of the borders of the civilized, stresses
the wild and extraordinary nature of the offspring; Hamanaka Osamu
reminds us that the theme of parturition in the mountain wilderness
was often linked to the birth of the mountain god himself.4® Monkeys,
lions, and wolves protect Gosuiden’s wild child. At the age of three, he
is found by a holy man, a mountain ascetic, and is raised in a Buddhist
cloister. As a result of his careful training in doctrine, ritual, and mag-
ic, he is later able to reunite his mother’s head with her body and res-
urrect her.

One remarkable feature of Kumano no honji is its description of
pregnancy. As Matsumoto Ryuashin has noted, it is this in particular
that marks the text as one that was controlled by women. It reflects fe-
male concerns and female knowledge.?® In an early scene in some ver-
sions of the story, before the horrific events described above, Gosuiden
tells her nurse that she is afraid she may die. She has contracted some
dread disease, she believes, since her monthly periods have stopped
and her body feels heavy and uncomfortable no matter how she adjusts
her position. Gosuiden’s dire assessment of her own condition pro-
vokes peals of laughter from her ladies. Then one of them, in a section
that breaks the flow of the narrative and probably circulated as an in-
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dependent text, explains to the naive Gosuiden, as well as to the young
women of the audience, the signs of pregnancy. This is accompanied
by an explanation of the stages of pregnancy. Gosuiden’s wet-nurse
says:

“Now don’t be silly. You should be happy—Ilet me see a nice smile.”
The consort retorted, ‘“What’s so amusing? Haven’t I just told you I've
been lying in bed suffering for these past few months? What in the
world could you be on about?”” To this, the nursemaid replied, ‘“You
are pregnant! This must be the prince that the king has been praying
would be born. And, well, they say when the five organs begin to take
shape inside of you, the body is quite uncomfortable; this is what it feels
like to be pregnant (onkaishin no kokoro nari). First your periods stop,
then the spirit of birth (ubu no kami) enters your body. When the head
and shoulders are taking shape, you feel sleepy and lethargic. While the
mouth is forming, sweet things taste bitter and the bitter tastes sweet.
When the legs start to grow, your five humors (gotai) are all out of bal-
ance. As the days mount, you will feel more and more nauseous.”” Hear-
ing this, the consort was a bit more easy in her mind and felt happy.5!

Another version continues, ‘‘The pain that the mother feels leading up
to the birth is beyond compare. This is why our indebtedness to our
mothers (oya no on) is great indeed.”’>?

A later version of the tale, in the sekkyo bushi style of rhythmic
preaching popular in seventeenth century, has Gosuiden herself ex-
plaining the stages of pregnancy just before her decapitation. By now,
though, it has become a tantric Buddhist reading of the formation of
the fetus not found in earlier texts. Gosuiden speaks to the warrior who
is about to execute her and tells him to listen as she relates in brief
how a human being comes into this world. What follows is an explana-
tion of the ten months of pregnancy in terms of esoteric Buddhist em-
bryology, with each lunar cycle associated with a particular deity of the
pantheon. For the first month, the embryo is in the “house” of Fudo
My66 and is shaped like a one-pointed vajra. Shaka Nyorai (Skt. Sakya-
muni Tathagata) oversees the second month, when the embryo, lik-
ened to a wishing jewel, has the form of a monk’s staff. The third
month is that of the bodhisattva Monju (Manjusri), and the fetus is a
three-pronged vajra. The fourth month belongs to the bodhisattva Fu-
gen (Samantabhadra), the fifth to the bodhisattva Jiz6, and so on.??

This view of childbirth was also represented in pictures, both in
mid-Tokugawa-period illustrated versions of Kumano no honji and in
the late seventeenth-century manual for women’s health Onna chohoki
(Precious treasury for women). Sawayama Mikako holds that this kind
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of iconography, which filtered down from tantric Buddhist discourse
into popular culture, significantly contributed to the development of
the idea of the fetus as an independent entity. It is this kind of think-
ing that made the concept of “‘abortion” (Jpn. datai) possible. This is
not to say that pregnancies were not terminated before early modern
times, only that, in earlier periods, it was not until the very end of preg-
nancy that a child was referred to as a fetus (f{az). In other words, by the
end of the seventeenth century, a baby in its first or second trimester
was no longer a part of the mother’s body but had become a separate
human being.5* Watanabe Morikuni has made the point that the medi-
eval otogizoshi versions of Kumano no honji emphasize a woman’s experi-
ence of pregnancy—each stage of development is linked to a different
sort of discomfort felt by the mother—while the early modern texts are
very abstract and focus completely on the fetus. It was the male preach-
ers of the sekkyo bushi texts who presented a sanitized, conceptualized
vision of pregnancy, divorced from women’s experience as repre-
sented in the otogizoshi.>®

In a similar vein, Alice Adams has argued that the modern ultra-
sonic imaging of fetuses has contributed to the identification of the
mother “‘as environment, nurturing and constant, but with no need
or desires of her own.””%® The abstract view of the fetus found in the
later Gosuiden texts is based on doctrinal constructs; the earlier de-
scriptions emphasize experience and the sensations of the maternal
body. The focus in otogizoshi versions of Kumano no honji on the signs
and stages of pregnancy, somewhat superfluous to the plot of the story,
is gossip in the original sense of the word. It is the talk of the women
who would be attendants at the birth, the god-siblings (gossips) of the
woman undergoing this life-changing event.”” Later formulations in
terms of Buddhist analogies for the nine months (ten lunar months)
of pregnancy used in preaching become dryly doctrinal and lack this
familiar, intimate, and ‘“‘gossipy’’ quality.

The laughter of the gossips in the otogizoshi texts is poignant, fore-
shadowing as it does the end of Gosuiden’s life in the seventh lunar
month of her pregnancy. It might be more appropriate here to see Go-
suiden’s decapitation, not as a dehumanization of women, but rather
as an upward displacement of the extreme danger and violence of
birth. For many women hearing the story, pregnancy, especially the
first pregnancy of an untried womb, would prove fatal. Women were
well aware of this fact. In later periods their fears were framed in terms
of the Blood Pool Hell. Rural songs collected throughout Japan con-
tain lyrics that plead, ““If I should die in childbed, don’t forget the na-
gare kanjo. Save me from the Blood Pool Hell.””%8

In the satra that most likely forms the basis for the Gosuiden leg-



At the Crossroads of Birth and Death 191

end, the Zhantuoyueguowang jing (Jpn. Sendaokkokuogyo, Stuitra of the
king of Sendaotsu), the king’s consort is killed and buried with the
baby still in utero. The prince is later born inside the grave and dis-
covered by a holy man.? Although this detail was changed in the ver-
sions under discussion here, the motif of birth in the grave would later
capture the Japanese religious imagination. From the early modern
period until modern times, the body of a woman who had died in late
pregnancy could not be buried before the fetus was cut from her
womb. To bury two ‘“‘bodies’ in one corpse would be a sacrilege. While
most people used a farming implement for this procedure, the S6to
Zen sect developed a ritual for a nonsurgical “‘separation’ of mother
and child, as Williams explains in Chapter 6 of this volume.

On the Ubume

The ghost of a woman who had died in childbirth was called the
ubume or ‘‘birthing woman.”” Stories about this kind of ghost, who lurks
on or around a bridge, have been told in Japan since at least the
twelfth century.®® Typically, she asks a passerby to hold her child for
just a moment and disappears when her “‘victim” takes the swaddled
baby. The baby then becomes increasingly heavy until it is impossible
to hold. Itis then revealed not to be a human child at all, but a boulder
or a stone image of Jizd. Tokugawa-period artists produced many im-
ages of this ghost, and she became well known throughout Japan. Usu-
ally she is represented as naked from the waist up, wearing a red skirt
and carrying a small baby. The most famous illustrations of the ubume
are from Toriyama Sekien’s late eighteenth-century encyclopedia of
ghosts, goblins, and ghouls, Hyakki yagyo (Night procession of one hun-
dred demons). The early seventeenth-century tale collection Konjaku
hyaku monogatar: hyoban (Selection of one hundred tales of old) says
of the ubume: ““When a woman loses her life in childbirth, her spiritual
attachment (shajaku) itself becomes this ghost. In form, it is soaked in
blood from the waist down and wanders about crying, ‘Be born! Be
born!” (obareu, obarew).”’®' The problem of death in childbirth was
never, from a religious point of view, a merely physical one. In fact,
the physical aspects were at best secondary to the psychological or spir-
itual ramifications of such a death. It is not the woman herself who is
transformed into a ghost, but rather her painful emotional and psycho-
logical state at the moment of death. A similar understanding is ex-
pressed in the sixteenth-century Ki: zotan shi (Collected yarns of the
uncanny).52

The popularity of this legend is attested by many place names
throughout Japan—Ubumegawa, Ubumebashi, Ubumebayashi. The
ubume also became the object of cults of safe childbirth. There is a
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Sotd6 Zen temple in the district of Ubume in the city of Shizuoka, Sho-
shin’in, known as Ubume Kannon, where women come to pray to con-
ceive a child or to have a successful pregnancy and delivery. The tem-
ple’s legend, set in the mid-sixteenth century, concerns an ubume.5% In
Nagasaki City, a Jodo Shinsht temple called Kogenji houses an early
modern statue of the ubume, displayed once a year in July. At this festi-
val, candy that has been offered to the image is distributed, and women
pray for safe delivery and for abundant milk. The statue, which is
clothed in white robes, has only a head, torso, and arms; it has no low-
er half.

While the being known as an ubume was created as the result of
death and childbirth, there was another type of ghost produced by
the woman who died in late pregnancy. In the story examined below,
we can find the prehistory of this legend and of the horrifying ritual
procedures that accompanied it. It is here that we see that ghost stories
were not merely weird tales shared to shock or titillate and pass the
time. Ghosts were real; sometimes, extreme measures had to be taken
to prevent their appearance.

“Pull out the person who is in my belly”:

Koya monogatari and the Personhood of the Fetus

If Kumano no honji reverses the logic of boshi itiai described by
Wakita in subsuming the maternal body to that of the newborn, the
second story I will discuss overturns it completely, insisting upon the
independence of mother and fetus. The late medieval confessional
tale Koya monogatari shows us another pregnant woman murdered in
cold blood by a jealous rival.?* As was the case in Kumano no honji, it is
the male henchman of the bitter senior wife who does the deed, but
here too there is a focus on the ruthlessness of a woman scorned.

Koya monogatari takes the form of a series of vignettes in which
monks of the Jishu cloistered at Mt. Koya’s Karukayado6 take turns re-
vealing the circumstances that shocked them into a realization of im-
permanence and prompted them to retreat from the world. In the
story told by a monk called Sei Amidabu, the raconteur relates that, be-
fore taking the tonsure in his late twenties, he had been a warrior of
some means named Toyora no Shir6. He had two wives whose mutual
jealousy never gave him a moment’s peace. The elder wife conspired to
murder the younger and disposed of her body in an unmarked grave
behind the Jizo hall of a nearby cemetery. She then planted false evi-
dence and spread a rumor that the missing woman had eloped with a
handsome young monk. This prompted the distraught Toyora to tor-
ture and kill any likely bonze who happened by, until soon there were
no monks living on his entire property. A young itinerant monk, know-
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ing of Toyora’s reputation, hesitated to ask for lodging and decided
instead to spend the night in the abandoned Jiz6 hall, although he
found it quite spooky. He sat down before the Jiz6 image to devote
himself to meditation on Zhaozhou’s famous koan ‘‘Mu’ but was
more and more distracted by strange noises. These sounds, as it turned
out, were emanating from the ghost of the murdered junior wife, who
appeared to him and entreated him to take a message to Toyora. She
gave him a kosode robe and a poem that would prove to her husband
that she had spoken to the monk.%® Putting aside his fear, the monk
came before Toyora the next day and managed to tell his story without
being killed. As he presented the kosode, the two men noticed that
there was a message written in blood on the sleeve. This message re-
lated the tragic story in full, ending with the following entreaty: ‘“To
die pregnant is most sinful. Please hurry to dig up my body; pull
out the person who is in my belly and pray most fervently for my
salvation.””66

Upon reading the ghost’s message, coming to know the circum-
stances of his wife’s death and also learning for the first time that she
had been pregnant, Toyora saw the error of his ways and repented.
Then he and the monk made their way to the gravesite together and
exhumed the body. The husband, heartbroken at the sight of his
dead wife’s breasts swollen with milk, then turned to his terrible duty.
Taking out his short sword, he sliced open the belly of the corpse, re-
vealing a dazzlingly beautiful baby boy (tama wo nobetaru gotoku naru
nanshi). This horrific experience became the impetus for him to be-
come a monk. The one thing we are not told, however, is whether or
not the baby was alive. Obviously, we would assume that a fetus could
not survive its mother’s death and continue to grow and develop inside
the grave. However, there is much evidence to suggest that this as-
sumption was not shared by premodern Japanese. In fact, as we shall
see, quite the opposite belief was held; that is, if a woman died preg-
nant and the fetus was not removed before burial, the baby would
eventually be born inside the grave, and the spirit of the mother would
be unable to find rest because of a lingering attachment to her child.%”

There exists quite a large body of legends in which a child is dis-
covered living underground in its mother’s grave.’® Generally, the
child is found because it can be heard crying out from within the
tomb or because the daily trips of its mother’s ghost to buy it candy or
other treats at local shops begin to arouse suspicion. One explanation
as to why these women cannot reach the other shore of eternal rest
is that every day they buy food for the child with money from their
coffin, the rokudo sen, money buried with them to cover the neces-
sary expenses of being ferried across the Sanzu no kawa. The money
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replenishes itself, but they can’t spend it and have it too. This type of
ghost is known as a kosodate yurei, a child-rearing ghost.

The earliest known story of this type, found in the sixteenth-
century Kii zotan shu, entails a famous priest, Kokua Shonin. Kokua
died at the close of the fourteenth century and was the founder of the
Ry6zen branch of the Jisha. Like his confrere Sei Amidabu, formerly
Toyora, of the above Koya monogatari, he entered the order as an adult
after finding a son in the grave of his dead wife.%® Kokua’s story, prob-
ably recorded about one hundred years after his death, is as follows.

In lay life Kokua’s name was Hashizaki Kuniaki. Hashizaki was sta-
tioned in Ise when word came that his pregnant wife had died en route
to the capital. Because of official duties, he was unable to return home
for the funeral. Feeling that he must do something to ensure her salva-
tion, he gave three coins to a local outcaste beggar (hinin) every day.
When he went to visit her grave for the first time, he stopped at a
nearby tea shop, where the owner told him of a ghostly woman who
would come every day to buy three sen worth of mochi, or steamed rice
cakes. Later, when Kokua approached the grave, he heard a baby cry-
ing inside and dug it out. His wife’s body was badly decomposed, but
the little boy appeared to be in good health. He gave the baby to the
tea shop owner for adoption and retreated from the world.

In the cases of Kokua and Sei Amidabu, it is the husband of the
dead woman who becomes a monk, but in most later stories, it is the
discovered child who grows up to be a famous prelate. Legends of
these ghosts became widespread during early modern times, especially
in hagiographical literature. These stories were common to almost
every sect but were especially popular in the S6t6 Zen school.””

This legend of the kosodate yirei is closely related to the belief that
a pregnant woman who is buried with the fetus in her womb cannot at-
tain salvation (jobutsu dekinai). Thus, the practice of postmortem fetal
extraction was also very common. This need to remove the fetus is usu-
ally expressed as putting the body in two (mi futatusu ni suru), or, per-
haps better, splitting the bodies into two. This is where Wakita’s idea of
the unity of mother and child (boshi ittai) is most dramatically under-
mined, as she indeed suggests it increasingly was from the late medi-
eval into the early modern period. This is also where we see that what
might have seemed to be an isolated incident included in a piece of di-
dactic literature for shock value—the story of Toyora who slit open his
dead wife’s belly—is actually a reflection of standard funerary practice.

Working in the late 1970s, the folklorist Katsurai Kazuo was told by
elderly villagers in his home region of Kochi prefecture on the island
of Shikoku of a prohibition against using oak to make the handle of a
hand scythe (kama).”! There were no particular rules about what type
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of wood should be used, only a belief that oak must not be. Upon fur-
ther investigation, he found that this taboo existed in many other com-
munities throughout the island and also in other locales from Tohoku
to Kyushu. The reason given was universally the same. Namely, an oak-
handled kama was to be used for one purpose and for that purpose
alone—extracting the fetus from the body of a woman who had died
in late pregnancy. This operation was to be performed by her husband
or some other close relative or by the midwife, using an oak-handled
kama held in the left hand. After the extraction, mother and child
were often buried in separate coffins, or, if in the same coffin, back to
back. Some regional variation exists in this regard. The informants ex-
plained to Katsurai that it was believed that a woman buried with a
third-trimester fetus in her womb could not be saved in the next life
(jobutsu dekinai, ukabarenai) and stood the risk of becoming a ghost,
specifically, a kosodate yurei. This practice of postmortem fetal extrac-
tion gives ritual expression to the belief that, once a fetus enters its fi-
nal trimester of gestation, it is no longer a part of its mother’s body.72

Conclusion

In the complex of beliefs and practices surrounding the kosodate yurei,
or child-rearing ghost, and her sister, the ubume, the focus is on the sal-
vation of women as mothers, actual or potential. Women who die in
childbirth or in late pregnancy are among the special and dangerous
dead and need particular sorts of ritual to be saved. The Blood Pool
Hell presents a real conundrum for women, since it threatens damna-
tion for the very potential motherhood that is a woman’s passport to
salvation. While the Ketsubonkyo describes the biology of female repro-
duction as polluted and sinful, its hero is a saving son. The ancestral
cult, a central aspect of East Asian Buddhism and Buddhist death rit-
ual, insists that women become mothers to be saved, so the ideology
of the Blood Pool Hell creates a double bind. In contrast to the Chi-
nese case, however, Japanese women in the late medieval period took
their salvation into their own hands, transforming the Ketsubonkyo into
an amulet insuring safe childbirth or a talisman to overcome the men-
strual “‘taboo’” and allow freedom of movement and association at all
times. Thus, as Carol Delaney has written, ““A particular cultural un-
derstanding of the body may generate the anxieties or dangers felt to
be impinging on the society. In other words, notions of the body and
corporeality are neither universal nor gender-neutral but change ac-
cording to specific cultures. It is not enough to look only at specific
pollutants, for one must understand them in relation to the entire cul-
tural corpus of beliefs.””® The transformation of the kinship system
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through the medium of Buddhist death ritual and the shift away from
the view of the fetus as a part of its mother’s body are essential factors
for a consideration of the Japanese development of the doctrinal, rit-
ual, and literary complex surrounding the Blood Pool Hell.

In Japan’s late medieval period, a literature linking pregnancy and
violence developed. In these stories of jealousy, suffering, and redemp-
tion, there is a focus on the pregnant corpse, particularly on the life-
giving breasts filled with milk, and on the blood of the dead woman.
In this case it is not menstrual or birth blood, but rather the blood
shed by the cruelty of a steel blade. As I have suggested, however, mur-
der or execution can be seen as substitutes for the violent and familiar
occurrence of death in childbirth. This focus on the dangers of partu-
rition can be seen most clearly in the stories of the ubume and the koso-
date yurei. For a woman to die in late pregnancy, during childbirth, or
soon thereafter was not simply to die a horrible and tragic death; it was
also to face the danger of becoming a ghost in this world or to face
sure punishment in the Blood Pool Hell in the next. In the former
case, more than blood and biology are at issue, for in the legends of
the ubume and the kosodate yurei, we encounter the theme of parental
attachment to a child, ‘““darkness of the heart,”” or kokoro no yami. As
one early modern text puts it, “How poignant a mother’s heart, that
even after death wanders astray with longing for her child!”’74

In her study of the modern literary genre that she calls the “‘preg-
nancy novel” (ninshin shosetsu), in which the narrative tension revolves
around the crisis of an unplanned pregnancy, Saito Minako identifies
two subtypes, the ‘“‘abortion type’” and the ‘“‘birth type.”” In the former,
the female character chooses to terminate the pregnancy, either of her
own volition or at the insistence of others; in the latter, she carries the
child to term. Saito points out that while the genre was established in
the 1950s, its roots can be traced to the turn of the twentieth century, a
time when abortion was outlawed by the Japanese government. I would
suggest that the origins of this sort of narrative can be traced even fur-
ther back to these late medieval stories. As Saitdo notes, the murder of
the heroine is a common theme in pregnancy novels, a theme she con-
nects directly with abortion and thus to the problem of the identity or
separateness of the mother’s body and the fetus.”> The particulars of
the medieval tales are very different, as are their contexts, but the con-
tinuities are intriguing. The modern texts, like the medieval, are shot
through with ambiguity. The question of whether the mother and
child are of one body or two is an especially vexed one.

I have argued that at the end of the medieval period there was
a significant shift in the way this relationship between the maternal
body and the life growing within was conceptualized. While this shift
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may imply a steady progression, I would like to emphasize that there
was a deep ambivalence throughout. And yet within this unresolved
ambivalence, a trend can be clearly discerned. As Wakita Haruko has
suggested, from the late medieval into the early modern period,
mother and child were no longer “‘of one body” (boshi ittai), but
rather were two distinct beings.”®

Increasingly, the fetus (and newborn child) came to be seen as an
independent entity, and, perhaps more significantly, as the embodi-
ment of a creative act by the father with the mother acting as a growth
medium, as a nurturing vessel rather than genetrix. The child also
comes to be seen as a being formed by the efforts of divine actors. In
a 1686 play by master dramatist Chikamatsu Monzaemon, we can wit-
ness a scene of the preaching of the Kumano bikuni on the Blood
Pool Hell. Here the nuns, quite anachronistically, explain the illustra-
tions of the Blood Pool Hell represented in the Kumano kanjin jukkaizu
to the wife of Taira no Atsumori, Hossho kaku, and the wife of Tada-
nori, Kiku no mae:

You know, it takes a great deal of toil by the buddhas of the three
worlds to make one human being. So when one is aborted before the
ten months are over, all the buddhas cry out in lamentation and shed
tears. These tears pour down like a torrent into the Blood Pool Hell,
where they become flames that burn the bodies of the women
there.””

While in the medieval period the death of the mother is the focus of
the Blood Pool Hell belief, by the middle of the early modern period
the death of the child becomes f01regrounded.78 And indeed, in the
1627 printed edition of Fuji no hitoana soshi (The tale of the Fuji per-
son hole), we are told that dead children suffer in hell for the sin of
causing their mothers months of fruitless pain in pregnancy and also
that the tears of grief shed by those mothers ‘‘accumulate and become
the Blood Pool” (haha no nagasu namida tamarite, chi no tke to naru
nari).” It is here we can discern the roots of the extremely popular
modern practice of mizuko kuyo, ceremonies performed for aborted
fetuses.
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Funerary Zen

So6to Zen Death Management in Tokugawa Japan

DuNcAN RYUKEN WILLIAMS

“FUNERARY ZEN’’ emerged in the late medieval and early modern pe-
riods as a combination of Chinese Chan/Zen, esoteric, and Pure Land
Buddhist elements, along with localized death ritual practices. These
funerary practices found an institutional base in the government’s tem-
ple certification policy of the Tokugawa or Edo period (1603-1868),
which required that all families register at a parish temple. At the
same time the practice of funerals and memorial services for deceased
relatives cannot simply be understood as a response to a government
directive but must also be seen as a part of a deep human need for ritu-
alizing death. Death rituals were the central practice at Sot6 Zen parish
temples, which flourished from the late sixteenth century to number
more than 17,500 temples by the mid-eighteenth century. Beyond the
funeral proper, Zen priests performed death rites throughout the year.
Memorial services were routinely performed for a period of thirty-
three years following a death. Services were also performed for various
classes of deceased persons, such as ‘“hungry ghosts,”” “‘the ancestors,”
and women and children who had died during childbirth. Large festi-
vals for the dead, such as the summer Obon Festival for the ancestors
or the segak: festival for hungry ghosts, marked important moments in
the temple’s annual ritual calendar. This preoccupation with ritualiz-
ing death was intimately tied to the emergence of the S6td Zen school
during the late medieval and early modern periods. This article traces
this historical development as well as the major themes in funerary
Zen.

We begin with a some substantial excerpts from an 1857 account
of the origins of the Ketsubonkyo (The Blood Pool Hell stitra), a text in-
troduced by Hank Glassman in Chapter 5. Sotd Zen priests in the Toku-
gawa period used the Ketsubonkyo to save women who had purportedly
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fallen into a special hell, the Blood Pool Hell, to which all women were
said to be destined after death. According to this account, in the year
1417, a thirteen-year-old girl, a parishioner of the temple Hosshoji, fell
ill as a result of possession. She urgently requested her parents to sum-
mon the abbot. Speaking through the girl, the possessing spirit said to
him:

... I 'am the daughter of Kamakura H6j6 Tokiyori and a nun named
Hossho, the first abbess of Hosshoji. This is why my father Tokiyori,
who constructed Hosshoji, named it so. Even though I was ordained as
a nun, taking pride in my family background, I did not keep the three
disciplines of body, speech, and mind. Not keeping the precepts or do-
ing good, I spent each day foolishly. Unfortunately, time waits for no
one, and after six years I passed away. Since the road to hell is not dis-
tinguished by whether one is rich or poor, I am currently suffering im-
mensely in the Blood Pool Hell, having descended there upon death
because of the evil I committed during my life. This evil karmic destiny
caused me to be reborn as a snake with sixteen horns, constantly suffer-
ing the ‘“‘three heats” and falling back into the Blood Pool Hell... .}
Once one has been born as a woman, whether one is the daughter of
an aristocratic or a daimy6 [leading warrior] family, no woman can es-
cape this hell. This is because all women have the pollution of men-
strual blood or the impure blood of childbirth. This blood defiles not
only the earth and water deities but also all buddhas and kami. For
this, a woman falls into the hell of immeasurable suffering after death.
The sufferings in this hell involve, first of all, the six times a day we
come out of the pool to drink blood. If we refuse to drink it because
of its horridness, several frightening demons come and torture us with
metal rods before we get thrown back into the blood pool, screaming to
no avail. In the blood pool, countless insect-like creatures with metal
snouts come to pierce the skin and get into the flesh to suck out the
blood before grinding into the bone to feast on the marrow. There
are no words that could describe this pain. However, at times, large
five-colored lotus flowers appear from within the blood pool, saving
some woman or another. Seeing them, one gets envious. Those are
women who fell into hell, but, because of the merit accrued through
their good acts in their previous life, were able to escape the torments
of hell quickly. Others were able to attain release and go to heaven be-
cause their descendents performed ceremonies for the buddhas and
made offerings to the Buddhist priesthood. Oh abbot, I beg you for
your great compassion and that you save me from the sufferings of this
Blood Pool Hell.
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In response to the abbot’s query as to how she might be saved, the pos-
sessing spirit urged him to pray to the image of the bodhisattva Jizo
that her father, Hojo Tokiyori, had donated to the temple. That way,
she said, he could learn how to acquire a satra called the Ketsubonkyo,
which he should have recited and copied for her sake. She added:

“In this world, a woman should keep the stitra on her body as a protec-
tive amulet, and when she dies, she should have the stutra buried in the
grave with her.... Furthermore, if one places this sitra in the grave
mound of one’s deceased mother, wife, or daughter, she is guaranteed
to escape the sufferings of the three evil realms and go to a buddha
land. So please go back to your temple right away to recite and copy
the satra. If you still have any doubts about what I said, go to the five-
storied stone stpa in front of the temple near the pine and willow tree
where I was buried, because there will be found something miracu-
lous.” When the abbot returned to the temple, he rang the bell to
gather the monks to relate the above story. The monks went together
to the five-storied stone stipa only to find that the base of the stapa
was red. Everyone was completely amazed.

Later, in response to the abbot’s prayers, Jizo appeared to him in a
dream, in the guise of a dignified eighty-year-old monk with a staff in
his hand, who said:

“Your prayers have reached me, so I will present you with the Ketsubon-
kyo that has been stored in the dragon palace. You should go to Taga-
numa Marsh early tomorrow morning.”...The next day, the abbot
went to Taganuma Marsh with the other monks. To their surprise, the
water in the marsh suddenly started to move of its own accord. The
water swept up into the sky like the waterfall at Dragon’s Gate. From
the bottom of the water emerged a single white lotus flower that held
within its petals a siitra scroll. The abbot immediately thought that this
was the Ketsubonkyo that Jizo had promised in his dream. Prostrating
himself in front of the sutra, he took it back to the temple and began
with the other monks the recitation and copying of the sitra one thou-
sand times, every day for seven continuous days. All the copied sutras
were then interred in the nun’s grave. Around midnight on the seventh
day, the abbot, the monks, as well as the temple’s parishioners all had
the same dream. In the dream, a beautiful woman appeared ... sitting
on a lotus-shaped seat surrounded by halos. She uttered the following,
“Because the abbot of Hossho6ji recently recited and copied the Ketsu-
bonkyo, 1 have not only escaped the suffering of the blood pool, but my
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snake body has disappeared. I am now able to go to the Buddha’s pure
land.” The next day, when everyone at the temple talked about their
dream, not a single detail differed.?

While discussion of the Sotdo Zen temple Hosshoji (later renamed
Shoésenji) and its panoply of rituals devoted to saving women from the
hell realms will be detailed later in this essay, this legend raises several
important questions about the So6tdo Zen approach to the world be-
yond.? The text reflects a number of early modern Japanese assump-
tions about the afterworld, including the existence of numerous hells
(including one specifically reserved for women, the Blood Pool Hell)
and various buddhas’ pure lands, as well as everything in between.
The more pleasant realms were reserved for those who had generated
good karma in their lives, past or present. Or, as in this story, those
who had done evil and fallen into a lower realm could escape it if
someone else, such as a Sot6 Zen priest, generated good karma on
their behalf. Yet another unchallenged assumption of early modern
Sotd6 Zen Buddhists was that, no matter how much good karma a wom-
an had generated in her life—one can imagine that dedicating one’s
life as a nun, as did the woman in the story, would be considered
meritorious—all women, by the supposedly impure nature of their
menstrual or childbirth blood, were destined to this horrific blood
pool with insect-like creatures eating into their skin and daily rounds
of blood drinks. A final assumption, though, was that, with the assis-
tance of the bodhisattva Jizo and a sacred Buddhist text (the Ketsubon-
kyo) discovered in the marshes close to a S6t6 Zen temple, S6t6 Zen
priests were capable of alleviating the suffering endured in such a
hell. Indeed, their rituals could very swiftly lift a woman out of the
hell into a Buddhist heaven or pure land.

So6td6 Zen priests acted as mediators between the dead in the world
beyond and the living in this world. Death management involved, at
the very least, protecting the deceased from the deepest hells and pro-
tecting the living from the vengeful, angry spirits of the departed who
might come back to haunt them. But more was expected of the priest,
especially when high fees were paid for various services for the dead.
The expectation was that the S6td Zen priest would first be able to
ensure a smooth transfer of merit from the rituals performed for the
deceased, transforming them from a defiled body to a purified and
enlightened spirit (kakurei). But there was simultaneously the concept
that the priest would manage the deceased until they became vener-
ated ancestors (senzo), who would watch over their remaining family.

What is curious about these assumptions is that they contradict the
logic of the Zen funeral proper. As we shall see, for the laity, one of the
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most attractive aspects of the S6td6 Zen funeral derived from Chinese
Chan/Zen monastic death rites was that it purported to immediately
propel the dead into the realm of the Buddha simply through the
power of the ritual, regardless of that person’s karmic accumulation
or gender. This logic of immediate salvation had to somehow coexist
with the logic of gradual management of the dead, requiring, as it
were, damnation before salvation. This chapter explores the logic of
these two death ritual systems and suggests that it was precisely the abil-
ity of S6to6 Zen priests to fashion a coexistence between Chinese Chan/
Zen rituals and trans-sectarian Buddhist notions of the afterlife as well
as local funerary customs that created a powerful new brand of funer-
ary Zen.

The Funeral: Managing the Recently Deceased

When death has visited a Japanese family, the relatives of the deceased
despatch [sic] a messenger to some Budhist [sic] temple to fetch a
priest, who visits the dwelling and performs certain rites over the
corpse. ... After the departure of the priest, the relatives cause the
dead body to be washed with warm water, and make the necessary pre-
parations for placing it in the round circular coffin or tub in which the
corpse is deposited. ... It is then left for a period of one to four days in
the house, during which time the priest (if the family be in good cir-
cumstances and able to pay a fee of an ilzebu or less) returns to the
house and resumes his prayers and incantations, reciting some Budhist
[sic] office with the customary beating of hollow sounding-board and
the tinkling of a bell in measured time of stroke.*

This description of Buddhist funerary rites by George Smith, a vis-
iting Anglican bishop based in Hong Kong, captures a fairly typical
process of handling an ordinary villager’s death during the latter half
of the Tokugawa period. Although Smith could not understand the
nature of the rite, he correctly guessed that the time between the
moment of death until the completion of the funeral required the in-
tervention of a Buddhist priest. Ordinarily, before the priest arrived,
the body would have already been cleansed with warm water by a fam-
ily member or a close friend and placed in the coffin, having been
dressed in fresh clothes: a white robe, white socks, and short trousers.
At the wake itself, Sotd Zen priests would recite sect-specific mantras in
front of the deceased, including the Taiya nenju (Prayer on the eve of
the funeral), which involved a brief address to the deceased, who had
become an ‘“‘enlightened spirit”” gone (or ‘“‘returned’’) to ‘‘the ocean
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of eternal tranquility.”” The priest(s) would then recite the names of
the Ten Buddhas and also sttras, the merit of which would be trans-
ferred to the deceased.® The role of the priest at the wake was limited
to this brief service, which laid the groundwork for the more elaborate
and important funeral proper that lay ahead. The immediate family
played a more important role, taking care of both the deceased and
the visitors to the house. On the night of the wake, for example, family
members would spend the entire night with the deceased. In some re-
gions, a relative would actually share the same futon with the deceased,
who would be placed in his or her bedding one last time.

Depending on regional, rather than sectarian, customs, the fu-
neral proper would then be held at either the family’s house or at the
local temple. In either case, the time from death until the funeral
marked the first of three charged phases in the Buddhist management
of the dead: the funeral itself, the forty-ninth day, and the thirty-third
year after death. Sot6 Zen Buddhists in the Tokugawa period followed
the generic process shared among all Buddhist sects in which the re-
cently deceased were both ritually purified, a concept deriving from a
commonly held pre-Buddhist notion of the pollution of the corpse—
and deified, whether as “‘enlightened spirits” (kakurei), residents of
a Buddhist heaven or pure land, ‘‘Buddhas’ (hotoke), or ancestors
(senzo). This shared ritual culture is what Tamamuro Taij6 termed “‘fu-
nerary Buddhism” or ““funeral Buddhism’ (soshiki bukkyo), the title of
his classic work on the subject.® S6t6 Zen priests both participated in
and helped shape this common Buddhist culture of managing the
dead, but funerary Zen also had a number of unique characteristics.

Indeed, the interaction between elements peculiar to the Sot6 Zen
funerary approach with the cosmological and ritual aspects common
to Japanese Buddhism as a whole was a dynamic process that allowed
the sect to embed itself in local village life, embracing local funerary
customs. At times, S6t6 Zen, generic Buddhist, and local beliefs and
practices concerning death conflicted, occasionally producing contra-
dictory goals and rituals.” But, in the main, S6td Zen tradition ac-
cepted multiple practices and a division of labor in funerary practices
among the household (living relatives), whose purpose was to trans-
form the dead into ancestors; the temple (S6td Zen priest), whose pur-
pose was to enlighten the dead, save them from the lower realms of ex-
istence, and send them to a buddha land; and the community (village),
whose purpose was to neutralize the pollution of the dead, which af-
fected the whole community. The ability of Sotd Zen priests to actively
participate in the broader funerary culture at the local level and yet im-
print a unique Zen mark on funerary rites was the key to their accep-
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tance at the village level, which in turn formed and stabilized the eco-
nomic foundations of the sect.

The Zen funeral developed in medieval Japan based on Chinese
Chan monastic regulations or codes, such as the 1103 Chanyuan qinggui
(Jpn. Zennen shingi), which detail the procedures for monastic funer-
als.® The Japanese Sot6 Zen founder, Dogen (1200-1253), did not in-
clude funerary procedures in his ritual repertoire, so it was not until
the third-generation monk Gikai’s death in 1309 that the first Soto
Zen funeral was conducted under Chinese Chan monastic regula-
tions.? The first Japanese Sotd Zen monastic regulations, which in-
cluded a section on how to perform funerals, were the Keizan shingi
(Keizan’s monastic regulations, ascribed to the fourth-generation
monk, Keizan Jokin in 1324 but not widely circulated until 1681).19
This text, which would become one of several manuals for the stan-
dardization of monastic procedures in the Tokugawa period, retained
the basic Chinese Chan monastic funeral style (though it deleted some
of the Pure Land elements) but also added new rituals for memorializ-
ing the lay dead, including merit transfer invocations (¢ko) for both dis-
tinguished lay patrons and ordinary lay followers.'!

In the earliest known Japanese Sot6 Zen example of a standard-
ized memorial verse for the lay person, two striking aspects appear:
the use of the word “‘enlightened spirit” (kakurei) to refer to the de-
ceased, who was imagined to reside on the banks of nirvana, and also
the very minimal difference between lay and monastic merit-transfer
invocations. The term kakurei, while rarely used by ordinary villagers
of the Tokugawa period, was a standard term employed by S6t6 Zen
priests (especially in secret ritual initiation documents) to refer to
those who had undergone Zen funerary rites. Indeed, from the point
of view of the Zen priest, the purpose of the Zen funeral was to “‘de-
liver”” or “‘return’’ (depending one one’s interpretation) the deceased
to an “‘enlightened’’ state. While Pure Land imagery is not completely
absent from later monastic texts—and was always present in lay inter-
pretations of where the spirit goes—official S6t6 Zen manuals tend to
refer to the enlightened spirit as residing in heavenly states, such as the
banks of nirvana, a generic Buddha realm, or a vast, tranquil ocean of
equanimity. However, these images competed with more popular Japa-
nese Buddhist visions of the afterlife, which included both heaven-like
realms, such as Amida’s Pure Land, Miroku (Skt. Maitreya)’s paradise,
or sacred mountains and also hell-like realms, such as the hungry ghost
realm or the Blood Pool Hell. The ability of the S6t6 Zen tradition to
allow both types of imagery to coexist without ever fully integrating
them was one of the keys in their early success, not only in promoting
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their brand of funerary Zen, but in establishing the ritual framework
that other sects would copy.

Soto Zen funerary rites would not spread to all levels of society un-
til the establishment of the parish temple system in the early Tokugawa
period.'? Nonetheless, starting from the mid- to late fifteenth century,
Zen priests’ performance of lay funerals was a crucial element in the
spread of S6t6 Zen in rural Japan.!®> While medieval Tendai and Shin-
gon funerals tended to focus on the deliverance of aristocrats and war-
rior families to Amida’s Pure Land or the cancellation of their bad kar-
ma through the recitation of the komyo shingon mantra (halo chant),
the Sot6 Zen funeral appealed to every class. The elaborate Chan/
Zen funeral for a high-ranking monk was streamlined for the ordinary
monk, and in turn simplified for the lay person’s funeral, but, as will be
discussed below, the basic idea that the deceased was to be delivered
to the land of the Buddha as a person with clerical status remained
constant.'*

One of the characteristics of a Soté Zen funeral was the chief
priest’s loud shout at the last moment to deliver the dead to the world
beyond. A secret transmission document or manual (kirigami), explains
this as follows:

When the celebrant draws the circle, he should blink at the dead.
Then, holding the incense sticks in front with his eyes closed, he chants
a verse of prayer with four lines in a low voice. Then with his eyes wide
open he should gaze at the sky and recite the dharma words [for the
dead]. All having been done, the whole of his being becomes free
from any restraint; then he utters a thundering roar at the dead. Even
the no-mind, no-form, and no-contrivance are discarded [to be in real
void]. If there is even a little contrivance left undiscarded, the dead will
[not be led to buddhahood but will] go astray.!?

Preparing the dead to be ‘‘roared” into the world beyond re-
quired that the priest first of all recite the sutra and dharani at the
wake, then install the body in a coffin, and finally hold the ‘“‘funeral
proper,”’” which consisted of an expanded set of stitra and dharani rec-
itations.16 During the Tokugawa period, additions of chants such as
the komyo shingon 0jo ju (mystic formula of the halo chant for birth in
a pure land) or rites such as placing white lotus flowers on top of the
coffin (to represent the sala trees under which the Buddha passed into
nirvana) were added to the ritual manuals, as Buddhist sects freely bor-
rowed funerary rites from each other.!'” S6td6 Zen priests, who most
often incorporated esoteric Buddhist and Onmyo6do (yinyang) funer-
ary practices, even fought a lawsuit—one that went all the way to the
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Office of Temples and Shrines—with some yamabushi who had accused
the Sotd Zen priests of stealing their rites.'® Although So6t6 Zen funer-
ary rites were thus woven together with materials from Chinese Chan,
Japanese esoteric, and local folk traditions, the one consistent thread
was the posthumous priestly ordination of the lay person.

Motsugo saso: Priestly Ordination for the Lay Dead

Though the first funeral ritual explicitly designated for lay people was
not created until the mid-Meiji period, one of the most significant
characteristics of the Tokugawa-period Zen funeral was the ordination
of an already deceased lay person as a priest so that the monastic fu-
neral style could be held for that individual.!® Indeed, this practice of
ordaining the lay dead as Zen priests was one of the very few elements
of S6t6 Zen lay funerals to become standardized by the early Tokugawa
period, crossing Zen lineage and also regional boundaries.

