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Buddhism was founded by Gau-
tama Shiddahrtha in India near the
present Nepalese border in the 5th
century B.C. Buddha means "en-
lightened one" in Pali and is not a
proper name. Anyone who gains
enlightenment can become a Bud-
dha. Buddhist teaching consists of
the teaching of the Buddha and the
teaching of how to become Buddha.

Buddhism came to Japan by way
of Central Asia, China and Korea,
arriving in Japan in the 6th century.
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It took more than 1000 years and
when it passed through Asia, it
absorbed elements of other religions
such like Hinduism, Brahmanism,
Confucianism, and Taoism. After its
arrival in Japan, Buddhism branc-
hed out into several new sects.
"Original" Japanese Buddhism was
born at this time.
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Shinto is the indigenous religion of
Japan based on a worship of natur-
al elements such as the sun, the
mountains, forests, rivers, the moon,
or natural phenomenon such like
thunderstorms. There is no founder,
no doctrines nor scriptures. In olden
times Japanese believed gods were
invisible entities that govern nat-
ural forces or reside in natural ele-
ments. These gods (kami) don't
show themselves directly, but use
the natural forms to convey mes-
sages to humans. Later Shinto also
developed into ancient hero and
ancestor worship. It is said that there
are 8 million gods and goddesses in
Shinto. Therefore, anything can be a
god. The most important thing in
Shinto is purification. We have to be
clean and purified.
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Now, the Agency of Cultural
Affairs reports that 95% of the
Japanese belong to Shinto and 75%
to Buddhism. But this equals more
than 100%! This means most
Japanese consider themselves
belonging to Buddhism and Shinto-
ism at the same time.
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But you have to be careful
because this number only shows
"the number" each religious group
reports. Many Japanese people
think the most important thing is the
practice of rituals and customs that
are handed down from generation to
generation. When Buddhism came
to Japan there was some conflict
with Shintoism. Buddhism made a

compromise by having a special
doctrine which tried to integrate the
two religions, declaring Shinto gods
were incarnations of the Buddha
and Bodhisattvas.
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In a typical Japanese family
home, you will find two altars. One is
Shinto and the other one is Bud-
dhist. Every morning, my grandfa-
ther used to pray at .Sm Shinto altar
for the happiness of our family and
then to the Buddhist altar for our

ancestors.
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We use Shinto to purify our life
and to receive a divine blessing
when we start something new. For
example, when a baby is born, at
one month the baby is taken to a
Shinto shrine to receive a blessing.
Another case is when 3 and 7 year-
old girls and 5 year-old boys are
taken to Shinto shrines and receive
blessings in mid-November (official-
ly the 15th). These three ages are
regarded as lucky numbers. Also,
when Japanese people marry, still
65% have a typical Japanese Shin-
to-style wedding in shrines
(although many have Christian-style
ceremonies these days).

Also, if you open a new office, you
call a Shinto priest to purify your
office; or when you build a new
house, a Shinto priest comes to
purify the site. Furthermore, when
you buy a new car, you can have it
purified by a priest at a Shinto shrine
so that you are protected from acci-
dents.

Although Shinto is used for many
occasions in this life, Buddhism
leads an important ceremony for the
Japanese in death. Buddhism
teaches reincarnation until you
reach enlightenment and emancipa-
tion. So we have life after the death.
Most Japanese people have Bud-
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