SHINTO: Handout #1

Reischuaer Scholars Program

Directions: Read the following handout, view the lecture, and answer the questions on Shinto: Handout #2. E-mail the answers to Handout #2 to waka@stanford.edu prior to the end of day, Sunday, February 13.
________________________________________________________________________


Shinto is considered to be an ancient religious tradition in Japan. In the eighth century, ancient stories about the creation of the earth and the beginning of humankind were recorded. These legends are known as Shinto mythology. While Shinto has no sacred scriptures, as do other major religions, some of its basic tenets are found in two historical writings (compiled in the eighth century), to the Kojiki (“Records of Ancient Matters”) and the Nihonshoki (or Nihongi, “Chronicles of Japan”). According to Shinto mythologies, in the beginning deities married (as male and female) and out of this union came mountains, rivers, seas, plants, animals, human beings, and numerous other deities. The myth of the Imperial Family’s divine origin is traced back to the most important deity, the Sun Goddess Amaterasu. She is enshrined at the Grand Shrine of Ise. Scattered throughout Japan are other deities worshipped in various shrines numbering nearly 80,000.


The term “Shinto” means “the way of the kami.” The word kami is difficult to define because it refers to so many things that are regarded as sacred in Japanese culture. Kami are spirits with special powers. These spirits may take the form of gods. They may also be found in natural phenomena such as mountains and waterfalls. Kami also include heroes, emperors, a few scholars, and departed ancestors strong enough to help or harm in rice farming, sickness, and all other human problems. In Shinto, everything is thought to be alive; spirits can be found in rocks and trees, the sun, and the sky. 

Overall, Shinto is not concerned with doctrines. However, it does positively assert the basic goodness of human nature and of the world. Evil, in Shinto, is little more than a lack of beauty and harmony. Moreover, good can be reestablished by ceremonial cleansing. The Chinese philosophy of Confucianism also played a role in shaping Shinto morality. Ancestor worship, respect for one’s elders and superiors, and social harmony were Confucian values that became incorporated into Shinto thought. Shinto, being a communal “religion,” stresses the cooperative efforts and celebrations of the family clan, village, and nation on holy days and public festivals instead of individual beliefs and decisions. Furthermore, in sharp contrast to the American principle of separation of church and state, Shinto professes that religion and state are inseparable. Religious "practice” centers on the worship of kami.

Today, under the present Japanese Constitution, Shinto has no official status of any kind.  Nevertheless, it continues to play ceremonial and symbolic roles in many aspects of Japanese life.  The majority of the Shinto shrines are organized under the Jinja Honcho (Association of Shinto Shrines), with the Grand Shrine of Ise at the top of the hierarchy. A visit to a Shinto shrine is an encounter with the sacred. The shrine is an area dedicated to the worship of the kami and is usually marked by a gate called a torii. The torii separates the ordinary world of human beings from the sacred place where the people pray to kami. Before approaching the shrine, people usually stop to wash their hands and take a sip of the shrine water to purify themselves. Purification is an important theme in Shinto thought. Cleansing one’s body is an act that symbolizes the cleansing of the spirit. Shinto priests often conduct rituals to purify an area from evil spirits before a wedding ceremony or at the site of a new house or building.


People often go to shrines to pray for good luck and to seek protection against illness and misfortune. Charms that are made at the shrine are sold and are thought to have powers to help in these matters. Rituals are performed to ask kami for assistance in many situations ranging from cultivating crops and recovering from an illness to success in business and school.

The shrine is also a place for festivals and celebrations. Weddings, the birth of a child, and becoming an adult are just some of the occasions celebrated by visits to the local shrine. Festivals, called matsuri, are held at different times of the year to mark the change of seasons and honor the local kami. These colorful events are filled with music, dancing, parades, and special foods. The most important and most widely observed holiday of this kind is the New Year’s matsuri.

The term Shinto only came to be used after the introduction of Buddhism in order to distinguish the native Japanese beliefs from the newly imported Buddhist beliefs. However, over time, the two traditions came to share several aspects. The Shinto emphasis on ritual has influenced Buddhism. Buddhist ideas about the afterlife have affected Shinto. While the local shrine is an important place for worship, it is important to note that many families have Shinto altars in their own homes. This area, which is designated for prayer to kami, is usually located near a Buddhist altar. In Japan, many people consider themselves to be both Shinto and Buddhist. These religions are not exclusive; both play a role in the daily lives of the Japanese.

* Adapted from Introduction to Japan: A Workbook, 1986 Youth for Understanding and “Religion in Contemporary Japanese Society” by Jan Swyngedouw, The Japan Foundation Newsletter, January 1986, Volume XIII, Number 4, page 9.
Stanford Program on International and Cross-Cultural Education © 2005

