
Jørn Borup1

Propagation, Accommodation 
and Negotiating Social Capital: 

 Jōdo Shinshū Responses to Contemporary Crises

In a Japanese context, secularization has long been questioned but also accepted as a 
fact. Apart from being an academic discussion, the question of a crisis in Buddhism 
is a topic of concern primarily for Buddhists themselves. Japanese scholars and 
clergy have touched upon the topic for many years, and the very idea of a crisis of 
Buddhism is part of the tradition’s own raison d’être in its continuous regeneration 
and revival attempts. The aim of this article is to investigate concrete responses to 
contemporary challenges for Buddhist institutions, with a specific focus on Jōdo 
Shinshū Honganjiha. How does the institution respond to the challenges of ‘funeral 
Buddhism’ and dark images of religion? How does it cope with the gloomy visions 
of depopulation and continued secularization? How does it handle folk religiosity 
and individualized spirituality, and what role do the ministers have in a new social 
reality where traditional norms of authority and tradition are no longer automatic? 
Three types of responses are suggested and analyzed (orthodoxy, accommodation 
and renewal), before concluding about characteristics particular to Honganjiha, but 
structurally recognizable for Japanese Buddhism in general. The methods used to 
investigate these questions involve studies of Honganjiha written material (reports, 
books, articles, homepages), and discussions and interviews with Honganjiha 
ministers.2
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1. Jōdo Shinshū and contemporary challenges

With 31 districts, 523 sub-districts, 10,248 temples, 32,421 ordained ministers 
and 100 missionaries serving the four overseas districts and 137 temples,3 Jōdo 
Shinshū Honganjiha (浄土真宗本願寺派 hereafter JSH) is one of the largest 
Japanese Buddhist denominations with up to 8 million affiliates (門徒 monto). 
While the headquarters in Kyoto is the main administrative and symbolically 
powerful center, 17% of the Japanese temples are situated in urban areas (市街地 
shigaichi), 28% in residential areas (住宅地 jūtakushi), and 55% in rural areas (農山漁

村 nōsangyōson) (Jōdo shinshū honganjiha dai 9 kai shūsei kihon chōsa jissen sentā: 
13 (hereafter JSH dai 9 2011). 

JSH is a large and significant denomination, but it has also experienced 
crisis related to general global changes (e.g. individualization, secularization, 
marketization), as well as crisis rooted more concretely in local Japanese contexts 
(depopulation, temple succession, ‘funeral Buddhism’). One illustrative example 
reflecting these crises was a seminar in autumn 2015 at a temple in Osaka mainly 
for invited Shinshū ministers, where some of these topics were discussed in the 
light of the future of the institution. The overall catchphrase and rhetorical headline 
was ‘the extinction of temples?’ (寺院消滅 jiin shōmetsu), the same title as a recent 
book published by a JSH minister, suggesting that 30-40% of all Japanese Buddhist 
temples may have been closed by 2040 (Ukai 2015, 266). Another recent illustrative 
example is the book Minister, What are you Doing in Society? (お坊さんは社会で何を

するのか Kobayashi and Fujimaru 2015), which deals with contemporary dilemmas 
regarding the roles of ministers in public discourse and practice, concluding that 
in a culture of individualized modernity some kind of constructive participation is 
necessary to turn Buddhism’s dark image into a brighter one (Kikugawa 2015: 207-
208).

Buddhism’s dark image is a major problem and recognized concern for all 
Buddhist institutions in Japan, not least because of connotations to ‘funeral 
Buddhism.’ Ever since the term ‘funeral Buddhism’ (葬式仏教 sōshiki bukkyō) was 
first coined, the concept has been used by critics of an alleged ritualized death 
industry to call for renovation and efforts to contribute to a more positive public 
image. In this connection, half of the ministers in a survey conducted by the Japan 
Young Buddhist Association criticized funeral Buddhism, many of them feeling 
that their office as ministers is more focused on death than on life, and is not 
“actively concerned with living people” (Taniyama n.d.). On the one hand, funerals 
and memorial services are still the foundation stone in contemporary Japanese 
Buddhism, both as an important ritual practice and as a necessary source of income 

3. http://www.hongwanji.or.jp/english/info/
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with a funeral boom peaking at 1.6 million deaths in 2020 (Tanabe 2012: 177). At 
the same time, the accumulated efforts to generate income for such services are also 
one of the main causes of a bubble which will burst in the near future. Not only are 
Buddhist temples challenged by funeral companies, but the demographic situation 
of Japan in general has a significant impact on the religion. The ageing population (
高齢化 kōreika), declining birth rates (少子化 shōkoka), and general depopulation (過
疎 kaso) constitute a real challenge to society. In addition, the village temples have 
experienced urbanization since the 1970s, with young people leaving to study and 
find jobs in the cities and never returning. As a result, more than half of the JSH 
temples have experienced a decrease of monto (JSH dai 9 2011: 68), and two thirds 
have felt the effect on their financial situation (89% of funerals are conducted for 
monto). This is mainly a problem for the rural and smaller temples, several of which 
close down each year. Larger and richer temples have a stronger basis for survival, 
whereas small temples experiencing sudden depopulation are in deep trouble. Some 
of them need assistance from the central organization (Nagaoka 2013: 150), and 
several of these only survive through voluntary help from the village community 
(ibid.: 149). While the average annual income for temples throughout the country 
is 5,640,000 Yen, for the depopulated regions it is 3,970,000 Yen (Inose 2013: 20). 
So the fact that more than a fifth of all temples only have two funerals a year or less 
constitutes a real financial challenge (JSH dai 9 2011: 114). 