While the S6t6 sect’s funerary rites were similar to those of other
sects of Japanese Buddhism, one striking and unique aspect of the
Zen funeral was the granting of the priestly precepts (motsugo saso)
and a special Zen lineage chart (kechimyaku) to the lay dead, so that
they could be enlightened and saved through a special posthumous or-
dination. As William Bodiford has noted, ‘“This ritual enabled the mo-
nastic last rites of China to serve laypeople in Japan.”’?? In other words,
one of the important transformations in medieval Japanese Zen was
the adaptation of the Chinese Chan monastic funeral for Japanese lay
patrons, who were ordained into the monastic order, albeit posthu-
mously, and were thus able to receive a monastic funeral.?!

After consecrating the area surrounding the deceased, the cere-
mony to ordain the deceased lay person as a Zen priest would begin
by washing and outfitting them with a new robe. According to the Mo-
tsugo saso jukai shiki (Precept ceremony for posthumous ordination):

For the newly dead, give the person a tonsure. The precept teacher
should give the deceased a robe, a bowing mat, a begging bowl, the
three refuges, the three pure precepts, and the ten weighty precepts.
The precept teacher should take the place of the deceased to receive
these items.??

As this passage indicates, the officiant shaved the lay person’s hair to
represent his or her entrance into the priesthood. (Today, this is gen-
erally done only symbolically, by removing a small lock of hair.) The
deceased was also presented with all the necessary items of a Zen
priest: a robe, a mat, and a begging bowl. Furthermore, the basic moral
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precepts formula in sixteen articles, consisting of the three refuges, the
three pure precepts, and the ten weighty precepts, was administered
to the dead person. Here, a priest took the place of the deceased,
who was obviously unable to respond to the ritually posed question of
whether or not he or she would vow to keep the precepts. Bodiford
notes one explanation of how the dead could receive these precepts,
as described in Motsugo jukai saho (Correct procedures for posthumous
precept administration):

How can one posthumously become a monk?
Answer: “Neither saying ‘No’ nor ‘Yes.””

A phrase?

“No self appearance; no human appearance.”

Explain [its meaning].

Answer: “When [something has] absolutely no appearance, it can be-
come anything.”

Teacher: “But why does it become a monk?”’

Answer: ““Not saying ‘No’ and ‘Yes’ is truly to become a monk
(shukke).”

A phrase?

“The sagely and the ordinary know of themselves [who they are].””??

This koan-like explanation suggests that the very inability of the
dead to answer either “‘yes’” or ‘“no’” was proof that they were indeed
enlightened, reminding one of the well-known episode of Vimalakirti’s
“thunderous silence.” Though such subtle understandings of post-
humous ordination were not widespread among either monks or lay
people, it does point to the more general notion that the state of being
dead was equal to the state of being a buddha (%otoke). Indeed, one kiri-
gami explicitly affirms the precept ordination’s power to immediately
transform the dead into buddhas:

When ignorant men receive the bodhisattva precepts, the dust [that
covers their spirit] immediately disappears, and finally the spiritual
light burgeons forth. This is why it is said that, when beings receive the
Buddhist precepts, they immediately achieve the rank of Buddha, a
rank identical to that of the buddhas of great awakening. This is what
it really means to receive [the title of ] son of the Buddha.?*

The posthumous priestly ordination was connected to this notion
of immediate enlightenment and at the same time embodied an initia-
tory function. Through ordination, the dead person was initiated spe-
cifically into the S6t6 Zen lineage and, more broadly, as a ‘‘son of the
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Buddha.” In other words, the dead entered into the Buddha family,
the world of the Buddha.

The joining of the Buddha family lineage through posthumous or-
dination, combined with the power of the priest to magically send (or
literally shout) the dead into the other world, tended to demonstrate
the immediate efficacy of the Zen funeral in providing salvation. The
idea of salvation (jobutsu) literally meant to ‘““become a buddha,” but
the term was often used simply to mean a deliverance from the suffer-
ings of this world and the hells, that is, deliverance to a higher realm,
often imagined to be a Buddhist heaven or pure land. The priest’s
power was further symbolized in the ritual bestowal on the deceased
of the kechimyaku (a special Zen lineage chart linking the newly or-
dained precept holder through the unbroken lineage of Zen patri-
archs all the way back to Sakyamuni Buddha).2> Bernard Faure has
written about the meaning of receiving the kechimyaku as follows:

The lineage diagrams thus became magical talismans in which the
name of the cleric or layperson was connected to those of past Bud-
dhas by a red line, symbol of the blood (and spirit) lineage to which
he or she was attaching him- or herself. Awakening is no longer the
sine qua mon for transmission; on the contrary, it is ritual initiation
that becomes the performative act par excellence, the symbolic realiza-
tion of awakening recorded by the kechimyaku. For people partici-
pating in this ritual, the moral content of the Precepts was less impor-
tant than the magical transformation of karma that it was supposed to
achieve.26

Upon ordination, the dead (or the living, in the case of an ordination
ceremony held for living people) would receive a special dharma name
(homyo) or precept name (kaimyo). This name was written into a space
at the bottom of a lineage chart, sometimes with ink made from the
abbot’s blood. This document would often be placed in the coffin of
the deceased as they began their journey to the world beyond. Al-
though the kechimyaku was originally handed down from master to dis-
ciple in the Zen tradition to give proof of dharma succession, the
power of bestowing the document on the dead to erase evil karma
and deliver them to a higher realm seems to have been promoted by
Soto priests by the early Tokugawa period. Rather than symbolically
representing enlightenment, as Faure suggests, the kechimyaku physi-
cally embodied the power to erase karma and secure immediate salva-
tion after death. This understanding of the kechimyaku seems to have
coincided with belief in its talismanic power to enable the living to
ward off evil spirits, robbers, and disease.2”



218 DuNCcAN RYOUKEN WILLIAMS

Indeed, not just the ordinary dead, but also spirits symbolizing un-
fortunate fates in the afterlife—ghosts, dragon girls, snakes—were be-
lieved to benefit from the bestowal of the kechimyaku. In a Tokugawa-
period legend about Zen Master Dogen, which has no historical or
factual basis, he was credited with using a kechimyaku to save a woman
who had turned into a wandering ghost:

The feudal lord of Echizen province, a certain Eihei, had a concubine.
Once when Eihei was traveling, his wife took the opportunity to drown
his concubine in a nearby pond and thus killed her. The dead concu-
bine’s spirit came upon a traveling monk and told him of her sufferings
in the world beyond. She then gave him one part of a red sleeve. Hear-
ing about this, Eihei thought to turn his living quarters into a temple so
that her spirit could be saved. He invited Dogen to his temple and the
Zen master bestowed a kechimyaku on the women’s spirit and she was
liberated. With this, Eihei decided to become a monk and later became
the founder of Eiheiji Temple.?8

This folk legend about the origins of Eiheiji does not appear in the tra-
ditional Dogen biographies such as the Kenzeiki (Record of Kenzei)
and is at variance with some basic facts: Echizen’s feudal lord belonged
to the Hatano family, and Eiheiji was founded by Dogen. However, the
theme of salvation through the bestowal of the precepts and the kechi-
myaku was so central to Soto Zen efforts to demonstrate their priests’
magical powers to provide salvation, even for those suffering in the
world beyond, that this scene of Dogen’s salvation of the concubine’s
spirit eventually made its way into the nineteenth-century Dogen picto-
rial narratives (eden) and the Teiho Kenzeiki zue (Illustrated Teiho-era
edition of the Record of Kenzei).??

Sometimes such ghosts returned in a vengeful manner, but the
Soto Zen kechimyaku apparently had the power to appease angry spirits
as well. For example, in the 1658-1659 popular collection of tales Inga
monogatari (Tales of karmic causality, by the S6t6 Zen monk Suzuki
Shosan), the monk San’ei Honsht set up a small wooden stipa and be-
stowed a kechimyaku on such a ghost to calm his spirit.

A Person Who Turned into an Angry Ghost Because He Was Killed for
No Reason

A man named Abe killed his manservant for no reason. The manser-
vant’s spirit took the shape of a snake. Like a vengeful ghost, this spirit
bothered everyone in the Abe family. So in 1646, the Abe family called
on the [S6t6 Zen] monk San’ei to help. The monk dismantled a shrine,
cleared some trees, deposited a kechimyaku in the ground, and set up a
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small wooden stapa. [All became well] after he conducted rites [at this
site] for seven days.30

Visits from ghosts from the world beyond to harass the living or request
help are, of course, not limited to tales of S6t6 Zen priests. Jodo priests
and Tozan Shugendo yamabushi are often featured in these legends as
well, but, as Tsutsumi Kunihiko has noted, Zen priests appear in dis-
proportionate numbers.3!

Another motif in such salvation stories is ghosts or other spirits
leaving behind evidence that could substantiate their visit to this world
and their salvation through priestly intervention. The ghost of the con-
cubine that Dégen had saved left behind a sleeve, as did the ghost of
the feudal lord Hatano Yoshishige, whom Dégen, in a different legend,
saved with a kechimyaku. While Eiheiji never deigned to exhibit such
otherworldly objects, there are cases throughout Japan of Sot6 Zen
temples (as well as a few from other sects) exhibiting ghost sleeves in
an effort to demonstrate the power of their monks to lay people.3?
Enjoji in Hanamaki City, Iwate prefecture, for example, periodically
exhibited the sleeve of a certain Shikauchi Hyobu, who became a ghost
after his death because his descendants did not respect his last wishes
that a Sakyamuni statue be donated to the temple. Fuzan, the abbot of
Soseiji in the mid-Tokugawa period, pacified the ghost, and its sleeve
was kept as evidence of its salvation at Enjoji, a branch temple of S6-
seiji.>® A similar ghost’s sleeve piece can also be found at Gankoji in
Ehime prefecture, and an illustrated scroll of such a sleeve can be
found at Tokushoji in Niigata prefecture.?*

Sot6 Zen temples, along with some temples of other sects, dis-
played similar mementos from the world beyond as proof of the power
of their ability to manage the dead. In a list of their temple treasures
compiled in 1862, Tokuunji in T6jo Village in Hiroshima prefecture in-
cluded demon and goblin (tengu) horns as evidence left by these other-
worldly creatures attesting to their salvation. These treasures would
occasionally be exhibited for lay believers in public displays on certain
days of the year.3> Other temples held such mementos as animal claws
and teeth (allegedly from beings liberated from their animal form),
dragon scales (from dragon girls similarly saved), or crab shells (from
crabs defeated by Zen masters in dharma combat).?® The basic mes-
sage seemed to be that, if S6t6 Zen priests could have saved even such
lowly beings through the bestowal of precepts and the kechimyaku, that
power could also be transferred to ordinary human beings to achieve
their spiritual liberation. The combined power of the postmortem
Sotd Zen monastic ordination and kechimyaku gave the sect a valuable
tool in recruiting potential parishioners, as they displayed a unique
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power to bestow salvation via their funerary ritual. By broadening the
appeal of Buddhist funerals to all classes of society in a way that mini-
mized the necessity of the individual’s own merit accumulation, the
Sotd Zen sect found a way to tie monastic powers to a powerful and
quick method of salvation in the funeral rite. Yet, as the sect began to
develop the full range of rituals to manage the dead, the Zen funeral
by itself proved insufficient to garner the kind of broad-based appeal
necessary to solidly establish itself in local society. To do that, the sect
would need simultaneously to draw on commonly accepted notions of
the afterlife, notions that contravened the idea of immediate salvation
embodied in the funeral.

The Blood Pool Siitra: Women’s Damnation and Salvation

The miraculous appearance of the Ketsubonkyo (Blood Pool sutra or lit-
erally, the Blood-bowl satra)3? from the Dragon Palace in the marshes
near the Sotd Zen temple Shosenji in Shimosa province, cited at the
beginning of this chapter, helped to save a nun in distress. This nun,
who had turned into a ghost, left behind the blood-stained stapa that
provided evidence of her sufferings in the other world. According to
the text, which was originally compiled by a Sot6 Zen monk in the
1730s,3® she had been suffering tremendously in the Blood Pool Hell.
She had possessed a young girl so that she could ask the abbot of Sho-
senji (at that time called Hosshoji) to pray to Jiz6 in order to acquire
the Ketsubonkyo, a sutra renown for its powers to free women from this
hell. After the abbot prayed to a statue of Jizo donated by the nun’s fa-
ther, Hoj6 Tokiyori, he had a dream of the bodhisattva, who told him
where to find the sutra.?® As Chapter 5 by Glassman suggests, the Ketsu-
bonkyo holds important clues for understanding gender-specific funer-
ary rituals dating from the medieval period. My discussion here ex-
tends Glassman’s analysis into the Tokugawa period, when this stitra
was widely disseminated, the Sot6 Zen sect taking a leading role in its
propagation.

Monks and nuns from other Buddhist traditions had also been in-
volved in propagating the Ketsubonkyo and its ideas, notably Kumano
bikuni (nuns) in the late medieval period and Jodo priests in the early
Tokugawa period. However, S6t6 Zen priests were among the most
active proponents of the satra during the mid- to late Tokugawa pe-
riod, with Shésenji, along with Mt. Tateyama, being major centers of
Ketsubonkyo-related activity.*® Shosenji promoted itself, not only as the
birthplace of the satra in Japan, but also as the locus for women’s sal-
vation.*! Pilgrims visited this temple and made donations from as far
away as Shinano and Mikawa provinces and Osaka and Ky6to cities dur-
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ing the late Tokugawa period.*? To justify the prominent place that
Ketsubonkyo teachings were assuming in the Soto sect, a secret transmis-
sion document from roughly 1628 recounted a legend about the ap-
pearance of a Ketsubonkyo text at Mt. Tiantong in China where Dogen
had trained, thus attempting to link the satra with the sect’s founder.43

To promote their abilities to save women, S6t6 Zen priests needed
to argue that women were otherwise absolutely incapable of avoiding
the Blood Pool Hell. The purportedly pervasive quality of women’s pol-
lution and the benefits of the Ketsubonkyo in eliminating bad karmic ef-
fects in both this life and the next are the subjects of a dharma lecture
given in 1804 by the So6t6 priest Unrei Taizen (1752-1816) in front of
two thousand men and women at the temple Joanji in the Shima re-
gion near Ise:

The Ketsubonkyo [which we are transmitting today] has produced so
many benefits that we can’t cover them all in just one or two days.
Dead people have come back to ask for it directly or have appeared in
someone’s dreams to request this talisman. And because they received
this satra, they managed to escape the sufferings of hell. Living women
have also been able to avoid the sufferings of menstruation by keeping
this satra as a talisman. If one keeps this talisman on oneself, even if
one is in an impure state, one can go in front of the kami and buddhas
to offer incense, flowers, and other offerings without any problem. Hav-
ing this talisman neutralizes all impurities.

Recently, the abbot Senjo (who currently resides in Omi prov-
ince), while he was the abbot of Daitakuji in Shinsha province, was in
charge of constructing a large bell for the temple. Several young men
were busy with the foot bellows to make the copper bell, when a couple
of young women of the village turned up at the construction site and
asked for a turn in pressing the bellows. But when they tried to pour
the molten copper into the bell mold, it turned into a solid block. Spec-
tators, who had gathered in quite a number, gasped when they saw that
it didn’t pour out. The head bell maker’s face turned white with worry.
They decided to try again on another day, explaining to the abbot that
the process was polluted by the presence of some women at the last at-
tempt. Since this was why the bell couldn’t be made the first time, the
bell maker requested of the abbot that no women be allowed close by
for the second try. The abbot agreed, but when they started the process
again, this time not even the fire would start, which meant that they
couldn’t even pour any molten copper. Surprised, the head bell maker
was at a total loss as to what to do.

It was then that a monk appeared, telling the bell maker to search
for a copy of the Ketsubonkyo and to place it into the bellows. He found
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a copy belonging to the abbot Senj6o and did as he was told. The fire
started immediately and the copper began to melt. The bell maker
and everyone present jumped for joy, and before long, the bell was
complete. When they looked at the final product, it was a grand bell
without any flaws. Furthermore, it gave off a magnificent sound. All of
you, listen to me carefully. The terrible nature of women’s pollution
knows no bounds, and only the Ketsubonkyo can neutralize it. That we
can receive the amazing benefit of this sutra today is a blessed thing in-
deed. For those who would sincerely like to receive this talisman, come
and request it later today.**

The priest delivered a straightforward message: women are by nature
polluted and because of their pollution offend all things pure and sa-
cred. Shosenji, among other Soto temples, distributed Ketsubonkyo-
related talismans to ward off women’s pollution. Takemi Momoko, a
leading scholar of the Ketsubonkyo, has noted three Niigata-area S6t6
Zen temples that until recently gave out the sttra to women so as to
“cancel’”” the impurity of womanhood and so that they could worship
the Buddha in a “pure” state.®> This idea of women’s pollution was
not specifically limited to the Ketsubonkyo but was an ideology widely
disseminated by So6t6 Zen priests (though, of course, not limited to
this sect). This ideology reflected the growing subordination of women
during the Tokugawa period, a process whose medieval roots are dis-
cussed in Chapter 5. Indeed, the disruption of the process of casting a
Buddhist temple bell because of the polluting presence of women is a
motif found in well-known Noh plays of the time, such as Dajgji.*5
Within the Soto sect, secret transmission documents such as the
1810 Ryugi no daiji also recommended that, during precept ordination
ceremonies or any temple or shrine visit, all women should carry a spe-
cial talisman with a stamp of the three treasures (Buddha, dharma,
and sangha), to avoid offending the Buddha and other deities with
their impure menstrual blood.*” In addition, the kirigami details two
other talismans—one to stop menstruation and the other to start it up
again—that were to be ingested respectively before and after a temple
visit. The Soto sect also sold other talismans to ward off women’s pollu-
tion, mainly featuring Ususama My66, a deity best known in monastic
Zen as the guardian of the toilet but otherwise popularly known as a
deity with great powers of purification. His ability to cleanse both men
and women of sexual diseases was particularly well known. In other
words, while highlighting the power of the Ketsubonkyo to save women
from hell, Soto priests persuaded women of this by simultaneously
emphasizing their polluted nature, which not only offended sacred
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beings in this world but was also the cause of their being condemned
to the Blood Pool Hell in the next. Salvation had damnation as its
prerequisite.

Ketsubonkyo ritual activities were also conducted by women, includ-
ing both parish members and pilgrims. At Shosenji, these activities
ranged from copying the sutra to placing it in coffins at funerals. Al-
though it was still relatively rare in the eighteenth century for women
to hand-copy sitras in Chinese characters, extant copies by S6t6 Zen
members at Shosenji attest to this practice. A 1783 satra copy, for ex-
ample, transcribed by the mother of Matsudaira Sagami no kami, in-
cluded a prayer she wrote in hopes of achieving birth in the Western
Pure Land.*® Achieving birth in a buddha land, or at least avoiding
the Blood Pool Hell, seems to have also been the purpose of placing
the Ketsubonkyo in a woman’s coffin at the time of her funeral; alterna-
tively, it might be placed in the grave of a female relative who had not
received the satra at the time of her death. Another ritual that in-
volved offering copies of the Ketsubonkyo at Shosenji was the river segak:
ceremony. Like other segaki rituals dedicated to the muenbotoke (the
dead without relations), the ceremony was held annually up until the
1950s at a nearby river.*® The riverside ceremony involved setting up
a wooden Jizo image with a temporary altar. After recitation of the
sttra, copies of the text would be floated down the river for the welfare
of all suffering beings, but especially for women who had died in child-
birth and for miscarried or aborted children. To demonstrate symboli-
cally the alleviation of suffering of those in the Blood Pool Hell, the rit-
ual participants would pour water onto a piece of red cloth, suspended
on four bamboo poles over the river, until the red dye had washed
out.>

During the Tokugawa period, Sotdo Zen priests specialized in such
funerary rites for women and children who had died during childbirth.
These rites numbered among the many “‘special circumstance’” funer-
als for those who had died particularly violent deaths, including death
at sea.’! While such practices are not mentioned in earlier medieval
Soto Zen documents, from the late sixteenth to early seventeenth cen-
turies, priests wrote a large number of kirigami on how to perform rites
for women and their children who had died in childbirth.>? Deaths in
childbirth were frequent, and lay people looked to priests to perform
special rites for such circumstances. As Glassman suggests in Chapter
5, this was owing to a popular belief that a woman who died in child-
birth was thought to wander after death in the “‘intermediary stage”
(chwin) as a ghost (ubume) if the child and the mother were not ‘‘sepa-
rated.”’®3 People thought that because such female ghosts were unable
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to achieve salvation, they would haunt the living and wreak havoc
on local communities out of resentment. Most kirigami of this genre
therefore detail ritual methods to separate the mother and child (betsu-
buku), so that both would be able to receive proper funerary attention.
For example, the child’s gender needed to be determined to assign a
proper posthumous name. These secret transmission manuals also out-
lined ways to quietly chant the names of the Ten Buddhas by blowing
them into the left ear of the dead woman, as well as how to draw spe-
cial Sanskrit diagrams of the Five Buddhas on the woman’s face to en-
sure her salvation.?* Finally the coffin would be closed and struck with
““a branch of an eastern-facing peach tree.”’55 Apparently, this served
as a magical formula signifying the *‘giving birth of the child’’ in the
coffin or the “expelling of the fetus.”’%6 Though the noted S6t6 monk
Menzan Zuih6 (1683-1769) criticized this practice, this ritual symboli-
cally separating the mother and child meant that it was no longer nec-
essary to physically remove the fetus and thus provided a way for ordi-
nary priests to avoid the impurity of blood and death.’” S6t6 Zen
temples such as Ubume Kannon (‘‘Birthing Woman” Kannon) in
present-day Shizuoka prefecture, also mentioned by Glassman in Chap-
ter 5, was one such temple to become famous based on legends of the
female ghosts saved and the pregnant women protected by its ritual
services.

As a rule, children did not receive special funerals because they
were not thought to be fully ““human’ and thus deserving of a funeral
until a certain alge.f/’8 During the Tokugawa period, however, Sot6 Zen
priests participated in a small but growing trend to provide children
who died with special funerary rites and separate graves.5® The idea of
young children having spirits was also taken up in preaching cam-
paigns against infanticide, especially in the Tohoku region. S6to Zen
temples such as Shoonji in the Sendai domain, under instructions
from the Office of Temples and Shrines, took a central role in preach-
ing campaigns at villages in the Higashiyama region to educate peas-
ants about the evils of infanticide. This was despite the general inclina-
tion of villagers to ignore such preaching because of the economic
burdens of rearing multiple children.%® Preaching manuals produced
at other Sotd6 Zen temples, such as Rinnoji and Kokenji, noted the
prevalence of infanticide in the Toéhoku region and emphasized the
evil of killing children—said to result in rebirth as a snake—as well as
the importance of having many children, in an effort to counter the
popular impression that having more than one or two children would
result in poverty.®! Graphic paintings of the tortures in hells reserved
for women who committed infanticide can also be found from the
early nineteenth century, attesting to the rise both of religious injunc-



Funerary Zen 225

tions against killing and of governmental pressures to increase the Jap-
anese population.5?

The practice of providing a copy of the sutra to women during pre-
cept ordination (jukai) ceremonies represents another uniquely S6to
Zen ritual associated with the Ketsubonkyo, one that spread to virtually
all Sot6 temples.®3 Posthumous precept ordination at funerals, where
lay members were ordained as priests, were a significant part of death
rites, but precept ordination for the living was equally important. The
priests gave out the Ketsubonkyo along with the kechimyaku to women af-
ter giving a dharma lecture on the sttra’s merits, such as the one trans-
lated above.®* With the words ‘‘Ketsubonkyo for the buddhahood of
women’’ written on the front cover of the sutra, the text was believed
to purify women before they joined the family of the buddhas.

Belief in this talismanic function of the satra flourished in part be-
cause the text was so short; a single slip of paper with the satra printed
on it could be wrapped in an amulet cover. The alleged power of the
stitra to remove ‘‘impurities’” also encouraged its use as an amulet for
safe childbirth. Such amulets were dispensed at Shosenji up until about
1937. The sutra was placed in the pregnant woman’s waistband, and
after birth, the seven Sanskrit characters representing Jizo were cut
out of the sautra. Each Sanskrit character was drunk on seven consecu-
tive nights, commemorating the seven nights during which the abbot
had copied the satra according to its origin legend. The family took
back the remaining uncut section of the satra to the temple so that
a new sutra could be obtained for the period until the mother fully
recovered.®®

Though these practices were specifically aimed at women in the
Shésenji community, they were also organized by women’s associations
in nearby villages and thus spread across sectarian lines. Starting in the
late Tokugawa period, on the twenty-fourth of each month, women
gathered at the temple as part of a Jizoko ( Jizo association) to recite,
among other hymns, the Ketsubonkyo wasan (Hymn of the Blood Pool
Hell Satra):

Homage to the revered Ketsubonkyo.

Since women’s evil karma is so deep,

this stitra was preached as a sea of compassion.

We cross the sea of suffering because

the menstrual blood flows seven days of the month,
and the evil blood of childbirth

pollutes the kami and buddhas,

causing deep transgressions.

Further, this evil blood soaks into the earth
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swelling up into a pool

forty thousand yojana deep, forty thousand yojana wide.
This eighty thousand yojana hell

was created by none other than ourselves.

Once born as a woman,

it matters not whether one is rich or poor;

all fall into this hell without fail.

Now, what does this hell look like?

Demons lay out rope and nets and

prod everyone, ‘‘Cross, cross.”

If one can’t cross, one sinks into the pool,

though one’s hair stays aloft like floating weeds.

Insects with black metallic, long snouts

cover one’s whole body to pierce the skin and eat the flesh.
If one tries to escape to one shore of the pool,

the hell guardians are there to chase people back.

At the other shore, a line of demons is waiting.

Fear from every direction—

what a pitiful condition for women!

Listen to the waves in the pool:

they are as loud as mountains crashing down.

Look at the women who manage to reach the shore:

their black hair, once groomed so carefully,

has turned a gruesome red.

Their bodies are all skin and bones,

for the three daily meals are blood balls,

while blood is the only drink.

The demons tell them, ‘“‘Drink, drink!

All this is caused by the evil karma in your previous life.”
All the women just wail, emitting a sound more frightening
than millions of thunderbolts,

sadly thinking of their evil karma in past lives

and wondering why they have to suffer so.

One must therefore have gratitude for one’s mother

and perform services in memory of her,

which will without doubt take away her suffering and give her ease.
Homage to this satra that saves all women,

a satra that all women should recite and recommend to others
so that everyone can pray for the world beyond.

If this is done, one’s deceased mother, sister, and all women
with the helping hand of Jizo

can be freed from this Blood Pool Hell’s suffering

to arrive at the Pure Land to listen to the highest teachings
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and become friends with the buddhas and bodhisattvas.
Homage to this satra that saves all women.6

This hymn follows the basic narrative of the Ketsubonkyo but made
it easier for women to understand the doctrine through recitation. The
use of hymns to visualize the horrors of hell was one of a number of
popular practices, along with the use of hell scrolls in preaching, in
which contents of Buddhist satras were made easier to understand.
Priests propagated faith in the satra through hymn singing at the tem-
ple, but in the greater Abiko-Tonegawa region, a heavy concentration
of women’s associations participated in the Ketsubonkyo cult indepen-
dently of the temple, in order to avoid painful childbirth or rebirth in
hell.®” The Matsudokko (Matsudo Association) was one such group,
based on the cult of a local deity famous for ensuring safe childbirth,
the Matsudo Daimy6jin enshrined at the Matsudo Shrine in Abiko Vil-
lage. Matsudokkoé women’s associations made donations to both Shé-
senji and one of its branch temples, Hakusenji, as attested by stone
markers dating from as early as 1775.58 Both temples enshrined statues
of the life-prolonging Jizo for help in the next world, but the women
of the association also expressed their concern for the next world with
stone markers commemorating the powers of Matsudo Daimyojin for
help in this world. As lishiro Kazuko and Seki Tadao have argued, the
fire at Shosenji during the Meiwa period (1764-1771) provided a cata-
lyst for the temple to engage in new fundraising, focused on Ketsubon-
kyo activities.®? It was precisely during this period that Shosenji’s appeal
to women'’s associations like the Matsudokko met with enthusiastic re-
sponse, due to the dissemination of the Blood Pool Hell legend in the
form of large-scale woodblock printings of the Ketsubonkyo engi as well
as through the preaching campaigns utilizing pictorial illustrations of
the legend. Both the propagation by Sotd Zen priests of the satra and
of its doctrines of women’s pollution and the Blood Pool Hell, and also
the participation by women of the Abiko-Tonegawa village association
in related ritual activity, made Shoésenji a major center of Ketsubonkyo
faith. This satra, which could be copied as a prayer to attain birth in
the Pure Land, was placed in a coffin to assure that the deceased did
not fall into the Blood Pool Hell. But it was also used as a talisman to
erase impurities or achieve easy childbirth. S6t6 Zen priests trans-
formed the text from having the solely otherworldly function of sav-
ing women from the Blood Pool Hell to a multifunctional talismanic
satra. From cradle to grave, S6t6 Zen priests ‘“‘used’ this sutra to help
create yet another set of ritual activities that purported not only to as-
sist women in this world but also to manage their death in the world
beyond.
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The Long Journey to Become a Buddha-Ancestor

The management of the dead through the Zen funeral and rites asso-
ciated with the Ketsubonkyo exposes a fundamental disjuncture in the
Zen funerary system. The Zen funeral’s attraction, as suggested above,
lay in the notion that, through priestly intervention, the deceased
could immediately attain a state equal to that of the Buddha. However,
Ketsubonkyo rites along with other aspects of death management were
based on the premise that the dead person had fallen into a realm of
immense suffering, such as the hungry ghost or hell realms, and
needed the help of priests and family members. To be logically consis-
tent, if the Zen priest had been successful in sending the dead person
to a buddha land at the funeral stage, there would be no need for
the ancestral memorial services held on a regular timetable for up to
thirty-three years after death. One cynical explanation for this seeming
contradiction would be that S6td Zen priests simply took advantage of
the coercive nature of the Tokugawa-period parishioner-temple system
to multiply the number of annual and memorial rites for the dead and
thus obligate their parishioners to pay more money to the temple,
thereby securing a steady income base. However, it is also possible to
understand this disjuncture between funeral and other posthumous
rites by recognizing that two parallel understandings of the afterlife co-
existed in funerary Zen without ever having to be fully integrated or
explained.”® The logic of the So6t6 Zen funeral—salvation through
posthumous priestly ordination and the bestowal of the Zen lineage
chart—functioned simultaneously with the logic of long-term death
management that Sot6 Zen priests found more broadly in the generic
Buddhist discourse of the Ten Kings and Thirteen Buddhas and also
locally in the form of pre-existing regional customs of ancestor venera-
tion. While this would become a dilemma for Sot6 Zen in contempo-
rary times, during the Tokugawa period the government-mandated
parishioner system left little room for questioning the contradictory
logics of these two classes of death management. However, as Mariko
Walter suggests in Chapter 7, the issue of two contradictory logics—
immediate salvation via the funeral and long-term postmortem
management—coexisted in other sects as well. Walter also notes that
the tension between the two logics is handled in sect-specific ways. In
the case of S6t6 Zen, ignoring the contradiction and refusing to inte-
grate them was its method of living with this dilemma.

When a person dies and is given a Buddhist funeral in Japan, it is
customary for most people to refer to the deceased as hotoke or, more
honorifically, hotoke-sama. The Sino-Japanese character used to repre-
sent the term hotoke is of course {4, a character which is also read butsu
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or ‘“‘buddha.” In other words, the Sino-Japanese character which
means buddha [butsu] is also given the native Japanese reading hotoke.
And yet while people will speak of a deceased person as having
“become a hotoke,”” they do not say that he has ‘become a buddha
[butsu].” This difference in usage arises since the term ‘‘buddha”
[butsu {A] originally meant ‘‘someone who has awakened to ultimate
truth,”” and not merely a deceased individual.”!

As discussed above, the So6t6 Zen sect grew during the late medi-
eval and early modern periods because it skillfully propagated ideas
and practices specific to the sect while also incorporating local and
common aspects of Japanese religious culture. S6t6 Zen perspectives
on the afterlife were no different. As anthropologist Sasaki Kékan has
suggested, one feature of Japanese Buddhism has been to use the Sino-
Japanese character for ‘‘buddha’ to refer to the dead. Ambiguities
such as the use of this term hotoke allowed the Sot6 Zen sect to main-
tain both that the dead were transformed into buddhas and yet at the
same time retained the characteristics of a spirit that needed manage-
ment. If the “‘logic of buddhahood” functioned within the funeral
rite, a parallel ‘‘logic of spirit taming’’ shaped the other posthumous
rites.

The notion that dead spirits remained in a polluted and unstable
state and needed appeasement and taming existed prior to the advent
of Buddhism in Japan. This idea of the dead continued to hold consid-
erable sway in the common religious imagination of Tokugawa-period
people. While ordinary people believed that some spirits of the dead
easily found tranquility and a new residence, perhaps on mountain
tops, many spirits were understood to be unstable and even dangerous
if appropriate ritual action was not undertaken.”> Hence the need for
priestly intervention. Pre-Buddhist ideas of the unstable spirit that had
not yet departed for the land of Yomi (the underworld) also combined
with Buddhist ideas of “‘intermediate existence’” between this life and
the next. By the late medieval period, this created a pervasive mentalité
that funerary rites functioned both to purify the dead and to prevent
an unfortunate fate for both the dead and the living, especially in the
case of those spirits prone to attack or possess the living or to cause
calamities or epidemics.”® Thus a major concern of Buddhist priests
came to include managing unstable, unruly, or wrathful spirits of the
dead by appeasing them through music and dance, by driving them
away with bonfires, or by containing them.”* By these rituals, people
hoped to placate the spirits over time so that they would be trans-
formed into either benign ‘“‘ancestors” (senzo) or ‘‘guardian kami”’
who could protect the family or the village. This religious belief per-
vaded the Japanese religious landscape by the late medieval period
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and encouraged the logic of death rituals performed over time. This
discrepant logic, an alternative to the immediate salvation of the Zen
funeral, had to coexist with it in the framework of funerary Zen.

The multivalent status of the deceased was succinctly captured in
the term hotoke, which could ‘‘signify variously buddha, ancestral spirit,
and spirit of the dead.””> Although scholars disagree as to why or
when the term hotoke came into use as a general term for the deceased,
by the Tokugawa period, the theological use of the term ‘‘buddha’ to
refer to an enlightened person overlapped the popular meaning of the
term ‘‘hotoke’” to refer to the dead.”® While the rhetoric of Zen priests
focused on the power of their funerals to send the dead to “‘the land
of the Buddha,” have them ‘‘achieve the same state as the Buddha,”
or cause them to “‘join the Buddha’s family,” they simultaneously per-
formed a wide range of posthumous rites premised on the assumption
that the “‘spirit”’ also needed to be cared for over time. Although some
scholars have argued that S6t6 Zen priests simply ‘‘accommodated su-
perstitious folk beliefs,”” in fact they helped to promote the very idea of
that death rituals over time were a necessity.

The logic behind memorial rites, generally called tsuizen kuyo,
evolved from both folk religious beliefs about the commemoration of
ancestors and Buddhist ideas about the spirits of the dead. The folk re-
ligious belief was that the spirit required a certain amount of time to
settle down from the upheaval of death and rid itself from death’s pol-
lution. The Buddhist belief was that the spirit needed time and merit,
whether produced by that individual’s own disciplines or dedicated by
someone else, to cancel the heavy weight of bad karma that the de-
ceased had accumulated. On the one hand, then, the goal of such fu-
nerary rites was to help the dead spirit settle down and become puri-
fied through the ritual intercession of the living, thus transforming
the polluted body of the newly deceased into a venerated ancestor.
On the other hand, the goal was not only to help the dead join the col-
lective ancestral body of the household; through the cancellation of
karma, the deceased—often thought to be dwelling among the hungry
ghosts or in the hell realms—could also be transformed into the body
of the Buddha or, at least, into a resident of the higher of the six
realms in Buddhist cosmology.””

The Ten Kings and the Thirteen Buddhas

Buddhist memorial and ancestral rites almost always included both
these ideas. These rites took their most developed form in the elabo-
rate series of Thirteen Buddha Rites (jusan butsuji), which constituted
the most common ritual observed at S6t6 Zen temples during the To-
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kugawa period. The rites of the Thirteen Buddhas had their roots
in Chinese Buddhist belief in the Ten Kings (ju#o). Chinese Buddhist
apocryphal texts, such as the Sutra on the Prophecy of King Yama, detailed
the seven rituals that descendants of the deceased needed to perform
during the first forty-nine days after death (the number of days tradi-
tionally said to elapse before rebirth), so that the dead might escape
punishment in hell and be reborn in the heavenly realms.”® In addi-
tion to these rituals, three further rites of propitiation were offered to
the Ten Kings, who were said to guard the hell realms, on the hun-
dredth day, first year, and third year after the death. The basic corre-
spondence theory involved performing rites of offering for the inter-
cession of the “‘protective buddhas,”” who by being the ‘‘original
source’’ of the Ten Kings, could influence the outcome of their judg-
ment favorably and save the deceased from hell’s sufferings. These ten
memorial rites for the dead, based on the belief in the Ten Kings, were
developed in Japanese apocryphal statras and later became a standard
part of funerary rites in the Shingon, Tendai, Zen (Rinzai and So6to),
Jodo, and Nichiren traditions.”

In the case of S6t6 Zen, the Ten Kings and Ten Buddhas belief
seems to have developed from the time of the well-known priest Tsa-
gen Jakurei (1322-1391), who, according to his “‘recorded sayings,”
conducted such rituals. Paintings depicting the Ten Kings judging the
dead were used for ritual or didactic purposes at the old New Year cele-
bration, on the sixteenth of the first month, or during the Obon Fes-
tival in the summer, which were times of the year when the ancestral
spirits were thought to return to this world. Enomoto Chika’s study of
Ten Kings paintings used in ritual practice at temples in the Murayama
region of Yamagata Prefecture reveals that Tokugawa-period prayer
practices were aimed at achieving salvation for ancestors by praying in
front of such paintings.®° It is likely that rites centering on appeasing
the Ten Kings took place both when ancestral spirits were thought
to be present as well as on fixed dates after a person’s death. During
the Kamakura period (1185-1333), three additional rites—for the
seventh, thirteenth, and thirty-third year after death—were added,
along with three additional buddhas, bringing the total to Thirteen
Buddha Rites.8!

Though the notion of the Ten Kings did not completely disappear,
by the Tokugawa period, the Thirteen Buddhas series of rites became
standard at most Buddhist temples, including Sot6 Zen temples.
Indeed, to complete the full cycle of the thirty-three-year memorial
service for one’s ancestors became a major theme at S6tdo Zen parish
temples.82 An account of one such case from the late Tokugawa period
tells how the abbot of Chojuin in Shimésa province explained to a
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family the purpose and necessity of the full set of Thirteen Buddha
Rites, one by one, to prevent their recently deceased head of the
household from falling into the hells. For example, he said that the
fourteenth-day rite was necessary because Shoko-6, the hell king of
that day, had related to him that:

The [deceased] is suffering and crying because of the evil acts he com-
mitted toward his wife during his life. However, his death did him no
good because the inheritance he left had become a source of conten-
tion among the children. Having left behind such unfilial children, it
was inevitable that he would fall into hell. However, if a memorial ser-
vice were held [on that day], it would serve as a mysterious method to
save him.8?

The family paid for the necessary ceremony, only to be told by the
abbot on the twenty-first day that the next hell king was now ready to
throw the man into hell, but if the children donated the fees for the
memorial service that day, there was still a chance that their father
could be saved. Next, the family was told that they needed to pay for
the thirty-fifth-day memorial service because, on this day, the deceased
would be tied up in front of King Enma with a mirror placed in front
of him to reflect his past evil karma. The munificence of the memorial
service, explained the abbot, would determine whether the deceased
would go to a buddha land or a heaven, return as a human, or be sent
on to the next hell king. The abbot continued to offer rationales of this
sort for three years, as the deceased was allegedly sent from one hell
king’s judgment to another, not only because of his own heavy karma
but also because his living descendants’ merit was not sufficient to
bring him ultimate relief until all the Thirteen Buddhas Rites were
completed.

Despite the logic of the funeral—that is, of immediate salvation
through the priest’s power to send the deceased into the company of
the buddhas—a different kind of logic was at work in the ancestral me-
morial services held at the same temple. Just as in the case of women
and the Blood Pool Hell, Soto Zen priests first had to condemn the
dead to a lower realm of existence before the karma that weighed
them down could gradually, over a thirty-three-year period, be erased
via the Thirteen Buddha Rites.

Of the Thirteen Buddha Rites, those of the forty-ninth day and the
thirty-third year were particularly charged with meaning. Until the
forty-ninth day after death, the dead spirit was said to exist in a liminal
state. This was also the minimum socially accepted time of mourning,
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though in certain regions mourning lasted for up to a full year. Be-
cause the spirit was thought to leave its house on the forty-ninth day
to proceed either to the family grave or to another world, this was a
crucial juncture when the pollution of death was lifted. The forty-ninth
day (or in some cases, the thirty-fifth day, as in the case from Chéjuin
mentioned above) represented the juncture at which the fate of the
dead person was determined, thus making it a particularly heightened
moment in Buddhist death management. Furthermore, the day
marked a sense of closure for the living, who had observed special cus-
toms during that period. Based on the idea that the family was also
affected by the pollution of the corpse, customs such as using salt to
purify themselves after the funeral, or refraining from getting married
during the first year, became commonplace.

