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Shinto

Shinto is the name given to the traditional religion of Japan, a religion that has existed continuously from before the founding of the Japanese nation until the present.

General Characteristics

The ancient Japanese did not themselves have a name for their ethnic religion, but when in the sixth century of the common era Buddhism was officially introduced from the Asian continent, the word Shinto ("the way of the kami") was used to distinguish the traditional religion from Buddhism (Butsudo, "the way of the Buddha"). The first literary usage of the word Shinto is found in the Nihonshoki (720).

Definition

One representative prewar scholar of Shinto, Kono Seizo, defined Shinto as the way of the kami, the principle of the life of the Japanese people, as inherited from time immemorial. Shinto is a "national religion," practiced for the most part by Japanese (including overseas immigrants), and which, with the exception of several sects, has no founder but instead developed naturally. Shinto's concept of kami is basically polytheistic, and Shinto includes prayer to the kami, festivals (matsuri), ascetic disciplines, social service, and other elements.

Typology

In modern times, Shinto can be classified into three broad types, all of which are mutually interrelated:

Shrine Shinto (Jinja Shinto)

Shrine Shinto, consisting principally of worship of the kami at local shrines (jinja), dates from the beginning of Japanese history to the present day and constitutes the main current of Shinto tradition. It has played an important role in the unification and solidarity of the nation and of rural society. While Shrine Shinto has no founder, it possesses an organization based on believers, (parishioners) and others, festivals and other religious practices, doctrines rooted in Shinto traditions and Japanese myth, all centered upon the shrines' spiritual unification.

Sect Shinto (Kyoha Shinto)

Also known as Shuha Shinto, Sect Shinto is the term for the Shinto movement centering upon thirteen groups formed during the nineteenth century. The distinguishing feature of Sect Shinto is the fact that each of its sects has founders or organizers, that for the most part their founders or organizers established groups among the common people, and that in addition these sects were developed from an individual's religious experience or upon the basis of Fukko ("revival") Shinto. Generally, these groups do not have shrines but instead use churches as their centers of religious activity.

Folk Shinto (Minzoku Shinto)

Folk belief exists among the common people at the bottom of the social pyramid and has no systematic thought that could be called doctrine or dogma, nor does it feature church organization. Japanese folk belief derives from three sources: survival of ancient traditions, customs of abstinence and purification and the cult of house and field deities, and fragments of foreign religion such as Taoism, Buddhism, and medieval Catholicism.

Historical Outline

Ancient Shinto

By ancient Shinto is meant Shinto in the period before it came to be influenced by Confucianism, Buddhism, and other foreign religions. It is difficult to give precise dates, but one can say that the ancient period lasted from the seventh to the early eighth century, while partially overlapping with the next period.

The character of Japanese religion in prehistory is unclear. In ancient Japan many small principalities were formed in various areas. These various principalities were loosely unified into a single nation, predominantly by the ancestors of the present-day imperial household. On the evidence of continental epigraphs, we can surmise that this unification probably took place before the mid-fourth century. However, even taking into consideration these early archaeological findings, it is not until the early eighth century, with the first appearance of Shinto texts, that we can grasp the actual situation of ancient Shinto.

In ancient Japanese the word kami was used adjectivally to mean something mysterious, supernatural, or sacred. According to Muraoka Tsunetsugu and Miyaji Naoichi, the ancient kami may be divided into three categories: (1) natural deities (deities dwelling in natural objects or natural phenomena, or deities that control these objects or phenomena); (2) anthropomorphic deities (heroes, great personages, and deified ancestors); (3) conceptual deities (deities who serve an ideal or symbolize an abstract power).

Shinto originally had no shrines. Instead its rites were carried out at places regarded as sacred, such as at the foot of a beautiful mountain, beside a pure river or stream, in a mysterious grove, or a place providing the temporary seat of the deity, such as an evergreen tree (himorogi) or a rock in its natural setting (iwakura). Because Japan's primary mode of subsistence until the nineteenth century was agriculture, the main rites of ancient Shinto concerned agriculture. Among these, the spring Prayer for Good Harvest (Kinensai) and the autumn Shinto Thanksgiving (Niinamesai) were especially important.

Two cosmologies existed simultaneously. The first conceived of the world as having a vertical pattern, featuring three planes, namely, Takamanohara ("plain of high heaven"), the world of the gods; Nakatsukuni ("middle land"), the world of humankind; and Yomi ("underworld"), the land of the dead. The second cosmology saw the universe as a horizontal, two-tiered structure in which Tokoyo ("perpetual land") exists at the edge of the phenomenal world. Tokoyo was believed to be a utopian country far beyond the sea.

Under the influence of continental culture, ancient Shinto began to develop in many ways. One such development is the ethical consciousness that came about through the influence of Chinese culture, introduced to Japan around the fifth century. People began to seek a standard in the myths and to pattern their lives upon the will and action of the kami. Magokoro (purity of mind or sincerity) was valued highly in the days of ancient Shinto, and as time went on it became more and more highly valued.

With the appearance of a unified nation, Amaterasu Omikami, previously the tutelary deity of the imperial clan, came to be worshiped outside the imperial palace as the protective deity of the nation and its people. At the same time, the clan deities of the great clans, in addition to their original functions, were made protective deities of the entire nation, and every year offerings were devoted to them by the central government.

The national system of Shinto rites was completed in the early Heian period (late eighth century to late twelfth century). At the beginning of the tenth century, there were nearly three thousand shrines receiving offerings from the government.