Depopulation also has an effect on the situation of families that live in temples. 
While the average number of people living in temples was 4.6 in 1970, it was 
only 3.8 in 2009, and more than a third of the village temples had only two or 
less residents (ibid.: 135).4 Even though the obvious option for temples without 
a successor is to attract newcomers, the temple succession system in Japan is still 
mono-lineage. 76% of the JSH ministers were born in the same temple, while the 
same was true of 16% of the spouses (ibid.: 41). 87% of the ministers who have 
already decided who is to succeed them have chosen their own son (ibid.: 207), and 
the temple succession tradition has not changed much in recent years (ibid.: 208). 
More than a fifth of all ministers and spouses regard the challenge of finding a 
temple successor as a problem (ibid.: 226). To accommodate this, ‘temple entrance 
courses’ have been designed for temples searching for a successor, or for successors 
searching for a temple. Even a ‘marriage course’ is provided online for ministers 

4. The survey questions were sent to Honganji temples with a response rate of 60%. 
Ministers, spouses and monto representatives were asked to respond to 57 questions 
related to temple life and practice. 90% of the respondents were men and 80% were 
more than 65 years old. The report and analysis is published in JSH dai 9 2011, and 
the questions and data in the magazine Shūhō 7, 2010. In 2016 a new report will be 
published by JSH.
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searching for a wife, or women searching for a temple spouse, with potential 
meetings through the temple and the prospects of arranging a Buddhist marriage 
ceremony.5

The biggest problem, however, is identified as the ageing population of the 
monto, followed by the decreasing numbers of monto, financial problems, and 
the fact that people do not gather at temples (ibid.). It is acknowledged that 
demographic developments are not the only reason for these problems. A general 
modernization context involving urbanization, individualization and secularization 
is recognized as a framework which also calls for a response. Overall in Japan, the 
professionalization of social institutions and the loss of social roles for priests means 
that the automatic authority and role of the minister have to be re-negotiated, 
since tradition is no longer a guarantee of authority. For the laity, individualization 
also means the option of choosing not to be automatically related to a temple. The 
problem of having fewer people gathering at temples (including visiting the graves of 
ancestors6) is addressed as an expression of general secularization with no-religion (
無宗教 mushūkyō) being a parallel to or even a consequence of the tendency toward a 
‘society without relations’ (無縁社会 muenshakai) in the era of the individual.

But less traditional temple-based religion is also recognized as a consequence 
of modernity’s pluralization (多様化 tayōka) of values and life possibilities. Or, in 
other words, although Japan has always been more religiously pluralistic than most 
Western countries, increasing economic liberalization has also meant an increasing 
‘marketization’ of religion. A 2014 JSH seminar focused on how to deal with the 
demand for individualized happiness (shiawase), an editorial comment in the JSH 
magazine Shūhō even talking of an “inflation of happiness” (Shūhō 2015, 5: 25). 
Several ministers have talked about how they have to ‘sell themselves’ in a different 
and more conscious way, as exemplified by a minister from Osaka who admitted 
during a funeral service that he had strategically considered how to charm the 
guests in order to attract potential customers. Shopping for specific ministers and 
temples has become much more part of the game, especially in cities, where there is 
also an increasing tendency for monto to have personalized wishes to participate in 
designing the funeral service, for instance by shortening the time and limiting the 
events of the rituals (one minister told me that 9 out of 10 funerals were shortened 
to only three services in the 49-day postmortem period). Another expression of the 
individualization and marketization of religion is revealed in the way the providers 
of family altars (butsudan) have started to sell neutral designer altars to fit the living 

5. http://johobako.hongwanji.or.jp/enishi/wedding.html
6. While 94% of respondents in 1983 said that visiting the graves of ancestors (haka 

mairi) was part of everyday religious practice (nichijō shūkyō gyōdō), 84% said the same 
thing in 2009 (JSH dai 9 2011, 150).
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room. Even the master symbol of traditional Buddhism has thus been increasingly 
individualized, domesticated and neutralized.

2. Responses to contemporary challenges

Such contemporary challenges are neither new nor unique to JSH, and other 
Buddhist countries face them as well. However, the problems of Japanese Buddhism 
seem in many ways to be more critical than before, as is also recognized by the 
Buddhist institutions. Responses to such challenges are naturally varied and 
complex. Religions cannot do much about demographic changes, but they can strive 
to secure or strengthen relations between the institutional and the local temples 
as well as between ministers and monto. The three types below are suggested as 
possible response domains within contemporary JSH.