The third and final significant moment in the Buddhist manage-
ment of the dead came in the thirty-third year after the death. In the
Sot6 Zen tradition, the practice of performing the full set of rites up
to the thirty-third year appears to have become standard by the mid-
Tokugawa period, as seen in the Nenk:i saitenko of Manzan Doéhaku
(1636-1714) and in the scroll paintings of the Thirteen Buddhas
hung in temples for ritual use. In esoteric Buddhist traditions, the
thirty-three years also symbolized the length of time the deceased in
the Earth’s Womb took to mature and be reborn as a full-fledged
buddha.8*

After thirty-three years of rituals, the dead person was supposed to
have become, in Buddhist parlance, fully liberated, and to have gone
to a buddha land or become a buddha. Within the context of ancestral
worship, the thirty-third year also signified the moment when a dead
person was transformed into a full-fledged ancestor of the household.
Stephen Teiser, in discussing the gradual transformation of the dead
into ancestors in China, describes the purpose of ancestral rites as
‘... effect[ing] the passage of the dead from the status of a recently
deceased, threatening ghost to that of a stable, pure, and venerated an-
cestor.”’85 In Japan, in contrast to China, the notion of an ancestor was
also conflated with that of a kami, prompting Robert Smith to note that
the thirty-third year marked a transition from ‘‘a buddha to god.”’86
Furthermore, as suggested by the practice of removing an ancestor’s
individual memorial tablet from the family Buddhist altar—by throw-
ing it away, placing it on the kami altar (kamidana), or taking it back
to the Buddhist temple—the thirty-third year brought to an end the
significance of the individual’s deceased spirit, as the personality was
by then assumed to have merged with the collective of household ‘‘an-
cestors’” (senzo). Smith has described this process as one whereby
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‘“...his [the deceased’s] spirit is ritually and symbolically purified and
elevated; it passes gradually from the stage of immediate association
with the corpse, which is thought to be both dangerous and polluting,
to the moment when its loses its individual identity and enters the
realm of the generalized ancestral spirits, essentially purified and be-
nign.”87 Just as in the world of the living, where the household, rather
than the individual, was the basic religious unit in the Tokugawa
period, the dead could not long retain their individuality either.

While the deceased after thirty-three years was still thought of in
multiple ways—as a kami, an ancestor, a buddha, or a resident of a
buddha land—So6t6 Zen priests could not help but participate in this
long series of ancestral memorial services. The S6td Zen priest’s expla-
nation above, that the weight of the deceased’s karma was so heavy
that it required ritual action for thirty-three years, was a response to liv-
ing relatives’ hope that their ancestors, who might have fallen into a
state of suffering, could benefit from this-worldly intercession. Jacques
LeGoff has suggested in regard to the Christian tradition:

From the earliest centuries of the Church, Christians, as funeral in-
scriptions reveal, hoped that a dead man’s fate was not definitively
sealed at his demise, and that the prayers and the offerings—that is,
the intercession—of the living could help dead sinners escape Hell,
or, at least, benefit from less harsh treatment.88

Similarly, the S6t6 Zen priest acted as a mediator between the living
and the dead and between this world and the next, resulting in a fluid
world of multiple, and sometimes contradictory, funerary practices.

Although a part of the appeal of Sotd Zen funerary rites was the
bestowal of a kechimyaku and a special posthumous ordination at the fu-
neral that was thought to immediately give the deceased membership
in the Buddha’s lineage or even buddhahood itself, the more generic
notion in both Buddhist and local religious culture—that the dead re-
quired a more lengthy period of ritualization—played an equally im-
portant role in funerary Zen. Whether it was women’s condemnation
to the Blood Pool Hell or the Thirteen Buddha memorial rites, the
presumed heavy weight of their karma was used to explain the need
for managing the dead through a more gradual ascendance to bud-
dhahood or ancestorhood. It was precisely the flexibility of Sot6 Zen
priests, who permitted wide-ranging local variation in the coexistence
of both the logic of the funeral proper and the management of the
dead over time, that made funerary Zen a key factor in the growth of
Sotdo Zen, embedding the sect in the fabric of ordinary people’s reli-
gious life during the Tokugawa period.
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The Structure of Japanese
Buddhist Funerals

MARIKO NAMBA WALTER

IT 1s OFTEN SAID, especially from a Western perspective, that modern
Japanese hold ambivalent, even contradictory attitudes toward reli-
gion. Many Japanese go to a Shinto shrine to celebrate a birth and
other rites of passage for their children, while young adults tend in-
creasingly to have weddings in a Christian chapel, even if they them-
selves are not Christian. More than 65 percent of Japanese say they
have no faith in a particular religion, and yet 94 percent of their funer-
als are conducted with Buddhist rites.! Other statistics show that while
most people have a Buddhist altar at home, they visit temples only
at the time of a funeral or for periodic memorial ceremonies for de-
ceased relatives. The pervasive presence of Buddhism in the funeral
context, even in a society that increasingly describes itself as secular, is
nothing new or surprising for most Japanese. More than four decades
ago, scholar Tamamuro Taijo traced the historical transformation of
Japanese Buddhism into a religion based upon funerals in his Soshiki
bukkyo (Funeral Buddhism).?2 The tone of Tamamuro’s study is rather
critical toward what he called ‘‘funeral Buddhism,”’ a rubric that has
since acquired a life of its own. Like others who have subsequently de-
cried funeral Buddhism, he seemed to assume that Buddhism—or any
religion, for that matter—should deal with questions of how to live,
and not just with death and the afterlife. But whatever one may argue
the normative purpose of Buddhism should be, the firm reality re-
mains that Japanese Buddhism today is centered around death rituals.
Moreover, the economy of most Buddhist temples depends almost to-
tally on income derived from death-related services.?

This chapter will consider the structure and meaning of funerals in
the major Japanese Buddhist traditions, focusing on contemporary fu-
nerary procedures as prescribed in the Tendai, Shingon, Jodo, Zen,
Shin, and Nichiren sects. Since the early modern period, Buddhist
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priests have standardized ritual procedures for funerals according
to their respective traditions and written them down, often in Sino-
Japanese and using Buddhist technical terminology. Nonspecialists
can hardly understand the meaning of such abstruse instructions, nor
do most modern Japanese comprehend the satras and other texts that
priests recite during a funeral. A majority, however, understand that
the funeral has to be done in the prescribed way in order to send the
dead person to the right destination, for example, to Gokuraku Jodo,
Amida Buddha’s Pure Land of Utmost Bliss. Without ‘‘proper’’ rituals,
the spirit of the deceased may wander as a terrifying ghost, bringing
misfortune to his or her family. The concept of the spirit (tamashii) in
Japanese indigenous beliefs presents another complicated dimension
to Buddhist rituals, as will be discussed below.

In order to understand how the present form of Japanese Bud-
dhist funerary ritual took shape, it is useful to consider the historical
development of funeral procedures. This chapter will therefore first
present a brief overview of the history of Japanese Buddhist funerals.
Then, moving on to ritual analysis, it will identify an underlying struc-
ture of Buddhist funeral rituals (sogi) shared, as I will argue, by most if
not all of the major Buddhist traditions. This inquiry into the structure
and meaning of funeral rituals inevitably leads to doctrinal questions
concerning death, the afterlife, and the idea of ‘‘enlightenment’ or
buddhahood itself. My working assumption is that different sectarian
doctrines concerning enlightenment have not necessarily translated
into different ritual structures; despite doctrinal differences among tra-
ditions, Japanese Buddhist death rituals share the same fundamental
structure across schools and sects. The chief differences seem to lie in
the interpretation of the ritual process.

A Brief History of Japanese Buddhist Death Rituals

As discussed in the Introduction to this volume, Buddhism came to Ja-
pan bringing new modes of disposing of the dead, new concepts of the
afterlife, and new rituals for memorializing the deceased. According to
the eighth-century dynastic history Shoku Nihongi, about a century and
a half after Buddhism’s official arrival from Paekche in the sixth cen-
tury, the monk Dosho (d. 700), who had visited China and studied
Hosso (Ch. Faxiang) teachings with the famous Xuanzang (602-664)
in Chang’an, was the first person in Japan to be cremated, at his ex-
press wish.* While some evidence in fact exists for the practice of
cremation before Buddhism’s introduction, the traditional method of
disposing of the dead had most commonly been interment in the case
of aristocrats and exposure or abandonment of the corpse for ordinary
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people.’ In ancient Japan, corpses were often treated with fear, and
contact with the dead required scrupulous ritual purification. The as-
sociation of Buddhism with cremation helped to promote this method
of disposal among elites. Although cremation did not become a univer-
sal practice until the late nineteenth century, after D6sho’s cremation,
several emperors in succession were cremated in the eighth century,
and this became the preferred method of disposal among the aristoc-
racy. Cremation also facilitated the enshrinement of bones and ashes
in Buddhist memorial chapels dedicated to deceased emperors and
other aristocrats, transforming mortuary practice among the nobility.
Most of the emperors who reigned between the tenth and fourteenth
centuries were cremated and their remains enshrined in memorial
structures known as Hokkedo (Lotus chapels) or in other variants of
memorial stapas such as gorinto (five-wheel stapas) or tahoto (many-
jeweled stupas).® Even in cases of cremation where the remains were
installed in Hokkedo, stone stipas would in many cases also be erected
at the cremation grounds.” Earlier attitudes in elite circles of avoid-
ance of corpses and graves due to death pollution were gradually over-
shadowed by practices of preserving bones or cremated remains, which
were assimilated to relic worship, being enshrined in family memorial
chapels or tombs within Buddhist temple compounds.

Practices connected with aspirations for birth after death in a pure
land (0j0) —usually Gokuraku or Utmost Bliss, Amida Buddha’s Pure
Land in the west—seem to have spread among the aristocracy early
on. When Empress Komyo died in 760, the imperial court ordered
the provincial governments to have pictures made of Amida’s Pure
Land, and Pure Land satras copied in provincial temples and nun-
neries.® Pure Land practices gained momentum over the course of
the Heian period (794-1185), and the chanting of the nenbutsu or
Amida’s name, aimed at achieving birth in his realm, spread among
people of all classes. The first two chapters in this volume have already
discussed the role of Genshin’s (942-1017) treatise Ojo yoshu (Essen-
tials of Pure Land birth) and the practices of the Yokawa Nijugo
zanmai-e, or Samadhi Society of Twenty-five, in popularizing deathbed
practices (rinju gyogi) carried out to encourage the dying to visualize
Amida and chant his name in their last moments, so as to be born
in his Pure Land. Associations similar to the Yokawa society formed
throughout the country, and, as mentioned in Chapter 2, by Jacque-
line Stone, deathbed rituals soon spread beyond the monastic context
and were performed by monks for their lay patrons at the time of
death. In time, the focus of these nenbuisu rites shifted from deathbed
practices for the sick and dying to funerals for the deceased. Small
chapels were sometimes established in graveyard compounds or near
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temples where such funerary rites were conducted.” In the funerary
context, Pure Land practices were frequently combined with those of
esoteric Buddhism, as we see, for example, in the elaborate imperial
funeral performed for Emperor Go-Ichijo in 1036.!° The obsequies
included an esoteric Amida goma rite, nenbutsu recitation by twenty
monks, and the scattering of sand empowered by the Bright Light
mantra (komyo shingon) over the cremated remains.'!

From around the late Heian period, some Buddhist monks began
to handle disposal of the body in addition to conducting funeral and
memorial services, mainly for their aristocratic patrons. According to
Tamamuro, it was not until the fifteenth century that Buddhist monks
began actively to conduct funerals at the village level. The decline of
the shoen system of feudal land tenure and the rise of a small landhold-
ing peasantry contributed to the spread of Buddhist temples in vil-
lages.!? Before the end of the sixteenth century, peasants largely relied
for the performance of funerals and memorial ceremonies on travel-
ing monks and holy men, who visited the villages irregularly to per-
form religious services.!'®> As members of the peasant class began to
own their own land and to establish their own households in the vil-
lages, some of these wandering monks started to settle among them
permanently. The household system, or i, which solidified in the early
modern period, became the basis of Japanese family structure, typi-
cally centered around a male family head who was tied to his land and
to social obligations within a stratified village community. Under the ie
system, the household unit was defined in terms of common ancestors.
The oldest son would succeed his father as the family head and as such
was responsible for arranging funeral and memorial rites.

Many Buddhist temples were founded during the 200 years be-
tween the mid-fifteenth and mid-seventeenth centuries. Village house-
holds had strong ties with the priests of their local temple, who per-
formed religious services for them, including funerals and memorial
rites. The bonds between temples and households were formalized
and reinforced in the so-called danka (‘‘parishioner household’) or
jidan (‘‘temple-parishioner’’) system of temple certification, estab-
lished in the seventeenth century, which the Tokugawa government re-
lied upon to eradicate the perceived Christian threat. Each household
was required to affiliate with a local Buddhist temple, which would is-
sue an annual certificate attesting that the household members were
not Christians or members of other proscribed religious groups. These
certificates were then used by local officials in compiling a religious
census that accounted for everyone under their jurisdiction, which
was then submitted to the government. From the time this system was
implemented, death rituals were conducted by one’s family temple
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(bodaiji), and people had no other option.!* Not only were people re-
quired to receive certification from specific Buddhist temples under an
administrative system, but the creation of new Buddhist sects was also
prohibited. In this way the Tokugawa government gained a measure
of control over Buddhist clerics as well as the populace as a whole and
also formalized the sectarian divisions among Buddhist institutions. As
a consequence, not many new temples were built, nor were new sects
established after 1665.!> As the danka system increasingly solidified,
and the relationship between the temple and the family strengthened,
various Buddhist rituals were instituted and formalized in order to
fulfill the religious needs of temple parishioners. In this process, pre-
existing Buddhist rituals and also elements from other religious
traditions were incorporated into death rites and assigned Buddhist
meanings according to the teachings of particular Buddhist traditions.
During the Meiji period (1868-1912), the jidan system was formally
abolished, but the household or e system was retained and supported
by the Meiji government as the unit of administrative control. The thir-
teen official Buddhist traditions formalized under Tokugawa rule con-
tinue to exist today, despite some reorganization in the Meiji period
and after the Pacific War.!® Especially in rural areas, the relationship
between a temple, associated with a particular sect, and the individual
household still persists.

This nutshell account of Buddhist funerary history sheds some
light on why 94 percent of the Japanese continue to have Buddhist
funerals. Many people who otherwise might not necessarily see them-
selves as practicing Buddhists nonetheless consider it right and proper
to have Buddhist funerals conducted by their family temples in order
to honor their family ancestral line and to assure the postmortem wel-
fare of their deceased relatives.

Denominational Characteristics of Funeral Rites:
Their Origins and Differences

Japanese Buddhist funerals have evolved and changed over the centu-
ries, incorporating local beliefs and practices and responding to
popular demand. Buddhist funeral traditions also developed through
a process of ritual borrowings among the different schools or sects. Im-
itation and appropriation across sectarian traditions in funeral and me-
morial rites often proved vital to pleasing and retaining the support of
temple parishioners, who expected adequate and powerful rituals in
order to assure the postmortem welfare of their dead. Today, in keep-
ing with the sectarian structure of Japanese Buddhist institutions, each
sect maintains its own funeral liturgy and associated rituals as a unique
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proprietary tradition handed down through its own institutional lin-
eage and embodying its own distinct doctrine. Accounts of Buddhist
funerals in contemporary Japan and their historical background often
tend to be organized by sect. Here, accordingly, I will provide a brief
account of the historical background of the death rituals of the major
Buddhist sects, noting, however, where complex interactions among
traditions have occurred.!”

Tendai

The Tendai sect, founded by Saiché (766/767-822), numbers
among the oldest surviving traditions of Japanese Buddhism and was
the most influential religious institution of Japan’s Heian period. Dur-
ing that period, ritual practices of the great Tendai monastery on Mt.
Hiei came to be adapted for funerary use across Buddhist sectarian
and institutional lines. Three kinds of practice that spread widely in
Heian times form the basis of current Tendai funeral observances,
and indeed, of all major Tendai ceremonies: (1) the Hokke zanmai or
Lotus samadhi, (2) the jogyo zanmai or constantly walking samadhi,
and (3) esoteric rites. The Lotus samadhi was originally a form of the
“half-sitting, half-walking samadhi,”” one of ‘““four kinds of samadhi”
established by the Chinese Tiantai patriarch Zhiyi (538-597).18 Also
known as the Hokke senbo or Lotus repentance rite, it incorporated rec-
itation of the Lotus Sutra and repentance of sins. This meditation was
introduced to Japan by Saicho in 812, who established a Hokke zan-
maido or Lotus meditation hall on Mt. Hiei for its practice. Though
this meditation was originally aimed at realizing the true aspect of
the dharmas, in Japan, its purpose shifted toward repentance and
eradication of sin, and the Hokke zanmai was adapted as a funerary rite
and performed for the repose of the deceased.!® The constantly walk-
ing samadhi is thought to have originated with Huiyuan (523-592) in
China and was incorporated into Zhiyi’s meditation system as another
of the “four kinds of samadhi.”’2° Originally, it was a ninety-day medi-
tative practice in which one circumambulated an image of Amida Bud-
dha, reciting his name and contemplating his characteristics, with the
aim of realizing the nonduality of the practitioner and the Buddha.
Practice of the ‘“‘constantly walking samadhi’” was established on Mt.
Hiei by Ennin (794-864), but his version seems to have been based
on a form of nenbutsu service devised by the monk Fazhao (fl. latter
eighth century) that Ennin witnessed while traveling in China. On Mt.
Hiei, the ‘“‘constantly walking samadhi’’ was reoriented as a rite for
achieving birth in Amida’s Pure Land and was performed as an annual
ceremony for seven days in the eighth month.?! It was instrumental in
the spread of the chanted nenbutsu and of aspirations for birth in
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Amida’s Pure Land. Lastly, in addition to the Lotus samadhi and the
constantly walking samadhi, which are considered exoteric practices,
Tendai funerals also draw on esoteric rites. In the Heian period, a
range of esoteric rites was employed across schools for funerary pur-
poses. Those used at Tendai funerals today are typically the komyo kusha-
kujo and komyo shingon. In the first rite, which literally means “‘radiant
light tin staff offering,” the officiating priest ritually shakes a tin staff
for some time in order to illuminate the bodhisattva path, pacify de-
sires, and exorcise evil. The komyo shingon or Bright Light mantra is
used to empower sand and is recited before and during the rite of
sprinkling the sand on the head, chest, and legs of the deceased per-
son in the coffin in order to ensure that person’s birth in the Pure
Land.?? Use of the komyo shingon in death rites transcended sectarian
orientation and can be dated back to at least the ninth century, when
this mantra was employed in a memorial service for Emperor Seiwa in
880.2% The Nijugo zanmai-e, discussed in Chapter 1 by Sarah Horton
and Chapter 2 by Jacqueline Stone, stipulated in its regulations that
members should empower sand with the komyo shingon to scatter over
the graves of any members who died.?* However, the earliest standar-
dized Tendai funeral liturgy incorporating these particular esoteric
rites is difficult to pinpoint. They do appear in Tendai compilations of
the early seventeenth century, such as the Fukuden shokushu san’yo by
Jikai Sojun (1624-1693).25

Like the funerals of most Japanese Buddhist traditions, those of
Tendai include the element of posthumous ordination, discussed in
more detail below. Posthumous ordination confers on the deceased
person the Buddhist precepts and a precept name or dharma name,
in effect transforming that person into a monk or nun. As discussed in
Chapter 6, by Duncan Williams, this practice began in the later medi-
eval period and was popularized by Sot6 Zen; with some significant
exceptions, it was adopted by other sects as well. In the Tendai case,
the precepts employed are the bodhisattva precepts of the sudden
and perfect teaching (endon bosatsukai), advocated by Saiché and his
disciples.26

Shingon

Shingon funerals are said to have their remote origins in a recita-
tion text composed by Kakai (774-835), the Shingon founder, on the
death in 825 of his sister’s son, who was also his close disciple. This text
is included in the Shoreishii, a collection of Kukai’s vows, inscriptions,
prayers, and other texts compiled by his disciple Shinsai (800-860).
Specific Shingon funerary protocols derive from later oral transmission
texts such as the Indo daiyi and Indo shidai attributed to Kakuban
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(1095-1143), revered as founder of the ‘‘new doctrine’”’ branch of
Shingon (shingi Shingon), who systematized Kikai’s teachings.?” To-
day, the three major divisions within the Shingon sect—the Koéyasan,
Chizan, and Buzan lineages—each have their own versions of the fu-
neral procedure, which were compiled in the 1920s and 1930s.28

Shingon emphasizes its key doctrine of ‘“‘realizing buddhahood
with this very body’” or sokushin jobutsu as the most significant theme
of its death rituals. In Shingon teachings, sokushin jobutsu is understood
as the “‘subtle practice of the three secrets” (sanmitsu myogo) or the
union, through ritual performance, of the body, speech, and mind of
the practitioner with the body, speech, and mind of the cosmic Bud-
dha. In the funeral context, this attainment is ritually conferred on
the deceased by the officiating priest, based on the understanding
that the three secrets—body, speech, and mind—of the Buddha, the
officiant, and the dead person are in essence equal.?? In the funeral
performance, a repentance text is read to purify the deceased of sins
committed with the three faculties of body, speech, and mind, or in-
tent, followed by the taking of the triple refuge. Taking refuge in the
three treasures—the Buddha, dharma, and sangha—is a practice com-
mon across Buddhist traditions but carries a distinctive meaning in
Shingon, where it denotes a state of samadhi in which one’s body and
mind are totally identified with the three treasures of the Shingon tra-
dition. In this unified state, the deceased is led (indo) to Maitreya Bo-
dhisattva’s Tusita Heaven, understood as encompassed within the
omnipresent realm of the cosmic buddha, Dainichi Nyorai. According
to Arai Yusei, the words “‘leading’ or ‘‘sending’” may actually be some-
what misleading in a Shingon context, since the idea is rather that the
deceased ‘‘returns’’ to the source of the life of Dainichi, thus realizing
buddhahood.?? The issue of the buddhahood or enlightenment of the
deceased will be addressed in greater detail below.

The most well known among the Shingon funeral rituals is the
komyo mantra, which we have already touched upon in connection
with Tendai funerals. In Shingon death rites, the body of the deceased
is placed on a cloth with a mandala printed in the center that has been
spread on the bottom of a coffin. Another cloth mandala is used
to cover the body for esoteric protection. Then a handful of mantri-
cally empowered sand is sprinkled into the coffin. The Sanskrit A sylla-
ble representing the womb repository realm (Skt. garbhadhatu, Jpn.
taizokai) is written on the bottom of the coffin and the vam syllable rep-
resenting the diamond realm (vajradhatu, kongokai) is written on the
coffin lid. These esoteric syllables, along with the sand empowered by
the Bright Light mantra, are believed to lead the deceased to the Pure
Land.3! The scattering of sand empowered with the komyo shingon over
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the corpse or the tomb is said to protect and save sinful beings, even
those otherwise destined for the Avici hell. The power of this mantra
is likened to a bright light that shines and purifies the sins of the de-
ceased, enabling them to be born in the Pure Land. The komyo shingon
was not exclusively a funerary practice; for example, it was promoted
by My6e Koben (1172-1232) as a form of esoteric empowerment ritual,
as a routine practice in the monastery, and even as a simple recitation
available to all people.3? Its use in funerals grew increasingly popular,
however, and it was appropriated across traditions. The broad dissemi-
nation of the mantra is attested by the many votive stone stapas and
memorial steles known as komyo shingonto dating from the later thir-
teenth through sixteenth centuries.?® Today, esoteric elements such
as the scattering of empowered sand and ‘‘shaking of the tin staff,”
mentioned above in connection with Tendai, lend a dramatic quality
to Shingon funerals.

Jodo

Aspirations for birth in the Pure Land had penetrated into the
beliefs of Japanese at all social levels by the latter Heian period, long
before the founding by Honen (1133-1212) of an independent Jodo
or Pure Land sect, and no specifically sectarian Pure Land funeral
procedures seem to have been established in Honen’s time. On his
deathbed, Honen is said to have faced toward the west and chanted
the nenbutsu before he passed away, but the deathbed nenbutsu was
a very common practice, not confined to any particular school. After
his death, however, Honen’s disciples appear to have developed fu-
neral rites reflective of their teacher’s exclusivistic stance. For exam-
ple, the late thirteenth-century Nomori no kagami, a treatise on poetics,
observes, ‘“These days in the funeral obsequies (nijigo zanmai) of the
single-practice [followers], they recite the Contemplation Sutra (Guan
Wuliangshou jing) but not the Lotus Suira.”’* Pure Land priests also
seem to have played a major role in conducting funerals among the
common people in the later medieval period.3®

Formal procedures for Jodo funeral and memorial services have
their remote origins in the rites held at the thirteenth annual memo-
rial service for the mother of Ieyasu, the first Tokugawa shogun, in
1614. Prior to this state memorial ceremony, both the fourteenth and
fifteenth abbots of Z6j6ji, the memorial temple for the shogunal fam-
ily, had gone to Nara to study the traditions of the various schools. The
following year they compiled a number of articles governing the ad-
ministration and ritual procedures of the Jodo sect, which were shared
with two other leading Jodo temples: Chion’in and Denzuin.?¢ This
first attempt at standardizing funerary and other procedures for the
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Jodo sect was not actually disseminated to local branch temples, as the
numerous Jodo temples scattered in the central and peripheral re-
gions of Japan had their own ritual traditions, reflecting local beliefs
and customs. Nonetheless, the official version of the ritual procedure
gradually came to be accepted by many Jodo temples and at the same
time underwent modification over the next few centuries according to
local needs and conditions.3”

Modern attempts to standardize funeral procedure began in con-
junction with the seven hundredth anniversary celebration of Honen’s
death. Since then, standard procedures for all Jodo Buddhist rituals
have undergone several revisions; the most recent, Jodoshi hoyoshi,
compiled in 1953, was part of postwar reforms.?® As with other sects,
however, there are still local differences in ritual performance by Jodo
priests, despite the official standardization efforts by the head temple
over the last three hundred years.

A typical Jodo funeral ritual starts with the offering of incense to
the Buddha and the chanting of short scriptures. The Buddha and
bodhisattvas are invited into the dojo, the place of the funeral ritual,
and asked to protect the deceased, and verses of repentance (sange)
are recited. Conferring of the precepts and a posthumous name repre-
sent the second stage of the funeral. In the last part, the officiating
priest recites scriptures and chants the nenbutsu in order to send the
deceased to the Pure Land. He emulates the Buddha’s preaching in
the Pure Land, sitting on a high platform known as the kongo hoza, the
vajra seat of the Buddha, and transfers the merit of the recitations to
the dead person.?® Birth in the Pure Land is the main theme of Jodo
practice, and the funeral rituals of the sect clearly reflect their teach-
ings on the afterlife.

Zen

There are two major traditions of Japanese Zen: Rinzai and S6t6.
Rinzai consists of fifteen branches, which do not follow funerary proce-
dures standardized by their head temple but rather each set their own
standards in funerary ritual according to their respective traditions.
Nonetheless, most Rinzai temples basically follow the ritual procedures
outlined in the Shosorin shingi, compiled by Mujaku Docha (1653-
1744) .10 So6t6 temples use their own text, the Danshinto sogiho, which
lays out funeral instructions similar to those of Rinzai. Both Rinzai
and S6to texts elaborate the details of funeral procedure step by step,
from the shaving of the hair, bathing of the deceased, and so forth, to
the various stages of memorial rites.

The oldest extant text of Zen monastic precepts, the Chanyuan
ginggui (Jpn. Zennen shingi), compiled in Song-dynasty China in 1103
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by the monk Changlu Zongze, provides outlines for the funerals of
both ordinary monks and temple abbots.*! The funeral instructions
for ordinary monks are relatively simple and emphasize Pure Land ele-
ments, such as the chanting of nenbutsu and prayers for the deceased
monk to achieve birth in the Pure Land. The much more elaborate
funeral ritual for abbots, however, follows the pattern of traditional
Confucian rites for deceased parents. In Japan, the abbot’s style of fu-
neral was adapted for lay patrons of Zen temples. This necessitated the
institution of posthumous ordination, so that lay people could be given
monastic funerals—a practice that, as already noted, was eventually
adopted by other Buddhist traditions as well.*?

A number of Zen monastic regulations or codes including funer-
ary ritual instructions circulated in the late medieval and early modern
periods.*® Zen funerals were accepted and became popular initially
among warrior elites. By around 1500, Zen funerals had become wide-
spread among lay people, although the first Rinzai text to make offi-
cial mention of lay funeral procedures, the above-mentioned Shosorin
shingi, did not appear until the seventeenth century. Soto funerals for
lay people generally followed this text.** Despite the richness of the lay
funeral culture described in Chapter 6 in this volume, lay funeral pro-
cedures were not officially included in S6t6 ritual instructions until the
1950 manual Showa kaitei Sotosha gyoji kihan*® Until recently, when
some simplifications were instituted, Zen funeral instructions grew in-
creasingly complex with the passage of time.* A full ritual procedure
comprised nine butsuji (literally, ‘“‘nine Buddhist events’’), while sim-
plified versions were available for seven, five, or three butsuji, depend-
ing on the size of the particular Zen temple and/or the financial re-
sources of the deceased person’s family.*”

In an often-cited survey of So6td6 Zen works from the thirteenth
through sixteenth centuries, Tamamuro Taijo noted a shift in empha-
sis over the course of this period from meditation practice (zazen) to
death rituals. He concluded that this shift represents one of the rea-
sons why S6td0 Zen was able to penetrate the mass population at the
village level, while Rinzai tended to remain more closely connected
with Kyoto elites.*® While the method of Tamamuro’s survey has been
criticized, emphasis in early modern So6td Zen did indeed shift from
meditative practice to providing lay funerals, as Williams has also
noted.*?

Jodo Shinsha

From a doctrinal perspective, Shin Buddhism does not view the
funeral ceremony as a ritual for ensuring the enlightenment of the de-
ceased. This stance reflects the distinctive teaching of the founder
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Shinran (1173-1262), that salvation or birth in the Pure Land does not
come about through one’s own efforts but solely by entrusting oneself
to the power of Amida’s original vow to save all beings who rely upon
him. Shinran left no instructions for his own funeral but rather in-
structed his disciples to discard his body in the Kamo River, as an offer-
ing to the fish.® Shinran also held that one’s birth in the Pure Land is
determined, not at the time of death, but at the moment when one
fully entrusts oneself to Amida Buddha’s compassionate vow and un-
wavering faith first arises in one’s heart.>! Moreover, according to at
least one of his writings, birth in the Pure Land (0jo) and attaining
buddhahood (jobutsu) happen simultaneously.%? In fact, there seems
to be some ambiguity in Shinran’s teaching about when exactly ojo—
or buddhahood—is attained. Some scholars interpret Shinran’s idea
of immediate birth in the Pure Land (sokutoku 0jo) as occurring in this
life, depending on the firmness of one’s faith.5® While it may be more
“natural” to think of 6jo as occurring after death—and at least some
Shin followers have no doubt embraced this more common view—
soteriologically speaking, in Shinran’s teaching there would seem to
be no gap between the present moment, when absolute conviction in
salvation through Amida’s power arises, and birth in the Pure Land af-
ter death. In this sense, salvation is immediate and direct, without the
conventional notion that salvation must await birth in the Pure Land
after death.

Because birth in the Pure Land in Shin doctrine is already assured
to those who place total trust in Amida, funeral rituals are not deemed
necessary to lead them to the Pure Land. Thus Shin funerals are held
only to commemorate the dead and lack the element of the indo, the
ritual guiding of the deceased to a buddha land; they also deemphasize
the details of traditional offerings rooted in popular religious culture,
such as a bowl of rice with chopsticks placed in it upright, rice balls, tea
or water, fresh monk’s white clothes for the deceased, coins for the
ferry crossing to the other world, and so forth.>*

Yet despite the fact that Shin doctrine holds funerals to be soterio-
logically insignificant, as funeral services became increasingly integral
to Buddhist institutions generally in the late medieval period, Shin
temples could not ignore such trends and began to refine and stan-
dardize their own funeral procedures. This task was accomplished
by Rennyo (1415-1499), the eighth abbot of Honganji, under whose
leadership the Honganji branch of Shin Buddhism grew into one of
Japan’s major Buddhist institutions and became solidified as a power-
ful religious body. Rennyo standardized and formalized the already
existing daily Shin ritual procedures and prayers, including funerary
services. Before his death, Rennyo gave detailed instructions for his
own funeral, from the procession, cremation, and installation of his
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remains, to subsequent memorial services. Recitations at his funeral
consisted of three chief elements: (1) the Shoshinge, Shinran’s verses
in praise of true faith and the nenbutsu; (2) nenbutsu chanting; and (3)
wasan, or hymns of praise.

Today, given that Jodo Shinshu consists of ten branches, including
the three major branches of Honganji, Otani, and Takada, one finds
some minor variations across lineages in funeral procedures. For ex-
ample, in the Honganji branch, the three Pure Land satras are re-
cited;? recitations may also be performed at different points in the
funeral sequence, for example, at the time of death, after placing the
corpse in the coffin, during the wake (Zsuya or (siya), at the cremato-
rium, and so forth. The Otani branch of Shinsha, however, based on
its regulatory reformation in 1942, offers a simplified version of the
funeral for modern city dwellers, with less frequent prayers in the de-
ceased’s home.?®

Nichiren

The teachings of the Nichiren sect or Nichirensha are based on
faith in the Lotus Satra. According to the founder Nichiren (1222-
1282), the essence of the Lotus Sutra is contained in its daimoku or
title. By the power of chanting the daimoku, in the formula Namu
Mpyohorengekyo, believers in the Lotus Siutra are said to go to the Pure
Land of Sacred Eagle Peak (ryozen jodo), where they will be welcomed
by Sakyamuni Buddha. In contrast to the western Pure Land, where
Amida Buddha is said to dwell, Nichiren’s pure land is an apotheosis
of Mt. Grdhrakita in India, where Sékyamuni Buddha is said to have
preached the Lotus Sutra. It is believed that by family members, rela-
tives, and friends chanting the daimoku, the deceased can attain imme-
diate buddhahood and reach the Buddha’s realm of enlightenment.
To a follower, Lord Hakii, Nichiren wrote as follows:

The Lotus Satra is the boat to ford the river of three crossings [Sanzu
no kawa, which divides this world from the other world]; the great
white ox cart to carry one over the mountains of death; a light on the
dark path of the next world; and a bridge to reach [the pure land of ]
Sacred Eagle Peak.... I will surely be waiting for you there.?”

Thus for the Nichiren sect, faith is the key to the immediate enlighten-
ment of the deceased.

Like all its rituals, early funerals in the Nichiren sect included rec-
itation of key sections of the Lotus Sitra and the chanting of daimoku,
but they do not appear to have been standardized before the nine-
teenth century. At that juncture, the prominent scholar-monk Uda-
na’in Nichiki (1800-1859) compiled the ritual manual Jugoen rayju giki
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(Ritual instructions for the Jugoen).5® This became the basis of the
modern compilation of ritual procedures, Shatei Nichirenshu hoyoshiki.5®
Nichirenshti funerals lack the element of posthumous ordination
(jukai), because chanting daimoku is equated with receiving and up-
holding the precepts. Since faith itself brings about enlightenment
and enables devotees to achieve the Pure Land of Sacred Eagle Peak,
the ordination process is not deemed necessary for Nichirenshu be-
lievers at death. In the funerary ritual, not only the priests but also the
participants recite portions of the Lotus Sutra and chant daimoku. In
general, Nichirensht death rituals consist of recitation of the Lotus
Sutra, memorial prayers, chanting of daimoku, and dharma talks with-
out the ordination ritual. Details of the funeral offerings are specified;
for example, rice balls and a bowl of rice with a single chopstick placed
in it are to be set on a low table above the head of the deceased. As in
most Japanese Buddhist traditions, a dharma name is often conferred
on the deceased and inscribed on an iha: or memorial tablet, along
with the date of death, and enshrined in the family altar.

During the wake, if the deceased is a woman, the ‘‘Devadatta’
chapter of the Lotus Sutra is often recited, since the chapter contains
the story of the realization of buddhahood by the eight-year-old naga
princess.® Nichiren drew on this passage to teach women’s achieve-
ment of buddhahood through faith in the Lotus Sutra, and it has been
incorporated into the funeral service with this significance.

Some mention should be made of the variant practices of Nichiren
Shosha, a branch of the Nichiren tradition that broke away not long
after Nichiren’s death. In recent times, Nichiren Shoshu was known
for its connection with new religious movement S6ka Gakkai, until
the two groups split in 1991. Nichiren Shésht believers do not en-
shrine ¢haiin the family altar. In Nichiren Shoshu, the gohonzon or calli-
graphic mandala devised by Nichiren is the sole object of worship and
thus also the sole focus of funeral prayers. Nichiren Shoshtu does not
observe many of the minor customs common across traditions. For ex-
ample, believers do not offer tea before the deceased but rather a cup
of water; they do not place a triangular white cloth on the deceased’s
forehead, nor do they place coins in the coffin.! For their memorial
services, the “‘Skillful Means’ (‘‘Hoben”’) and ‘‘Fathoming the Life-
span of the Tathagata’ (‘‘Nyorai juryo’’) chapters of the Lotus Sutra
are recited by the officiating priest and participants alike.

The Structure and Meaning of Death Rituals

As summarized above, funerals in each of the Japanese Buddhist tradi-
tions have a complex history; each sect, too, has its own view of the re-
lation of enlightenment or salvation to death and the afterlife. Official
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funerary procedures published by the headquarters of each sect, often
written in highly condensed Sino-Japanese, are often difficult to under-
stand.%2 The same Buddhist term may be interpreted quite differently
according to the tradition, or different terms may be employed with
virtually the same meaning. Doctrinal expertise in multiple traditions
is thus necessary for comparative study of these primary documents.
In recent decades, however, secondary research, most notably that of
Fujii Masao, has compiled data about instructions for funeral perfor-
mance in all major Buddhist traditions.®® While these compilations still
represent prescriptive literature—how traditional funerals are sup-
posed to be conducted—and thus may not be accurately reflected in
all particulars of on-the-ground funeral performance, they nonetheless
make possible a trans-sectarian analysis of Japanese Buddhist death
rites. In this section I will attempt to illuminate a pattern in funerary
ritual common to most Buddhist funerals across sectarian traditions:
the “‘deep structure” of death rituals, to use James Watson’s term in
his anthropological study of contemporary Chinese funerals.®

In examining this underlying pattern, I first differentiate between:
(1) the chronological sequence of the funeral process, and (2) the
deeper level of the ritual structure in terms of meaning and function.
While investigating the deeper structure is the main aim of this chap-
ter, we must still have a sense of the overall chronological sequence
in order to see how the deeper structure interrelates with the tem-
poral dimension of the ritual sequence as a whole. In brief, the chro-
nological sequence refers to (a) the reading of the “‘pillow satra”
(makura-gyo) at the beginning of the funeral observances; (b) the
wake (tsuya), held the night following the death; (c) the funeral
proper; (d) the departure of the casket; (e) the cremation; (f) the
installation of the remains in the grave; and (g) memorial rites. The
deeper ritual structure refers to (A) an initiatory stage, which corre-
sponds temporally to the recitation of the pillow sitra and the wake;
(B) the ordination (jukai); (C) the leading of the deceased to the
other world (indo); and (D) merit transfer via memorial prayers (eko
or tsuizen). The deeper structure partially parallels the chronological
sequence, but the purpose in differentiating it is to reveal the underly-
ing religious meaning of the ritual. The following diagram illustrates
the interrelationship of the funeral’s chronological sequence and its
underlying structure:

The Structure of Japanese Buddhist Death Rituals
A. Initiatory stage

a) The pillow sutra (makura-gyo)

b) The wake (tsuya)

c) Funeral proper
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B. Ordination of the dead (jukar)

C. Leading the deceased to the other world (indo)
d) Departure of the casket
e) Cremation and gathering the remains
f) Installation of the remains in the grave
g) Memorial rites

D. Transfer of merit (eko and tsuizen)

Now let us consider the four elements of the underlying structure indi-
vidually.

A. Initiatory stage

Although differently interpreted, the funerals of all schools incor-
porate a preparatory phase, prior to the funeral itself. The instructions
for funeral rituals in most Japanese Buddhist schools usually start with
recitation of the pillow satra, the first event in the ritual process, which
is conducted shortly after the announcement of death. Priests are sum-
moned to recite a particular satra at the bedside of the deceased;
which suatra is recited is determined by the particular sect. The func-
tion of the satra recitation is to ritually purify the deceased and to
welcome the Buddha to the ritual space as a preparation for the de-
ceased’s posthumous ordination, the next stage of the funeral struc-
ture. The pillow sitra recitation marks the start of the Buddhist funer-
ary sequence, initiating the transit of the deceased to a postmortem
realm. In the Jodo sect, recitation of the pillow sitra is followed imme-
diately by a symbolic tonsure of the deceased, the officiating priest sim-
ply touching a razor to the dead person’s head. (In other sects, the
shaving ritual is performed during the actual ordination, or jukai.) All
Buddhist traditions in Japan incorporate this opening phase of the
death ritual, together with the wake, but the significance assigned to
the pillow satra recitation may differ according to the tradition. For ex-
ample, in the case of Shingon, scrolls depicting the esoteric deity Fudo
My66 (Skt. Acalanatha) or the Thirteen Buddhas are hung on the wall,
and the pillow sttra is recited to purify the body and mind of the
deceased and to welcome the buddhas to the funeral ritual space. The
esoteric scripture Hannya rishukyo is recited to enable the deceased to
attain buddhahood; the mantra of Fudo is offered to banish demonic
influences; and other recitations are performed, including the komyo
shingon, the Amida dharani, and the invocation of the founder Kukai
(Namu Daishi henjo kongo).%® In Jodo Shinshi, an image of Amida or a
scroll of the menbutsu is used, and recitations may include excerpts
from Shinran’s Shoshinge, the Amida Suira, and the nenbutsu.%® Since
the deceased’s birth in the Pure Land is deemed to have already been
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achieved through the power of faith granted by Amida, these recita-
tions are understood, not as effecting the dead person’s salvation, but
simply as an expression of gratitude.

The wake or tsuya, usually informal, is conducted by immediate
family members and relatives of the deceased. If the death has oc-
curred at night, then the wake will be held the following night. Tradi-
tionally the body was bathed by family members prior to being placed
in the coffin, but in contemporary urban settings, this task is more
likely to be performed by professional washers, who arrive in a van in
which the body will washed prior to the wake and which is usually
parked for this purpose outside the deceased person’s house. This
bathing process, termed yukan, is said to have Buddhist origins. For ex-
ample, in his essay ‘‘Linzhong fangjue” or ‘“‘Instruction for the Mo-
ment of Death,” appended to his translation of the short sttra Foshuo
wuchang jing or Scripture on Impermanence, the Chinese monk Yijing
(635—713) recommends washing dying persons with perfumed water.5”
The custom of dying persons bathing before beginning their deathbed
rites also finds frequent mention in medieval Japanese sources, as
Stone notes in Chapter 2 in this volume, but today, bathing is per-
formed after death. Tendai and Shingon both have sect-specific ways
for preparing the bath water, but in general, cold water is run in the
bathtub and then hot water added before the corpse is placed in the
tub. This is called sakasa-mizu or ‘‘reverse water,” since usually hot
water goes into the tub first for ordinary bathing for the living.5® Like
the pillow sttra recitation, yukan serves as purification process, prepar-
ing the deceased for his or her departure to a buddha land or other
enlightened realm. After being bathed, the body is dressed in white
clothing, signifying the garments of an ordained monk or a pilgrim,
depending on local interpretation.

After being bathed and dressed, the body is placed in a coffin. One
or two priests are usually invited to attend the wake between 7:00 and
9:00 in the evening for satra recitation, the particular satra again being
determined by the deceased’s family’s sectarian affiliation. During the
wake, no special siitra recitations or prayers are offered beyond what is
specified in that sect’s ordinary daily practice. After the sutra recita-
tion, there may be a short sermon from the priest, followed by chant-
ing. A small funeral table for offerings is set up and incense offered;
candles are kept lit throughout the night. Traditionally, participants
in a wake are treated to elaborate vegetarian food, and sake will be
served. The function of the wake is to remember and reflect upon on
the deceased.

The initiatory stage, corresponding in chronological sequence to
the pillow satra recitation and the wake, thus detaches the deceased
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from the realm of the living and begins their transit to the afterlife. It
represents a purification that the dead must undergo in preparation
for the next significant structure in the funerary sequence, jukai or
ordination, without which they cannot proceed to the Land of Bliss or
other enlightened realm. In other words, through the recitation of the
pillow sttra and the washing of the body, the way to buddhahood is rit-
ually opened for them.

The funeral proper is held immediately the next day, the eyes of
the family members red from their sleepless night. The officiating
priest or priests begin the funeral, which consists of the posthumous
ordination process and the indo, or ritual of guiding the deceased to
the buddha land or state of enlightenment. Let us turn now to these
elements in the underlying funeral structure and their varying inter-
pretation by denomination.

B. Ordination of the dead (jukai)

First, in order to dispatch the dead to a superior postmortem
realm—whether conceived as a pure land, such as Amida’s Land of Ut-
most Bliss, or simply as an enlightened state, the deceased lay person is
ordained as a Buddhist monk or nun. Posthumous ordination usually
starts with the sprinkling of water over the body and ritual shaving of
the head, if these purificatory rites have not already been performed
during the initiatory stage prior to the wake. As described above, the
shaving is done only symbolically, a priest touching a razor to the de-
ceased’s head in a ritual gesture. Even if the deceased person has al-
ready received a formal ordination while alive, it can be repeated in
the funeral context, since it is thought to ensure a safe transit to the
afterlife. To confer ordination through this posthumous process is con-
sidered to purify the volatile spirit of the recently deceased and assure
that person’s entry into an enlightened state.

Generally, a brief text expressing repentance of sins (sange) is re-
cited on the deceased’s behalf immediately before the posthumous
ordination as a part of the ritual purification of the dead person’s
spirit. This act expresses repentance before the “‘three treasures’ for
evil actions, stemming from greed, anger, and ignorance, committed
since the beginningless past by the deceased and the funeral partici-
pants. The repentance recitation typically begins: ‘“‘Before the three
treasures [Buddha, dharma, and sangha], I now confess all my past
evil deeds of the body, speech, and mind, born of beginningless greed,
anger, and ignorance ...,”" wording drawn from the verse section of
the ‘““Practice and Vows of Bodhisattva Samantabhadra’ chapter of
the Huayan jing. In Tendai funerals, the Lotus repentance rite, center-
ing on Lotus Sutra recitation, is conducted at the funeral for this pur-
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pose prior to posthumous ordination.% In S6t6 Zen, the repentance
text is a verse from the twenty-fifth chapter of the Lotus Sutra, likening
the monastic precepts to thunder and a compassionate mind to clouds,
which together pour forth the sweet dew of the dharma rain.”® Repen-
tance in funerals of the Jodo sect takes a somewhat different form, as
repentance recitations (drawn from Pure Land texts, such as Shan-
dao’s Wangsheng lizan ji or Verses in praise of birth in the Pure Land)
are performed at various points in the ritual sequence: before recita-
tion of the pillow sutra, before and after encoffining, at the begin-
ning of the main funeral ceremony, and so on.”l In other sects,
however, repentance recitation is not dispersed throughout the ritual
sequence but performed at a single point, right before the posthumous
ordination.

While repentance in Buddhism also carries the meaning of repen-
tance for specific transgressions (ji sange), it has generally focused on
“repentance in principle” (7 sange), or repentance for the deluded
attachments that conduce to evil thoughts, words, and deeds, and is
usually enacted through satra recitation or other ritual acts. Repen-
tance in the funeral context does not, of course, mean repentance per-
formed by the deceased. But through ritual acts of repentance, such as
sutra recitation conducted by priests and surviving family members,
the sins and karmic hindrances of the deceased are said to be lessened
or eradicated. Thus repentance, like merit, can be transferred to the
dead through ritual performances by the living.

Repentance recitation is followed by posthumous ordination, in
effect an induction into the realm of the Buddha that transforms the
deceased person into a monk or nun. The basic formula of this induc-
tion is to bestow the precepts of the triple refuge—in the three trea-
sures of the Buddha, dharma, and sangha. Which additional precepts
may be bestowed, and how the ordination itself is interpreted, differs
according to the sect. Tendai employs the Mahayana bodhisattva pre-
cepts, comprising the ‘‘three groups of pure precepts’” (sanju jokai):
to stop evil, cultivate good, and benefit sentient beings. As interpreted
by Tendai tradition, the bodhisattva precepts are the “‘perfect and sud-
den precepts’” (endonkai), an expression of inherent Buddha nature
and also the direct cause for its realization. Conferring them upon the
deceased is said to ensure that person’s direct access to the realm of
the Buddha’s enlightenment.”? In Shingon, the posthumous ordina-
tion process confers on the deceased the three refuges, the ten good
precepts, and two mantras said to encapsulate respectively the aspira-
tion for enlightenment (Skt. bodhicitta, Jpn. bodaishin) and the esoteric
sanmaya (Skt. samaya) precepts, which are said to lead to the realiza-
tion of the oneness of the practitioner and the dharmakaya Buddha.”
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In Jodo funerals, the precepts are bestowed during the initiatory
stage, before the pillow satra is recited. After the ritual shaving, the of-
ficiating priest invites the Buddha to the ritual place with prostrations,
which signifies taking refuge in the Buddha, dharma, and sangha. In the
presence of the Buddha, the priest leads the prayer for repentance of
all the sins of the deceased. If the deceased has not received the “‘five-
fold transmission’ (goji no soden) while alive, the transmission will
be performed at this point. The fivefold transmission refers to a set of
secret essentials of the Pure Land sect, formally compiled by the sev-
enth patriarch Shogei and transmitted to his disciple Shoso in 1393.
These transmissions were originally given to monks (denbo) but later
came to be bestowed also on householders (keta gojit) and on the de-
ceased (okuri goju).”* For the posthumous ordination, members of the
deceased’s family usually receive this transmission on the deceased per-
son’s behalf. After the ordination is completed, the posthumous name,
kaimyo, is formally bestowed by the officiating priest. In Jodo funerals,
unlike those of other sects, posthumous ordination is performed, not
during the funeral proper, but at the initiatory stage. Instead, the indo
rite of leading the deceased to the other world becomes the main rit-
ual focus of Jodo funerals.

In S6t6 Zen funerals, the three refuges, three groups of pure pre-
cepts, and ten weighty precepts are all conferred, along with a lineage
chart (kechimyaku), thought to enable the deceased to achieve the sta-
tus of buddhahood.” In contrast, in Jodo Shinshua, as already noted,
no precepts are given, since salvation is said to come solely through re-
liance on the power of Amida Buddha, and all who have faith in him
are assured of birth in his Pure Land. Instead of an ordination name
(kaimyo), the deceased receives a dharma name (%6myo). Since the de-
ceased is believed to go immediately to the Pure Land, this dharma
name is inscribed, not on an ihai, or ancestral tablet, which is under-
stood as a temporary repository for the deceased spirit, but rather on
a hanging scroll or in a necrology used to keep track of the death dates
of relatives and ancestors.”® Like Shinsha, Nichirensha funerals also
dispense with the ordination ritual at the funeral, although for differ-
ent reasons: embracing the daimoku in and of itself is understood as
the subtle precept (myokai) that leads to buddhahood. However, the
“‘great precept of the origin teaching [of the Lotus Sutra]”’ (honmon no
daikar) is again conferred, and, along with the daimoku, a passage of
the Lotus Satra is recited, thus equating embracing the sutra with up-
holding the precepts.””

Thus, despite differences in specific precepts conferred, funerals
in most Buddhist sects include the element of posthumous ordination,
or something that ritually corresponds to it. This stage of the funeral
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serves to initiate the deceased into monastic status, deemed an initial
and necessary step toward the achievement of posthumous salvation.
Traditionally, the rituals of posthumous ordination and indo took place
in a temple or in the deceased person’s home, depending on the fam-
ily’s choice or other circumstances. Today, they are increasingly likely
to be performed at a sogiya or professional funeral home.

C. Leading the deceased to the other world (indo)

After the posthumous ordination, the priest ritually guides or
leads the dead person to the Buddha’s realm. The indo—leading or
guiding—phase of the funeral signifies the beginning of the de-
ceased’s journey to the other world as an initiated monastic and gener-
ally consists of a short sermon or verses intoned before the body in its
coffin, as well as incense offerings. In Japan, indo began as a Zen fu-
neral practice and, like other Zen monastic ritual procedures, its use
in the funeral context is said to have originated with the Chan monk
Huaihai (749-814). It has been adopted by most Japanese Buddhist
traditions, each of which gradually developed its own form of indo. In
Sotdo Zen, the indo funeral sermon often follows the question-and-
answer format of the koan. Typically it deals with the fundamental
problem of life and death. The officiant priest poses a question in cryp-
tic Zen-style language, followed by a pause in which he waves a torch
(ako), drawing a circle of fire and then flinging the torch down, and
recites a concluding resolution to the question. He also delivers a fero-
cious shout, designed to ‘“‘roar”’ the deceased back to the original
realm of the Buddha. While the paradoxical language of the Zen indo
sermon is incomprehensible to most lay followers, the officiant with his
ritual torch is symbolically understood to illuminate the darkness of
the other world to show the way for the deceased.”® The ako is also
sometimes employed in Tendai funerals, where the indo section can
take one of two forms: either an initiation into the esoteric sanmaya
precepts and a petition for Amida to descend and welcome the de-
ceased, or a conferral of the sudden and perfect precepts aimed at
bringing the deceased into the state of buddhahood.” In Shingon,
the indo consists of an esoteric consecration rite (Skt. abhiseka, Jpn.
kanjo). Originally an ancient Indian ritual for consecrating kings,
kanjo was incorporated into esoteric Buddhism as a rite of initiation,
for transmitting the dharma or for establishing a connection between
the recipient and the Buddha. In the funeral context the kanjo ritual is
the most important aspect of the Shingon rites and signifies that the
deceased has been enabled to enter the dharma realm of the buddhas
and bodhisattvas.8? A series of mudras and mantras are also conferred
on the deceased, again with the aim of enabling that person to realize
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buddhahood.?! In Nichirenshu, the indo sermon may draw on portions
of the Lotus Sutra and Nichiren’s writings to explain that the deceased
will be born in the Pure Land of Eagle Peak by virtue of faith in the
Lotus.8? In short, indé represents the central element of the Japanese
Buddhist funeral rites. It guides the deceased to the right path within
the geography of the afterlife, enabling that person to realize buddha-
hood. As a prior condition for such guidance, the deceased generally
has to be transformed into a monk or nun, outfitted with monastic
clothing, and given a proper precept or dharma name.

After indo, the coffin lid is nailed down or sealed by the deceased’s
family members and friends, one by one. A particular sect-specific rec-
itation or chanting by the priests before the departure of the coffin for
cremation was traditionally conducted in the deceased’s house or the
temple where the funeral took place. The process of carrying the cof-
fin in a procession from the funeral site to the crematorium was called
nobe okuri (sending off to the field). One of the most significant ele-
ments of traditional Japanese funerals, this traditional procession sur-
vived until recently in the countryside. In some regions, music with
drums and flutes also accompanied the nobe okuri. Now a funeral car
is waiting just outside the funeral home, and usually the nenbutsu or
daimoku—again depending of the sectarian affiliation of the de-
ceased’s family—is chanted by priests and participants while the coffin
is loaded into the hearse.®3 At the crematorium the officiating priest
again offers a short prayer. After the cremation, when the bones have
been picked up and placed in an urn by family members, he may also
perform sutra recitation as the remains are placed in the grave.

D. Transfer of merit (eké and tsuizen)

According to Buddhist tradition, after death, those deceased who
have yet to achieve liberation may wander in an interim state (Skt.
antarabhava, Jpn. chuu), usually said to last up to forty-nine days, be-
fore being reborn. In China, around the tenth century, the interim
state acquired the connotation of a purgatorial realm, where the dead
may undergo judgment and even torturous punishment.?* In the in-
terim state, the deceased can do little or nothing to improve their con-
dition; only memorial prayers offered by the living can transfer merit
to them, relieving their suffering and enabling them to be born in a
better realm. Thus traditionally, in Japan, prayers were to be offered
every seven days up until the forty-ninth day following death. The ser-
vice on the forty-ninth day was deemed particularly significant, since
this was often considered to be the point at which the realm of rebirth
was determined. After the forty-ninth-day ritual, a series of memorial
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rites continued to be performed on the first, third, and seventh anni-
versary and so on in a sequence of thirteen memorial rites, up through
the thirty-third year following the death. As Williams notes in Chapter
6 in this volume, these Thirteen Buddha Rites (juasan butsuji) derived
from the Chinese rites of offerings to the Ten Kings, who are at once
judges who sentence the dead in the afterlife and also protective bud-
dhas who may intercede on their behalf. To the rites of the Ten Kings
were added three additional rites to complete the sequence of Thir-
teen Buddha Rites. As Williams also notes, these memorial rites draw
on a logic different from that of the funeral proper. While the funeral
itself assumes that rites performed by the officiating priest will at once
lead the deceased to an enlightened state, the series of subsequent me-
morial offering rites seems to assume instead that the deceased are in
need of ongoing assistance to eradicate their sins and ensure their
postmortem well-being until they can be guided, via a prolonged ritual
process, to a stable condition of enlightenment. This last phase of the
death rites in particular drew on traditions external to Buddhism, such
as Confucian rites aimed at transforming the volatile spirit of a newly
deceased person into a protective ancestor, and also notions of death
defilement, requiring that the polluted spirit of the newly deceased be
placated, purified, and transformed into a benevolent guardian kami.
These concepts were assimilated to Buddhist notions of merit transfer
to those wandering in the interim state or suffering in postmortem
realms of unhappy rebirth. Since late medieval times, Buddhist priests
have served as ritual mediators between the afterworld of the dead and
the realm of those still living. Today, a continuing sequence of memo-
rial rites is performed in all Buddhist sects, although in Jodo Shinshua,
they are explained, not in terms of merit transference (since salvation
comes solely through Amida), but rather as opportunities to appreci-
ate Amida’s compassionate vow and also honor the memory of the
deceased.

Although one finds both procedural and sequential differences
from one sect to another in the funeral ritual sequence, the ‘“‘deep
structure’’ identified above would seem to underly most Japanese Bud-
dhist funerals as prescribed in official sectarian ritual texts. This “‘deep
structure’’ centers on posthumous ordination or its ritual equivalent,
aimed at leading the deceased individual to an enlightened state. The
initiatory stage begins the transition from this world to the next, pre-
paring and purifying the deceased for the ordination process and sub-
sequent indo rite. Within this underlying structure, memorial rites fol-
low a separate logic from that of the funeral rituals and have tended to
incorporate a wider range of non-Buddhist afterlife concepts.
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Some Doctrinal Questions

The above analysis of the structure of Japanese Buddhist death rituals
inevitably raises questions connected to major issues in Buddhist
Studies, such as the nature of enlightenment and the problem of the
existence (or nonexistence) of a spirit or soul. While such complex
subjects cannot be fully addressed in a short essay, one can hardly
avoid touching on them altogether, as they are directly related to Bud-
dhist understandings of death itself. Thus I will address briefly the is-
sue of enlightenment after death, according to different traditions,
and also touch on the question of the continued existence of a soul
or spirit.

For those who practice Buddhism during the course of life, it is
their ongoing faith, or efforts in religious discipline, that will deter-
mine their enlightenment. However, as noted at the outset, a majority
of Japanese turn to Buddhism solely on the occasion of death rites,
and, in that context, it is not the individual’s own practice while alive
but rather the funerary ritual performance that is deemed to bring
about the enlightenment of the deceased. Each sect of Japanese Bud-
dhism provides some version of a theory of an enlightenment or
salvation achieved immediately after death. Differences in the under-
standing of enlightenment are, after all, a major doctrinal feature dif-
ferentiating these traditions from one other. Yet at the same time, as
just noted, they also perform ongoing memorial rites, which would
seem to suggest that the deceased is not in fact enlightened but still in
need of continuing ritual assistance from the living in order to reach
an enlightened state. As Williams points out in Chapter 6, although
they do not necessarily cohere logically, these two understandings of
enlightenment after death have coexisted for a very long time, at least
since the Tokugawa period. Generally speaking, however, it is only re-
cently that sectarian scholars have felt a need to address the tension
between them and resolve it in doctrinal terms. Let us consider some
of these doctrinal explanations being offered today.

In the Jodo or Pure Land sect, Amida Buddha is said to descend,
together with his attendant bodhisattvas, to welcome devotees at the
point of death and escort them to his Pure Land; thus Pure Land be-
lievers are held to go directly at death to the Land of Bliss, and, strictly
speaking, there is no wandering in the darkness of interim existence
for such people. Nonetheless, under the influence of widespread cus-
tom, the forty-nine-day rites have been incorporated into Jodo funer-
ary rites. Moreover, from a doctrinal standpoint, birth in the Pure
Land (0j0) guarantees the eventual attainment of buddhahood but is
not yet buddhahood itself; thus ongoing rites of merit transference
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have doctrinal meaning in assisting the deceased person’s ongoing
practice toward enlightenment in the Pure Land. Also, although devo-
tees are said to be born immediately on a lotus dais in the jeweled lake
of Amida’s Pure Land, how quickly the lotus blossom will open, allow-
ing that person to behold Amida and hear his preaching, will depend
on that individual’s past deeds. The forty-nine-day rites are sometimes
said to transfer merit to the deceased so that their lotus blossom will
open more quickly.8?

A sharper disjuncture between the two understandings of postmor-
tem enlightenment could be said to occur in the case of Shingon,
where the funeral performance is said to confer the state of *‘direct re-
alization of buddhahood with this very body’’ (sokushin jobutsu). The
indo ritual is said to lead the deceased to manifest innate buddhahood
or to “‘open the lotus blossom of the original enlightenment of the
Buddha Dainichi.”’®6 Similarly, the above-mentioned komys shingon rite
of casting mantrically empowered sand over the body is said to unite
the “‘three secrets’ (sanmitsu), that is, the body, speech, and mind of
the deceased, with those of Dainichi Nyorai. The union of the body,
speech, and mind of the practitioner with those of the cosmic Buddha
was central to Kukai’s understanding of Shingon practice and is said to
bring about the immediate realization of buddhahood.%” In the Shin-
gon funeral context, this accomplishment is said to be conferred on
the deceased through the ritual performance.

However, Shingon also performs the extended sequence of memo-
rial offerings comprising Thirteen Buddha Rites. The question then
arises why the dead person still needs memorial rites to attain enlight-
enment, if he or she has already been made to achieve buddhahood
through the performance of the funeral proper. One contemporary
interpreter attempts to answer this question from the perspective of
contemplative union with esoteric deities (yuga sanmai). The identity
of each of the buddhas and bodhisattvas to whom the Thirteen Bud-
dha Rites are directed in Shingon is established according to esoteric
doctrine. At the time of any particular rite, the deceased may be said
to be enjoying the bliss of union with the corresponding deity, such as
Fudo, Kannon, and so on, and those who offer the memorial prayers
may also be said to participate, along with the deceased, in the realm
of that deity.®®

Tendai funerals, as we have seen, may incorporate rhetoric of both
“going to the Pure Land” and ‘‘realizing buddhahood with this very
body.” If ‘“‘going to the Pure Land” is understood as distinct from
attaining buddhahood, then memorial prayers may be interpreted in
the same sense that they are in the Jodo sect, as transferring merit to
assist the deceased in his or her efforts to continue practice and
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achieve buddhahood in the Pure Land. However, if the deceased are
understood as having been led to achieve the state of buddhahood by
the funeral performance, then the same interpretive problem arises as
in Shingon. One contemporary Tendai spokesperson says that he ex-
plains the memorial rites ‘“‘as a chance, afforded by the virtue of the
deceased to those who had the closest ties to that person, to offer me-
morial prayers and thus accumulate merit for themselves.”’8? In this
reading, it is not so much the dead who are assisted by the prayers
of the living, as the living who are benefited by the chance to offer
prayers for the dead.

The indo rite in Zen funerals—the waving of the torch, the cryptic
sermon, and the loud roar of the officiant priest—is also said to guide
the deceased into the realm of buddhahood. Zen, as we have seen, first
instituted indo as a funerary rite in the medieval period, and it was later
adopted by other sects. For Zen, the place where the dead go has been
a controversial issue. In China, Zen and Pure Land disciplines were
often practiced concurrently; for example, the early twelfth-century
Chanyuan qinggui, mentioned above as the first extant set of Chan mo-
nastic regulations, mentions birth in the Pure Land in the context of
funerals for ordinary monks.? Keizan (1266-1325), who, after Dogen,
was most influential in the formation of the medieval S6to6 sect, tried to
eliminate Pure Land elements from Zen funeral rituals.?! Japanese
Zen in general displays some ambivalence regarding the afterlife and
has not always excluded the concept of birth in the Pure Land. How-
ever, official Soto doctrine does not incorporate it; posthumous
ordination is said to lead the dead, not to the Pure Land, but to bud-
dhahood. Nara Yasuaki, professor and president emeritus of S6td Zen—
affiliated Komazawa University, has stressed that, in the context of a
lifetime, enlightenment is not achieved once and for all but must
be deepened through ongoing practice; similarly, the dead may be
thought of as continuing their practice, and the memorial prayers of
the living, as praising the practice of the deceased, who has already
become a buddha.®?

In the Nichiren sect, the dead are said to go to the Pure Land of
Eagle Peak, where they will meet Sakyamuni Buddha; according to the
letter to Lord Hakii cited above, Nichiren himself will also meet the be-
liever there. Through the indo rite, the officiating priest acts as a good
friend or zenchishiki to guide the deceased to this pure land. However,
the distinction found in the Jodo sect, between ‘‘going to the Pure
Land” and ‘“‘attaining buddhahood’ does not apply here. The Pure
Land of Eagle Peak is not a distinct cosmological realm but a represen-
tation of the Buddha’s enlightened state, which one can enter directly
through faith in the Lotus Satra. As the “‘Lifespan of the Tathagata™
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chapter (‘‘Nyorai juryobon’’) states, when people ardently aspire to
see the Buddha, he will at once appear with many monks on Eagle
Peak.”® The ‘“‘assembly on Eagle Peak” is the enlightened realm de-
picted on the calligraphic mandala that Nichiren devised; Nichiren
doctrine also teaches that this pure land can be realized in the present
world. As a postmortem destination, the Pure Land of Eagle Peak may
be understood as a projection of the enlightened state of buddhahood
into the next world. Since one’s faith and practice while alive are
deemed determinative of one’s buddhahood in the afterlife, those
who did not have faith in the Lotus Sutra while alive are thought to re-
quire the transfer of merit from the living. But what about deceased
devotees? Here, too, the question of the purpose of ongoing memorial
rites arises. In a manner somewhat similar to Nara’s explanation in the
case of Soto Zen, Ishikawa Kyocho, former head of the Nichirenshu
Research Center for Contemporary Religion (Nichirensht Gendai
Shukyo Kenkyajo) stresses that enlightenment is not achieved once
and for all but unfolds in the continuation of faith and practice. From
this standpoint, the transfer of merit through ongoing memorial rites
may be understood as assisting the eternally continuing practice of the
departed.?*

The most distinctive case in terms of funeral ideology is that of
Shin Buddhism. As we have already seen, Shin funerals do not include
the indo ritual or posthumous ordination. Shin doctrine holds that
such rites are unnecessary, because birth in the Pure Land is achieved
through reliance on the power of Amida’s vow and not on the practice
and efforts of individuals. Thus all who place their trust in Amida
are assured of birth in the Pure Land, even without the ritual perfor-
mance of a priest at the funeral ceremony. The funeral sequence as a
whole is aimed, not at ensuring the salvation or enlightenment of the
deceased, but at expressing gratitude to Amida and to Shinran and
other important Jodo Shinshu patriarchs, as well honoring the mem-
ory of the deceased. By the same logic, merit transference is not
deemed necessary for the deceased to reach the Pure Land or to
achieve enlightenment there. Nonetheless, the forty-nine-day rites and
other memorial observances are in fact performed in Shin Buddhism.
These are not explained in terms of eko or tsuizen but rather as remem-
bering the dead and affording the living an opportunity to hear the
dharma.

As just outlined, the deep structure of the funerals in all major tra-
ditions combines some notion of enlightenment or birth in a pure
land achieved immediately at death with a perceived need for subse-
quent memorial rites continuing over a period of years. The doctrinal
explanations provided differ according to the sect, but the underlying
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structure of the funerary sequence remains remarkably similar. Even
in the case of Jodo Shinsha, whose formal doctrine denies the soterio-
logical efficacy of funerary ritual, the basic form of death rites does not
depart fundamentally from this structure.

Another feature common to all schools of Japanese Buddhism is
the assumption of postmortem continuity of personal identity. Talk
about posthumous ordination, leading the dead to enlightenment,
transferring merit to the deceased, and so forth all seems to presup-
pose that the dead continue to exist with their individual personality
and mental tendencies intact. The form in which the dead persist is re-
ferred to by such expressions as hotoke, tama, or rei. “‘Spirit’”’ or ‘‘soul”
might be the closest English equivalent, although ‘“‘soul’”” may import
Christian metaphysical associations not present in the Japanese terms.
As Williams discusses in Chapter 6, hotoke literally means ‘‘buddha’’ but
is used to refer to the recently dead. Over time, a hotoke is ritually trans-
formed into an ancestor (senzo); tama and rei can denote both the de-
ceased who protect the family lineage as ancestors but also unhappy
wandering ghosts who trouble the living or who may be serving terms
in the hells or other miserable realms of rebirth.?® From the stand-
point of orthodox Buddhist doctrine, the idea of a “‘spirit” that
persists after death may be regarded as a “‘heresy’” (to use George Ta-
nabe’s term in Chapter 9 in this volume), since the early Buddhist
teachings of ‘“‘not self”” (Skt. anatman, Jpn. muga) denied the existence
of persistent metaphysical entities, over and against the Brahmanic
idea of a soul or atman. Tensions between doctrines of nonsubstantial-
ity and impermanence, and representations of the dead as stable, per-
during entities, can be found across Buddhist cultures and are by no
means limited to Japan. However problematic notions about spirits
may be for Buddhist scholars, they have become inextricably inter-
twined with Buddhist funerary rites. A salient example in Japanese
Buddhist funerals are the ¢hai or memorial wooden tablets inscribed
with the deceased’s posthumous precept or dharma name, which
Stephen Covell discusses in more detail in Chapter 8. In one interpre-
tation, ¢hai are considered to be dwellings for the deceased spirit; with-
out the tama ire ritual that enables the spirit of the deceased to enter
the tablet, the ikai does not represent the deceased nor is the posthu-
mous precept name deemed efficacious. The structure and mean-
ing of Japanese Buddhist funerals cannot be comprehended if one
ignores the nature of the “‘spirit”’ in Japanese beliefs, although there
is insufficient space here to fully explore this issue. We should note,
however, that while both continued memorial rites and notions of spir-
its may present difficulties in terms of doctrine, there is no denying
that people find them affectively meaningful in transcending the bar-
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rier between life and death and maintaining a connection to deceased
loved ones.

Conclusion

As we have seen, despite the complexity of their formal ritual instruc-
tions, couched in sect-specific Buddhist terminology, the funeral rites
performed by the major Japanese Buddhist traditions exhibit remark-
able commonality in their basic ritual pattern. Different sectarian
doctrinal understandings have not translated into different ritual struc-
tures; rather, the same ritual structure has proved capable of support-
ing a range of doctrinal interpretations. This finding may be explained
from both historical and anthropological approaches. Historically, the
formation of the underlying ritual structure of Buddhist funerals de-
veloped without sectarian exclusivity. The Japanese Buddhist funeral
has drawn on a number of Buddhist ideas and practices, including as-
pirations for birth in a pure land, the perceived incantatory powers of
the nenbutsu and esoteric mantras, and the posthumous ordination and
torch-waving rite of indo introduced by Zen. Rival Buddhist institutions
were not at all hesitant to borrow each other’s ritual methods to make
their rites more attractive to parishioners in order to ensure the sur-
vival and prosperity of their temples. And although we speak of “Bud-
dhist’” funerals, the Japanese funeral is in fact the product of historical
negotiation among multiple cultural components, a mixed bag, so to
speak, of popular folk traditions, imported Confucian rituals, and
other continental practices, as well as Buddhist teachings about death
and the afterlife. For example, the idea of the continuity of the spirit
or soul and the need to pacify the souls of the dead, attested to in an-
cient Japanese beliefs, are still apparent in modern Buddhist memorial
services, as we have seen. Concerns about death pollution and purifica-
tion, closely tied to conventions of kami worship, are also important
components of the death practices connected with the corpse, such as
the ritual cleansing of the body. Confucian ideas and rites provided im-
petus for Buddhist ancestral rites in terms of both ritual procedures
and ritual artifacts, including the ancestral tablet or ¢hai. Buddhism,
on the other hand, has provided the ideas of rebirth, merit transfer-
ence, pure lands, and enlightenment, as well as specific funerary prac-
tices such as the Lotus repentance rite and the komyo shingon. In short,
Buddhist funerary rituals are and have been the product of a dynamic
cultural system, not just the intellectual product of learned priests.
Popular demand, local and non-Buddhist traditions, ‘‘heretical”” be-
liefs, economic considerations, and material culture all have played an
active part in the formation of Japanese Buddhist funerals.
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From an anthropological perspective, we may note that the ““deep
structure’’ of the traditional Buddhist funeral has come to be deeply
embedded in Japanese society as the ‘“‘correct’” way of honoring the
dead, and it is deemed essential by many for the deceased’s postmor-
tem well-being, even where the specific Buddhist meanings of the rites
are not well understood. It is true that today modern Japanese are be-
ginning to question traditional rites and promote changes in death
ritual that better answer their needs. This questioning of funerary
tradition has made possible a number of creative options for funerals
in contemporary Japan.®” Nevertheless, most people still choose
“Buddhist’” funerals. To be sure, these are no longer necessarily per-
formed by one’s family temple. In many cases, professional funeral
homes (sogiya or sogi gaisha) organize the entire funeral, and the Bud-
dhist priest no longer plays the central role; in a typical hour-long
funeral, only thirty-five to forty-five minutes may be allocated to the
recitation of Buddhist siitras and prayers. Thus the fact that roughly
94 percent of the Japanese perform funerals in a Buddhist way does
not necessarily mean that they are conducting the full traditional rites
described in the Buddhist manuals. It would probably be more accu-
rate to say that such funerals are done according to the Japanese secu-
lar funeral-dealer style, with Buddhist coloring. While some priests may
complain that it is impossible to comprehend and appreciate the full
meaning of the funeral and memorial services in such a condensed
form, most modern Japanese simply cannot afford to go back to
lengthy ‘“‘old-fashioned’” Buddhist funerals. The pace of life is simply
too fast to take time for such elaborate rituals, whose proper comple-
tion requires at least several days, and the local community networks
that once supported them have increasingly given way to a society
based on nuclear families.?®

Yet despite recent changes in the Japanese funerals, the underly-
ing structure remains much the same. The wake may now be held in a
rented room of a funeral parlor instead of the family home; food and
tea will be served by the facility, reflecting the traditional custom of
offering a vegetarian feast and drinking sake during the wake. In
streamlined urban funerals, the wake and the funeral are often per-
formed on the same day, and a priest is called in only once for a short
sttra recitation. An acting part-time priest or even a tape recorder, as
Stephen Covell also notes in Chapter 8, may fulfill the role of perform-
ing the posthumous ordination and abbreviated indo rite. Tsuizen kuyo
or memorial rites are still held without fail, with the memorial rite on
the forty-ninth day being deemed particularly important, although the
frequency of such rites has decreased in recent decades, and many
families may not even have a Buddhist altar at home. Thus the actual
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ritual forms are becoming abridged and ‘‘modernized’ as the sogiya
industry has increasingly taken over the Buddhist temple’s role as a
purveyor and organizer of funerals. Still, the basic structure of Bud-
dhist funerals continues to be honored. That is to say, the procedures
of the modern sogiya do not seem to have substantially undermined
the elementary structure of Buddhist funerals. Although a majority of
modern Japanese may remain ignorant or confused about meanings
and functions of specific elements in the Buddhist funeral, many none-
theless believe that the funeral ritual is in some sense necessary to es-
tablish the deceased in a peaceful or enlightened state in the Pure
Land or other postmortem realm. The funeral, it is still thought, can,
with the proper ritual gestures and incantations, transform the de-
ceased into buddhas (hotoke) ‘‘effortlessly, marvelously, with an irresist-
ible power that is itself intangible, invisible, unmanifest,”” to borrow
Herbert Fingarette’s expression.??

Thus, both historical interaction across Buddhist traditions and
widespread social acceptance has resulted in funerary rites that, de-
spite differences in Buddhist terminology, liturgical texts, and so forth,
exhibit a more or less similar structure, which can be summarized as
initiatory stage, ordination (jukai), leading the way (indo), and the
transfer of merit through memorial rites (eké or tsuizen). While the
focus of this study is on Japan, a comparison with funerals in other
Buddhist cultures might show similarities in underlying structure.!%0
Despite this structural similarity, however, we have also seen that the
doctrinal meaning or interpretation of these funerary procedures dif-
fers considerably from one school of Japanese Buddhism to another.
These differences arise primarily from their distinctive approaches to
the idea of enlightenment or buddhahood. This raises the question of
the relationship between funeral ritual and its philosophical or doc-
trinal interpretation. Which comes first, the ritual or the particular
idea of enlightenment that the ritual is said to express? Are they neces-
sarily connected? Who produces and perpetuates such connections
or interpretations? Given that funeral rituals have emerged through a
total cultural process as described above, there would seem to be no
simple answers.

In his study of late imperial Chinese funerary ritual, James Watson
has pointed out that modern rural Chinese generally do not concern
themselves with the meaning of their funeral rites as long as they are
performed according to prescribed norms; the original intention, cul-
tural meaning, and symbolism of the ritual objects and processes have
been lost during the passage from antiquity to the modern age.!?! In
Japanese Buddhist funerals, the underlying Buddhist meanings of the
ritual procedures may be still significant for priests and doctrinal
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specialists but for most lay people, the Buddhist significance of the
funeral is no longer well understood. This widespread lack of under-
standing, coupled with the fact that there exists a single basic funeral
structure to which different doctrinal meanings have been assigned,
may also be taken as signifying the priority of ritual practice or ritual
forms over meanings—or of the performative domain over the ideo-
logical domain, to use Watson’s terminology. However, the two cases
are not altogether comparable. While both unite elements from dispa-
rate sources, the traditional Chinese funerals that form the subject
of Watson’s study are not standardized within the framework of any
particular doctrinal religion, such as Buddhism. In traditional Japa-
nese funerals, Buddhist meanings and messages are everywhere evi-
dent in the ritual forms and language employed, even though many
people today are not familiar with them. Buddhist rites, symbols, and
concepts (for example, ordination, Pure Land, and so forth) form the
common denominator of the Japanese funeral and govern its ideolog-
ical domain; moreover, the underlying structure of the funeral, shared
across sects, forms a template upon which, even now, knowledgeable
Buddhist scholars and practitioners continue to generate new mean-
ings. Thus Watson’s emphasis on the preeminence of the performa-
tive domain of Chinese funerals may not be totally applicable to the
Japanese case. I am more inclined to adopt Evelyn Rawski’s opinion
that ritual forms and meanings interact; as she puts it: “‘Beliefs and
practice as organically linked to one another, each influencing the
other.”192 Each Buddhist tradition has put forth differing ideas of sal-
vation or enlightenment, and these differing concepts of salvation or
enlightenment have in turn been reinforced through association with
the underlying form of the funeral. The fact of a unified deep struc-
ture in Buddhist funerals across sectarian lines does not necessarily
translate into the primacy of ritual performance over the ideological
domain.!03

The encompassing Buddhist explanatory framework and its ac-
companying funerary rites have not only offered a bridge between the
living and the dead, but, we can imagine, have also eased the psycho-
logical tension between attachment to the deceased and the fear of
death and of the corpse. At the time of its introduction, Buddhism
brought more compelling perspectives on death to the Japanese than
had previously been available, and its death rituals have subsequently
undergone continual reformation according to specific needs and cir-
cumstances while maintaining the fundamental claim that Buddhist
ritual performance transcends the barriers between life and death.
The ultimate aims of Buddhist funeral rituals are to aid the deceased
in attaining postmortem buddhahood or stability in the afterlife and
to aid the living in the acceptance of death via the ritual process. Con-
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temporary transformations or reformations of traditional funeral rites
will probably not soon abandon these functional and structural ele-
ments of Buddhist death rituals, which have permeated the Japanese
way of life and death for many centuries.

APPENDIX 1
The Soto Zen Funeral Procedure
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1) Deathbed sutra recitation (rinji fugin), or the

(BER%) pillow satra (makura-gyo)
BB E T2 Recitation of the Sutra of the Buddha’s Final Instructions
AT 4L 3T (Yuikyogyo) or relic veneration text (shari raimon)
= A 32 Transfer of merit (ekomon)
Jiir{ 3T Taking of refuge (kiemon)
2) WK 2) The wake (tsuya)
ILHAR BB ER  Recitation of the Satra on Filial Piety (Busselsu fumo

onjukyo)

Recitation of the “‘great compassionate mind
dharani”’ (daihishin darani)

L'y Invocation and veneration of the eighty-eight
buddhas (tanmon, tanbutsu)
i LrEALTA Recitation for venerating all buddhas (following the
procedures of the Tojo shoraiho)
SR CERES Preaching (tsuya seppo)
3) 5z 3) Shaving of the head (teihatsu)
1BC Recitation of verses (gemon)
A1 Verses for shaving the head (teihalsu ge)
JEHES Recitation of the mantra of light (komyo shingon)
4) = 4) Posthumous ordination (jukai)
i S Recitation of the repentance text (sangemon)
Wh 1 EHERE Recitation of the “Universal Gate of Bodhisattva

Kanzeon’’ chapter of the Lotus Satra (Myohdorengekyo,
‘‘Kanzeon bosatsu fumonbon’’)
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Conferring the triple refuge (sankikaimon)

Recitation of the three groups of pure precepts
(sanju jokaimon)

Recitation of the ten weighty precepts ( jitji
kinkaimon)

Recitation for the conferring of lineage (kechimyaku

Juyomon)

5) Sutra recitation for encoffining (nyugan fugin):
verse section of the “Fathoming the Lifespan of the
Tathagata” chapter of the Lotus Sutra (Myohorengekyo,
“Nyorai juryobon,” ge)

Transfer of merit (ekomon)

6) ‘“Recitation on the eve of the funeral” (taiya
nenju), or recitation before the casket (ganzen nenju)

“Recitation on the eve of the funeral’ text (taiya
nenjumon)

Names of the ten buddhas (jabutsumyo)
Relic veneration text (shari raimon)

Transfer of merit (ekomon)

7) Recitation for lifting the casket (kogan nenju)
Recitation text for lifting casket (kogan nenjumon)
Recitation of the great compassion spell (daihi ju)
8) Preaching for the deceased (indo hogo)

Indo text (indomon)

Messages of condolence (choji, choden)

9) Recitation at the funeral site (santo nenju)

Funeral site recitation text (santo nenjumon),
recitation of the names of the ten buddhas
(jadbutsumyo)

Transfer of merit (ekomon)



The Structure of Japanese Buddhist Funerals 281

ERERE.
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Recitation of ‘““The Meaning of Practice-Realization”

(““Shushogi’’), verses from the ““Universal Gate of

Bodhisattva Kanzeon’ chapter of the Lotus Siutra

(Myohorengekys, ‘‘Fumonbon,” ge)

Recitation for the transfer of merit while sending off

the casket (sokan ekomon)

From Fujii Masao, ed., Sogi daijiten (Tokyo: Kamakura Shinsho, 1980; rpt.
1995), 188-189, translated by Mariko N. Walter.