1) Official Jōdoshinshū; ‘Protestant Buddhism’ from Top-down

JSH is not a monastic Buddhist denomination such as Zen, Shingon or Tendai, 
and ideals of ‘leaving the home’ (出家 shukke) or ascetic practices (修行 shugyō) are 
not part of institutionalized practice. With a focus on Amida Buddha’s ‘other 
power’ (他力 tariki) as opposed to self-transformative ‘self power’ (自力 jiriki), the 
religion is thus not challenged by discrepancies between ascetic ideals and realities. 
As JSH sees itself as a life philosophy (生命主義 seimeishugi), funerals are not seen as 
being for the sake of the deceased, since there is no soul to transfer, and those having 
butsudan for the sake of ancestors or their own fortune are victims of superstition 
and folk belief (Jōdo shinshū hikkei henshū iinkai 2014: 336). This means that 
there are no kaimyō or individual status names to be endowed upon death, either. 
‘Funeral Buddhism’ in the official teaching is typically condemned as wrong if it has 
connotations of being ‘mere business without religious engagement,’ but it is also 
accepted and even honored. One priest said in an interview that “funeral Buddhism 
is good … Buddha’s teaching is in another world. It is the aim to transmit Buddha’s 
wisdom”; and another added: “I would like to facilitate funerals at temples.” (Inose 
2012: 29). As such, ‘funeral Buddhism’ is part of the institutional set up, with the 
ritual being understood as a way of propagating the teaching and serving the laity. 
JSH sees itself as distinct from other religions such as Shinto or other Buddhist 
denominations, both because it does not accept this-worldly benefits (genze riyaku), 
alleged magical effects of amulets and charms, or the idea that impurity can be 
ritually washed away. JSH is against kami worship and contemporary ideas of 
miraculous ‘power spots’, but also against the mystical rituals and symbolic decoding 
that esoteric Buddhist traditions offer in particular; and basically it does not accept 
the premises of other Buddhist teachings, since Amida Buddha transcends all 
alleged challenges of suffering (Jōdo shinshū hikkei henshū iinkai 2014: 148).
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The three requirements necessary in Japan for being a religious corporation (宗
教法人 shūkyō hōjin) are also stated in the constitution of JSH, with the aims being 
to spread such teaching (教義を広め kyōgi wo hirome), to conduct ritual services (法要

儀式を行い hōyō gishiki wo okonai), and to propagate the teaching for the followers (
信者を教化育成する shinja wo kyōka kyōsei suru). ‘Propagation’ can be understood in 
a broad sense as dendō (from making newsletters to arranging events), as fukyō (布
教 mainly propagation of the teaching), as kyōka (教化 mainly social and religious 
activities), or as kaikyō (開教 mission to non-monto), all of which are represented 
at administrative offices at the headquarters in Kyoto. Each individual temple and 
minister is seen as an important focus point for propagating the JSH religion. 
Although there are doctrinal arguments that the minister (住職 jūshoku) should be 
regarded as being on the same level as the laity, he/she is the representative of the 
religious institution as both a ‘monk’ (僧侶 sōryo) and a teacher (教師 kyōshi), as well 
as being the chief responsible officer of the temple, thus being both the religious 
and the secular head. Almost all ministers are educated at university from the same 
lineage (JSH dai 9 2014: 44-45), and since a majority also inherit their father’s 
temple, there is a preserved basis for sectarian consciousness (教団意識 kyōdan ishiki) 
and motivation for continuing the propagation from top-down perspective. Even 
extra jobs, which a fifth of all JSH ministers have, are considered part of the overall 
propagation duties of the minister (ibid: 47-48). Apart from textual propagation, 
monto are offered different kinds of ritual activities, all of which also take place 
at the main temple in Kyoto. Sanpai (‘visiting the temple’), lectures (hōwa), yearly 
celebrations (e.g. the memorial day of Shinran), memorial rites (hōyō), and a variety 
of rites of passage are offered alongside activities such as study groups or gatherings 
for children, young people or women, all of which are regarded as contexts for 
propagating the teaching from an institutional perspective. 

JSH might have been successful in stimulating their monto in a way that make 
them have high levels of social ethics. For instance, Ugo Dessi claims that there is 
indeed a close relationship between the teachings and their appropriation by the 
monto. Belief in rebirth in the Pure Land as immanent in this world and experience 
of shinjin “generate the frames for later social activities, movements and discussions 
of humanism, equality and social ethics” (Dessi 2010b: 243). “There is, at the general 
level, a positive correlation between a deeper involvement in Shin Buddhist practice 
and religious exclusivism” (Dessi 2010a: 358), perhaps because “the only wisdom 
available to solve the problems of contemporary society generated by western 
“humanism” (hyūmanizumu) and “anthropocentrism” (ningen-chūshin-shugi) is that 
offered by Buddhism (Dessi 2010b: 258). Analyzing the results from a survey 
among monto, Kuchiba and Funahashi similarly typologize the religious practices 
according to parameters of “this worldly,” “otherworldly,” “material” and “mind/
heart” (心 kokoro) aims. Compared to Japanese people in general, more JSH monto 
participate in ‘otherworldly’ practices (visiting graveyards, participating in services, 
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reading scriptures) and mind/heart related practices (belief, mission), while fewer 
focus on material and ‘this worldly’ aspects (carrying amulets, praying or using 
fortunetelling) (Kuchiba and Funahashi 2004: 4-6), and in general the level of 
religious consciousness of monto is rather high (ibid., 13). “Many people say that JSH 
has a good brand” was the observance of one minister at a local temple (Inose 2012: 
12), and the idea of a “Shinshū mind” (ibid., 17) connecting ministers and laity, 
headquarters and local regions is a slogan which apparently finds some resonance in 
the experience of the users.