APPENDIX 2

The Pure Land ( Jodoshw) Funeral Procedure
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1) Pillow sutra (makura-gyo)

1.

Inviting the buddhas (bujo):

Welcoming of Amida, Sakyamuni, and the
buddhas of the ten directions (sanbujo)

Welcoming of the buddhas of the ten
directions, Sikyamuni, Amida, and the
bodhisattvas Kannon and Seishi (shihozer)

. Expanded repentance text (kosange), with

supplemental repentance verses ( fu sange ge)

Repentance verses (sange ge) (the abbreviated
repentance, ryaku sange)

. Rite of shaving (teido saho)

. Taking refuge in the Three Treasures (kiyo

sanki sankyo)

. Conferring the posthumous name ( juyo kaimyo)
. Opening sutra verses (kaikyo ge)

. Satra recitation (jukyo): The four bodhisattva

vow verses (shisei ge) or the ‘“‘contemplation of
Amida’s body’’ passage (busshinkanmon) from
the Contemplation Sutra (Kanmuryojukyo)
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8. B4 13 4R1E 8. “Benefit of hearing the Buddha’s name”’
verses (monmyo tokuyaku ge) from the Sutra of
Immeasurable Life ( Muryojukyo)

9. FEIE 9. ““Making a vow” text (hotsuganmon)
10. %3 10. Text on the ‘“‘benefit of being encompassed’

by Amida’s light (shoyakumon) from the
Contemplation Sutra (Kanmuryojukyo)

11. &fh—= 11. Nenbutsu chanting in unison (nenbutsu ichie)
12. #RE A 12. Verses for the general transfer of merit (soeko
ge)
2) ftE=C 2) Encoffining rite (nokanshiki)
1. f9FE 1. Encoffining (nokan)
2. HIFEE 2. Encoffining verses (nokan ge)
3. 755k 3. Inviting the buddhas (bu;o)
4. [N 4. Expanded repentance (kosange), with
(I i) supplemental repentance verses (fu sange ge)
5. FERESC 5. “Making a vow’’ text (hotsuganmon)
6. AR 6. Text on the ‘“‘benefit of being encompassed’ by
Amida’s light (shoyakumon)
7. &lbh—= 7. Nenbutsu chanting in unison (nenbutsu ichie)
8. #[ElmfE 8. Verses for the general transfer of merit (soeko ge)
9. ARFEE 9. General concluding verses of the bodhisattva
vows (sogan ge)
3) WK 3) The wake (fsuya)
4) HEE 4) Preliminary service (goshoshiki, abbreviation of the

full donaishiki ceremony)
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10.

11.

12.

Inviting the buddhas (bujo)

Repentance verses (sange ge)

. Conferring refuge in the Three Treasures (juyo

sanki sankyo)

. Opening sutra verses (kaikyo ge)
. Sutra recitation (jukyo)

. Text on the “‘benefit of being encompassed”

by Amida’s light (shoyakumon)

. Nenbutsu chanting in unison (nenbutsu ichie)
. Transfer of merit (eko)

. Verses for the general transfer of merit (soeko

g0
Ritual striking of the cymbals (gappachi)
Departure of the casket (shukkan)

Verses for departure of the casket (shukkan ge)

5) Full ritual at the funeral site (donaishiki)

1.

Ringing the opening bell (kosho)

. Beating the dharma drum (hokku)

. Ringing the bell to start the funeral (kansho)
. Assuming correct ritual posture (saso)

. Entering the hall (nyado)

. Incense offering verse (kage)

. Veneration of the Three Treasures (sanborai)



284

10.

11.
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8.

9.

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

23.

24.

25.

Inviting the buddhas (bujo)

Repentance verses (sange ge)

Changing seats (lenza)

Intoning hymns (sabon): The ‘‘Praise of the
Four Wisdoms’’ (Shichisan) or ‘“‘Hymn to the
Tathagata™ (Nyoraibon)

Striking the cymbals (gappachi)

Closing the casket (sagan)

(““Closing the casket” recitation text [sagan no
mon])

Raising the casket (kigan)

(“‘Raising the casket’ recitation text [kigan no
mon] )

Offering of pure water (lento)

Offering of tea (tencha)

Offering of rice (reiku)

Recitations (nenju)

Waving of the torch (ako)

Messages of condolence (choji)

Opening sutra verses (kaikyo ge)

Suatra recitation (jukyo)

Text on the “‘benefit of being encompassed”’
by Amida’s light (shoyakumon)

Nenbutsu chanting in unison (nenbutsu ichie)

Transfer of merit (eko)
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26. General transfer of merit (soeko)

2

7. General concluding vow verses (sogan ge)

28. Veneration of Amida’s three bodies (sanjinrai)

29. Verses for sending off the buddhas (sobutsu ge)

30. Exit from the funeral hall (taido)

6) Rite of interring the remains (nokotsushiki)

1

. Opening sutra verses (kaikyo ge)
. Sutra recitation (jukyo)

. Text on the “‘benefit of being encompassed’ by
Amida’s light (shoyakumon)

. Nenbutsu chanting in unison (nenbutsu ichie)
. Transfer of merit (eko)

. Verses for the general transfer of merit (soeko ge)

7) Purification of the hall after the funeral (shajoshiki)

1

=2

. Water purification in the four directions (shiho
shasui)

. Inviting the buddhas (bujo)

. Satra recitation (jukyo)

. Nenbutsu chanting in unison (nenbutsu ichie)
. Verses of universal salvation ( fusai ge)

. Verses for sending off the buddhas (sobutsu ge)

From Fujii Masao, ed., Sogi daijiten (Tokyo: Kamakura Shinsho, 1980; rpt.
1995), 96-99, translated by Mariko N. Walter.
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Teihon Yanagita
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The Price of Naming the Dead

Posthumous Precept Names and Critiques of
Contemporary Japanese Buddhism

STEPHEN G. COVELL

TopAy, THE SECTS of traditional Buddhism are facing perhaps the
most serious threat to their existence since the government’s efforts
during the Meiji period (1868-1912) to forcibly separate a ‘‘Bud-
dhism” and a ‘“‘Shinto’’ from the fabric of premodern Japanese reli-
gion. The contemporary threat is tied directly to the central role of
funerals. Until the Meiji period, many temples relied on income-
producing landholdings for their livelihood. One effect of Meiji-period
reforms, however, was that many temples were stripped of their major
landholdings and thereby deprived of a critical source of income. Half
a century later, land reform efforts (nochikaiho) in the early postwar
period, designed to end tenant farming and lead to an equitable distri-
bution of land, further drastically reduced the landholdings of most
temples. Temples in the modern period were thus increasingly forced
to rely for income on the performance of rituals. In the preceding es-
says by Duncan Williams and Mariko Walter, we have seen how provid-
ing funerals and memorial services developed as a major role of
temples since at least the Edo or Tokugawa period (1603-1868) and
became the primary source of income for most temples during the
modern period. This chapter builds on the arguments raised by Wil-
liams and Walter to demonstrate how this reliance on postmortem
rituals for income has in turn become a wellspring for critiques of the
institutions of traditional Buddhism. Today, at best, Buddhist priests
are criticized as being commercialized—merely salaried performers of
empty rituals who are out of touch with contemporary spiritual needs;
at worst, they are attacked as taking advantage of people in their most
desperate moment in order to turn a profit.

The pervasive and growing image of traditional Buddhism as cor-
rupt seriously hampers efforts on the part of the priests and sects of

293
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traditional Buddhism to engage positively with contemporary society.
Social welfare and environmental movements, such as the Light Up
Your Corner Movement (Ichigti o Terasu Undo) of the Tendai sect or
the Soto sect’s So6td6 Volunteer Association (SVA, or Sotoshu Kokusai
Borantia Kai) —now registered as the independent organization Shanti
Volunteer Association (Shanti Kokusai Borantia Kai)—are hidden
under the dark shadow cast by critiques of corrupt priests and prac-
tices devoid of meaning. Moreover, the negative image generated by
the reliance on funerary and mortuary rituals for financial stability cre-
ates an atmosphere in which a growing number of Japanese are willing
to seek out alternative venues for postmortem care. While still a small
minority, the long-term threat they pose to temples is real, and officials
of the sects of traditional Buddhism are slowly beginning to formulate
policy aimed at addressing the root causes of discontent.

In Chapter 7 Walter examined the history and structure of funeral
rituals in Japan. This chapter approaches postmortem care in contem-
porary Japan, first introducing the various ways in which Japanese
scholars have framed traditional Buddhism in modern times as cor-
rupt, and then investigating contemporary critiques that Buddhist
postmortem rituals lack relevance, as well as the responses of various
representatives of traditional Buddhist sects. My discussion focuses on
the granting of posthumous precept names (kaimyo, homyo, or hogo), a
portion of Japanese Buddhist funeral ritual that lies at the heart of
contemporary critiques of traditional Buddhism.

Portraits of “Corrupt” Traditional Buddhism

Critiques of traditional Japanese Buddhism are in no way limited to
the contemporary setting, nor are they confined to scholars. However,
the work of scholars contributes to and reflects a more widely held
negative image of traditional Buddhism in contemporary Japan. The
most influential modern author of “‘corruption theory” (daraku setsu),
as it appears in Japanese and Western scholarship on Japanese Bud-
dhism, has been the prewar scholar Tsuji Zennosuke (1877-1955).!
Tsuji laid out his “‘corruption theory” in Nihon bukkyoshi no kenkyn
(Studies on the history of Buddhism in Japan). In describing what he
called the ‘“‘origins of early modern Buddhist decline’” (kinse: bukkyo
sutbi mo yurai), Tsuji pointed to two factors, the corruption of the Bud-
dhist priesthood (soryo no daraku), and the formalization (keishikika) of
Buddhism. Tsuji traced the beginnings of the corruption of the Bud-
dhist priesthood to at least the medieval period and listed five sources
of that corruption. First, he cited evidence to show that priests had be-
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come no different from ordinary secular individuals by engaging in
worldly activities. Major temples came to wield political, economic,
and military power, in the exercise of which priestly interests became
thoroughly secular. Second, priests failed to maintain their strict codes
of conduct. They engaged in illicit affairs with women, drank alcohol,
and ate meat. Third, Tsuji claimed that homosexuality was not uncom-
mon among priests and that was a clear sign of their corruption.
Fourth, priestly status could be bought and sold and therefore held
little legitimacy. And fifth, priests engaged in profitmaking ventures,
such as money lending.? With the exception of the charge of homosex-
uality, each of Tsuji’s critiques continues to be pursued in both schol-
arly and popular assessments of traditional Buddhism today. Tsuji
similarly attributed the formalization of Buddhism to three factors.
First, he said, new doctrine ceased to develop; doctrinal debate was
frozen in the early modern period and later degenerated into mere
sectarian sniping.? The second factor was the advent in the early mod-
ern period of the parishioner system (danka seido). In the early 1600s
the shogunate government or Bakufu began a campaign to eradicate
Christianity. To keep track of the population, the temple certification
system (terauke seido) was instituted, and by 1688 all Japanese were re-
quired to register at a local temple. Under this system, Tsuji asserted,
temple priests became lax because their temples were under govern-
ment protection. This, he argued, ‘‘was the basis for temples divorcing
themselves from the hearts and minds of the people’” and also pro-
moted a third factor, the emergence of priests as a de facto social elite
(kizokuka). This development, in his view, was brought about by the
government-enforced main-branch temple system (honmatsu seido), in
which temples were required to organize along clearly hierarchical
lines, together with the status system (kaikyu seido), in which the people
of Japan were classified as either samurai, farmers, artisans, or mer-
chants; these structures shackled the freedom of the temples and
worked to solidify the Buddhist priesthood as an elite class.* This in
turn, Tsuji argued, led priests to forget the needs of the masses.® Just
as the charge of corruption in the priesthood remains strong today, so,
too, does that of formalization.

Tsuji’s assumptions about Buddhist corruption in the early mod-
ern period have been echoed by others, such as Ono Tatsunosuke,
who writes:

The various sects of Buddhism in the Edo period were organized under
the government’s anti-Christian campaign, the parish system. And, be-
cause temples attained financial stability, the priests went along with
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the flow, and did nothing more than perform memorial services and
funerals. The people saw and heard about the corruption of priests on
a daily basis and in time lost interest in Buddhism.5

Still other scholars have extended Tsuji’s criticisms to include the mod-
ern and contemporary periods. For example, Watanabe Shoko wrote
in 1958 regarding contemporary temple Buddhism:

One might say that Japanese Buddhism has fallen into formalism, and
that its true nature has been forgotten. The Indian Buddhist order
revered a simple way of life.... Since they did not perform rituals in
order to be observed by others, they were not concerned with putting
on an appearance.... In Japan ... the temples and monasteries just be-
came places of entertainment for sightseers rather than places of disci-
pline for monks.... With such an attitude it is natural that religious
activity was completely degraded simply to recreation having no spiri-
tual meaning.”

In 1963 Tamamuro Taijo, a renowned scholar of Japanese Bud-
dhism, published his now-classic Soshiki bukkyo (Funeral Buddhism),
which Walter draws on in her discussion in Chapter 7. While Tama-
muro’s work examined the history of Japanese Buddhism from its ear-
liest stages to the Meiji period, it is clear that, for the author, the label
“funeral Buddhism’ applied to contemporary Buddhism as well. In his
preface, he states, “‘In contemporary Buddhism, the aspects of healing
and bringing good fortune have grown comparatively weak. It would
not be an overstatement to say that [Buddhism today] is solely about
mortuary rituals.”’® Moreover, it is clear that the term ‘‘funeral Bud-
dhism” is not complimentary; it is a critique of the direction tradi-
tional Buddhism took from the early modern period on. Tamamuro
continues:

Buddhists use the popular explanation that temple-parish relations
were fixed by the Edo Bakufu and led to the corruption of Buddhism.
However, the Bakufu did nothing more than systematize temple-parish
relations, which were already nearly complete. Moreover, the manner
in which priests sought to ingratiate themselves with government offi-
cials is problematic. To say that [corruption] was the system’s fault is
not always appropriate.®

Here Tamamuro discredits the common attempt of many Buddhists
in the modern period to deflect criticism of their current system of
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temple-parish relations by shifting the blame to the early modern
government-enforced temple certification system. In his view, it was
the priests themselves, and not the government, who were to blame
for the corrupt state of Buddhism.

In a similarly critical vein, Tamura Yoshiro, writing around the
same time as Tamamuro, comments:

Buddhist temples were meant to be halls of truth, places where the
Buddha’s teachings are imparted and practiced and centers where
those whose lives are sustained by that truth can gather. But ... Bud-
dhist temples in Japan are now primarily cemeteries. The resident
priests are custodians of the dead.!?

Claims about Buddhist corruption, many tied to the role of tem-
ples as postmortem caretakers, and perceptions of priests as ‘‘custo-
dians of the dead” rather than as renunciates in search of enlighten-
ment, are so widespread that degeneration is taken as fact. For
example, Nakamura Hajime, one of Japan’s most renowned scholars
of religion, and the other editors of the journal Gendai bukkyo (Modern
Buddhism), writes: ““So why did the New Religions proliferate in the
postwar period? ... First, established Buddhism was corrupted and no
longer able to meet the needs of the people.”!!

More recently, Tamamuro Fumio, Japan’s preeminent scholar of
early modern Japanese Buddhism, has painted a very negative image
of the coercive nature of the parishioner system in early modern Bud-
dhism. ““Our ancestors,”” he writes, ‘‘had to carry money to the temples
even if that meant less food for them to eat. If they refused to donate,
they suffered status and religious discrimination.”!? In his view, this
religious extortion brought about the present, moribund state of tradi-
tional Buddhism, symbolized by its role in caring for the dead. In his
prologue, he writes: “‘In short, parishioners [today] only understand
the temple as a funeral parlor where funerals and memorial services
are performed; they have no connection to the sect or to the ideals of
the sect. I will examine just why it was that [traditional Buddhism] fell
into this state of affairs [naze so natte shimatta ka].”’13

Tamamuro’s work fits well into a small boom in books by scholars
and others that debate the parishioner system in contemporary Japan
and, in particular, the dominant role of funeral and memorial services
in traditional Buddhism. Critics ask: ‘““How can ‘real’ Buddhists be in-
volved in such matters as funeral rituals and ancestor worship,” since
they are not supposedly the true concern of Buddhist doctrine? For ex-
ample, in her work on Buddhist nuns in Japan, Paula Arai appears to
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take the position of her Japanese informants, whom she quotes as say-
ing: ““If there are actually any who follow Buddhist truth, they are only
nuns. Monks are only concerned with ceremonies and services.””!*

Arguments such as these shed light by contrast on what many be-
lieve is “‘true’” Buddhism. First, Buddhism should be a philosophy
(and not corrupted by ‘“magical’ rituals). Second, temples should be
places of discipline for monks and nuns, not tourist sites. And, third,
temples should offer more than postmortem care.

Postmortem care is indeed the mainstay of ritual life at most tem-
ples. Many priests understand the performance of funeral and mortu-
ary rituals as following the Buddhist truth; the assurance of postmor-
tem salvation provides a sense of calm (anshin) or empowerment for
those who seek their services. Moreover, these are the services most
often sought by the laity. The focus by temples on postmortem rituals
is not merely the result of priestly action but also reflects lay demands.
The difficulty many priests encounter when they attempt to expand
temple activities beyond traditional lay expectations (for example, if
they try to implement volunteer programs that require extensive lay
participation) provides evidence of the roles the laity expect to play
and those they expect the priest to play. The critique of funeral Bud-
dhism, in which concern over doctrinal or ritual ‘‘degeneration’ is
raised, and in which priests are portrayed as impersonal ‘‘chanting ma-
chines,”” masks the role that continued demand by the laity plays in the
continuance of postmortem care as temples’ chief social role.

The Price for Naming the Dead: Posthumous Precept Names

At the center of many critiques of contemporary traditional Buddhism
lies the practice of granting posthumous precept names to parish-
ioners. The conferring of such names, the money donated for their
granting, and their doctrinal underpinnings have come under severe
criticism since at least the 1970s. So pervasive has this criticism become
that the Japan Buddhist Federation (Zennihon Bukkyokai), which rep-
resents all sects of traditional Buddhism, commissioned a study of the
criticisms and released its findings and recommendations in early
2000.12

Posthumous precept names have been granted to the laity for cen-
turies, with examples dating from the Kamakura period (1185-1333)
and even earlier, but it was not until the 1600s that their use began to
spread among the general populace.!® In addition to the two-character
precept name (kaimyo), which was standard until the Kamakura pe-
riod, a number of additional characters came to be added. During the
Kamakura period, the character ““in,”” which means temple, and a vari-
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ety of similar characters referring to temples such as “‘ji,”” “an,”” and
‘b0, began to be added to the precept name in order to distinguish
those deceased who had made great contributions or were otherwise
deemed thoroughly dedicated to Buddhism. As the warrior class came
to power, the character “den’”’ (which can mean temple, hall, or lord)
was added to ‘“in,”” apparently in an effort at one-upmanship in order
to distinguish the names of the rising warrior class from those of the
court nobles. “In”" and ‘““inden”’ are today applied to the posthumous
names of members of families that have traditionally received such
names, as well as those who have made exceptional financial contribu-
tions to the temple. In addition to the so-called ‘“ingo,”” or “‘in’’ class
names, ‘‘dogo,”’ which were originally honorific names for high-ranking
priests, were also used in lay precept names. Dogo names are two char-
acters in length. Today they are generally used to evoke an image of
the deceased’s life. For example, a business man may have characters
used that reflect success in business, or a tea ceremony practitioner
may have characters used that relate to the tea ceremony. Together
with ¢ngo and dogo, a third set of characters is commonly used today as
well. These are the rank-name characters, or ‘“igs,”’” and generally con-
sist of two or three characters. The characters used vary from sect to
sect. In addition to reflecting the recipient’s level of faith, donations
to the temple, or service to society, these characters also serve to
distinguish men from women and adults from children, and, until re-
cently, discriminated outcaste and minority groups from the majority
population. The general format for the whole posthumous name is
ingo + dogo + kaimyo + igo. Although technically only the two central
characters comprise the precept name, or kaimyo, today the full set of
characters is commonly referred to as the precept name (kaimyo). A
standard posthumous name, therefore, consists of at least six charac-
ters (dogo + kaimyo + igo), and potentially many more.

Once given, the posthumous name takes on a lasting role in the
“life’” of the deceased. It is carved onto tombstones, forever announc-
ing to all passers by the status of the dead while in life, and it is written
on the memorial tablets (¢ha?) that are placed in home altars and that
play a central role in family religious practices. Memorial tablets are
generally housed in the family altar until the thirty-third-year memorial
service, at which point it is thought that the deceased has lost his or
her individuality and merged into the larger corporate family ancestor.
At this point the tablet is either burned or entrusted to the family tem-
ple. Ihai are variously understood. The tablet may be seen as a place to
which the spirit of the deceased comes when family members make
daily offerings or on special holidays, or as the place where the spirit
permanently resides, or simply as a reminder to the living of the family
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members who have gone before them. Yet as Robert J. Smith notes, re-
gardless of other meanings, the memorial tablet plays a critical role in
making sure that the deceased is not “‘cut off from normal intercourse
with the living members of his household.”!” The posthumous name
marks the social status of the deceased in his or her new relationship
with the living family.

From early on, posthumous precept names were awarded for merit
accrued vis-a-vis the temple during the deceased’s lifetime, that is, for
donations or services rendered, but also for monetary donations made
by surviving family members. During the Tokugawa period, the confer-
ring of such names became a source of steady income for temples.!'®
Little has apparently changed in how precept names are administered,
or in their role as a funding source for temples, except for the fact
that, as lands were stripped away from temples, income from the grant-
ing of such names and related services became critical to the survival
of most temples.

A combination of two related factors has brought about severe
criticism of posthumous precept names in contemporary Japan. First
is the question of their necessity. Buddhist priests taught, and it was
once widely believed, that conferring a posthumous precept name ex-
erted a direct positive impact on the deceased’s postmortem state. But
do they have contemporary meaning and function? The doctrinal ex-
planations for such names, and explanations for contemporary use, in-
cluding questions regarding discriminatory practices, are one source
of such critiques. Second is an increasingly critically aware consumer
society and a concomitant advance of the commodification of posthu-
mous precept names.

Debating the Necessity of Posthumous Precept Names

In August 2000 the Jodo sect of Pure Land Buddhism released the re-
sults of a survey of the abbots of its temples throughout the country. In
May 2000 the same sect’s Chiba Prefecture Teaching District (Chiba
Kyoku) released the results of a survey of parishioners, college stu-
dents, and Internet respondents.'® When the results of these two
surveys are set side by side, they reveal interesting aspects of the post-
humous precept name debate. Given the vociferous critiques of such
names in public debate, the fact that the majority of parishioners
(58.8 percent) responded that ‘“‘posthumous precept names are neces-
sary” is striking. However, the proportion of parishioners who thought
posthumous precept names were necessary is still far less than the pro-
portion that believed funerals were necessary (70 percent), suggesting
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some discontent with posthumous precept names. Moreover, 32.9
percent of parishioners responding negatively regarding the necessity
of such names—of whom students accounted for 64 percent and Inter-
net respondents, 77.3 percent—reveals clear dissatisfaction, especially
among the young. Furthermore, a February 1999 survey conducted by
the Japan Consumers Association (Nihon Shohisha Kyokai) found that
57 percent of respondents selected ‘I don’t need a posthumous pre-
cept name, my given name is fine,”’?? and a survey by the So6to sect
found that only 10 percent of respondents believed that posthumous
precept names were ‘‘absolutely necessary’ (zettai hitsuyo). Taken to-
gether with the Jodo sect survey, these results point to considerable
opposition to posthumous precept names.

The survey of temple abbots shows that they are aware of the pop-
ular dissatisfaction with posthumous precept names and points to what
they believe to be its sources.?! The vast majority of abbots (70.7 per-
cent) responded: ‘“The problem lies in the commercialization of faith,
in which posthumous precept names are given in exchange for remu-
neration.” Following this were those (14.6 percent) who chose: “The
problem lies in the inequalities inherent in the ranking of posthumous
precept names,” hinting at the perceived discriminatory nature of
posthumous precept names. ‘It is a problem of meaning; people do
not understand the need for posthumous precept names,” ranked
third, accounting for 11.9 percent of the responses. These three re-
sponses can be broadly placed into two mutually related categories:
problems of meaning and function, and the changing nature of reli-
gion in contemporary Japan, namely, its growing commodification, to
be discussed below. There are at least three possible reasons as to why
the meaning and function of posthumous precept names are ques-
tioned today: (1) priests fail to teach the laity about their meaning
and function; (2) views of the afterlife and salvation are rapidly chang-
ing; and (3) the discriminatory functions of posthumous precept
names. Let us consider each of these.

The Silence of the Priests

Mizutani Kosho, former president of the Jodo sect—affiliated Bukkyo
University and member of the Japan Buddhist Federation Committee
to Consider Posthumous Precept Names, has remarked:

Today, particularly in the cities, posthumous precept names (kaimyo,
homyo) are seen as something one gets when one dies, regardless of tak-
ing on the precepts or taking refuge in the Buddhist teachings. They
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are understood as something that is necessary and, therefore, given [at
funerals]. The religious meaning of posthumous precept names is
weakening.??

One critique leveled at the priests of traditional Buddhism is that
they fail to explain the meaning and function of the ritual services they
perform—that is, they fail to preach. Their failure to preach, it is ar-
gued, leads to a weakening of the religious meaning of such critical
practices as the granting of posthumous precept names. Moreover,
their lack of effort to expound the Buddhist dharma is seen as evi-
dence of their secularization or degeneration into ritual professionals.
Their image, therefore, becomes, not that of world-renouncer serving
the lay community, but that of world-embracer engaged in the business
of providing ritual services. Funerals and memorial services are one of
the few times when priests enjoy a captive audience and could take
the opportunity to preach. During the 1998 Regular Meeting of the
Tendai Sect Diet, one priest argued that funerals were the best time
to preach. He argued that Buddhists should practice spreading Bud-
dhism through funerals and not perpetuate funeral Buddhism.??> How-
ever, my fieldwork shows that many priests do take advantage of the
opportunity provided by postmortem rituals to discourse on Buddhist
teachings in some form or another. Yet in most cases observed, the pre-
siding priest dedicated the most of his talk to explaining the meaning
of the various items used in the funeral and burial process, such as the
wooden stapas (toba, rokkakudo toba) that family members place at the
gravesite. The perceived lack of preaching may come from differing
expectations regarding what should be preached at funerals. In other
words, while the priest may seek to guide the bereaved through the rit-
ual process by explaining the ritual implements or the outline of the
funeral ceremony, a growing number of the laity appear to seek a
more personally meaningful approach to preaching, such as memorial-
izing the deceased or explicating broader Buddhist teachings as to how
one should live one’s life.

There are many possible explanations for the perceived lack of
preaching. I would suggest three: (1) the increasingly dominant role
of funeral companies in the funeral process; (2) the belief that contact
with the temple is itself a form of preaching; and (3) the decline in
temple-parishioner relations. In response to the criticism that priests
fail to preach, many priests complain that funeral companies, which
today often schedule funerals down to the time allotted to the priest
for conducting the ritual, do not allow them time to explain the ritual
(sekkyo). However, just as many choose not to preach at these or other
opportunities. At urban temples I observed, preaching rarely was con-



The Price of Naming the Dead 303

ducted following regularly scheduled ritual activities, though preach-
ing did take place at major annual events.>* Rural temple priests
appear more likely to engage in preaching than their urban counter-
parts, which is in all probability due to the stronger bonds between
priest and parishioner in the rural areas. At rural temples I observed,
preaching occurred following all ritual services, including scheduled
ceremonies, funerals, and annual events.2>

One possible explanation for the apparent sporadic engagement
in preaching may be that some priests believe that increasing contact
with the temple itself is a form of preaching. In other words, the act
of teaching may be differently perceived. Where some may expect
preaching to consist in verbally expounding the Buddhist teachings,
others see it as the act of maintaining a particular physical space or at-
mosphere in which people can immerse themselves. The following, for
example, is from a Tendai telephone dharma talk.26

The first thing that probably comes to mind when you think “Bud-
dhism’’ is funerals. Yet the original aim of Buddhism is to spread widely
the teachings of the Buddha. It is definitely not the performance of
funerals. But today, isn’t it the case that through funerals, memorial
services, and visits to graves, people often come into contact with tem-
ples, priests, and therefore, with Buddhism?27

Similarly, in an essay concerning graves, a Shingon sect priest argues
that graves serve a critical role today because people have the opportu-
nity to visit the temple, to pay their respects before the main image
(honzon), and perhaps to become interested in Buddhist teachings
and deepen their faith during regular visits to the family grave.?®

Another factor cited in explanation of the perceived lack of
preaching is the slow decay of temple-parishioner relations. The future
of temple-parishioner relations is of great concern to officials of the
sects of traditional Buddhism, and most are seriously engaged in pro-
grams to reach out to parishioners.?? As temple-parishioner relation-
ships weaken, and as functional relationships at funerals between
priest and attendees become impersonal service-based relations, the
opportunity to encourage understanding of the religious meaning of
posthumous precept names becomes ever more limited. Relatives of
the deceased are faced with a bill for two hundred thousand to a mil-
lion yen or more for a specialized portion of the funeral ceremony—
the posthumous precept name—that they little understand, which
leads to mistrust. Priests recognize this lack of trust; it was cited by
41.1 percent of priests surveyed as one reason for the controversies sur-
rounding posthumous precept names.3¢
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In order to restore meaning to posthumous precept names and,
thereby, trust, members of the Japan Buddhist Federation committee
and others suggest that Buddhist priests spend more time explaining
the religious meaning of posthumous precept names. Most sects pro-
duce literature that seeks to explain posthumous precept names, al-
though it is uncertain how wide the readership is (the usual pattern
for distribution is to ship this literature to local temples, which are
then responsible for passing it on to parishioners). The following is a
typical explanation and is given in a Tendai sect publication for parish-
ioners called Tendai Booklet.

It [the posthumous precept name] is a lot like the Christian name that
Christians receive when they are baptized. In Buddhism, when you be-
come a Buddhist, you receive the precepts. As evidence of that, you are
given a precept name. Therefore, even though you may think that pre-
cept names are something that your temple abbot gives in a ceremony
to someone who has passed away, originally they were to be taken while
alive. It is a name for living a life of faith and pride as a Buddhist.3!

The home pages of individual temples, essays by Japan Buddhist Fed-
eration committee members, and other sources also provide explana-
tions. The following is from the home page of a Shingon sect temple:

When a Buddhist believer, or someone whose family religion is Bud-
dhism, dies, they receive a precept name from their temple and have a
funeral performed for them. The abbot of their temple takes into con-
sideration their character, the family’s wishes, the precept names given
their ancestors, and the contributions they have made to the temple,
and grants them a precept name. In Shingon sect funerals, the abbot
faces the main image, and, there before it, takes on the deceased as
his disciple, performing a ceremony to make that person a disciple of
the Buddha (i.e., a priest). Specifically, he confers the precepts upon
the deceased, dresses him or her in white robes, and grants a priestly
name. This is a precept name (kaimyo).>?

In the early modern period, posthumous precept names could
play a meaningful role in the lives of parishioners because they were
thought to be efficacious devices for ensuring postmortem salvation,
whether understood as birth in a pure land, rescue from rebirth in a
hell, or otherwise.?® Today, however, many people question the mean-
ing of these names. For example, some liken posthumous precept
names to the indulgences once used by the Catholic church.®* In a
1998 newspaper essay, Inoue Shin’ichi, chair of the board of directors
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of the Foundation for the Restoration of Buddhism (Bukkyo Fukko
Zaidan), wrote: ‘‘Posthumous precept names today are just like the in-
dulgences issued by the Pope. In other words, if you buy this one slip
of paper for a great sum of money, you can go to heaven.” And, like
the Christian indulgences, he notes, posthumous precept names sold
for cash are likely to invite a protest and revolution within Japanese
Buddhism.3?

Changing Views of the Afterlife and the Relevance of
Traditional Buddhism

Attempts to teach about the meaning and function of posthumous pre-
cept names face an uphill battle. Japanese views of the afterlife, and of
the role of the funeral, are rapidly changing. One problem suggested
by these changes is that posthumous precept names no longer hold the
effective meaning they once did. As expensive remnants of a little-
understood ceremony, they are thus ripe targets for criticism, espe-
cially criticism concerning the economic activities of contemporary
priests. One Tendai priest comments:

I doubt there are too many people in today’s world who fear spirits.
And I don’t think that talking about classical worldviews like hells and
pure lands has any power of persuasion. In which case, the meaning
of holding a magical service to appease the spirits [of the dead] is
denied. ... What people seek in Buddhism is a ritual to memorialize
the dead and express condolences. However, the problem is that to-
day’s ritual has become a ritual for the purpose of having a ceremony.
The peace of mind, which originally should be sought, is given nothing
but lip service.6

According to the survey of parishioners, students, and Internet re-
spondents cited above, only 41.4 percent of parishioners believed in
the existence of a world after death, with students and Internet re-
spondents numbering about the same (40.5 percent and 39.5 percent,
respectively). A different survey, conducted in 1996, found that only
15.9 percent of respondents believed in a world after death, but an-
other 38.8 percent thought it might be possible.?” Regarding the exis-
tence of spirits or of a soul (reikon), 47.8 percent of parishioners
admitted to believing that they exist, compared with 54 percent of
students.3® These numbers suggest that, for many contemporary Japa-
nese, the granting of a posthumous precept name in order to assure
birth in the Pure Land, or some other form of postmortem salvation,
may hold little meaning. A survey conducted by Tokyo City further
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confirms this. According to this survey, 60 percent of respondents
chose: ““A funeral is a custom for seeing off the deceased,” and only
32.4 percent chose: ““A funeral is a religious act for praying for the
happiness of the deceased.”” When combined with the survey results
just cited, this suggests that the funeral, in which posthumous precept
names play a central role, is seen by many, not as a ‘‘religious’ act de-
signed for the well-being of the deceased in the world hereafter, but as
a “‘customary’’ act designed to allow the living a moment to say fare-
well. The term ‘“‘customary’”’ may be misleading here, in that it creates
a potentially false division between religion and custom, setting them
apart as static opposites. Nonetheless, the surveys demonstrate that a
shift is occurring from needs framed as nextlife-focused to ones
framed as this-lifefocused. Ownership of home Buddhist altars (bu-
tsudan), the centerpiece of household Buddhist practice (prayers for
the ancestors), has dropped 10 percent in urban areas (though it has
gained approximately 5 percent in rural areas) since 1985.39 Many
priests recognize the public’s changing view of the afterlife. Yet the
sects and priests of traditional Buddhism generally remain committed
to posthumous precept names because they have played a definitive
role in the religious identity of traditional Buddhism for hundreds of
years and because the income they generate comprises a substantial
portion of overall temple income.

Meaning and Discrimination

The meaning and function of posthumous precept names also has
been called into question in recent years because of their role as
means of social discrimination. The use of discriminatory posthumous
precept names (sabetsu kaimyo), names that mark individuals and fami-
lies as members of minority or outcaste groups in death as they had
been marked in life, is the most well-known example.*® Such names
call into question the meaning of giving or receiving posthumous pre-
cept names. If a precept name is truly to signify that one has become a
disciple of the Buddha, why would there be the need to distinguish
certain disciples as impure? And if the purpose behind receiving such
a name is to effect birth in the Pure Land, does discrimination con-
tinue in the afterlife?

The use of such posthumous precept names came to light dramati-
cally in 1979, when Machida Muneo, the head representative of the
Sotdo Zen sect to an international conference on peace and religion,
claimed that discrimination no longer occurred in Japan, and thirty
representatives of other Japanese religious organizations also in atten-
dance clapped in response. Machida was soon called to task by mem-
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bers of the Buraku Liberation League (Buraku Kaih6é Domei), which
represents members of a segment of Japanese society that has been
the subject of discrimination throughout the early modern and mod-
ern periods. League members pointed to the willful and continuing
use in posthumous names of characters such as ““beast’” or ‘“‘leather,”
signifying those whose ancestors worked in the “impure” trade of tan-
ning, to mark members in death.*!

The posthumous precept names were only the visible tip of dis-
criminatory scarring. The names were chiseled onto gravestones and
recorded in registers of the dead kept at temples, either of which
could, were, and still are used to track an individual’s history.*? Fur-
thermore, priests gave such discriminatory names in special funeral
rites designed to mediate the impurity believed to be associated with
the discriminated class.

The Soto sect, after some delay, vigorously sought to redress the
problem. Discriminatory names have been removed from newer grave-
stones; unclaimed stones have been moved together to receive special
attention; and priests are no longer permitted to share the contents of
their registers with private detectives and other third parties who might
use them for discriminatory purposes. Gravestones, however, are only
the surface reflection of a deeper question of doctrinal support for dis-
crimination. Sot6 officials argued that S6t6 teachings and practices
were not flawed; rather it was the temple-registration system of the
Tokugawa period that was to blame. This attempt to separate practices
corrupted by social influences from a pure and unsullied Zen doc-
trine was severely criticized by the Buraku Liberation League. Critics
pointed out that discriminatory practices were evident in S6t6 long be-
fore the Tokugawa period. Others questioned the end-goals of the cur-
rent reformation process. If the stones are erased, and the records
purged, will the history of discrimination be expunged from the rec-
ord of traditional Buddhism? Such critics support the need to redress
problems but hope that the memory of past discrimination will not be
forgotten, lest it be repeated. Meanwhile, the process of weeding out
offensive gravestones by the sect and by antidiscrimination groups is
ongoing, just as phone calls to temples requesting information regard-
ing the backgrounds of individuals continues.*?

Use of discriminatory posthumous precept names was by no
means limited to the Sot6 sect. Shingon, Tendai, and other sects also
participated in such practices.** As with Soto, other sects, as well as
many individual priests, are earnestly attempting to address the prob-
lem of discriminatory posthumous precept names and thereby restore
meaning to the contemporary practice of granting posthumous
precept names. Such efforts also aim at righting the wrongs of their
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predecessors and restoring legitimacy to traditional Buddhism, as the
following example demonstrates.

On March 21, 1982, a rite to appease the dead was held at a small
Tendai temple in Nagano prefecture. The abbot of the temple, Taka-
hashi Shinkai, worked as a teacher at the local junior high school,
where he was in charge of a special education curriculum concerning
discrimination. Upon examining his temple records, Takahashi found
that of the eighty-five households in his parish, twelve had family mem-
bers who had been given discriminatory names, virtually all connoting
leather workers. In consultation with the parish representatives (sodai),
he arranged for a special service to be held at which all members of
the parish would gather, and he would publicly preside over a cere-
mony to apologize for past discrimination and to award new post-
humous precept names and ritually seek happiness for the spirits of
those who had been discriminated against. The following is the pream-
ble read at the ceremony.

In order to cut away the roots of discrimination from four hundred
years ago, I, Takahashi Shinkai, [now] single-mindedly give rise to this
vow. We hereby do away with the discriminatory posthumous precept
names and change them. And, we seek to invite to this place of prac-
tice, to join us in a memorial service, the souls of each family. We hum-
bly implore you, souls who suffered miserable discrimination in life,
and in death had discriminatory names carved into stone! Without
a doubt, Amida’s light shines throughout every corner of the other
world, Kannon’s merit-power cleanses your lifetime of suffering, and
the merit of this satra chanting transmits our intentions to the other
world. We hope that each of you spirits will joyfully sit atop the lotus
of merit and perfection.*®

In addition to such individual efforts, the Tendai sect established a
Committee for the Promotion of Harmony (Tendaisht Dowa Suishin
Iinkai) in 1983. In 1996 this committee published a short piece on the
history of discrimination against burakumin in the sect’s magazine for
priests. (Although it failed to mention discriminatory posthumous pre-
cept names, it did note in its discussion of status maintenance that
Buddhism had been ‘‘used for political purposes.”’) The article im-
plores Tendai sect members to bring the teachings of the sect to bear
on the problem:

How can we come to terms with this problem as citizens, moreover, as
clerics of the Tendai sect? In the Tendai sect we take as our guide [the
statement]: ““With the one-vehicle teaching of the Lotus Sitra as our base
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and with confidence in the universality and majesty of buddha-nature,
we undertake practices for ourselves and to enlighten others (jigyo
keta), and make the True Law flourish. And, we strive in the sacred
task of saving humanity. Further, we exhaust all efforts in developing
the national culture, and endeavor so that all may realize the Buddhist
path and to build a pure land” (Tendai Constitution, Article IV). Even
as we let these aims of our sect shine forth, we must acknowledge that it
is our command and our duty as members of the Tendai sect to abolish
all forms of discrimination, beginning with Buraku discrimination, and
to confirm human rights.*6

Discrimination by social group or race was often a one-sided pro-
cess. Priests forced status-system-enforcing discriminatory names on
people who had little choice in the matter. However, another form of
discrimination continues to take place today that is often actively en-
couraged by parishioners, namely, economic class discrimination. Tra-
ditionally, those who perform outstanding services for the temple, or
who donated frequently and in large amounts while alive, or whose sur-
vivors donate large sums to the temple, can be awarded special prefix
and suffix characters for their posthumous precept names in recogni-
tion of their role in supporting the temple. One’s posthumous precept
name used to play—and in close-knit communities, especially in rural
areas, still does play—an important social role in demarcating one’s
family status within the community. For this reason, certain families
whose ancestors have traditionally received special posthumous pre-
cept names often still seek to receive such names, even if they are no
longer of an economic status to afford it.