However, the general participation level of monto is not very high, as both 
talks with ministers and surveys demonstrate. “There are 200 monto related to 
our temple, but it is mainly on paper; they hardly ever show up,” as one minister 
at a temple close to Honganji told me. Affiliation is seen by many ministers and 
monto themselves as a means of belonging to a tradition in which active religiosity 
is conducted by the minister on behalf of a laity who are often passive. This 
structure is typical of ‘vicarious religion,’ with religion being “performed by an 
active minority but on behalf of a much larger number, who (implicitly at least) not 
only understand, but, quite clearly, approve of what the minority is doing” (Davie 
2007: 22). This kind of ‘culture religiosity’ is typical in most Buddhist cultures, 
where a de facto ‘two-layer system’ of clergy and laity is maintained in practice. 
The minister has acquired skills through study, inheritance and institutional 
commitment, rather than through personal or experiential charisma. Shinran’s 
teaching and the subsequent institutionalization has to a certain extent transgressed 
dichotomic differences, and this kind of religion is very much parallel to an inner-
worldly ascetism as found in Protestant Christianity. ‘Protestant Buddhism,’ as 
Obeyesekere and Gombrich described reform Buddhism in 19th century Sri Lanka, 
is thus a fitting term for JSH Buddhism especially since the Meiji restoration being 
characterized by purification, textualisation, rationalization, de-ritualization, 
de-mythologization, and democratization. Such a religion needs no ‘high arousal 
rituals’ or magic or mystics; this is the domain of esoteric Buddhism, folk religion 
and new religious movements all of which JSH orthodoxy speaks against. A modern 
JSH way of responding to contemporary challenges involves continued emphasis on 
strengthening the organization and propagating the teaching, making adherents 
(monto) into believers (門信徒 monshinto).

2) Accommodating Non-official Folk Religion and 
Individualized Spirituality ‘From Below’

2.a) Challenges of Lived Folk Religion
In books, magazines and newspapers the ‘Protestant Buddhist’ version of JSH 

is confirmed again and again. However, this does not mean that these media are 
describing the realities of the religion. On the contrary, it could be argued that 
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7. Almost a third worship the soul of ancestors, 40% pray in front of a kamidana, and 
16% use omamori or ofuda (Kuchiba and Funahashi 2004, 5).

8. On Sasaki Shōten and postmodern Shinshū theology, see Van Bragt 1999, Reader and 
Tanabe 1998: 94-100 and Tanabe 2004.

these are prescriptive rather than descriptive, the necessity of which also points to 
limitations or negotiations of the official narratives. Ian Reader and George Tanabe 
describe Japanese religion in general as being primarily oriented towards ‘this-
worldly benefits’ (現世利益 genze riyaku), characterizing it as the ‘common religion’ 
of Japan, being “the matrix within which much of Japanese religion thrives and must 
therefore be understood” (Reader and Tanabe 1998: 257). 

Although there is a strong doctrinal emphasis on guarding against folk religion, 
and although many JSH monto seem to generally follow orthodox teachings in 
practice, it is also commonly recognized that folk religiosity exists: nearly a third 
of all JSH respondents have this-worldly aims (Sakurai 2003, 164), with a strong 
sense of folk belief among those people who have these ritual preferences (ibid., 
167),7 and only 40% practice with a denominational consciousness (宗団意識 shūdan 
ishiki) (ibid.). All the ministers I talked to admit this, not least in connection with 
ideas and practices related to death. While such rituals and memorial services 
have their doctrinal basis in a symbolic understanding of the ritual and as a means 
of propagation, many priests believe that among the monto there is a widespread 
belief in an afterlife existence of an ancestral soul, and that rituals are effective 
in influencing this. In general, “Shinshū leaders have long been concerned by the 
findings of surveys showing widespread acceptance of practices for gaining health, 
wealth, aca¬demic success, and a host of other practical benefits. Many Shinshū 
believers ignore their denomination’s orthodox rejection of magic and superstition” 
(Tanabe 2004: 290).

To overcome this discrepancy between institutional ideals and realities of the 
laity’s practiced religion, in the 1980’s Sasaki Shōten advocated a more balanced 
way of accepting what he termed ‘Shinshū C’ (‘C’ for ‘Catholicism’) in the dominant 
form of Shin Buddhism, namely ‘Shinshū P’ (‘P’ for ‘Puritanism’). The puritanism 
of Shinshū P, he argued, must be softened so as to accommodate the actual wishes 
and realities of the monto. What he called a ‘postmodern’ version of Jōdō Shinshū 
should thus accept and integrate ‘Catholic ritualism’ and folk religion, but in a 
broader perspective to get people interested in Shinshū P as well.8 As such, it is 
both a model welcoming plurality and a strategic model for continued propagation, 
although in a more ‘democratic’ way. Ministers familiar with these ideas recognize 
them as important alternative means of propagating ‘from C to P’, or from ‘folk 
religion’ to ‘true teaching’. It is, however, an academic model that cannot always 
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be transferred to the living reality. According to Tanabe, the impact of such 
postmodern Buddhism has also been very limited, only “detected in a handful of 
scholars while the majority of Japanese Buddhists, including the rest of the Buddhist 
academic world, remain unaffected by these localized disturbances” (Tanabe 
2004, 291). According to an Osaka-based minister, the postmodern theories were 
more suitable for the 1980’s, which, according to him, were less conservative than 
contemporary times. Today, he claims, there is a larger distance between ‘Shinshū P’ 
and ‘Shinshū C,’ and building a bridge to join the two seems less realistic.