There are few guidelines for granting special posthumous precept
names. The permission of sect headquarters is usually required, but in
practice the final decision is left up to individual abbots. This lack of
standards for granting such names is one source of criticism. What
greater significance can the names have, it is argued, if naming
practices appear to vary from one temple to another? The Jodo sect
survey of abbots cited above found that priests listed the following
reasons for granting special posthumous precept names (multiple an-
swers were permitted): (1) service as a parish representative or mem-
ber of the temple board of directors (73.3 percent); (2) extraordinary
contributions—monetary or otherwise—to the temple (72.7 percent);
(3) the family had traditionally been granted such a name (54.0 per-
cent); (4) contributions to society by the individual or his/her family
(42.4 percent); (5) request of the individual or his/her family (42.2
percent); (6) the individual’s participation in scheduled religious
services, events, and/or service to the temple (41.9 percent); (7)
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participation in the goju sodenkai (32.1 percent);” (8) the amount
donated over time, or given through the temple support fund (22.7
percent); and (9) the amount of donations given at the time of the fu-
neral (7.9 percent).*® This list demonstrates that at least among Jodo
sect priests, special names are given primarily for services rendered to
the temple. Cash purchases of such names at the time of the funeral is
reported as far less frequent.*?

Nonetheless, wealth remains a factor in determining special
names, even if it is a smaller reason than would at first appear to be
the case. As the middle class expanded during Japan’s booming eco-
nomic recovery after World War II, more families gained the financial
wherewithal to request special posthumous precept names. In certain
areas, this was—and remains—nearly impossible, since local status
groups rarely accept the legitimacy of newly bought special post-
humous precept names, and priests are not inclined to upset local status
relations by granting a newcomer or newly rich parishioner a special
posthumous name. However, temples can and do grant special post-
humous precept names to new families, especially in urban areas. The
donations required for such names rose with overall wage increases,
leading to an inflation of prices. New urbanites, many of whom were
beginning new household lineages in the city, not only had the wealth
to acquire such names but perhaps also had the functional need to
acquire what was still seen by many as a social status symbol. There is
ample evidence that many still actively seek out higher priced names
as status symbols. For example, in 1984 family members of the de-
ceased mayor of a city in Ibaraki prefecture sought the removal of the
abbot of their temple because he refused to grant a special post-
humous precept name.’° The priest argued that only those who had
done outstanding acts for the temple or on behalf of Buddhism could
be granted such a name. The family argued that the mayor had done
much for the city and that, for a person of his status, not to have a spe-
cial posthumous precept name was embarrassing. Eventually, the priest
was forced to acquiesce when other priests cautioned him not to dis-
turb local relationships. The implication was that causing a politically
and socially powerful family to question the temple actively and there-
by disrupt local harmony could do far more harm to Buddhism than
would a weakening of standards for granting such names.

Despite such examples, however, it appears that the desire for
special posthumous precept names may be waning today. Sharp
criticisms of their appropriateness certainly abound, such as the follow-
ing: “There are even ranks in posthumous precept names. The more
money that you pay, the higher ranked the name that you get. What
the heck is that about? It’s totally nuts. Really.”’>! A 1999 survey found
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that 46 percent of respondents could not accept that ‘“‘differences
in posthumous precept names could be bought for a price.”””> Much
of the evidence for people seeking higher priced names is drawn
from data from the 1980s, the height of Japan’s bubble economy, and
a period in which family and social structures, still in flux today, had
perhaps yet to change to the extent that they have now. The social
meaning of posthumous precept names, therefore, may be changing
along with shifts in family structure. The shift to nuclear families has
involved a concomitant decrease in interest in ancestor veneration or
lineage-supporting rituals such as posthumous precept name-granting.
And community structure has changed from community-based to
individual-based relational networks that are not confined to a local
community. All of these changes weaken the major incentives—social
status, filial piety, and lineage maintenance—for acquiring a special
posthumous precept name.

Countermeasures: Precepts for the Living

“‘Precept names are supposed to be taken by those who seek to be-
come disciples of the Buddha and engage in practice. Such names are
granted during a ceremony in which vows are taken. If they are not
taken while one is alive, then they are meaningless.”’>3

Lackluster teaching efforts, especially concerning the significance
of postmortem care, combined with changing attitudes toward the af-
terlife and salvation, contribute to the growing impression that, if not
corrupt, traditional Buddhism is at least out of touch, a collection of
empty forms. The granting of lay precepts to the living is one means
under consideration by some members of traditional Buddhist sects to
redress this image.>* To emphasize the precepts as a moral guide for
the living would counter criticisms while creating a modern religious
meaning for the sects of traditional Buddhism. Given the changing
views of the Japanese public toward the role of the funeral as reflected
in the surveys cited above, this move to shift meaning to the living
might seem an effective route for reform. However, though shifting
the emphasis to the living within the context of funerals may be possi-
ble, shifting from posthumous precept names to living precept names
may prove exceedingly difficult. One reason for this is that posthumous
granting of precept names has become associated less with taking on a
set of moral imperatives to guide one in a life of faith as a Buddhist
than as devices for ensuring the postmortem salvation of the deceased.
Changing this association of precept names with death to an associa-
tion with leading a moral life while alive requires changing basic as-
sumptions about lay association with the temple: the temple must shift
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from a place one joins only in death to a place one actively associates
with in life, from a place that centers on ensuring the welfare of the
dead to one that centers on activities to encourage the living to ex-
plore and practice the Buddhist teachings.

The difficulty involved in such a shift is demonstrated by the often
inconsistent and unsure steps toward implementing lay precepts that
the various sects have attempted. Although most sects now allow for
the taking of precepts by laity, none have well-advertised and well-
supported programs. And none have adopted such a program as a
primary part of their proselytizing efforts. This lack of effort, noted by
Japan Buddhist Federation committee members, weakens the viability
of precepts for the living as a method for giving new relevance to post-
humous precept names, let alone the more radical step of shifting to
precepts for the living only.??

The lack of effort to implement precepts for the living may stem
from the critical role that posthumous precept names play in temple
finance. Posthumous precept names account for most income derived
from funeral services. Even if a current abbot could financially afford
to institute a program for granting precepts to parishioners while they
are alive, the priest who followed him might find his financial base
undermined. This is because the donations that temples request for
the granting of a precept name while one is alive are generally about
one-tenth to one-twentieth of the amount requested for posthumous
precept names. Not only would income from funerals be considerably
lower than otherwise possible, but income from memorial services,
which are conducted on the forty-ninth day, one-hundredth day, and
first, third, seventh, thirteenth, seventeenth, twenty-fifth, thirty-third,
and fiftieth anniversary of death, would drop significantly as well, since
donation levels for these services are generally linked to the amount
originally donated for, and the rank of, the posthumous precept
name. The effect on temple finances is a major concern. However, be-
cause the living precept name consists of only the two-character kaimyo,
temples would still be assured of income from granting the remaining
characters at death (that is, ¢ngo, dogo, and so forth).

The granting of precepts to laity while living is also a difficult path
for the sects of traditional Buddhism to embark on because it would
probably exacerbate the debate over the role of priests and precepts
in contemporary Japan. Questions concerning precept maintenance
or lack thereof by priests play a major role in the debate over the very
legitimacy of the traditional Buddhist priesthood. Encouraging the for-
mal taking and maintaining of lay precepts among one’s parishioners
would not only require a priest to explain the meaning of lay precepts
but might also require an explanation of priestly precepts by way of
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comparison. This, in turn, could lead to a demand for stricter mainte-
nance of the precepts on the part of the priests themselves, or poten-
tially call into question their current lifestyles. Since the Meiji period,
few Japanese Buddhist priests have observed the traditional clerical
precepts against drinking alcohol or meat-eating, and almost all marry;
thus the divide between clerical and lay lifestyles is not that great.5®
Encouraging observance of lay precepts could still further narrow the
lay-priestly divide, casting further doubts on the legitimacy of the reli-
gious professionals.

Despite lack of effort on the sect level, many individual priests en-
courage the holding of lay precepts as part of their teaching efforts.
The following is an example taken from a Tendai sect collection of
dharma talks that is available at some temples in the Tokyo area. In a
piece entitled ‘‘Lifestyle guidelines for the Tendai faithful,” the writer
comments: ‘““All members of the Buddhist faith must hold to the five
precepts. The five precepts are (1) not to take life, (2) not to steal,
(3) not to have improper sexual relations, (4) not to tell lies, and (5)
not to drink alcohol.”” In this case, however, the precepts are used as
an efficient method of teaching proper moral behavior, but they are
not tied to the formal taking of precepts.””?

Implementing a living precept program is difficult, not simply be-
cause of priestly concerns, but also because of lay concerns. To date,
parishioners have rarely been called upon to take so specific and active
a step as taking on precepts and a Buddhist name. One of the greatest
challenges to traditional Buddhist sects is the ‘“‘conversion’ of parish-
ioners from relying on the temple as a place for postmortem practices
only to actively embracing the tenets of the Buddhism as expressed by
each sect. In order for such a move to be successful, as discussed above,
parishioners would have to no longer view the precepts as something
associated only with death. The ‘“‘living precept’” concept offers a pos-
sible route toward a new parishioner-temple relationship, but it is more
likely a midway point rather than a beginning.

To Hold at Bay the Waves of Commodification

As the sects and individual priests of traditional Buddhism work to im-
part forgotten meaning to, and recreate contemporary functions for,
posthumous precept names and to make amends for past discrimina-
tory practices, they must face a second hurdle, the changing nature of
religious affiliation in Japan. Many aspects of contemporary Japanese
religious practice can be understood as commodified religion. This
means that religious affiliations are shifting from long-term to short-
term, from family-based to those based on individual choice, and from
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donation-based to fixed-price-based. Within such an environment,
posthumous precept names, which no longer hold the religious or so-
cial meaning they once did, become an increasingly difficult “‘service”’
to “‘sell,” as these comments indicate:

Dharma name, precept name, whatever you call it, don’t try to get
rich off it. There’s no need for such things! We don’t need graves and
family altars either. Why are sttra readings at funerals so expensive?
When my dad died, the satra-reading fee was 360,000 yen. On top of
all that, the fees for weekly sutra readings for the first forty-nine days
and the one-hundredth-day satra reading were incredibly expensive.
Can it really cost 10,000 yen for one hour of satra reading!? I just can’t
believe that the funeral satra reading was 360,000 yen. That’s way too
expensive! How can they take that much from a grieving family!? Aren’t
there any priests who’ll do it for free?>8

What would happen if you had a funeral performed and didn’t make
an offering? Nothing really. Even if the priest gets angry, the deceased
isn’t going to fall into hell. I suppose the only thing that would happen
is that priest won’t be able to eat.>®

While the meaning of posthumous precept names is questioned
frequently, often the initial cause for questioning derives from what
are perceived as exorbitant prices. Articles about some aspect of post-
humous precept names and ‘“‘high prices’” appear in newspapers and
weeklies regularly, and many individuals ‘‘know of someone’” who has
been asked to pay, or has paid, large fees for a posthumous precept
name.%® Part of the dissatisfaction with ‘‘high prices”” may be linked
to a consumer mentality. Consumers expect that the product they pur-
chase will “‘work as advertised,”” especially if they have paid a premium
for it. In the case of posthumous precept names, for which results can-
not be seen or experienced in this life, without full faith inspired by
the salesperson in the product, dissatisfaction can easily result. As
such names lose their meaning within contemporary society, full faith
wanes, especially if the salesman (priest) fails to pitch his product
(preach).

One approach taken by some priests has been to turn questions re-
garding price-setting into opportunities to expound upon the spirit of
donation. For example, one priest writes:

In Japan today, most people think donations are that which ‘“‘you give a
priest when he chants a satra for you.”” Why must one give money? It’s
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only natural as an offering of gratitude in exchange for the labor of
chanting a sutra. But if that’s the case, it’s much higher than the aver-
age market rate wage. It’s a big mistake to think of donations in this
manner. Sakyamuni Buddha left us these words: “The joy of giving
alms is to forget the self, to forget the other, and to forget the gift.
This is the greatest form of giving alms.” There may not be anyone
capable of giving like that, but the true meaning of giving alms was
originally to give without seeking reward.5!

The attempt to shift the debate away from the use of such terms as
“labor,” “‘exchange,” and ‘‘market wage’’ and toward the use of such
terms as ‘‘almsgiving’’ is one way some priests choose to fight the
growing commodification of their labor and to teach Buddhism as
they understand it.

Another method is to combat dissatisfaction over ‘“‘pricing.”” Mem-
bers of the sects of traditional Buddhism often rightfully point out that
priests who charge exorbitant fees and those who take advantage of a
family’s suffering to extort extra money for the granting of special pre-
fixes and suffixes represent only a small minority. For example, 56.4
percent of the Jodo sect priests surveyed responded that they relied
strictly on donations and never used ‘“‘fees.” Another 29.6 percent
said they rely on donations for standard posthumous precept names
but do set a fee for granting special posthumous precept names. The
fact that some priests continue to create an image problem while
also further commodifying posthumous precept names mostly demon-
strates the lack of control that sects have over individual priests. Espe-
cially after the Religious Juridical Persons Law (shukyo hojin ho) was
passed in 1951, abbots of individual temples registered as separate ju-
ridical persons have enjoyed substantial strength vis-a-vis sect head-
quarters. Moreover, the fact that apparently little has been done, until
recently, to openly present a counterimage to that generated by
“rogue” priests demonstrates a complicity of silence in the system of
pricing posthumous precept names.

The consumer mentality can be seen in other aspects of post-
humous precept name acquisition as well. First, it is now possible to
“shop”” for prices. As family structure shifts increasingly to nuclear
families, and as the job market switches from one in which individuals
live in the area where they grew up to one in which they may live far
from their hometown or may even move several times in their lifetime,
many families find themselves in the market for a new temple affilia-
tion when a close family member dies and is in need of a funeral.
Such individuals may have the freedom to search for a temple that of-
fers a product at an affordable price, or the individual may seek out a
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famous temple, preferring association with a quality ‘‘brand name.’
More than likely, they will be introduced to a temple by their funeral
company representative, who will also instruct them regarding market
prices for the posthumous precept name. Such market rates can also
be found on the Internet (the current rate is 300,000 to 3,000,000 yen
or more, with 3-5 percent of the primary mourner’s annual salary said
to be a rough gauge for the basic precept name).%? In this sense, do-
nations to temples for posthumous precept names are not understood
as donations but as fees for services rendered and product delivered.

Second, an increasingly commercial relationship can be seen in
recurrent calls that temple finances, and posthumous precept name
pricing structures in particular, be made open and clear. Consumers
(parishioners and others in need of religious services) demand to
know why the product they are purchasing is priced as it is, and share-
holders (parishioners) demand to know how the company (temple)
keeps its books. Related to this are calls for making posthumous pre-
cept names free. If they are truly religious in nature, the argument
runs, then there should be no need for money to change hands. Coun-
tering this, some argue that they are not to be “priced” in the first
place. Money given is a donation, which itself is a form of practice.
Yet those arguing in such a fashion are fighting against the tide of
change. The fact that money given for a precept name is no longer
perceived as a donation by most can be seen in the common terms
“fee” (ryo) and ‘‘market price”’ (soba), which further points to the
commodification of the act. Recognizing this, 60.3 percent of priests
surveyed responded that the source of current problems surrounding
posthumous precept names is ‘‘the social trend towards believing ev-
erything can be solved with money.””%? No fewer than 70.7 percent of
abbots in a separate survey responded: ‘“The problem lies in the com-
mercialization of faith, in which posthumous precept names are given
in exchange for remuneration.”’%* Once a product has been commo-
dified, removing it from the market, as it were, may not be so easily
accomplished.

Third, priests are increasingly viewed as professionals offering a
service. Those seeking their services expect ‘‘service for what they
paid for and no further relationship.”’% This view of the priest is influ-
enced by the fact that a growing number of people are now introduced
to priests through funeral companies and interact with the priest as
a one-time service provider. The priest is hired, not for his ability to
effect postmortem salvation for the deceased, but to play a role in the
funeral ceremony.% In some cases the priest hired for the role is not
even an independent priest but an employee of the funeral company
itself. One extreme example of this trend can be seen in the develop-
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ment of robot priests for use at memorial parks. These life-like won-
ders, true ‘‘chanting machines,”” will chant the appropriate sttra at
the push of a button.

Finally, new funeral options are appearing. Of particular interest is
the ‘“‘natural funeral’ (shizenso) movement.5? This movement calls for
such funeral options as burial at sea, scattering of ashes in the moun-
tains, and the like. Such innovations allow little room for the services
of a priest, unless those services can be meaningful in some way to the
surviving family members. One way of understanding this movement
is as a reaction to a service provider (temples) that fails to deliver a
product (funeral) that satisfies (plays an effective emotional/social/
religious role). The natural funeral movement, while receiving support
from a limited number of priests, is more often the target of criticism
by priests. One cynical reaction to priestly complaints is to point out
that natural funerals obviate the need for graves and thus pose a po-
tentially devastating threat to the economic survival of traditional Bud-
dhism. However, the following passionate critique by a Tendai priest
shows that, for some priests at least, natural funerals are a threat to
more than just temple finances—they are a threat to the very moral
foundations of Japanese culture.

If we recognize the majesty of human life, it should be clear that the
body cannot just be thrown out. Whatever excuse one uses for scatter-
ing remains, it comes down to throwing them out. Usually, one visits
the grave thinking of the parents. What do people who throw out the
remains do? Visit the mountains or forest? ... The extended family has
already collapsed. But I don’t think it is all right to destroy parent-child
relations as well. Even in a nuclear family, parent-child relations are au-
thoritative. They are tied to good neighborly relations. We should reaf-
firm the fact that the family line is extended through the grave.... The
lack of an ethical view is a major problem. Ethical views begin in the
family.... Set the mind straight, train the body, support your family,
govern the country, make all equal under heaven. Are these just too
old-fashioned? I think reaffirming the importance of the family and
the importance of community relations will shed light on the antisocial
nature of scattering remains.%8

The author also describes what he feels must be done by priests to
combat this practice—give precepts to as many as possible through fu-
nerals and live exemplary lives as priests.

The teachings of Tendai are the One Buddha Vehicle and the posses-
sion of buddha nature by all. All people will equally become buddhas
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in the future. That being the case, the precept ceremony allows the
faithful their first step as Buddhists. Precept ceremonies should be con-
ducted one after the other. I hear that in the cities the time allotted for
funerals is limited. [If that’s the case,] then explanations and preach-
ing can take place at the memorial service. Being a priest to whom the
parishioners and faithful feel they can safely entrust their parents’
funeral—that’s something nurtured through daily contact with the pa-
rishioners. Good preaching and a good lifestyle are what is needed. If
we start from there, there will no longer be people who think of having
natural funerals or of scattering remains.%

Priests such as this one, fighting to reconstruct a meaningful role
within ‘“‘traditional’” boundaries, as well as those pushing for new roles
such as providers of social welfare services, must construct their strat-
egies within a changing world. Priests as service providers, market com-
petition, calls for clear pricing schemes, and price comparison all point
to a commodification of Buddhist services. The conclusion of the
Japan Buddhist Federation—that the term ‘‘fee’”” must never again be
used by priests, lest it encourage a commodified view of posthumous
names and thus contribute to a negative view of priests as business-
oriented—is itself clear evidence of the trend toward the commodifi-
cation of traditional Buddhism. These observations, however, apply
more to urban areas, and within urban areas, to individuals establish-
ing new relationships with a temple. In temples where a family has
had a long relationship, or where, as in rural areas, individuals are
more likely to have a relationship with the temple that goes beyond
funerals, for example, to include festivals, local meetings, and so
forth, priests are far less often viewed as merely funeral company em-
ployees or one-time hired professionals. Given this, we cannot say
that religion has been fully commodified, only that the trend is toward
commodification.

Conclusion

Contemporary dismissals of traditional Buddhism as empty of mean-
ing, compounded by critiques of a corrupt priesthood, profiting from
death, shape the scholarly, popular, and sectarian images of traditional
Buddhism today. At the heart of such critiques lies the reliance of the
priests and sects of traditional Buddhism on postmortem care for their
financial stability and as their primary social role. In regard to the for-
mer, at least three factors ensure that priests are increasingly unable to
justify the cost of the postmortem care they deliver. First, they fail to
instill meaning in their actions through preaching. Second, views of
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the afterlife and postmortem salvation held by the larger society are no
longer in harmony with the views put forth by the sects of traditional
Buddhism. Third, social disputes regarding the inequity of Buddhist
postmortem care call the purpose of that care into question. As for
postmortem care as the social role of temples, the commodification
of religious practice in contemporary Japan represents a formidable
challenge to Buddhist insistence on traditional forms of religious affili-
ation. Commodified (one-time, short-term, individual, price-based) re-
lations with parishioners and others threatens not only the ‘‘tradi-
tional” (repeated, long-term, family/community-based, oblation-
based) forms of religious activity still sought by traditional Buddhist
sects but also the parish household system that such relations support
and the financial stability that system represents.

Finally, changing views of the afterlife, as well as the commodifica-
tion of religious activities, may reflect the expectations of the younger
generations. These are the very generations that the sects of traditional
Buddhism must turn to in the future for the next generation of laity
and priests. As the sects continue to insist on traditional functions,
such as funeral and memorial services, they risk further alienating
those who have yet to commit to a temple, primarily younger urban
dwellers. Japanese youth, although interested in subjects such as spirits
and ghosts, do not seek traditional relationships with religious institu-
tions, but rather, as witnessed by the rise of the so-called New New
Religions, seek personal, introspective religious experiences.”? If the
leaders of the sects of traditional Buddhism are to reach out to the
coming generation of Japanese, they will first need to address the reli-
gious needs of Japanese youth. The sects of traditional Buddhism, fac-
ing the changing nature of society at the start of a new century, have
attempted to construct and implement plans to cope with the new
realities, such as social welfare programs and committees on discrimi-
nation, the environment, proselytizing, and so forth. Furthermore, as
shown by the Japan Buddhist Federation’s commissioning of a study
of the problems surrounding posthumous precept names, the sects of
traditional Buddhism are actively investigating the roots of their cur-
rent unpopularity. It remains to be seen if such measures will assure
their survival in their current form well into the twenty-first century.
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An earlier version of this essay appeared as chapter 8 of my book, Japanese Tem-
ple Buddhism: Worldliness in a Religion of Renunciation (Honolulu: University of
Hawai‘i Press, 2005).
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The Orthodox Heresy
of Buddhist Funerals

GEORGE J. TANABE, JR.

THE TWO LEGS on which Japanese Buddhism stands ritually and eco-
nomically are funeral services and the practices of worldly benefits
(genze riyaku), the one serving the dead, the other the living. Take
away funerals, memorial rites, good luck charms, talismans, and
prayers for good things, and Buddhism will topple over. In their low
assessment of the role of religion in Japan, Edwin Reischauer and Mar-
ius Jansen fail to take into account the importance of Buddhist funer-
als and rituals for practical benefits, but apart from these two areas,
their harsh evaluation applies. ‘‘Contemporary Japanese life,”” they
write, “‘is thus full of traces of Buddhism as a sort of background mel-
ody, but it is not for many a leitmotif in either their intellectual or
emotional lives.”’! Death and superstition are the camps in which Bud-
dhism lives, hardly able to venture forth to inform more vital concerns
of public policy, social morality, and personal values. Hirose Takuji, a
sociologist at Bukkyo University, reflects a common opinion in saying
that priests “‘almost never respond to news about society and are con-
cerned only about funerals.””? Dead to most of the world, Buddhism
thrives in the narrow corridors of the world for the dead.

But it thrives nonetheless. In providing services for gaining practi-
cal benefits, Buddhism shares a large market with only one other reli-
gion, Shinto. In the sector of funerals and memorial rites, it commands
a more than 90 percent monopoly. With death rates projected to con-
tinue to rise for another twenty years or so, the immediate outlook is
good. The corridor may be narrow, but it is comfortable and promises
to get even better. Except for a handful of hostile critics and reform-
minded priests, few people are clamoring for Buddhism to venture
beyond its niche, and most people are not troubled by the fact that
‘“Buddhist concepts about such things as paradise and the transmigra-
tion of the soul linger on in folklore but serve as guiding principles
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for few people.”’? In a national survey of its temples and members, the
Soto Zen sect learned that most people do not want their priests to do
anything other than perform funerals.*

Critics of contemporary Buddhism—and some of them come from
within the fold—are troubled by its failure to break out of its ritual en-
clave. Buddhism should be applicable to life, they say, as much as it is
to death. In its prize-winning series of reports on contemporary reli-
gion, the newspaper Mainichi shinbun investigated new religious move-
ments engaged in ‘‘manufacturing meaning in life’” (ikigai sangyo) and
contrasted them with the traditional Buddhist ‘‘death industry’’ (shisha
sangyo).®> This does not mean that the traditional Buddhist sectarian or-
ganizations are wholly fixated on death, for they do have a wide range
of programs in education, social welfare, and selfimprovement. Still,
these efforts comprise the exception to the rule that Buddhism is a
death industry functioning mechanically according to fixed scripts.
One of the Mainichi reports covered an unqualified ‘‘priest” who
worked as a contract ritualist performing low-cost funeral services ac-
cording to whatever sectarian tradition the families requested. The
Mainichi reporter was struck not just by his lack of integrity but by
how he so easily met the expectations of the families, who were satis-
fied with the chanting of suitra passages. ““Can there be a more bitter
mockery of modern Buddhism than the fact that its terminal point is
hanging on to death rituals?’’® The journalists were hard on the Bud-
dhist establishment and showed their attitude, if only rhetorically, in
the title of their report, ‘“Has Buddhism Died?”’

In his contribution to this volume, Stephen Covell examines the
declining role of Japanese temples and cites several Japanese scholars
and their criticisms of the empty formalism of modern Buddhism. Cov-
ell quotes Watanabe Shoko, who says that Japanese Buddhism has
fallen into formalism and that temples are places of entertainment for
sightseers rather than places of religious discipline. The granting of
posthumous names is also under fire for being so costly, almost as if it
were a money-making scheme rather than an act of religious integrity.
Covell’s study shows that the crisis of empty but expensive rituals
strikes at the very core of temple life and threatens its meaningful
existence.

There is another problem, however, that may be even more seri-
ous, and it arises from the view that the formal ritual, even when prac-
ticed with full meaning and understanding, is heretical. Japanese Bud-
dhist funerals are later developments in the long history of Buddhism,
and the question of their orthodoxy has been troublesome. Empty for-
malism is a problem, but a full understanding also raises a disturbing
question: what if the funeral ritual itself were not Buddhist, represent-
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ing an aberration so far errant that it falls outside of what by any stan-
dard might be called Buddhism? That is another charge being leveled
against Buddhist funerals, as well as against the rituals for practical
benefits. The two legs on which Buddhism stands, the critics aver, are
not in accord with true Buddhism, and while they keep Buddhism
alive, they do so as heresies. Echoing criticisms voiced from the Meiji
period (1868-1912) on, the charge is not new, but it does come from
Buddhist priests and scholars as an internal indictment that cannot be
brushed off as easily as the opinions of outsiders like journalists. Covell
takes note of internal critics such as Buddhist nuns who criticize priests
for corrupting pristine philosophy with magical rituals of death.
Even ardent defenders of funerals as proper Buddhist rites have to
build strategies of justification to deal with the view that, in the strictest
and most ideal sense, funerals are not Buddhist. Okura Ryujo, a rank-
ing priest in the Shingon sect, wrote a book-length defense of the Bud-
dhist funeral but still had to admit that ‘it has been said many times
over that there are no funerals in Buddhism and that funerals were
not part of the original function of priests.”’”” The orthodoxy of funer-
als is highly suspect, and funeral Buddhism may be living as heresy.
If this were not the case, apologies would not have to written in its
defense.

Ian Reader and I have already discussed the issue of the ‘““heresy’”
of worldly benefits and have noted that the censure is based on a mod-
ern construction of true religion and orthodox Buddhism that ignores
important sttras affirming these practices.® In turning my attention
here to the heresy of funerals, I shall argue that the deviance is simi-
larly detectable only when the standards of orthodoxy are selected to
be antithetical to mortuary practices. The doctrinal assault against fu-
nerals, however, does little to change the practice, which remains en-
trenched in custom, tradition, and a view of what Buddhism is, not
what it should be. Since mortuary practices resist attempts to bring
them in line with orthodox theory, the theory has to be manipulated.
This is not as difficult a problem as it would seem, since the standards
of orthodoxy are already fluid and represent a range of differences
among individuals and sectarian organizations. The variations arise
from multiple perceptions of what constitutes true Buddhism, and
while the practice remains the same, the shifting standards, like slowly
bending mirrors, produce images ranging from heresy to orthodoxy.
The problem of heresy lies not in funerals per se but in the choice of
the lenses by which to view them. Thought, in this case, must be
molded to fit action, which, apparently heretical, actually functions
as the unchanging standard to which orthodoxy must conform. The
heresy of funerals is thus orthodox.
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The principles of orthodoxy are established by sectarian traditions
as interpreted by scholar-priests. Japanese scholars of Buddhism are
often priests teaching in sectarian universities, and their scholarship
easily shades over into theological advocacy. The distinction between
academic description and theological prescription is not always clear,
and the debates about the heresy of funerals in the Buddhist commu-
nity are waged primarily by scholars driven as much by ecclesiastical
and sectarian concerns as by academic method. The problem of heresy
arises not because scholars also have their priestly interests, but be-
cause as priests they know too much as scholars. What they know is
that early Buddhism, which they take to be the standard of authentic-
ity, aimed at getting people off the samsaric wheel of birth and death,
and that, in the nirvana of enlightenment, death casts no shadow. Like
most attachments in life, funerals were rituals that only perpetuated
the illusion of a substantive and sovereign self that survives the ravages
of the body. If Sakyamuni, the historical Buddha, taught the truth of
no-self, then the mortuary celebration of the surviving self cannot be
true, at least not to his teaching. Born of a certain kind of knowledge
of early Buddhism, this crisis has never been resolved, and the search
for an orthodox exit from the dilemma continues. Scholar-priests are
compelled to make Japanese funeral Buddhism (soshiki bukkyo or sosai
bukkyo)—the term itself, as Covell notes, is synonymous with degener-
ate religion—be good and true. After all, if funerals are so objection-
able, then why was one performed for Sakyamuni?

The Funeral of Sakyamuni

The common standard used to condemn funerals as heresy is the view
that Sa‘lkyamuni and the early Indian sangha did not engage in mortu-
ary practices. Doctrinally, Sékyamuni taught the nonexistence of souls
(anatman), and the absence of souls leaves nothing to commemorate
after death. “The philosophy of original Buddhism,”” writes Murakami
Shigeyoshi, ‘“‘contains atheistic elements that deny the existence of
gods and souls.”’® Murakami goes on to trace the developments and
diversity of Mahayana Buddhism and the subsequent, even greater,
changes it underwent in Japan. Sectarian groups use different satras
and have their own distinctive doctrines and rituals. They are ‘“‘so sep-
arated from each other that it would be better to say that they are all
different religions.””1? Being orthodoxies unto themselves, they are
potentially heresies to each other and certainly to the original teaching
of Sakyamuni. Yet despite their differences, Japanese Buddhist groups
all perform funeral rites, which assume a postmortem personal exis-
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tence, and in this they share a common divergence from the perceived
teaching of Sakyamuni.

Unlike the scholar-priests, ordinary people are not bothered by
this question of apostasy, especially since most are not even aware of
it. In the same vein as Reischauer and Jansen, Arai Ken, a Buddhist
professor at Komazawa University, says in reference to Buddhist mortu-
ary rites that ‘it is a rare person ... who does these things on the basis
of religious faith. For most it is merely a matter of convention. Those
who guide their daily lives by the standards of a particular religion con-
stitute only a small minority.”’!! Heresy matters only to those for whom
awareness of and adherence to right standards of belief are important.

Nara Yasuaki, professor and president emeritus of Komazawa Uni-
versity, a Soto6 Zen institution, adopts a liberal attitude that tolerates
the practice of funerals as a necessary accommodation to social reality.
Funerals, in his view, conform to a lower level of secular truth, but not
to the higher level of transcendent truth in which the path leading to
enlightenment does not pass through mortuary way stations. ‘It is
true,” he writes, ‘‘that the Buddha admonished his disciples not to
be bothered by funerals and other rites for lay believers because they
have no place on the path to enlightenment.”’!? Nara recognizes that
the problem is not in the practice but in the choice of standards for
measuring the practice, and he allows for a double standard, one tran-
scendent and the other secular. The transcendent truth (Skt. lokottara)
is ultimate, absolute, and pure, but because it cannot be apprehended
and practiced at the everyday level, it must be interpreted and accom-
modated as secular truth (laukika). The two levels are in tension with
each other and sometimes are mutually exclusive, but “‘the interac-
tion between the two is necessary, which, if established satisfactorily,
helps the faith to take root and flourish.”’13 A satisfactory interaction
does not dissolve the tension, and popular ‘“‘Buddhist’ views are not
always genuinely Buddhist.”’!* But without the lower truth to address
real needs, Nara asserts, Buddhism cannot survive on its higher truth
alone.

The Buddha’s disciples, according to the legendary account of his
death in the Maha-parinibbana-sutta, were the first to invoke the lower
truth when they performed a funeral for the master himself. Just be-
fore he died, the Buddha converted one last mendicant and received
assurances from his followers that they were certain about his teaching
and had no doubts. Anticipating the death of their master, those who
were still tied to worldly matters fell to the ground in grief, while the
accomplished ascetics calmly reminded themselves that all things, in-
cluding the World Honored One himself, come to an end as surely as
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they have beginnings. The Buddha’s last words affirmed the inevitabil-
ity of decay and the virtue of diligence. He entered into four successive
stages of meditative trance, then attained five further states of mind,
the last of which was the passing away of the consciousness of sensa-
tions and ideas. At that point Ananda thought he was dead, but Anu-
ruddha said that the last state of mind was not death. The Buddha
then reversed his meditative course, passing back through the five
states of mind and the four meditations. Returning back to the first
meditation, he reversed direction again, repeating his course up to
the fourth meditative stage. He exited that stage and then expired.!®

Ananda informed the Mallas of Kusinara (Skt. KuSinagari) of the
Buddha’s death, and they gathered perfumes, garlands, and musical
instruments. They honored the Buddha’s remains with music, hymns,
and dances, and prepared to cremate him the next day. After carrying
the body to the cremation site, they wrapped it in cloth and “‘placed
the body in an oil vessel of iron, and covered that close up with an-
other oil vessel of iron.””!6 They built a funeral pyre, placed the body
on it, and burned (baked?) it until “‘only the bones remained be-
hind.”’!'” The Mallas gathered the bones in their council hall and for
seven days paid homage with song and dance. Eight groups vied for
the bones of the Buddha until they decided to distribute the relics
equally among themselves. Making their request too late, the Moriyas
had to settle for the embers, and Dona the Brahman, who had ar-
ranged the distribution to the eight groups, claimed the vessel in which
the body had been burnt. They all made ritual mounds for burying the
relics, the embers, and the iron vessel.!8

The Maha-parinibbana-sutta account of the Buddha’s funeral
clearly shows that ritual homage, cremation, retention of the bones,
and burial were all part of the Indian Buddhist imagination, if not
actual practices. These are still the essential elements in Japanese Bud-
dhist funerals, and it is surprising that Japanese scholar-priests do not
do more with this scriptural account in their attempt to justify funerals.
Like T. W. Rhys Davids, the translator of this sutta, they are convinced
that little was done about the ritual disposal of the dead in early Indian
Buddhism, since other canonical sources are mostly silent about the
topic. Gregory Schopen points out, however, that archaeological
studies available to Rhys Davids showed that monasteries maintained
cemeteries and that ‘“‘the early Buddhist monastic communities were,
in fact, preoccupied not only with disposing of their dead but with rit-
ually and elaborately housing them as well....”’19 Schopen argues that
Rhys Davids turned a blind eye to archaeological and epigraphic evi-
dence because canonical literature was to him the only standard for
determining real Buddhism. By presenting a view of early Buddhism
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as “‘rationalist and free of ritual,”” Rhys Davids described a religion that
has been called ‘‘Protestant Buddhism’’?? and thereby contributed to
the “invention of an authentic Buddhism in Europe.”’?! Invented in
Europe, this is the same ‘‘original Buddhism” (genshi bukkyo) that
serves as the standard for many Japanese scholars.

Schopen’s findings challenge this view of classical Buddhism but
do not solve the problem of heresy. His Buddhism includes ritual and
allows for mortuary orthopraxis but not orthodoxy. Japanese scholars
are aware that the practice of funerals can be traced back to the scrip-
tural story of Sakyamuni’s death. Buddhist funerals, notes Takahashi
Koiji, imitate Sékyamuni’s funeral.?? The great obstacle to finding or-
thodoxy in funerals does not lie in any failure to recognize early ritual
practices, but in the doctrinal definition of the soul. The problem is
one of thought, not action. If there is no soul, then funerals are doctri-
nally out of place, but if a soul can be construed, then rites for it are
legitimate.

How, then, can a belief in the soul displace or at least stand along-
side the conviction that there is no soul? In addition to theories of dou-
ble truth, such as that of the ultimate transcendent and conventional
secular truths used by Nara, the methodological strategy for accom-
plishing this lies in the idea of syncretism, a process by which religious
systems are seen to acquire, often unwittingly, foreign elements that
may even represent contradictions and heresies. From the point of
view of original Indian Buddhism, the foreign elements in Japan are
found in indigenous Shinto beliefs that were retained by those who
become Buddhists. Despite the no-soul doctrine, Japanese Buddhists
were not willing to give up native affirmations of the soul and incorpo-
rated them into Buddhism. Anthropologist Sasaki Kékan, also cited by
Duncan Williams in Chapter 6 in this volume, argues that the Japanese
soul (tama) retained all of its indigenous characteristics even as it be-
came the object of ritual attention in Buddhist funerals. The soul goes
to the world of the ancestors and returns annually for visits with the
living, who offer it food and gifts. While Buddhists give it their overlay
by saying that it becomes enlightened, the tama is not transformed into
a Buddhist entity, and actually stands over and against the Buddhist
ideas of no-self and emptiness.?® The task of reconciling these contra-
dictory claims may not be intellectually possible, but the absorption of
the soul into Japanese Buddhism was made easier by the fact that In-
dian and Chinese texts had already defined the soul not as a perma-
nent reality (atman) but as a transitory intermediate existence called
the antarabhava in Sanskrit. The antarabhava connected one life at
its end with its next rebirth. Insofar as the (ama also represented a
personal postmortem existence, it could take its place comfortably
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alongside the antarabhava. The belief in a soul was not the result of
syncretistic adoption of a heretical tama into a pure Buddhism free of
postmortem existences, but was already in the Buddhism that went to
Japan. The clash between orthodoxy and heresy was not created by
the Japanese; they simply inherited it and added their own twist.

The Heresy of the Soul

Schopen’s study points out how scholars of Buddhism (and Christian-
ity as well) selectively view evidence to fit their preferred visions of
what religions should be and therefore were. Mining sources for only
the evidence that supports predetermined conclusions is a common
practice among scholars, and in the case of Buddhist Studies, the ca-
nonical mine contains a wealth of veins and lodes from which to
choose gems that support any number of conflicting positions. Even if
one chooses to look at just literary texts to the exclusion of archaeolog-
ical and epigraphic evidence, it is possible to select certain supportive
works and ignore writings that refute preferential understandings. If
the doctrine of no-self is upheld as orthodox and exclusionary, then
ideas of the self or soul found in canonical texts can be ignored or re-
futed, and the adoption of those ideas can be blamed on syncretism
with non-Buddhist elements. The Japanese belief in tama is, as we
have already seen with Sasaki Kokan’s explanation, such a case in
point: tama is an indigenous concept over which Buddhists laid their
interpretation that the soul is an intermediary existence on its way to
enlightenment. Both conceptions coalesce, but they still coexist side
by side, easily separable into their respective meanings, the one re-
maining orthodox, the other heretical. Tracing resident heresies to
non-Buddhist sources is convenient and simple, but the more complex
view, one expressed by Nara Yasuaki and others, is that the existence of
the soul is already affirmed in early Buddhist texts and the question
of its orthodoxy (or heresy) has to be settled by relegating it to a sec-
ondary level of meaning or by accepting the idea that standards of or-
thodoxy and therefore of heresy change with time and circumstance.
In this case, syncretism does not work as an explanatory mechanism,
and the double truth theory must be invoked instead.

By Vasubandhu’s time in the fifth century CE, the concept of the
soul was well developed. The metaphysical analyses of what exactly
happens after death were remarkably detailed but still open to contro-
versy. The basic challenge of transmigration theories centered on the
need to explain just how the “‘soul”” or whatever it is passes from one
life to the next, bequeathing moral consequences from the one to the
other. Is there a genetic, that is, a physical basis for this transition? If
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one soul dies in the birthing of the next soul, how is the karmic record
transmitted? Robert Kritzer summarizes the various theories attempt-
ing to explain this intriguing process and gives a description of Vasu-
bandhu’s account, which has become known as the Buddhist version
of the Oedipal conflict:

First the antarabhava [the intermediate existence] observes the location
of its future birth, where its future parents are having sex. If it is des-
tined to be male, it will be consumed with lust for the mother and ha-
tred for the father; if female, the opposite. Confused by these thoughts
of lust and hatred, it wishes that it were the one having intercourse and
establishes itself in the impurity in the womb, namely the semen and
blood of the parents. At this point, its skandhas [the constituents of
personal existence] congeal and cease to exist. In this way conception
takes place.?*

While other theories used images such as seeds and sprouts to explain
the continuity between one life and the next, Vasubandhu located the
mechanism of transmission in male semen and female blood (the
ovum). This material or physical explanation contrasts with psycholog-
ical theories that locate the passing of the karmic record in the trans-
fer of consciousness. The issue has long been debated, and, as Kritzer
shows, arguments and counterarguments were thrown against each
other. Vasubandhu ascribes a critical role to the physical elements,
and the body therefore is not to be taken lightly.

The arguments about rebirth are really about death and its effect
on the antarabhava, the intermediate existence, which in Sino-Japanese
Buddhist terminology is most commonly called chau or chiin. The pre-
cise term for such metaphysical matters is always a problem, but in the
light of ancient and modern affirmations of the corporeal aspect of
the intermediate existence, we should call it the body-soul. Chu refers
to intermediate or in-between, while in (also on) is one of the words
used for the Sanskrit skandhas, the five psychophysical constituents of
a person (form, feelings, perceptions, impulses, and consciousness).
Though the biological body ceases to exist in death, it can be pre-
served in cremation, thus retaining the first, physical skandha, which is
form—the body, or here, relics. Like all living beings, the material soul
must maintain its life by eating. What it eats is made clear through
other terms used to define it: jikiko genzen, that which appears by eating
incense; jikikoshin, the body that eats incense; and koon, incense
skandha. After death the soul wanders in limbo and must be fed every
seven days for a period of forty-nine days if it is to make safe passage to
its next destination. The function of the memorial services performed
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every seven days after the funeral is to provide sustenance to the soul
through offerings of incense and prayers. ““We burn incense,”” says Fu-
kunishi Kencho, a Jodoshu ritual specialist, ‘‘because they [that is, in-
terim existences] feed on incense.”’? Incense, quite literally, is body-
soul food.

The forty-nine-day memorial observances for the care and feeding
of body-souls are deeply entrenched in nearly all schools of Japanese
Buddhism, but the belief in body-souls is controversial because of
its collision with the repeated doctrinal denials of permanent souls
(anatman). In the early discourses of the Buddha, the question of
what transmigrates after a person’s death was side-stepped as a ques-
tion that tends not to edification. Chinese Mahayana texts recognized
the lack of final conclusions. In Dasheng yizhang, Huiyuan (523-592)
wrote that ‘‘the conclusions about whether or not there is an interme-
diate existence are not the same in the sutras and treatises. Abhi-
dharma teachings affirm its existence, while Satyasiddhi doctrines defi-
nitely deny it.... Mahayana theories are inconclusive about whether it
exists or not.”’?6 Huiyuan goes on to say that ‘‘since the retribution for
those who are exceedingly good or heavy with evil is swift, they have no
intermediate existence.”” In Shi jingtu qunyi lun, Huaigan (seventh cen-
tury) noted the same split, one side contending that death in one life
leads directly to birth on a lotus blossom in the Pure Land without any-
thing transmigrating between the two, while the opposing view held
that birth in the Pure Land takes place after an intermediate existence
in an inferior body. Ashamed of its body, it hides itself by wearing
clothes and survives by eating incense. After eating the incense of
millions of buddha lands, it receives the body skandha and proceeds
to the place of its next rebirth.?” The intermediate existence is often
said to last for seven seven-day periods, every seventh day of which
food and satra readings must be offered until the forty-ninth day.

The debates over the body-soul are as persistent as they are an-
cient, and even a modern hardliner like Akitsuki Rytmin, a Rinzai
Zen priest and self-styled reformer of Buddhism, realistically contends
that what he accepts as the refusal of early Buddhists in India to per-
form funerals or memorial services because of the no-soul teaching ap-
plies as a model only to himself and not to others who participate in
such rituals. Caught in the familiar dilemma of practice diverging
from precept, Akitsuki forces the square peg of funerals into the round
hole of no-soul by contending that the psychological and emotional re-
ality of memory remains despite the absence of self and therefore can
be commemorated in a funeral.?® Akitsuki’s understanding of an early
Buddhism without mortuary rites is considerably idealized along the
lines of the European invention of classical Buddhism, at least as seen
in the light of Schopen’s findings.
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Affirming the doctrine of no-soul and the funerary practice of
commemorating memory, Akitsuki took his cue from Hagami Shocho
(1903-1989), the famous priest who set out on the grueling thousand-
day walking pilgrimage (kathogyo) at Mt. Hiei as a means of dealing
with his wife’s untimely death. Strictly denying the existence of a soul
for his wife, Hagami concluded that something real still remained in
memory. In one of the great stories of a Buddhist priest’s love for a
woman, Hagami’s case reveals the depth of his memory for his wife
and inadvertently shares common ground with the modern propo-
nents of nonreligious funerals, many of whom reject the Buddhist
conception of the soul’s rebirth as another person. They, too, use the
funeral to personalize a lost one, who is memorialized as that particu-
lar person and no other. Speaking as a clinical psychologist, medical
school professor, and avowed atheist, Ohara Kenshiroé poetically de-
scribed his late wife’s heart as still living in him as if she were away on
a trip, leaving him home alone.?? Believing priest and atheist scientist
agree: souls do not exist, but memories do.

Akitsuki’s dilemma is that of a purist trying to hold true to the no-
soul doctrine. One way out of the dilemma is to disregard that doc-
trine in favor of the commonly accepted idea of a soul. That is the
practical position of most Buddhists, and Pure Land (Jodosht) Bud-
dhists, whose beliefs center on rebirth, readily affirm the existence of
souls. But if this approach puts a practical end to one dilemma, it gives
rise to another. Orthodox Jodoshu doctrine states that the power of
Amida Buddha is exceedingly efficient, and the soul, upon the death
of the body, goes directly to the Pure Land without any wandering
about in an intermediate stage. The attainment of rebirth is immediate
(sokutoku 0jo) and therefore there is no chiin, no in-between state, no
need to provide for a soul in transit, no need for forty-nine days of crit-
ical care and feeding. This is the same view already expressed by Huai-
gan, who noted the theory of direct rebirth without an intermediary.
The practical application of this idea would eliminate funeral and me-
morial services, since there is no postmortem existence requiring care.
There is no need to support the journey between lives if there is no
traveler making the trip. The intellectual conundrum that results is
interesting: immediate rebirth of the soul means that the soul defined
as the intermediate existence does not exist.

In 1959, Shiio Benkyo (1876-1971) published an article in an offi-
existences (chaiin) in Pure Land Buddhism. Shiio’s position is not that
there is no soul, but that it is reborn instantaneously at the moment of
death and has no need therefore to go through an intermediate stage.
Educated at Tokyo Imperial University, Shiio was a well-respected
scholar who taught at schools such as Waseda, Nihon University, and
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Taisho University, where he also served as president for three terms.
Shiio held the high clerical rank of daisojo (grand archbishop), served
as the chief priest of Z0j6ji, the most important Jodoshu temple in
eastern Japan, and spearheaded the Tomoiki (Life Together) move-
ment dedicated to integrating Buddhism into everyday life. As if he
were not busy enough, he was also elected to the lower house of the
National Diet three times.?® Written by one of such stature, the booklet
had a great impact and is still being discussed today.

The metaphysics of the soul is open to endless speculation, but
since the discussions are usually carried out in reference to scriptural
statements, there is a suggestion of certainty based in canonical au-
thority. Scriptural words are used as if they have factual referents, and
arguments are tested against usual criteria of reason. The contradic-
tion between the existence of a ch@in and the claims of immediate re-
birth (sokutoku 0jo) is totally logical and can therefore be manipulated
by rationalizations. Since the intermediate existence and all the events
it can undergo have no empirical anchors, the arguments are in a nar-
row sense inconsequential, but their implications are very real: do we
or do we not carry out funerals and memorial services?

The answer is driven only in part by doctrinal imperatives, which, if
they were the final word on Shiio’s case, would mean quite simply that
memorial rites are not necessary. But nondoctrinal forces are also at
work, and emotional demands are equally determinative of the issue.
Yagi Kisho, a Jodoshu priest, described a funeral he performed for an
elderly parishioner, who died suddenly in the afternoon after spending
the morning shopping. Using the word gj6—which technically refers to
birth in a pure land but in common parlance simply means death—to
comment on the person’s swift and painless passing, Yagi said to the
surviving family members that it was a ‘‘great death/birth in the Pure
Land” (dai 0jo deshita ne). Rather than agreeing with him on the merci-
ful quality of a swift death, the family members were slightly upset at
him for making the comment. Yagi then realized that death was too
quick in this case, that there had been no transition time allowing the
family a chance to find closure with the sudden departure.3! Psycho-
logically, a transition period allowing time to come to terms with death
serves a positive function for the family, and even after death, transi-
tion rituals centered on the soul help in grief resolution. Immediate
rebirth, like the sudden death it follows, is too quick.

One way out of the chuin dilemma is indirectly suggested by Fuku-
nishi Kencho, who notes that immediate birth in the Pure Land, with-
out a transitional stage, takes place only for those who have been ex-
tremely good (gokuzen.) There is also no transition required for the
extremely bad (gokuaku), who go straight to hell. Fukunishi does not
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draw out explicitly the implication that, since most people are neither
extremely good nor bad, they are not destined for immediate appear-
ance in the Pure Land or the hells, but he clearly implies that most
cases involve transit time as a chuin. By relegating the doctrine of im-
mediate birth in the Pure Land to the far extremes of the moral spec-
trum, the notion of transitional existence can be preserved in a broad
center for the vast majority of people, who, being neither totally good
nor bad, will set out on the usual forty-nine-day journey, which then
culminates in birth in the Pure Land. When the transitional time has
passed with the proper observances of rituals every seven days, the tem-
porary memorial tablet (ihai) made of plain wood is replaced with the
black lacquered tablet with the individual’s posthumous name written
in gold, the color of the Pure Land.?2 The black and gold tablet certi-
fies the safe passage of the soul through its intermediate stage.

The arguments about the soul continue unabated without final
resolution. Whether absorbed through syncretism from the outside or
developed as an internal aberration, the soul cannot rest securely in
orthodoxy. The no-soul orthodoxy does not deny the existence of a
personal agent; what it rejects is its substantive or permanent nature.
As we have seen, the problem is nevertheless construed as a question
of existence. Sectarian formulations, however, take another approach
in attempting to save the soul from heresy and that is by postulating
its path to enlightenment. If heretical souls can be enlightened or
saved, then the orthodox objective of Buddhism would be achieved.
For the living, attaining enlightenment through karmic perfection,
serious meditation, complex rituals, or pure faith is daunting and re-
served primarily for a few. But once dead, everyone can be enlightened
or saved—everyone, that is, for whom a funeral is performed. Far from
deviating from the highest ideals of Buddhism, the funeral rite is the
easiest route to the highest goals. Japanese sectarian doctrine and rit-
uals lay out different paths, but they all lead to their respective ortho-
dox summits. Mariko Walter in her contribution to this volume surveys
the various sectarian structures and meanings of the funeral rituals,
which attempt to follow their respective ideals of enlightenment or
salvation. Walter shows that the patterns of relating funeral rituals to
sectarian teachings vary and that while most people may not know
these meanings—hence the charge of empty formalism—meanings
do exist.

Adjusting Orthodoxy to Heresy

While classical Buddhist traditions rejected aid for the dead on the
idealized grounds that a postmortem agent either did not exist or did
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not need help, mortuary rites still survived on the conviction that,
ideals apart, there was a journey to be made after life. Japanese Bud-
dhist sects developed their own mappings and meanings of the trip,
specifying the final destinations and the preparations necessary to
meet road conditions. The ritual send-off, the funeral, was critical,
and improper orientation at the start meant that the traveler would
endlessly wander, ever hungry, never finding a finish. For most sects
the funeral was an ordination rite that conferred virtual clerical status
on the deceased, who could best undertake the journey armed with the
precepts, a new spiritual name, and ritual directions to the final goal of
enlightenment or birth in the Pure Land.33

Reminiscent of the classical “‘Protestant” Buddhism conceived to
be without rituals, the Jodo Shinshu sect (hereafter Shinsha), which
traces its origins to Shinran (1173-1263), insists that the other power
(tariki) of Amida Buddha is solely sufficient for birth in the Pure Land
and that any human contrivance such as rituals represents self-power
(jeriki), which is utterly ineffectual and superfluous. Any deliberate ef-
fort to secure one’s salvation is an expression of lack of faith in Ami-
da’s power to guarantee birth in the Pure Land, whether immediately
(sokutoku) in this life or, at the latest, at the point of death. The dead
do not need ritual help, or, more accurately, Amida does not require
human assistance. This is the rationale for Shinran saying that he never
recited the nenbutsu for the repose of his deceased parents and that his
dead body, as Walter notes, should be put in the Kamo River for the
fish to eat. Kakunyo (1270-1351), Shinran’s great-grandson, respond-
ing to what he saw as heresies in the Shinshtt community, wrote in his
Gaijasho (Notes on Correcting Heresies) that funerals were not impor-
tant and should not be performed.3* This has been the standard of
Shinshu orthodoxy on funerals.

Despite Kakunyo’s ruling, however, funerals continued to be per-
formed, and Zonkaku (1290-1373), Kakunyo’s son, attempted a justifi-
cation of rites for the dead. The specific doctrinal problem with funer-
als is that they provided transference of merit from the living to the
dead on the bad assumption that Amida’s power is insufficient and re-
quires human assistance. In his own work ‘“Notes Assailing Heresy and
Revealing the Truth” (‘“Haja kensho sho’’), Zonkaku addressed the
charge that Shinshti was heretical for not providing funeral services. In
his reply, Zonkaku questioned the efficacy of funerals in helping the
dead reach the Pure Land, but he suggested nevertheless that the
Pure Land nenbutsu ‘‘functions as a signpost for people who have lost
their way; it is indeed a lamp in the dark.”’?> In the hands of Shinran
and Kakunyo, the standard of Pure Land ideology was used to con-
demn the heresy of funerals, just as early Protestant Buddhism is in-
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voked by modern scholars to reject rituals. In the eyes of Zonkaku’s
critics, however, funerals were orthodox, and Shinshu was heretical
for rejecting them. Zonkaku turned the Shinshu standard around,
and, as Mark Blum notes, explained that Shinsh@ monks refuse to per-
form only “funerals not based on Buddhist scripture.”’35 Funerals can be
justified, not only because they are supported by Pure Land scriptures,
but also because Sékyamuni himself, the highest standard of ortho-
doxy, performed a funeral for his father, thus setting ‘‘an example to
be followed by the sentient beings of the future.”’3” Despite Zonkaku'’s
appeal to Sakyamuni, Kakunyo was not persuaded, and he severed his
ties with his son.?® Branded a heretic, Zonkaku is still seen as someone
“un-Shinshi, un-Shinran, and even un-Buddhist.”’39

In the Tokugawa period, the struggle to justify funerals resulted in
intricate reasonings. Blum points out that various rites memorializing
the dead and transferring merit to them became (and still are) the
mainstay of Shinsht practice, and that the prominent priests Eka
(1644-1722) and Genchi (1734-1794) wrestled with the problem, try-
ing to find space somewhere between Kakunyo’s orthodoxy and Zon-
kaku’s heresy. Eku is particularly clever in arguing that there is nothing
wrong with rituals for transferring merit to the dead as long as one per-
forms them with the understanding that “‘if what one actively practices
[in these rituals] is tariki in nature, then what the [deceased] gains is
merit that is also tariki in nature.””#? Blum points out that the issue rests
on the intentionality of the person who recites the nenbutsu. Right
thought about tariki, the “‘other power” of Amida, produces action
acceptable as orthodox, but that same action is heretical if it results
from wrong thought about jiriki (self power). In a similar vein, Genchi
does not condemn mortuary rites but qualifies them with admonitions
about being mindful of faith in the power and mercy of the Buddha.*!
While the examination of intention has a long history in Buddhist
thought and goes back to the Vinaya cases in which infractions of the
precepts can be justified if no intention was involved in the act, the
arguments of Ekti and Genchi are still compromises and lack the fun-
damentalist clarity of Kakunyo. As long as they were unwilling to end
the practice of funerals, then they had to accept that heresy as the stan-
dard and try to fit orthodoxy to it. Whereas Kakunyo fit practice to
theory, Eku and Genchi defined theory to fit practice.

Given its antiritualist ideology, the Shinsha case represents the
most convoluted attempt to square theory with practice. In our own
time, the discussions and debates continue in all sectarian quarters,
and strategies for dealing with this major issue abound. The ongoing
discussions, which show little signs of abatement, testify to the lack of
any acceptable solutions and also to a sense of crisis arising from the
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criticism that temples and priests practice ritual formalism that yields
profits but not right understanding. While the debates are producing
some alterations in mortuary practices and even some defections from
the traditional rituals, Buddhist funerals remain largely unchanged.
Cremation, bone preservation, stutra chanting, incense offerings, grave
visitations, and ancestral respect remain supreme, and the real
changes have to be found, as the cases of Eka, Genchi, and others
demonstrate, in manipulating doctrinal standards.

The difficulty of matching doctrine to practice is often ascribed to
the syncretic nature of the funeral, an external ritual that somehow
found its way into a religion that originally had none. People think,
writes It6 Yuishin, that Buddhism defined funerals, but in actuality the
“mortuary system itself definitely did not arise from specific doctrines
of Buddhism.” The source—and this is the most often identified
source—is folk beliefs, which Buddhism had no choice but to accom-
modate for the sake of its survival.#? The persistence of funerals was
so strong that even though sectarian founders such as Shinran and Ip-
pen rejected funerals, their followers did not follow them on this point,
and by the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, funerals were a perma-
nent Buddhist fact of life.*® Taking cues from the cases of Eka and
Genchi, Blum notes that their struggles arose because of the ‘“‘en-
during power of pre-Buddhist Japanese notions of death ... and Con-
fucian norms of ancestor reverence.”’** The problem was and contin-
ues to be a consequence of syncretism with other belief systems, and
the solution has been sought by changing Buddhism to accommodate
those beliefs.

In contrast, Ikemi Chorya, a Jodoshu scholar, sees the problem as
internal, and he identifies its source in two places: early Indian Bud-
dhism and later Japanese Pure Land Buddhism. Clearly understanding
that the blemishes are in the eye of the beholder, Ikemi argues that
the problem of heresy all depends on how ‘‘original Buddhism”’ is de-
fined. If original Buddhism is the religion ‘‘as it originated” (kigenteki),
then that Buddhism is fixed and not amenable to funerals. But if orig-
inal Buddhism is the religion that is “‘supposed to be” (tditeki), then
that Buddhism is not fixed but has rather changed over time. What it
is supposed to be is a religion of salvation, and the key question there-
fore is ““whether or not funeral Buddhism offers salvation.”#® Ikemi
examines ritual practices of the Nijago zanmai-e or Samadhi Society
of Twenty-five, already mentioned in Chapter 1 by Sarah Horton and
Chapter 2 by Jacqueline Stone, which included both meditative and
devotional practices as well as deathbed rites to prepare the terminally
ill for their postmortem journey. Salvation here is understood as birth
in the Pure Land, so clearly there is salvation for the soul. But what of
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the body? Is there a mortuary rite for the physical remains? Citing the
regulations of the group, the Nijugo zammai kisho attributed to Gen-
shin, Ikemi points out that they provide for burial of deceased mem-
bers in a designated spot chosen for this purpose. Expressing sadness
at the sight of bodies abandoned by the wayside according to the cus-
toms of the time, the text urges that soloba markers should be placed
for deceased members of the Society to commemorate the body, an
act equivalent to the performance of a funeral. Ikemi recognizes that
the connection between the salvation of the soul and the funeral for
the body combines “‘pure high-level religion”” (Pure Land) with ‘“‘im-
pure low-level magic” (esoteric Buddhism), but the Nijigo zanmai-e
documents do not make a distinction between the two, instead holding
them together in a “‘holistic’” way.*® Herein lies the desired connection
between salvation and funerals, the link that would make the funeral
ritual conform to what original Buddhism is supposed to be and there-
fore make it orthodox. The match between Indian Buddhism and Jap-
anese Pure Land Buddhism removes any tension between the two, and
the only threat to this partnership can come from modern objections
to the merger of high religion and low magic. ““As long as we cling to
the standpoint of modernism (kindaishugi),”” Ikemi writes, ‘‘we cannot
sufficiently grasp the meaning of deathbed rituals.”’4” For him, mod-
ernism is the threat.

The struggle to fit orthodox thought to heretical action arises in
good part from the clash between religion and modernity. Posing as a
problem of how to deal with early Buddhist antiquity, the dilemma is
also an attempt to come to grips with modern rationalism. For Ikemi,
the belief that the worlds of the living and the dead are connected is
shamanic, and that primitive worldview is clearly at odds with modern
science. In the light of scientific rationalism, religious beliefs about the
afterlife are untenable, but so is the secular sentimentality that makes
nonreligious people yearn for the dead and think that maybe they are
still alive. Ikemi tells the story of a father whose brain-dead son was
kept alive by machines, one of which had a white light. The father im-
agined the light was a living message from his son, but soon realized
that this was a ‘‘sad hallucination’ on his part and therefore gave up
his illusory hope that his son would wake up again. Ikemi calls the
father’s self-condemnation of his hope a “‘limitation of modern civili-
zation” and suggests that the ancient shamanic imagination must be
reawakened to overcome modern refusals to see deathbed and other
mortuary rituals as white lights linking the living with the dead.*8

Like Protestant Buddhism and Shinran’s rejection of magical rit-
uals, modern rationalism, quite apart from any religious sentiment, is
not disposed to superstition. Omura Eisho, an active representative of
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the Shinshu clergy, finds ready agreement with the Association for the
Promotion of Freedom in Funerals (S6s0 no Jiya o Susumeru Kai),
which advocates nonreligious funerals and the scattering of ashes. Per-
ceived by many as a group promoting the destruction of traditional
funerals and ancestor veneration, the Association has attracted media
attention in far greater proportion than its limited membership would
seem to warrant. Omura, a Shinsha priest, argues that traditional fu-
nerals give too much significance to the body, as if, after it dies, it is
worthy of preservation and veneration. Citing Shinran’s famous utter-
ance about becoming food for fish in the Kamo River, Omura strips
the body of its postmortem value and cites other Buddhist cases in
which bodies were deemed negligible. At best, the body should be
burned and offered to the Buddha as a candle. Burial practices present
a serious contradiction to Shinshu teaching, which also holds that the
household Buddhist altar (butsudan) most certainly is not an object for
the veneration of the souls of the departed. Of the common practice
of placing the cremated remains in urns, Omura refused to have this
done even for his parents. ‘I have,”” he says, ‘‘no fear of ... no attach-
ment to bones.”” Ever the Shinshui iconoclast, he rejects the system of
family graves, insisting that Buddhism requires one to leave one’s fam-
ily in favor of a strict individualism.*® The antiritualism of Shinshua or-
thodoxy is commensurate with the modern mentality that finds little
room for magical rituals based on mythic worlds where the dead go
on living. For Ikemi, modernism prevents the acceptance of irrational
mythic worlds, but for Omura, Shinsha antiritualism welcomes modern
rationalism.

But even Omura cannot champion modernism over and against
the shamanic or sentimental mentality seeking to keep the dead alive
if only in memory. Affirming Kakunyo’s orthodox objections to funer-
als on the basis of modern Shinsht doctrine that is against popular
superstitions and customs, Omura still has to come to terms with the
fact that Shinsha temples make their living with funerals and that
members seek little else from their religion. Like Ekt and Genchi, he
too has to adjust orthodoxy and, in addition, question the wisdom of
modernity. Omura is willing to reevaluate his sect’s condemnation
of folk practices and admits that funerals in fact involve the transfer
of merit to the deceased to give them the guidance that Shinsha ortho-
doxy says they do not need. One way Shinsht doctrine tolerates offer-
ings to the dead is by regarding them as praises to the Buddha. This
is the same renaming strategy that Eka used in taking a ritual act,
which on the surface is unacceptable as jiriki, and giving it a new
intentionality—that of tariki—to make it admissible. Carried out as
offering praises to the Buddha in gratitude for received blessings (bu-
isuon hosha), mortuary rites are acceptable. Carried out as offerings to
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the dead (shisha kuyo), they are unallowable. As Walter has shown in
her examination of the structure and meanings of funerals in Chapter
7, different intentionalities and understandings can be given to the
same ritual act.

In reevaluating the rejection of popular customs, Omura suggests
a conjunctive strategy similar to the way in which Ikemi combined
high and low religion. Using the account of the retired emperor Go-
Shirakawa’s (r. 1155-1158) funeral, Omura proposes that nenbutsu
offerings for the dead and nenbutsu recitations to praise the Buddha
can be combined together in a ‘““harmonious unity’’ (konzen ittai) that
is “‘without contradiction.””®® The unity of the two constitutes ‘“‘one
body” (ittai), but the distinction can still be made such that the praises
are seen to be in accord with Shinsh1, while the offerings to the dead
are ‘‘pre-Shinsha.”’®! The rhetoric is familiar, reminiscent of the eso-
teric idea of “‘two but not two” (nini funi). The two sides, however har-
monious in thought and intention, can still be distinguished from each
other, and people can forget to praise the Buddha and only make of-
ferings to the dead, thus allowing mortuary rites ‘“‘to slide down into
the respectability of ancestor veneration.”’®? Shinshi orthodoxy still
holds the upper hand: praises to the Buddha can stand alone, but
offerings to the dead cannot.

Omura nevertheless keeps trying to embrace funerals. In reconsid-
ering modern Pure Land doctrine, he is critical of the modern ten-
dency to turn Buddhism into a system of thought hostile to common
sentiments about meeting each other in the next life or waiting for
loved ones in the next world. These sentiments cannot be justified ra-
tionally, but what must be sacrificed, in his opinion, is the rationality,
not the sentiment. ‘“‘People are not saved by their heads,”” he writes,
“and we need to include their bodies.””>® 1t6 Yuishin describes a simi-
lar physiological disconnect in recalling that, when he was young, his
head was steeped in doctrine but his feet were planted in funerals,
and that he suffered from a “‘separation between my head and my
feet.”’>* Sympathetic as he is to the common sentiments that sustain
and fortify funerals, Omura cannot free himself from the grip of
orthodoxy enough to be able to accept routine rituals that have a pow-
erful appeal precisely as empty formalism. He expresses disappoint-
ment that the wedding ceremony has lost its meaning of death and
rebirth—the death of the girl leaving her old home and being ‘‘re-
born’’ as a bride in her new home.?®> Worse than heresy, which at least
requires wrong meaning, is meaninglessness.

Omura belongs to a group of Shinshu priests who have mounted
a campaign to rid their sectarian teachings of the contradiction be-
tween theory and practice. Since funeral practices are resistant to
change, their attempt has been to change their doctrine by calling



344 GEORGE J. TANABE, JR.

into question the modern rationalism that condemns ritualism. Deeply
concerned about opinion surveys showing the great degree to which
their members are involved with ancestor veneration, animism, good
luck charms, and other forms of primal religiosity proscribed by their
official teachings, the group calls for a reevaluation of the modernism
that supports the orthodoxy of antiritualism. They name this rigid
orthodoxy Shinsht Puritanism, ‘“‘Shinsht P”’ for short. Shinshu P,
they argue, should be replaced by Shinsha Catholicism (Shinshua C),
which is more sympathetic to ritual. Shinsht C would force the sect to
refrain from condemning ritual magic and thereby close the gap be-
tween theory and the ““field” of actual practice. By going beyond the
puritanical restrictions allied with modernism, this theology is called
“postmodern’’ Shinsht, which some have criticized as being a misno-
mer since it attempts to embrace premodern superstition and magic.
Sasaki Shoten defends postmodern Shinsht on the grounds of a
“give-and-take logic” (yodatsu no ronri) that allows for an initial accep-
tance of folk practices as a way to ‘‘jump into the inner castle of the
enemy and to make what one grasps there into one’s own medicine.”
Using the language of warfare, Sasaki writes:

Contrary to theology P, which cuts down superstition by logic and
rejects it forthwith, one does not directly negate it here, but looks for
salvation by way of empathy. One spares and embraces the popular
practices to turn them into something Shinshu-like; one gives in to
them in order to take them back to one’s own side. Rather than draw-
ing one’s sword against the sword of the enemy, one grasps the other
sword to remold it into the shape of the nenbutsu and give it back as a
nenbutsu sword that cuts through all superstition. This is ultra-C swords-
manship!56

Shinshu C clearly is not really going to replace Shinshu P, for it is a tac-
tic for infiltration and subversion in the service of defending Shinsha
P. Sasaki’s language appears to be accommodating in an attempt to
bend orthodoxy into another shape, but it springs back to its original
position, knocking popular practices off the negotiating table. Mod-
ernism prevails, and the adjustments to make orthodoxy fit heretical
practices are not significant enough to cure Shinshu of its double-
mind. Orthodoxy prevails, and heresy therefore persists.

Conclusion

Like all concepts, orthodoxy and heresy are intellectual constructs by
which judgments are made according to changing standards and defi-
nitions. According to the no-soul doctrine and Shinran’s rejection of
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ritual, funerals are heresies. According to the account of Sékyamuni’s
funeral, the doctrine of the intermediate existence, Buddhism as it
should be, or right intentionality—be it the mind of tariki or praising
the Buddha—funerals are orthodox. The standards used to determine
orthodoxy and heresy—and there are many more—fall into a wide
range from which one is free to pick or compelled to hold. The basic
elements of the ritual itself are surprisingly unchanged: cremation,
preservation of the bones, burial, and liturgies that delineate how the
body-soul makes it to its next destination. The various sects each con-
struct their own unique details, many of which to be sure are defined
by their respective teachings, but the basic elements are resilient to
changes called for by the charges of heresy. Even in the case of Shin-
shi, severe criticisms and doctrinal rejection of funerals fail to put an
end to its practice or even to modify the core elements significantly.
The tortured arguments attempting to make doctrine fit the practice
demonstrate the resilience of mortuary rites, which people of all sec-
tarian persuasions carry out without much concern for whether they
are right or wrong or even for what they doctrinally mean in the eyes
of scholars and priests. The performance of funerals is clearly ortho-
praxis, and if the scholars and priests manage to adjust their teachings
to fit the practice—and Ikemi Chorya comes close—then funerals,
which thereby will no longer be heretical, will serve as the standard by
which orthodoxy is adjusted.

In emphasizing the primacy of mortuary orthopraxis as the stan-
dard of orthodoxy, I do not mean to oversimplify and overlook the
real process by which practice is also determined by theory. Walter
points out in Chapter 7 the complexities of the relationships between
theory and practice in the structures and meanings of funerals. There
is a tremendous range of meanings and strategies for negotiating
death, and all of the studies in this volume attest to this diversity. Yet
underlying these changing attempts is the profoundly simple, emi-
nently human attachment to remembrance. Even in the recent emer-
gence of the so-called nonreligious funerals in which ashes are scat-
tered or religious ministrants are absent, grieving survivors still wish
the dead well, desire to see them again, and think of them as being in
some unexplained way alive. Human sentiments make the core ele-
ments of Japanese funerals resilient to the persuasions of orthodoxies.
In the end, love and affection hold sway over both theory and practice.
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Hannya rishukyo A5 PRERAR
Han Yu 7l

Happyaku bikuni J\ B HEJE
hara wa karimono REIXME V¥
Harima fudoki #&PER 170
Hashizaki Kuniaki il = B
Heian-kydo 25T

Heike monogatari E-F W58
Henjoin ¥&@HAB5E

higan %5

Higashiyama |

hijiri 32

Hiko-hoho-demi Z:k % i
Himiko HHRIE

himitsu nenbutsu  FLHE AN
hinin - FEN

Hippokan F4EfAE

hitobashira  NFE

Hitsuketsu no monogatari “Ef5WIE
“Hoben’” chapter J7{#

hogo E%5

Hojo Akitoki  JLZBERE

Hojoji  1ERKSE

Hojo Nakatoki L4

Hoj6 Sanetoki AL 0

Hojo Shigetoki  JLZcHf

Hojo Takatoki b5k s

Hojo Tokimune AbZekem
Hojo Tokiyori At

Ho6j6 Yasutoki  AL4eZRHF

Hojo Yoshitoki AL 38
Hokekyo 1EHERR

Hokke dangi  1EHERTR
Hokkedo {E#E%H:

Hokke genki VETERRGT

Hokke senbo  15EFEME

Hokke shari engi  153ESFIRRIE
Hokke zanmai  {EHE =K
Hokoin EHLE

Glossary

hokyoin el

hokyoin darani FERFIPEREE

homyo 4

Honcho bunshin  ARE]SCEE

Honcho shinsha ojoden  AFAHAETEA
=

Honcho zoku monzui  ANFffE SCHE

Honen 15%R

Honen Shonin gyojo exu 15K E AT

hongan ama ZNEY

Honganji AR

Honganni AJ/g

hongansho AFEFT

honji A

Honjo-b6 (Honsho-bo) Tankyo
(Tango) AEE (AR, Rk
) W (LR, W5

honmatsu seido A K FE

honmon no daikai AP D Kk

honmon no daimoku AFH D B

Honpukuji atogaki A&7

honzon AR24

Hoodo JEV& &

Horyaji 1kMESF

Hosokawa Harumoto #fi)![#§5T

Hosokawa Masamoto )11 Bt

Hosshinshi 58046

Hosshoji  #:145F

Hossho-ni {548

Hosso  15+H

hossu {5

hotoke 1A

Hotto Kokushi 1A [Efifi

Huaigan 1%/

Huaihai {#

Huayan jing RS

Huiyuan 2z

Hyakki yagyo B REAT

hyakumanto )T

Hyakurensho & 810

hyohaku (hyobyaku) 3% H
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Hyohanki SL#izc

Ichigo taiyo himitsu sha — B K EFLE
%

Ichigti o Terasu Undo —fx M5
ERLED)

“Ichinen tanen mon’i” —/&xZ /a3l
SN

ie F

iesystem  FEARMIE
Ieyasu (see Tokugawa Ieyasu)

igo L5

ihai  fLi%

ikigai sangyo A X DESE
ikki  —%

ikko ikki — A —8&

Ikkosht  —[fA) 52

Ikoma, Mt. B0 L

ikotsu  TEFH

Tkuhomon’in  ARF5 FHP%

imayo kR

in (skandhas) &
indo  B1iE

Indo daiji  51ERF

Indo shidai 535U

Inga monogatari KIRW)E

Ingen [Ei

Bes

514

Inokuma kanpakuki

Ippen —i&

Ippen hijirie —RILAE

Ippyaku shiji gokajo mondo
St ESHES

BT

Issai sharira shit

ingo
injo

JEPREI A RD

—

Isozaki

—OIERIFREE

Itsukushima no honji  Jik j% D At

AR R
RISIIES

g

EEE N

Jichihan ( Jitsuhan, Jippan)

Izanagi

Izanami
Jiacai
Jibutsudo
£ 1)

jidan SFHL
jigai 6jo  FEIEAE
Jigyo keta  BATILAN
REHERIA
BAEBLAT
jikikoshin RBEHEH
Jikko EF
Jika (Shoken)
Rtk
jingi saishi  FHRERIE
Jingtu lun TR
Jinguangming jing 4 HFE
Jinguangming zuishengwang jing <&
B s TR

BEfE

H7)
ji sange S
Jisha B
jito  HuEH
Jitsugo FEIE
Jitsugoki  FEIEFL
Jitsunyo  FEN
Jitsunyo Shonin jaywi chwin rokw  FZH0

R HE R g

PO
HE

Jikai S6jun
jikiko genzen

e (PERR)

jikyosha

Jinso
Jiriki

Jiun
Jizamurai HIFF, HiL

Jizo HiER

Jizoko HuiE

jobon b

jobutsu AL

Jobutsu jishin  FLALTR Ly

jodo henso 25 HH

Jodo Shinsha ¥ HEL5R
Jodosha 5=

Jodoshw shohatto L RFEIEE
Jodo taii sho ¥+ KRESD
jodozu V1

Jogo EZ(ER)

jogyo zanmai EAT =W
Jogyo zanmaido  HAT R
join  EFD

Jokei HBE
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Joka #2E

Jomyoji ¥ psF

joroku IS

Josenji  FAlSF

Josho-bo  HH5

Jubutsumyo {04

R DR

FER AL A D

ST

jukai (conferring the precepts) 1%
g3

Jukkai sho kgD

Janikajo  + _fE 5%

Junkyo  FE

junkyosha FREE

e

Fh)5E

Junso (see xunzang)

jao +E

Juraku wasan  +HEFNE

jusan butsuji  +=ALF

Jusui ojo  ANIKIEA

kada {MFE

Kaen 7MY

Kaga JI&

Kagutsuchi-no-mikoto

[ IEEA T

PR e (%

PR il S

Jugan hosshinki
Jugoen raiju giki
Jjukai (receiving the precepts)

Junnin
Junshi

HEL +- iy
kaihogyo
Kaihoin juso ge
kaikyu seido
kaimyo T4
kakocho EEME
Kakuban %8
Kakucho ¥t
Kakuho (prince-monk)
Kakukai 31
Kakukai Hokyo hogo
Kakunyo 54N
kakurei H5E
Kakushin 15
Kakuzen H4#

RIS RS

CRIE S

Kakuzensho SARID
kama B
kami 1

kamidana T
Kamo no Chomei B
Kamo River A7)

kanbyo &I

Kanbyo yojinsho &% F LD
Kanezawa Sadaaki 4z iR H 28
Kan’in ‘&EHI

kanjin (fundraising) e

kanjin (mind discernment) B0
kanjin bikuni FHEELL )R

kanjo VETH

kanki R

Kannokura &

Kannon fBl#

kanrei B H

Kanroji Chikanaga H#EF8E
Kanroji Motonaga H#&<Fik
Karukayado XIJ& &t

Ate RE PR

kasa sotoba 7%~

katari &
R
=l

katasode ytuirei
Katsura River
kawara R
It SR

AEILR &

kawa segaki
Kazan (emperor)
AN
kechien FEx
kechimyaku 1 Ak
Kedaiin #EHPE, f£HPE
Kegon ik

Keikoin  BERE

Keizan Jokin %% (L7 BE

2 IEH
Kenchoji HEF

kenmitsu IS

Kenna AT

Kenninji B =F
Kenreimon’in  AALPABE
Kenzeiki  fa4iize

keshin LB

keta goju  ALANLTLE
Ketsubonkyo L 7:#%
Ketsubonkyo engi 1 g AL

Kazanji

Keizan shingi
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Kibe
kigenteki

il
ECJRAY

T SRR AR
)L

Kii zotan shi
Kinbu, Mt.
kindaishugi TR FFE
Kinshokuji ~ #f#k=F
kirigami G
Kishi Hikaka & i H &
Kishimojin 57 £
Kisho hachikajo 75 )\ f&i4c
kito TR
Kiyomizudera HAKF
koan INFE
Kobo Daishi (Kuakai)
1)
Kodaiji
Kofukuji  BLE <
Kogenji G SFE
Kojidan 9+
Kojiki 470
Kojo  HEM

Kokamon’in

SRR (%2

a

Bk

kokera kyo Filifg

Kokon inu chomonsha. 54 RFEH5E
kokoro no yami  L> D
Kokua [E[#[
kokubunji [E53<F
kokujin A
Kokazo HEZEj
Komyo, Empress
YR
komyo kushakujo JERAILEHEL
komyo shingon HHES

JEHESE

Komyoin

Komyo shingon dosha kanjinki J&HE
= T EIES

komyo shingon ojo ju  FEHIESTEAWL

komyo shingonto  JCHIE S

kongo hoza & WIEE

kongokai &l 5

kongorin <Gl
Konjaku hyaku monogatari hyoban %
ERELZE e

Konjaku monogatari shi

Konoe Iezane Tz 3%E

konzen ittai  JEIR—K
koon &

Koryaji &<

kosodate yarei 8 TIHITE
kosode /1Ml
Kotoku (emperor) K E
Koya monogatari & B35
Koya, Mt. =g Latl

Koyoshu ZF#5%

Kozanji & LI

kuhon  JLih

kuhon jodozu  FLifhiF 11X
Kuhon ojogi TUdhTEA 38
kuhon ojozu TLE AT

Kujodo  fugeit

Kuj6 Kanezane JLGHfE%E

Kokai  ZE7f

Kumano bikuni REEFLL /B

Kumano kanjin jukkaizu  RERFELL+
Ht

Kumano no honji REET DA HA

kuno B

Kuonjuryoin A7 &
Kuroda Toshio 5 £
Kaya (or Koya) 254
Kyoen BRIE
kyo katabira F%MET
Kyomyo 5i#)
“Linzhong fangjue”
Liqu jing BHERAE
Liuduji jing 7~ JEHEAS
mabiki  [H]5] &
Maka Birushana Nyorai Bl B2 /&
YRS

makura-gyo

Linji school

H A& 7 ik

BL#E

Man’yoshu THEE

Manzan Dohaku H [l H
mappo  Kik

Matsudo Daimyojin  FF5H KB
Matsudokko fFiEqE

Mattosho  RBED
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meido LR

Meigetsuki  W1H 72

Meiho Wil

Menzan Zuiho 1 LG5

Miaofa lianhua jing WIEFEHERE

mibun seido 55 il FE

Mida raigozu  YRPERENX]

mieido  {H5 .