When a local minister in Kyoto was asked what he would do if monto obviously 
expressed ‘wrong views’ (e.g. about ancestors, rituals, folk religion), he responded 
that this really is a problem that he would deal with by answering in ‘a soft way,’ 
hinting at the correct teaching without condemning the ideas as false (e.g. “sono 
kangaekata mo arimasu”). While ministers and teachers may be scolded for having 
excessively unorthodox views, it is a delicate matter to deal with a laity whose 
decreasing numbers and engagement are notable, and the local minister often has 
to negotiate his own ways of balancing between orthodox religion and acceptance 
of non-orthodox religion. One of the successes of Buddhism in becoming a world 
religion has been its cultural adaptability. The acceptance of popular practices at 
individual level while insisting on the correct official doctrinal religion enables 
a ‘twofold truth’ or ‘expedient means’ to maintain the hierarchy and the balance 
between otherwise incommensurable positions. What individual ministers might 
do to accommodate ‘folk religion’ from a ‘bottom-up’ perspective is thus not a 
concern for the denomination, and as such, the orthodox teaching and conservative 
preservation of tradition is kept within the narrative of the institution. 

2.b) Challenges of Individualized Spirituality
Increased individualization in the West has meant not only secularization, but 

also what some scholars have described as a spiritual search for an authentic and 
autonomous Self, transferring the sacred ‘out there’ to the sacred ‘within.’ Both ‘push 
factors’ (urbanization, individualization, dissatisfaction with traditional religion) 
and ‘pull factors’ (new ideas and practices catering to a modern individual) are often 
the same as those in post-war Japan, helping the new religions (and later in the 
1980s ‘new new religions’) to succeed in competing with the traditional religions. 
Contemporary ‘new spirituality,’ however, is often described as being different from 
these new religions because it is outside of institutionalized religion, consisting 
instead of networks, where individual providers of for instance spiritual healing, 
alternative therapy or self-transformative practices through books, the internet, 
courses and consultations sell their products on a more open market. While the 
contemporary use of the imported word supirichuaritei (‘spirituality’) is often limited 
to individual and non-institutionalized religiosity, other concepts such as seishin 精
神 or reisei 霊性 have also been part of the vocabulary of traditional religious groups 
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9. D.T. Suzuki became famous in both the West and Japan owing to his attempts to 
rationalize and spiritualize (mainly Zen, but also Shin) Buddhism. His focus on the 
religious experience was both influenced by and had an impact on religious thinking 
in the East and West, where spirituality (reisei and seishin) was seen as a mental faculty 
and a cultural core behind much of Japanese identity. Another Meiji religious thinker, 
Kiyozawa Manshi (1863-1903), also advocated a spiritual reform based on religious 
experience, using mainly the concept seishin as a tool for his ‘spiritualist movement’ (精
神主義 seishin shugi), which when combined with his position as a university dean and 
JSH minister made him known as one of the early modern ‘spiritual’ Shin Buddhists. 
For a general introduction to spirituality in Japan, see Graf and Shimazono 2012.

10. One minister at a JSH temple in a blog invites people to such yoga-zazen events, 
explaining that if done with a proper approach it can be wholesome for body and mind 
(http://blog.livedoor.jp/sakurasakukoutakuji/) without being improper Shin Buddhist 
practice. On JSH integration of zazen in America, see Dessi 2013 70ff.

in Japan.9 The fact that contemporary ideas and demands for spirituality require 
a response might be one of the reasons why Kashio Naoki from Keiō University 
was invited to write an article about the subject in Bukkyō Kenkyū. As a spirituality 
propagator himself, he advocated integrating spirituality as a relevant JSH practice 
which is easily adoptable according to Shin Buddhist doctrine and tradition (Kashio 
2006).

While not being part of orthodox Shin Buddhism, in recent years meditation 
has been discussed and accepted at official levels like Jōdō Shinshū practice 
(Dessi 2013: 74-75), helping to “rethink the general meaning of Jōdō Shinshū in 
contemporary society” (ibid., 75). In addition, individual ministers do integrate what 
could be conceptualized as ‘spiritual practices’ aiming at ‘inner experiences’ at their 
own temples. One minister said that he saw offering incense as a kind of meditative 
experience, while another said that he wanted monto to get a deeper understanding 
of the teaching by creating a good, quiet atmosphere in the temple. Inviting teachers 
and instructors to provide zazen and yoga at the temple has also been on the 
increase, at least in city temples. In one temple, a Zen priest came to instruct in 
zazen, and the invited yoga teacher was herself a  JSH minister. In another Kyoto 
temple, the minister himself is engaged alongside priests and ministers from other 
Buddhist denominations in meditation for interested lay people, each practicing 
their own individual style. As a JSH minister, he thought there was a need to revive 
nembutsu sanmai (念仏三昧) as a kind of inner practice, which, however, should 
not be called either ascetic (修行 shugyō), or meditation (瞑想 meisō, 座禅 zazen), or 
spirituality (精神 seishin/スピリチャリティ supirichuaritei), because of connotations 
to jiriki Buddhism, New Age and esotericism.10 People joining such practices are 
typically not danka, but interested lay seekers (在家修行者 zaike shugyōsha) of all 
ages. Individualized spirituality is thus typically parallel to, rather than integrated 
in, institutionalized religion.
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While including meditation as a secular technique for relaxing body and mind, 
others attempt to ‘boost Buddhism’ by accommodating it more to individualized 
(and often Western-inspired) spirituality, also in other Buddhist denominations. 
This is also the case with the Bozu Bar in Kyoto, where a JSH minister is behind 
the bar counter six days a week to share his thoughts and ideas with customers, 
some of whom are other priests from various Buddhist denominations. He 
himself is interested in spirituality, and reads books about mindfulness, yoga, 
C.G. Jung and some of the more ‘progressive’ Japanese Buddhists. His ambition of 
bringing more practice ( jissen) rather than merely teaching (kyō) into contemporary 
Buddhism is shared by many other ministers of the younger generation. Another 
attempt to do this was made by a JSH priest (Akira Fujimoto), who advocated the 
integration of more vipassana meditation and Theravada influence into Japanese 
Buddhism. While he did have some influence through his authorship, the fact that 
he was later excommunicated and now runs his temple as an individual religious 
organization is perhaps illustrative of the official JSH stand on attempts to integrate 
alternative versions of spirituality. In the same way, the spiritual therapy naikan is 
not considered Shin Buddhist practice, and there are no official relations between 
naikan practitioners and the JSH organization.11 One naikan instructor who is 
also a JSH minister says that there is a general skepticism among psychologists and 
psychiatrists that naikan is too spiritual, and among ministers that naikan is not 
sufficiently Buddhist. Although she finds the practice to be the best way of learning 
tariki and a spiritual side of Pure Land Buddhism, and although she has been 
contacted by many psychiatrists and Buddhist priests from other denominations 
wanting to learn more about relations between self therapy and Buddhism, she has 
experienced a generally negative attitude towards her integrating the practice into 
JSH Buddhism. 