Miidera =J3F

Mikawa ojo kenki = 1EABRFD

mikkyo shuho #HBUETE

Minamoto no Kanehira i3

Minamoto no Masazane S

Minamoto no Sanetomo A3

Minamoto no Tamenori R4

Minamoto no Toshifusa JR&H

Minamoto no Yoritomo  J#H

Minamoto no Yoshinaka JRFE{H

Minamoto no Yoshitsune JRFER%

Miroku #RE)

Miura Taneyoshi =R Jil3%

Miyoshi no Tameyasu =3

mizuko kuyo  KFHEFE

mogari no miya FED'E

Mohe zhiguan ~ JEZ 18]

Mokuren H i

Monju  3CFk

mononoke W) D

monshu 43 (P in Higashi
Honganji)

monto  FAFE

monto ikki  [HHE—

Mon’yoki  FAZERLD

Morosuke (see Fujiwara no
Morosuke)

Motsugo jukai saho VEEAZAAFIE

motsugo saso Bt FE

Motsugo saso jukai shiki %% E{E1%
7

muenbotoke  ERRIL

muga TEF

Muhon Kakushin AT

Mujaku Docha #3558 i

mujo FlaY

mujoin pilac I

mujo no kei fligey::

mukaeko G

Muryojuin & &5 i

Muso 24

Myochi  #b%

Myoe Koben =
Myohorengekyo WH1EEHERR
myokai WTK

Myoko AT

Myoka #b7%

Myoshinji  #i05F

Myo6un =

Nachi A&

nagare kanjo  JRAVHETH

AT
Nakamura Hajime H#f7C

Namu Amida butsu 7 EERHREEIA
Namu Daishi henjo kongo e 1 K Hifi@

Nakabara Morosuke

HE
Namu Myohorengekys T Ml 1158
2

Nanhai jigui neifa zhuan  FEHEZ RN
=

Nanzenji Fif#<F

nenbutsu (L

nenbutsu zanmai &AL =

Ne no kuni R DI[E]

Nensho &MF

Nichiren H i

Nichiren Shosha  H#IE5R

Nichirensha H #77%

Nichizo ~ F &

Nihon kirpaku — H AFCHE

Nihon ojo gokurakuki —H A4 A fiR4%
¥

Nihon ryoiki AT H5

Nihon shoki  H A EHC

Nijugo zanmai-e _+F =&

Nijugo zanmai kisho (see Yokawa
Shuryogon’in nijugo zanmai kisho)
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Ninmyd (emperor) (B RE

Ninnaji 1=f15F

ninshin shosetsu  SEYR/INGRL

Ninsho 2/

Nishidoin  PE{z

Nishi no Okata 78D 5

nobe okuri  EFiNEY

S HfR S

HERK

Nomori no kagami

Nosensho Heid)

nyoi hoju NEERR

Nyoirin Kannon nE s

Nyonin jobutsu Ketsubonkyo engi N\
FSAL AR ok

“Nyorai juryobon’’

Obaiin  FHHMEBE

Obaku FHEE

obarew PEIL D

obo Tk

Obon X4

Oe no Kiyosada KILIEE

Oe no Masafusa KiTL[ERE

nochikaiho
Nogu
LiaSE

k7 &b

Oe no Sukekuni  KiTAE[E
ofuse I

Ohokusaka, Prince K¥EZFHE 1
oo XA

ojoden Feact oy

Ojoin 11T

Ojo koshiki 11/ i#=
Ojo yoshu 1EAEE4E
ojozu  FEAEIX

okina wajo &
Oku-no-in B DE
okuri goju. T FLEE

Omi #fE

Omine K&

on (indebtedness) &
on (skandhas) &
Onjoji [
onkaishin no kokoro HHIENRD Z =
onketsu jigoku BRI HIRR
Onmyo6do F&fiE

Onna chohoki 12 T 70
onri edo gongu jodo  JIREERE TR

onryo  AR5E

ontoku fHITE
Orikuchi Shinobu  #T [A{& K
oshirasama FBHA S F
Osorezan L[l
Otani Honganji KA ARFEF
otogizoshi  HEMN &Y
Ototachibana hime
oya no on Ho R
Penglai, Mt. e =]
Pingdengjue jing (see Wuliang qingjing
pingdengjue jing)
Qianshou qianyan dabeixin jing T F
THRIRAROFE
Quan Tang wen FEL
raigo Kl
raigo-e LS
raigo gyoja no ko

o

KA H O
ZSUIGTEES

raigo sho Sy

Raigo wasan  AFIE

raigozu X

Raiken #HE

TR

rasetsu  FEF

rei 22

raigo injo

rakan

reikon B

reikyo  FL#L

Renmyo i

Rennyo 40

Rennyo Shonin ose no jojo 34N = A
e x

Renso i3

Renzen A

rikkokushi 7 [E 5

rinju gyogi WEAEATIE

Rinjuu gyogi chitki B&HATRETERT

F A& S

rinji nenbutsu  EEFE SN

P& 2 FHR

rinji jukai

Rinju no yoi
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Rinju setsuyo g A 2

rinji shukke A&

Rinju yojin no koto  Be#& F L2

Rinshi ffi 7

Rinzai Zen &7

ri sange  BRAEIE

rishoto  FI|ZAEE4

rishubun  ERERSY

Ritsu &

riyaku  F3E

rokkakudo toba 7~ 8BS IR

rokudo 7~1E

rokudo sen  7~iEEE

Rokuharamitsuji 7 % <F

Ruiju zatsurei  FAFRHED

Ryochin =404

Ryocha [

Ryogen Rl

Rydjin hisho GLEERLD

Ryojusen T

Ryo no gige %R

Ryozen SE(L

ryozen jodo T g1

Ryaben (£

Ryagyo F&7E

sabetsu kaimyo =R 4

Saburo Tamemori of Tsunoto
(Songan) DT = AR A5 (B
Ji5)

Sahobime (Sapobime)

Saicho  #ci®

Saidaiji 78 K=F

sai-e R

saimon 52X

Sai no kawara D[

sakasa-mizu W S K

WARE

san’ai =5
Sanbo ekotoba = FF2F
Sandai jitsuroku ~—FEFK

sangai =5t
Sangai isshinki =5t —i>F0
sange MM

Sange ojoki  =AMEAF

Glossary

sangoku =

Sangoku denki —E{RFT

Sangoku innen Jizo bosatsu reigenki =
I R ok e 5 o S B R

Sanguo zhi  =I87E

sanju jokai = IRETK

Sankaiki  |LHERC

sanmaido =R

sanmaya precepts = HHBK

sanmitsu kaji = FNNFF

sanmitsu myogo  —FEWAT
Sanmon doshaki L1550
sanryo  1LIFE

sanseru omuna PELL

santan W

Sanzu no baba —FEDU
Sanzu no kawa —iED)I|

Sawara, Prince R E#H T
segaki  FEAHK R

Sei Amidabu VO FRIFRFE(L
Seiganji ZRAF
Seishi Z&FE
Seiwa (emperor)
sekkanke FEEAF
sekkyo bushi  FnZBE
senboso L

sengoku daimyo G [E K4
Senjo Jitsugan T3
senju darani T FFEHEE
Senjuji  FHESF

Senjusho EEND

Senkan T

Sensai JEVE

senzo  SEAl

seppuku  YINE

Sessen doji FHIE T
Setsumoku nikka FEK H iR
selsuwa  FLAG

Shabado ¥2¥%:
shabetsu chitn  Z=RI ]
Shakako R0z

Shaka nenbutsu BRI
Shaka Nyorai Flin#nk

EFRKE
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Shakumyo R

shakuto (sekito) AL
Shandao &

shaoshen 1EEEY

el

Efl=

shariko  EFIGE

shari koshiki  FFE

shari kuyo  &FI A%

Shari kuyo koshiki 5 FI

shari
shari-e

Shari raimon EF|FL3C
shari tsubo  EF|E%
Shasekishin > A14E

shashin 55
shashin ojo  ¥&EE 1T
sheshen &

shichibutsu Yakushi -E{A3KAH

Shichidaiji junrei shiki L RTFKALEL
it

shie BCH%

Shiio Benkyo HERFRIE

Shiji 7T

Shijia wubai dayuan jing FEMTE K
Shi jingtu qunyi lun  TEIF T HEEE TR
shingi 1EHL

shingi Shingon  HT#

fl

Shingon H&F

Shinran #1#

Shinsai FB&

shinshaku HEHE

Shinshi (see Jodo Shinshi)

shirabyoshi HA1
shiradayn EPN
shirakamime AR

Shirakawa (emperor) Hif K&
Shirayama (Hakusan) H L
shirei 332

Shiro bikuni, Shira bikuni
shisha kuyo 3 4%
shisha sangyo HCH FEE
Shishuki  Rli<FEL
Shitennoji  PURKFF

Hik e

Shitennaji goshuin engi UK F 5 F
i

shizenso R3¢

Shizhu piposha lun ¥ BZEIDFR

R

Shogei  F2F

shoin 25|

Shojoin  HERTE

shoju raigo  BRHAGH

““Shoju raigd no raku”  HERA D

shoju raigo so LUR SR

Shokin (or Shonen) HE4x (HEAY)

Shoko HE:

shoko  HEit

Shokokuji  HEF

Shoka  FiEZE

Shoku Nihongi

Shomu (emperor)

PRd <

Shonyo FEAN

Shareishu  TETELE

Shosenji  IERTF

Shosha, Mt. EE (L

EfE1H

shoshin ojo  BEHTE/E

Shoso  ZEFa

Shosorin shingi

shoen

fot B ASHE
HHKRKE
Shomyoji

shoryo

Shoshinge

/NI B

PAIER &

Shotoku, Prince  BEf K+

Shouhu guojiezhu tuoluoni jing ~FHEE]
St L PEREEAE

Shoulengyan jing & 15 RS

Showa kaitei Sotoshi gyoji kihan — WAFN
O R R T R LA

Shoyuki /N L

Shugendo fE%IE

il

shugo daimyo  <FHER4

Shui gjoden  FETBEIEAAR

shujaku PG

Shukaku 53

Shotoku (empress)

shugo
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shukke HF Suzuki Shosan $HARIE =

shakyo hojin ho  TEHIENIE Ta’amidabutsu Shinkyo AT FREELA

shakyo kenmon 7% %0HE M H#

Shume no hogan Morihisa FRH|I'E R Taho %5
UN tahoto % E¥

Shunjo  %:E Taiheiki K50

Shuryogon’in B A EART Taimadera 2 JFR<F

Shatei Nichirenshi hoyoshiki =& H ¥  Taimadera engi 5 FRSFREIE
REER Taima mandala 4 Fk= 55

Sifenlii shanfan buque xingshi chao I Taira no Kiyomune P
Oy FEH B A AT S 80 Taira no Koremori R

Sima Qian &5 Taira no Koreshige /%

sodai  FRAR Taira no Munemori FR5%

Soga no Emishi  #FFk iR = Taira no Shigehira “FH{

Soga no Iruka #FF AR Taishiden X5

sogi  HEfE Taiya nenju R &AH

sogiya ZEEE taizokai  JRTES

Sogo {H#H Tajimamori (Tadimamori) ZEE

Soka Gakkai Allfli %723 I

sokushin jobutsu  B[& AL takara no ueki FE DA

Sokushin jobutsu gi  BN5 Al ALF% tama &

sokutoku ojo  BIARAEA: tama ire  BEAI

Son’en Shinno  Z[JHF Tamamuro Taijo  =EFEFHAK

Son’i zo sojoden L G IE(R Tamamushi no zushi L B+

Songi Eiff tamashii 3

Sonshi Zi¥- Tamura Yoshiro  H AT 5

Sonsho Butcho ZfE{ATH Tanba, Mt. PRI L

Sonshé darani ZLPSFERER Tango Risshi  FHZ AT

sorei {HFE Tanluan &

Sorinji A< Tanshu #£F5

soryo  HATE Tanwuchan & G

sosai bukkyo  FESLEL tariki /)

sosai mondai  ZEAS[HE Tateyama 37 [LI

Soshiki bukkyo  ZERALEL Teiho Kenzeiki zue 71 AAEHTRE IR

S0s6 no Jiyt o Susumeru Kai 2% Teishin koki  FAZAFE
DHHZTTOLE Tendai K&

sotoba  HEEVE lenge no san shonin K TD=_L A

Soto Zen i tengu KA

Sugawara no Michizane & JfiEH Tengu no dairi  RKIDOHNE

Suiko (empress) i KE: Tennoji KFEF

Suinin (emperor) FE(ZKE terauke seido < il £

Suisaki IKIEFD o ¥

Sukehito, Prince ##i{ 8l £ toba VUL
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Toba (emperor) BFIRE
Toba Rikya & JIHfEE
Toba Shokomyoain &3 B eI
Todaiji HAF
Tofukuji  HAEF
Togashi Masachika & BB
toiteki 4 %)
Tojiin  FHFE
tokai ojo  PEUBIEE
i
Tokugawa Ieyasu
Tomoiki 3£/
Toribe, Mt. BB
Toribeno SHEF
PIFIR
Toriyama Sekien J5 LA
A, A
A

FEHREEY

LIRSS

L Rus
R

L LHEBRE

WLIRE

Tokoyo
TR SRR

Toriten

toshigami
toshin o0jo
Toshodaiji
Tosotsuten
Toyora no Shiro
Toyotama hime
To6zan Shugendo
Tsagen Jakurei
tsuifuku BAE
B
tsuizen kuyo 1B EHLFE
Tsuji Zennosuke T#FH.ZI0
Tsurugaoka Hachiman shrine 5[]
I\ B
tsuya (or tsuya)
Tujue 225k
ubugi PEA
ubume PELL
ubu no kami  PEDFH
Udana-in Nichiki #FEARBE A
Uji shui monogatari FIRTBWEE
ukabarenai  VFNTAVR N
Ungaku &R
EJEF
et B
Unrin’in  EMWPE
Urabon dZfi7

tsuizen

ik

Ungoji
Unrei Taizen

Urabonkyo u AR

ushi no toki mairi H-OWFE D
FSX D R £
uta bikuni FRE TR

Wakan roeishic  FNEERA K
wangshen &
Wangsheng lizan ji

Ususama Myoo

TR

Wangsheng xifang jingtu ruiying zhuan
TEAE VP 7795 - Fi A
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chuin, chuu. Seeintermediate existence

coffins: birth in, 224; coins placed in, 193,
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person hole), 197

Fujiwara family, 36, 119

Fujiwara no Akimitsu, 112, 131n36
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Fujiwara no Yasunori, 64-65
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302, 327, 328, 340
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268, 276, 277, 302, 316

“funeral problem” (sosai mondai), 17-19

funerals, Buddhist: contemporary criticism
of, 17, 327, 340; in early modern
period, 88-89; early modern
standardization, 12-15, 255-256; fees,
247, 286n3, 293, 314-316; historical
development, 15-16, 248-251, 275,
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275; preemptive (gyakushu), 4;
relationship between doctrine and
ritual, 1617, 270-274; sectarian
differences, 251-260, 277; sermons,
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timing, 264; for women, 178-179,
180-181, 207-210. See also orthodoxy
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funerals, in contemporary Japan, 276-278;
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294, 317-318, 335, 342, 345; changing
views, 305-306, 318-319; popularity
of Buddhist, 247, 251, 276-277;
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298, 319, 325-326
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chronological sequence, 261-262;
contemporary funerals, 15-17;
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275, 277; initiatory stage, 262-264;
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funerary Zen, 207, 212, 213-214, 234
Fuzan, 219
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Gaoseng zhuan (Accounts of eminent
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Genchi, 339, 340, 342

Genshin: death, 42, 46; hymns attributed
to, 49; instructions for deathbed
practice, 61, 62—-64, 66, 67-68, 71, 72—
73, 78; kakocho biography of, 39, 42,
46, 48; Kedaiin built by, 48—49; and
mukaeko, 44, 46—47, 48-49, 50-51, 53;
on nenbutsu, 64; Nijigo zanmai-e
leadership, 27; Nijugo zanmai kisho,
341; Pure Land practice, 64; raigo
concept, 31, 33, 36-38, 39-40; raigo
images by, 39, 43—44; relics assembly
liturgy attributed to, 110. See also Ojé
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Genshin Sozu den, 47, 48

ghosts: angry, appeased by kechimyaku,
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yarei), 193-194, 196; hungry, 207,
241n49; sleeves, 219; wandering, 274;
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191-192, 196, 223. See also spirits
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Gikai, 213
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good friends. See zenchishiki
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grounds, 115, 303; visiting, 303. See
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sea), 30-31
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jing (Sutra on contemplating Maitreya
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of contemplating the two bodhisattvas
Yaku6 and Yakujo), 31

gyakushu (preemptive funerals), 4
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Hachij6in, memorial rites for
Bifukumon’in, 117-119

Hagami Shocho, 335

Hagiwara Tatsuo, 182

Hamada Takashi, 32

Hamanaka Osamu, 188

Han Yu, 146

Hatano Yoshishige, 219
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67; Buddhist funerals, 4, 252, 253;
deathbed practice, 66-67, 249; Pure
Land practices, 249, 255; relic worship,
108-111, 113-119; rise of Buddhist
death ritual, 4; suicides to reach the
Pure Land (jigai ojo), 149-150, 153.
See also Genshin; mukacko; raigo

Heike monogatari (Tale of the Heike), 67, 83,
151-152

hells: infanticide punished in, 224; King
Enma (Skt. Yama), 179, 232, 246n84;
signs of descent into, 80, 97n75; Ten
Kings, 231. See also Blood Pool Hell

heresies: soul concept, 332—-334; worldly
benefits practices as, 327. See also
orthodoxy of Buddhist funerals

heretics, in Jodo Shinsha sect, 160-161

Hertz, Robert, 8-9

heterodoxy. See orthodoxy of Buddhist
funerals

Hiei, Mt.: Kedaiin, 47-49, 59n78; lay
people barred from, 47; military
force, 137; Mudoji Daijoin, 115, 116;
relics, 106, 111-112, 114; Tendai
monastery, 7, 252; women barred
from, 47, 116; women buried on, 115,
116; Yokawa retreat, 7, 27, 39, 43, 46,
65. See also Enryakuji

hijiri (holy men): performance of death
rites, 6; suicides, 154; as zenchishiki,
78-79, 83-84, 85

Himiko, Queen, 148

Index

Hirose Takuji, 325

Hitsuketsu no monogatari (The brush-
maker’s tale), 182—-183

Hojoji, 40

Ho6jo Shigetoki, 122

Ho6jo Tokimune, 13, 122

Hojo Tokiyori, 208, 209, 220

Ho6j6 Yasutoki, 120

Hoj6 Yoshitoki, 86

Hokkedo (Lotus chapels), 249

Hokke genki (Record of marvels
[attributable to faith in] the Lotus
Sitra), 38, 43, 46—47, 49, 108-109

Hokke zanmai (Lotus samadhi), 252

Hokoin, 112

homyo. See dharma names

Honcho shinshi ojoden (New collection of
hagiographies of those born in the
Pure Land; Fujiwara no Munetomo),
43,109,113

Honcho zoku monzui (Further collections of
writings from our country), 45-46

Honen, 166; death of, 155, 156, 255;
exclusive nenbutsu movement, 7;
Ippyaku shiji gokajo mondo (Answers to
one hundred forty-five questions),
179; suicides of followers, 154—157; on
zenchishiki, 81-82

Honen Shonin gyojo ezu, 155-157

Honganji branch, Jédo Shinsha:
excommunications, 160-161, 163,
173n62; feudal values, 161, 166;
funerals, 258-259; growth, 159, 162,
258; Jitsunyo’s leadership, 137, 157—
164, 166; military activities, 140-141,
158, 159-160, 161-162; relations
with court and daimyo, 160; unity, 165

honji. See Jatakas

Honjo-bo Tankyo, 83-84, 98n85

Honpukuji atogaki, 161

Horyuji, 52, 105, 142

Hosho ron (Treatise on the essential import
of buddha nature as discerned by the
Mahayana), 31

Hosokawa Harumoto, 163

Hosokawa Masamoto, 161-162, 163

Hosshinshu (Tales of religious awakening;
Kamo no Chomei), 78-79

Hosshoji (Shosenji), 208-210, 220-221,
222, 223, 225, 227, 240n41

hotoke (‘‘buddhas,” referring to deceased),
212, 228-229, 230, 245n76, 274
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households. See families; ie system;
parishioner household system

Huaigan, Shi jingtu qunyi lun, 334, 335

Huaihai, 267

Huayan jing, repentance text drawn from,
264

Huiyuan, 252; Dasheng yizhang, 334

hungry ghosts, 207, 241n49

“‘Hungry Tigress Jataka,” 105, 142, 144

Hur, Nam-lin, 14

Hyakurensho, 150

hymns: attributed to Genshin, 49;
Ketsubonkyo wasan, 225-227; at relics
assemblies, 110

Ichigo taiyo himitsu shi (Collection of secret
essentials for life’s end; Kakuban), 70,
72,73-74, 75, 76, 77-78, 79-80

ie system, 11, 250, 251

thai. See memorial tablets

lishiro Kazuko, 227

Ikemi Chorya, 340-341, 342, 343, 345

tkki (confederations), 158-160, 161, 162,
172n58

Imai Masaharu, 86

imperial family: burial practices, 107, 115;
cremations, 107, 249; deathbed
rituals, 84; relic worship, 105, 112—
113. See also aristocracy

impermanence: contradiction with belief
in spirits, 274; and emphasis on
continuity, 9; and valorization of
suicide, 145

Indian Buddhism: assumed monastic non-
involvement in funerals and memorial
services, 330-331, 334; burials, 330—
331; views of suicide, 140, 141, 142-
145

indo (guiding the deceased), 16, 261, 264,
267-268, 269, 276, 277; in Jodo
funerals, 266; lacking in Shinsha
funerals, 258, 273; in Shingon
funerals, 254; torch waving rite (ako),
16, 275; in Zen funerals, 272. See also
funeral structure

Indo-Scythians, 146, 164

infanticide, 176, 224-225

Inga monogatari (Tales of karmic causality),
218-219

Ingen, 112

injo. See raigo

Inoue Shin’ichi, 304-305
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intermediate existence (Skt. antarabhava,
Jpn. chwin, chaw), 229, 232-233,
268, 331-332, 333-334, 336-337,
345

Ippen, 86, 154, 156, 157, 164, 166, 171n49

Ishikawa Kyocho, 273

Isozaki, 184, 186

1t6 Yuishin, 340, 343

Izanagi and Izanami, 179

Jansen, Marius B., 325

Japan Buddhist Federation (Zennihon
Bukkyokai), 298, 318; Committee to
Consider Posthumous Precept Names,
301-302, 304, 312, 319

Japan Consumers Association (Nihon Sho-
hisha Kyokai), 301

Jatakas (honji), 103, 104, 105, 142

jealousy, 186, 187, 192

Jiacai, Jingtu lun, 31, 32-33

Jichihan, Byochi shugyoki (Notes on
practice during illness), 69-70, 72

Jigai 0jo. See suicides

Jikko, 138, 139

Jika, 87, 89

Jingtu lun (Treatise on the pure land,
Jiacai), 31

Jinso. See camp priests

Jisha, 86, 87, 154, 194

Jitsugo, 138, 139, 161

Jitsunyo: death, 137, 163; funeral, 137—
138, 164; leadership of Honganji, 137,
157-164, 166; suicides at funeral of,
138-139, 140-141, 154, 157, 158—
166

Jizo (Ksitigarbha): aid for right-
mindfulness, 68; associations with
pregnancy and childbirth, 179, 180,
181, 189, 191, 201n28, 223, 225;
images, 184, 193, 227; rites, 80;
salvation from Blood Pool Hell, 209,
210, 220, 226; women’s worship of,
183-184, 227

Jizoko ( Jizo associations), 225

Jodo sect: funerals, 255-256, 262, 265, 266,
281-285; memorial services, 270-271;
posthumous ordinations, 266;
Ryochi’s deathbed ritual instructions,
70-71; surveys on precept names,
300-301, 309-310, 315; teachings on
enlightenment in the Pure Land,

270-271
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Jodo Shinsha: branches, 158, 172n55,
259; excommunications, 160-161;
funerals, 257-259, 262-263, 266,
273, 338-339, 342—344; memorial
services, 269, 273; postmodern, 344;
reconciling doctrine and funeral
practices, 342—345; Shinshu
Catholicism (Shinshu C), 344;
Shinshta Puritanism (Shinsha P), 344;
teachings on birth in the Pure Land,
257-258, 266, 273, 338; teachings on
suicide, 139. See also Honganji branch,
Jodo Shinsha

Jodoshiw hoyoshiu, 256

jodozu (Pure Land illustrations), 34, 35

Jj0gyo zanmai. See constantly walking
samadhi

Jokei: on relic worship, 130n30; Rinjii no
yoi attributed to, 97n67; Shari koshiki,
111

Jugan hosshinki (Ten vows arousing the
aspiration for enlightenment;
Senkan), 36

Jagoen raiju giki (Ritual instructions for the
Jugoen), 259-260

Jjukai. See ordination

Jukkai sho, 48

Junnin, 122

Junshi (self-destruction in service to lord),
11, 139, 140, 141, 150-153. See also
suicides

Kaen, 89-90

Kaihoin juso ge (Explanation [for] resident
monks at Kaihoin), 52

kaimyo. See precept names

Kakuban, 253-254; Ichigo taiyo himitsu shi
(Collection of secret essentials for
life’s end), 70, 72, 73-74, 75, 76, 77—
78, 79-80; Shari kuyo koshiki, 110

Kakucho, 7, 39, 56n46, 66

Kakuho, 115

Kakukai, 81

Kakunyo, 339; Gaijasho (Notes on
Correcting Heresies), 338

kakurei (enlightened spirits), 210, 212, 213

Kakuzen, Kakuzensho, 109-110, 125

kalyanamitra. See zenchishiki

Kamakura Bakufu, 119-122, 125

kami (deities): death pollution taboos and
worship of, 6, 16, 85, 275; female

pollution and, 12, 208, 221, 225;
identified with buddhas and
bodhisattvas, 5; transforming dead
into, 229, 233, 269

Kamo no Chomei, Hosshinshu (Tales of
religious awakening), 78-79

kanbyo. See zenchishiki

Kanbyo yojinsho (Admonitions in caring for
the sick; Ryocha), 70-71, 73, 75-77,
78, 80, 82-83, 87

Kannon (Avalokite$vara), 246n84; aid for
right-mindfulness, 68; holding ropes
tied to images of, 95n55; images in
mukaeko ceremonies, 34, 52; Nyoirin
Kannon, 181, 184; in raigo scenes, 27,
30, 35, 37, 38, 40; Sho Kannon, 80;
thousand-armed, 84; Ubume
Kannon, 192, 224. See also Potalaka
realm

Kanroji Chikanaga, 178

karmic causality, 4-5, 14-15, 16, 22n13. See
also rebirth

Kasahara Kazuo, 158, 160

Katsurai Kazuo, 194-195

Katsuura Noriko, 178, 180, 183

kechimyaku (transmission of religious
“blood lineage’’) rituals, 183. See also
Zen lineage charts

Kedaiin, 47-49, 59n78

Keizan Jokin, 213, 237n11, 272

kenmitsu (exoteric-esoteric) Buddhist
establishment, 110, 125

Kenna, 121, 122

Kenzeiki (Record of Kenzei), 218

Ketsubonkyo. See Blood-bowl Stitra

Ketsubonkyo wasan (Hymn of the Blood
Pool Hell satra), 225-227

Kii zotan shu (Collected yarns of the
uncanny), 191, 194

Kishimojin, 185

Kodaiji, 51

Kodate Naomi, 181, 184

Kofukuji, 36

Kogeniji, 192

Kojiki, 148

Kokamon’in, 83, 98n85, 113-114, 115—
117, 132n45

kokera kyo, 177-178

Kokua Shonin, 194

Komatsu Kazuhiko, 188

Komyo, Empress, 35, 249



Index 373

komyo kushakujo (radiant light tin staff
offering), 253, 255

komyo shingon (Bright Light mantra):
deathbed practice, 70; Nijago
zanmai-e practice of, 66, 80; recitation
at funerals, 214, 237n11, 250, 253,
254-255, 262; ‘‘three secrets’ and,
271

Konjaku hyaku monogatari hyoban (Selection
of one hundred tales of old), 191

Konjaku monogatari shiw (Collection of tales
of times now past), 50, 51, 52, 111—
112

Koya monogatari, 186, 192—-193

Koyoshu (Collection of filial piety), 72, 73,
74,79, 80-81, 85, 86, 87

Kritzer, Robert, 333

Ksitigarbha. See Jizo

Kuhon ojogi (Meaning of the nine levels of
birth in the Pure Land; Ryogen), 36

Kujo Kanezane, 84; Gyokuyo ( Jeweled
leaves), 83, 98n85, 113-114; offering
rite for Kokamon’in, 115-117; relics
assemblies sponsored by, 113-114

Kukai, 70, 253, 262

Kumano bikuni, 181, 182-183, 184, 197,
220

Kumano kanjin jukkaizu (Painting of the
ten worlds [ jukkai] perceived within
the mind [kanjin]), 184, 197

Kumano no honji, 186-191

Kuroda Toshio, 162

Kuaya (Koya), 36, 38

lay persons: Buddhist funerals, 6;
contemporary relations with temples,
298, 303, 311-312, 313, 315-316, 318,
326; mukacko attendance, 47-48;
precepts, 311-313; relic worship, 112;
Sot6 Zen funerals, 210-211, 213, 215-
220; as zenchishiki, 86—87; Zen
funerals, 6, 243, 257

LeGoff, Jacques, 234

liberation: determined at moment of
death, 61-62; effected through
funeral performance, 211, 217, 228-
230, 232, 234, 269, 270-274; evidence
of, 219. See also enlightenment; 0jo

lineage charts. See Zen lineage charts

Lotus samadhi (Hokke zanmai), 252

Lotus Sutra: buried with relics, 110;

deathbed practice and, 68, 71;
“Devadatta’ chapter, 178, 260;
devotees ( jikyosha), 68, 84, 108;
dragon girl story, 116, 178; “Kannon”’
chapter, 187; “Medicine King”’
chapter, 104, 144, 165; Nichiren
teachings of enlightenment through
faith in, 272-273; reciting title
(daimoku), 71, 259, 260, 266, 268;
relics assemblies and, 114; self-
sacrificial acts inspired by, 108, 146;
significance to women, 183, 260
loyalty, 150-153, 157, 161. See also Junshi

Machida Muneo, 306-307

Maha-parinibbana-sutta, account of the
Buddha’s funeral, 329-330

Mahaparinirvana-sutra, account of ascetic
self-sacrifice, 142

Mabhasattva, Prince, 105. See also “‘Hungry
Tigress Jataka’

Mahastamaprapta. See Seishi

Mahayana: bodhisattvas depicted in sutras,
104; saints, 102; totalizing character
of Japanese, 5; views of suicide, 143—
145

Maitreya (Miroku), 30, 68, 105, 111, 143.
See also Tusita Heaven

Makino Kazuo, 181

mandalas: gohonzon, 260; gosho, 42, 43—44;
Taima, 32, 35

Man’yoshu, 148

Manzan Dohaku, Nenki saitenko, 233

martyrdom, 140, 141, 150-151. See also
Junshi; self-sacrifice; suicides

Matsudokko (Matsudo Association), 227

Matsumoto Rytishin, 188

Matsuoka Hideaki, 183

Maudgalyayana. See Mokuren

McMullin, Neil, 159, 160

Medicine King, Bodhisattva, 104, 144

Meiji period: abolition of temple
certification system, 251; religious
reforms, 293

memorial services: benefits to the living,
272, 273; for Bifukumon’in, 117-119;
contemporary, 276; first forty-nine
days, 4, 231, 268-269, 270-271, 273,
314, 333, 334, 335, 337; on forty-ninth
day, 123, 212, 232-233, 246n84, 276;
incense burning, 333—-334; logical



374 Index

memorial services (cont.)
contradiction with idea of immediate
salvation through funerals, 228, 232,
234, 269, 270-274; merit transference,
5, 268-269, 273; and no-soul doctrine,
335-337; purpose, 230, 333-334; relic
worship, 117-119, 123; Sot6 Zen, 228;
Thirteen Buddha Rites, 230-234;
thirty-third year, 212, 228, 231-232,
233-234, 246n84, 269; for women,
178-179, 180-181, 207-210

memorial tablets (ihai), 13, 233, 260, 266,
274, 299-300, 337

menstrual pollution, 12, 87, 177, 180, 185,
208, 221-222

Menstruation Satra. See Blood-bowl Satra

Menzan Zuiho, 224

merit transference: by living, 5, 270-271,
273; memorial services, 268—-269, 273;
relic worship, 114; rituals, 210, 213,
268-269; tension with karmic
causality, 5, 14-15, 22n13

military epics (gunki monogatari), 151—
152

Minamoto clan, conflict with Taira
(Genpei War), 83-84, 119-120

Minamoto no Kanehira, 151-152

Minamoto no Masazane, 115

Minamoto no Tamenori, Sanbo ekotoba
(Ilustrations of the three jewels), 36,
105, 106, 107

Minamoto no Toshifusa, 52; Suisaki, 50

Minamoto no Yoritomo, 119-120

Minamoto no Yoshinaka, 151

Minamoto no Yoshitsune, 152

minority groups. See burakumin; outcaste
groups

Miroku. See Maitreya

Miyoshi no Tameyasu: Goshiti ojoden, 43—
44, 51, 52; Shaii ojoden (Gleanings of
accounts of those born in the Pure
Land), 43, 44, 51, 109

Mizutani Kosho, 301

Mokuren (Skt. Maudgalyayana, Ch.
Mulian), 176, 178-179

monks: burials, 330; Chan/Zen funerals,
211, 213, 214, 256-257, 267;
cremations, 107; death ritual
specialists, 6, 85, 90, 250; familial ties,
11; fundraising missions, 182; scholar,

85; self-sacrifice, 146; suicides, 149. See
also nuns; priests; zenchishiki

mortuary rituals: explanations of Buddhist
dominance, 4-6; pre-Buddhist
Japanese, 3—4; as primary role of
Buddhist temples, 1-2, 88. See also
funerals, Buddhist; funerals, in
contemporary Japan; memorial
services

motherhood: attachment to children, 196;
child as part of mother’s body, 187—
188; late medieval shift in views of,
176; as primary female role, 11, 176;
salvation and, 177, 195. See also
childbirth; pregnancy

Motsugo jukai saho (Correct procedures for
posthumous precept administration),
216

Motsugo saso jukai shiki (Precept cere-
mony for posthumous ordination),
215

mourning, 232-233

muenbotoke (dead without relations). See
segaki rituals

muga. See anatman doctrine

Mujaku Dochu, Shasorin shingi, 256, 257

mujoin. See deathbed practice

mukaeko (welcoming ceremony):
contemporary variations, 52; early
texts mentioning, 44-50; Genshin’s
role in origins, 44, 46-47, 48-49, 53;
history, 27; hymns, 49; lay persons
attending, 47-48; locations, 49-50;
masks, 51-52; processions, 34, 45, 48,
52-53; raigo scenes and, 45—46, 53;
spread in Japan, 49-51; at Taimadera,
34, 44, 45, 59n90; women’s
attendance, 47-48

Mulian. See Mokuren

Murakami Shigeyoshi, 328

Muryojukyo. See Sukhavativyuha-sutra

music: funeral, 268; in mukaeko
ceremonies, 49. See also hymns

Myo6e Koben, 255; Shari koshiki, 111

Myoka, 49

nagare kanjo (flowing anointment) ritual,
11, 185-186, 190

Nakamura Hajime, 297

Nakano Genzo, 110
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Nakayama Taro, 182

Nara Yasuaki, 272, 329, 332

natural funerals (shizenso), 19, 317-318

nenbutsu: deathbed rituals, 38, 63—-64, 69,
70,77, 78, 82, 255, 268; defined, 53n1;
esoteric practices, 69, 70; Tendai
rituals, 252—-253

Nensho, 39, 42, 44-45

New New Religions, 319, 324n70

New Religions, 249, 324n70

Nichiren, 259, 260

Nichiren sect: deathbed rituals, 71, 88;
funerals, 259-260, 266, 268, 272—-273;
memorial services, 273; teachings on
enlightenment, 259, 260, 272-273

Nichiren Shosha, funerals, 260

Nichizo, 107

Nihon kiryaku, 149

Nihon ojo gokurakuki, 32—33, 38

Nihon ryoiki (Miraculous tales of Japan),
179, 180

Nihon Shohisha Kyokai. See Japan
Consumers Association

Nihon shoki (Chronicles of Japan), 3—4,
149, 179

Nijigo zanmai-e (Samadhi Society of
Twenty-five): activities, 65—66; burials
of members, 341; communication
with lay people, 47; deathbed rituals,
7, 65, 80, 83, 249, 340-341; formation,
7,27, 38; founding documents, 31-32,
39, 41, 48, 54n16, 65; Genshin’s
leadership, 27; kakocho (death
register), 39, 41-42, 44-45, 46, 48, 49,
56n46, 92n16; komyo shingon ritual, 66,
80; memorial rituals, 253; mukaeko
(welcoming ceremony), 27; raigo
thought, 31-32, 33, 39-40

Nijigo zanmai kisho, 341

Ninnaji, 117

Ninsho, 122, 123

Nishiguchi Junko, 87

Nishi no Okata, 66-67

nobility. See aristocracy

Nomori no kagami, 255

not-self doctrine. See anatman

novels, pregnancy, 196

nuns: contemporary, 297-298; familial
ties, 11; fundraising missions, 181—
182, 184; involvement in deathbed

rituals, 87; Kumano bikuni, 181,
182-183, 184, 197, 220; preaching
by, 182, 183, 184, 197; relic worship,
113; Yao bikuni (white nun), 182-183,
184

Nyoirin Kannon, 181, 184

Obon Festival, 207, 231

Oe no Masafusa, Zoku honcho ojoden, 43,
50-51, 200n19

Oe no Sukekuni, Genshin Sozu den, 47, 48

Ohara Kenshiro, 335

Ohokusaka, 148

ojo (birth in pure land): in Amida’s Pure
Land, 6-8, 270-271; aspirations for,
6-8, 68, 108-111, 113, 270-271;
assistance of zenchishiki, 63—64, 77-78;
contemporary understandings, 336;
determined at moment of death, 63—
64; difficulty, 7, 62; immediate
(sokutoku 0jo), 258; Jodo Shinshu
teachings, 257-258; Jodo teachings,
270-271; relic worship and, 108-111;
suicide to achieve (jigai 0jo), 139, 140,
147, 149, 150, 153-157, 164-165; ten
reflections on Amida, 63—-64. See also
enlightenment; liberation

ojoden (Ch. wangsheng zhuan, tales of
achieving birth in Pure Land), 32-33,
43, 66, 153

Ojo koshiki, 51

Ojo yoshu (Essentials of birth in the Pure
Land; Genshin): Chinese sources, 31,
32, 62-64, 68-69, 78; deathbed
practice instructions, 7, 37-38, 41, 61,
62—-64, 66—67, 71, 73, 90; influence,
53, 67-68, 83, 249; purpose of
deathbed practice, 90; raigo
descriptions, 36-38

ojozu (Pure land illustrations), 34, 35, 36

Okura Ryujo, 327

Omura Eisho, 341-342, 343

Onjoji (Miidera), 64, 114, 121, 137

Onmyodo (yinyang), 214-215

Onna chohoki (Precious treasury for
women), 189

Ono Tatsunosuke, 295-296

ordination (jukai): on deathbed, 4, 72; of
living lay people, 311-313; of women,
225, 243n63. See also precepts
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ordination, posthumous, 261, 264-267;
contemporary explanations, 304;
function, 264, 266-267, 268; initiatory
function, 216-217; in Jodo sect, 266;
Nichiren Buddhist view of, 260, 266;
preparations, 262, 264; in Shingon,
265; S6t6 Zen practices, 215-220, 265,
266, 272; Tendai practices, 253, 265;
Zen practices, 257. See also precept
names

original Buddhism (genshi bukkyo), 328,
331, 340, 341

Orikuchi Shinobu, 182

orthodoxy of Buddhist funerals: debates
on, 326-327, 328, 338-341; Jodo
Shinshu, 338-339, 342-344;
justifications, 327, 329, 334-335, 338—
339, 345; reconciling doctrine and
practice, 342-344; soul concept and
not-self doctrine, 331-334, 344-345;
standards, 327-328, 332

otogizoshi, 177, 182-183, 184185, 186—
191

outcaste groups: discrimination against,
308-309, 322n42; discriminatory
precept names, 299, 301, 306-309

parishioner household system (danka
seido), 13, 228, 250-251, 295-297

patriarchal household system. See ie
system

peasants, 158-160, 224, 250

Pinguet, Maurice, 154

pollution. See death pollution; menstrual
pollution

posthumous ordination. See ordination,
posthumous

Potalaka realm (Fudaraku), 6, 111, 149,
150, 171n43

Prajnaparamita-sutra, 68

precept names (kaimyo): compared to
indulgences, 304-305; criticism of
practice, 298, 300-301, 304-305, 306—
311, 314; discriminatory, 299, 301,
306-309; economic class discrimina-
tion, 309-311; explanations, 304; fees,
300, 301, 303, 310, 312, 314, 315, 318,
323n60; granted to lay people, 217,
298-299; history of practice, 298—299;
importance, 299, 300-301, 305-306,
314; lack of teaching about, 301-304;

Index

links to temple donations, 310, 312;
on memorial tablets, 299-300, 337;
public opinion on necessity, 300-301;
purpose, 311, 321n33; status-related,
298-299, 300, 309-311; in Tendai
sect, 253. See also ordination,
posthumous

precepts: adherence to, 313; bodhisattva,
253, 265; contemporary roles, 312—
313; lay, 311-313. See also ordination;
ordination, posthumous

pregnancy: death in, 175-176, 180, 191,
192-193, 194-195, 196; descriptions
in tales, 189-190; miscarriages, 223;
murders of pregnant women, 186—
191, 192-193; nagare kanjo rites, 11,
185, 186, 190; violence against
pregnant women, 186-191, 192-193,
196. See also abortions; childbirth;
fetuses; motherhood

pregnancy novels (ninshin shosetsu), 196

priests: camp ( jinso), 86; contemporary
roles, 302, 312-313, 316-317,
318; criticism of, 293, 302, 305;
development of funeral role, 6; lack
of teaching about precept names,
301-304; mediation between
living and dead, 6, 269; precept
maintenance, 313; social status, 295;
village, 88, 250. See also monks; S6to6
Zen priests

Protestant Buddhism, 18, 331, 338-339
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