One way of actively including ‘spirituality’ is by using it in a sense equivalent 
to religion, with ‘spiritual’ taking on the connotation of being truly ‘religious’ in a 
social rather than individual sense.12 ‘Spiritual’ (精神的 seishinteki) in the sense of 
‘mental’ healing is a Christian-inspired concept, including psychological aspects of 

11. Naikan (内観 “introspection”) was invented by JSH minister Yoshimoto Ishin (1916-
1988), who developed the therapy as a structured method of self-reflection to make 
Buddhist self-cultivation more accessible to the laity by secularizing it. Today, there 
are about 40 Naikan centers in Japan and Naikan is used in mental health counseling, 
addiction treatment, the rehabilitation of prisoners, and in schools and business. 

12. ‘Spirituality’ (スピリチャリティ supirichuaritei identified as 霊性 reisei) in one academic 
presentation was thus described as being one of the foundations of all Buddhism, 
having lost its significance in modernity (Fuji 2015). Buddhist spirituality (bukkyō 
seishin) in official documents is also presented as the only viable alternative to solve 
contemporary crises (Dessi 2013, 34).
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13. “Spiritual care” was first used by Kashiwagi Tetsuo after having experienced treatment 
at American hospitals and medical treatment centers. The Japanese Association for 
Clinical Studies on Death and Dying was established in 1977, and six years later 500 
health-care specialists attended the annual assembly (Shimazono & Graf 2012, 471).

14. The word used for this is angya, which is also the concept used to describe the monks 
walking from home to the monastery. 

curing ‘spiritual pain,’ as is the case when ‘spiritual care’ is used as a means of suicide 
prevention.13 As one teacher at the Chaplaincy program (see below) at Ryūkoku 
University explained, spiritual care is about supporting others in spiritual pain, and 
helping them re-find meaning in life so they can take care of themselves. One of the 
concrete practices accompanying the social help activities of this program is ‘walking 
meditation,’14 conducted in combination with memorial services at the disaster site 
of 3/11, in the chapel of a hospice, and at the memorial monument of the Hiroshima 
atomic bomb. According to one of the organizers of the program, this kind of 
meditation is done to “learn about suffering and realize compassion. We can re-find 
our roles as Buddhist ministers and realize the limit of our activities and how not to 
be arrogant.” As such, it is related to grief care, which is about learning how to help 
and support others who have lost people. Both kinds of care have naturally been 
ascribed more attention and importance since 3/11. In the same way, the concept 
of ‘counseling’ has been used by JSH teachers and ministers. The psychological 
value of “knowing one’s true Self ” is thus recognized as a powerful means of doing 
spiritual care, but with the qualitative difference that counseling is a this-worldly 
means of spiritual help, while (Jōdō Shin) Buddhism is based on Buddha’s ‘finding 
of the Self ’ as a more deeply based ‘otherworldly’ practice (Tomohisa 2003: 152, 
154). One minister explained spirituality to me as the challenges of helping people 
with no relations (muen) to get relations, for instance with spiritual care and grief 
care. Another minister talked about the necessity of fostering personal, spiritual 
qualities as a minister in order to develop the ability to talk and listen attentively 
to monto. ‘Spiritual’ and ‘spirituality’ understood and ‘filtered’ in this way are 
not rejected by the institution but welcomed, since they are similar to the type of 
response that has attracted most positive attention in recent years with a view to 
coping with contemporary crises, namely a kind of humanism (as Kiyozawa’s Meiji 
time seishinshūgi has often been interpreted, see note 9) and a socially engaged kind 
of Buddhism.

3) Responses to Public Demands; Socially Engaged Buddhism

3.a) Shin Buddhist Lay and Public Religion 
As the temple is a “public place,” its role is to “contribute to the public welfare” 

(Jōdo shinshū hikkei henshū iinkai 2014: 281). Ever since the Meiji era and 
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particularly in the post-war period, responses to such demands have been necessary 
in Buddhist Japan. Thus, in 1950 Honganji established the Dōbō Undō (同朋運

動 Fellow Companions Movement), and in 1961 the Monshintokai Undō (門信徒

会運動 Lay Followers Movement, mainly focusing on discrimination issues) was 
established; they merged in 1986 to form the Kikan Undō (基幹運動 Core Program 
Movement). The purpose is “aiming towards a society of Ondōbō,”15 which is why 
the name changed in 2012 to ‘Into Practice Movement’ (実践運動 Jissen Undō) (or 
Ondōbō no Shakai wo mezasu Undō, which literally translated means ‘Movement of 
Fellow Companions aimed at Society’) with the slogan “From Tying Bonds to Great 
Encounters.”16 It has also been within the framework of these dōbō movements that 
a more progressive response to the organization’s engagement in the nationalism 
of the 1930s and World War II has taken place, thus showing a new and more 
proactive role of the laity in post-war Shin Buddhism. This has also involved a more 
progressive stance in both discrimination and gender issues (Heidegger 2010). By 
including such critical voices in organizational frames, the ‘top-down’ approach is 
counter-balanced by a more democratic form of communication (on the surface, 
at least).17 But it is also a means of domesticating alternative voices and initiatives 
by subsuming them in the overall institutional frame. Just as the local religious 
confraternities (講社 kōsha) in premodern times were lay assemblies typically 
focusing on concrete (‘folk’) ritual practices, they are today part of Jōdoshinshū’s 
string of activities (活動 katsudō, Jōdo shinshū hikkei henshū iinkai 2014: 274), 
being regulated and streamlined according to institutional aims. 

Religious activities, shūkyō katsudō, are regarded as the cornerstone of temple 
activities involving the monto apart from yearly rituals, funerals and memorial 
services. Although the majority of monto have been inspired to their faith (shinkō) 
through their family and parents (Kuchiba 2003: 169), these activities are also 
considered to be important means of spreading the teachings to the monto (ibid.: 
171). There is also a general satisfaction about the katsudō among the monto, perhaps 
leading to the current situation in which almost three out of four ministers feel that 
change in such temple activities is not necessary (JSH dai 9 2011, 224). Although 
there are many such activities, with their number even increasing in some regions, 
not all are equally widespread. For instance, only half of the temples have active 

15. Ondobo 御同朋 originally means “comrade” or “associate”, although Shinran Shonin 
used the term to refer to those with whom he shared the Nembutsu teaching.

16. http://www.hongwanji.or.jp/english/activity/index.html. 
17. In an ‘exercise book for the staff ’ (of Jōdoshinshū, i.e. the ministers), principles for 

interacting with the monto are described, one of the important points being that 
teaching should involve not one-way communication from the clergy to the laity, but 
a mutual discussion in which anything can be said and heard in a trustful relation 
during dharma gatherings (hōza) (Monshinto kyōkabu 2015: 13). 
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18. On JIPPO, see http://jippo.or.jp, on the Vihara movement, see http://www.jsri.
jp/English/ojo/2011/sengokuexcerpt.html. Individual examples of concrete local 
initiatives are numerous, but several of these are described on Honganji’s homepage, 
one being a temple in Kanagawa Prefecture providing daycare services for the elderly, 
opening its temple doors, and providing the warmth of a welcoming home http://
www.hongwanji.or.jp/english/activity/pr_000984.html; while another is ‘Sharing 
the Dharma through soba making’ http://www.hongwanji.or.jp/english/activity/
pr_000978.html. Jōdo Shinshū Honganjiha Sōgō Kenkyūsho 2013 lists several such 
projects as inspiration for other ministers. 

women’s clubs ( fujinkai) (ibid.: 122). Financial contexts also frame the quantity and 
quality of such religious activities, and there is a clear tendency for temples with a 
higher income to have more and more varied activities (ibid.: 125), just as they are 
more engaged in distributing temple information in general (ibid.: 129).

Apart from religious gatherings, social activities have become an important 
part of Jōdō Shinshū in recent years in particular. This is seen in the organizational 
structure, where the Social Affairs department has sub-departments of Human 
Rights, Social Programs and Disaster Management. It is also seen in the attention 
devoted to social activities in publications, in the Honganji newspaper, in reports 
and research seminars. And it is seen at local level, where social initiatives and 
events occur on a regular basis. Buddhist non-governmental organizations (NGOs) 
emerged mainly from the 1980s “to revitalize the identity and social roles of 
priests” (Watts and Okano 2012: 349). With the emergence in the late 1990s of 
Buddhist non-profit organizations (NPOs), the same agenda has been important 
for a new young generation of Buddhist priests, especially with “marked increase 
of engagement since roughly 2004” (ibid.). Since 3/11 this has naturally been on 
the increase with more focused voluntary work. One example of this is the NPO 
called JIPPO, which arranges peace lectures, discusses poverty and environment 
issues, and takes part in disaster relief. Another example is the Kyoto Jishi Jisatsu 
Sōdan Sentā, which was established to help people feeling suicidal through a 
suicide hotline, while Honganji no mori is engaged in the protection of trees and 
the environment. In April 2008 JSH founded a terminal care clinic, the Asoka 
Vihara Clinic, and an adjacent nursing home, the Vihara Hongwanji, close to 
Kyoto. The Vihara is a kind of Buddhist hospice altar to Amida Buddha, where 
‘Vihara ministers’ conduct morning and evening services, monthly dharma services, 
and special major Buddhist services for patients, residents, and their families. 
The movement was “a response by some priests to the criticism from society” and 
serves also as “reformation and the re-activation of Japanese Buddhism” (Taniyama 
n.d.). Both Nishi and Higashi Honganji and later Nichiren and other volunteer 
movements have taken up the Vihara initiative, which is often described as a 
successful example of Honganji’s social engagement.18
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Such social activities have also gained influence at university level. Apart from 
the secular topics and the classical Buddhist text studies, since 2009 there has been 
a Department of Practical Religious Studies (実践真宗学部 Jissen Shinshūgakubu) at 
Ryūkoku University, where more concrete practical aspects of the challenges and 
work area of Buddhism as a lived religion in a contemporary society are introduced 
at the graduate level. The department itself is divided into two major fields of 
specialization. The Religious Practice department consists of aspects directly related 
to the practical dissemination of Buddhist teachings, such as missionary practice (布
教 fukyō) for different age groups (e.g. kodomokai). The Social Practice department 
focuses on aspects which have a base in Buddhist ethics, but with relevance outside 
of the temple world as well. An important part of the Social Practice department 
is the Buddhism Chaplaincy Training Program (臨床宗教師研修プログラム). This was 
initiated in 2014 in cooperation with Tohoku University, which saw the necessity 
of having such a program after 3/11. Inspired by Christian initiatives in the West, 
the aim is to teach students about theoretical and practical sides of clinical (rinshō), 
religious and social aspects, in order to give the training of ministers a broader 
perspective. This also opens prospects for alternative career opportunities in 
hospitals, kindergartens, homes for the elderly or social welfare institutions, also 
locations where some of the ‘clinical training’ (臨床実習 rinshō jisshu) takes place, 
when the students are not engaged in classes on topics such as spiritual care, grief 
care, counseling, social welfare or the environment. In 2015 there were 50 students, 
some of whom were also nurses or the spouses of ministers, while others were from 
other Buddhist denominations. According to one of the teachers in the program, the 
initiative has also been launched to show that rather than only being an institution 
of funeral services, Buddhism is a ‘real religion’ providing religious care (shūkyōteki 
kea).19 

Although they are not appreciated by all ministers, secular events have also been 
initiated as part of the overall domain of contemporary (Jōdoshinshū) Buddhism. 
Buddhist bars (Bōzu bā), ‘ministers’ nights’ (sōshoku naito),20 fashion shows, cafes, 
courses in yoga, ikebana or song, or sport, entertainment and various leisure 
activities are seen either as modern examples of Buddhist mission ( fukyō/kaikyō), 
or as secular activities which nonetheless are legitimate in temples. They may even 
be regarded as legitimating the continued existence of temples. Such activities often 
occur at local temples, but they are also institutionally sanctioned as examples of 

19. On the chaplaincy program, see http://www.ryukoku.ac.jp/faculty/graduate/
practical_shin/curriculum/summary.html and Nabeshima 2015.

20. Sōshoku can mean ‘priest’/’minister’ and ‘shy,’ thus playing with the words of relating 
people not otherways ’going out’ (or to religious meetings) with Buddhist clergy. 
Typically such nightly events will include food, social talk, a small Buddhist lecture 
and maybe music and dance. 
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how to ‘open up temples’ as a means of showing their public relevance (e.g. Kōga 
2013, 175 ff.). Some of these secular activities are popular, attracting far more 
people (and typically non-monto) than religious gatherings. If a success criterion 
for such initiatives is, as one minister voiced it, having some of these participants 
come to religious gatherings as well, investment is not positively related to outcome. 
According to one vice-minister at a famous Tokyo temple otherwise known for 
arranging many such events, the problem is that few visitors continue from these 
secular activities to religious activities and engagement, a problem thus being similar 
to aligning the spiritually interested with institutional affiliation.

3.b) Post 3/11 and Negotiating Social Capital 
In recent years the vocabulary of the world of business has also inf luenced 

(research on) Japanese religion, not least through the concept of social capital (社会

関係資本 shakaikankei shihon). This concept is mainly taken from political scientist 
Robert Putnam, who claims that human relations in and of themselves are valuable 
as resources to bind together groups or societies. A key word such as ‘trust’ is itself 
a value-creating capital that affects the reciprocal relations having potential social 
and economic power. Several surveys have shown that Japan in general has low levels 
of trust, especially in religious organizations. The concept of social capital has thus 
also been discussed as a possible tool to generate more bonding between people, and 
not least to cope with an increasingly individualized society with ‘lack of bonds’ (無
縁化 muenka), loneliness (孤立 koritsu), and ‘lack of relations’ (関係の希薄 kankei no 
kihaku). Within the Buddhist denominations these ideas have also been analyzed 
and discussed as a means of generally coping with societal change, including the 
challenges of depopulation and secularization. In depopulated areas with no shops, 
post offices, drug stores, or other social community centers, the temple is often the 
only remaining unit, and the minister has the role of being the leader and key person 
(Sakurai 2012: 150-151). By arranging religious and social activities, by caring 
and keeping an eye on the local area, by visiting homes, by talking and listening to 
people, the minister and the temple become the focal point of the local area (ibid., 
151). This kind of bonding people together by such activities is what constitutes 
and creates social capital (ibid.), and it cannot be provided by funeral companies 
(ibid.: 152). Apart from bonding (結合型 ketsugogata) already existing relations 
with people from the same faith through religious gatherings, bridge building (橋渡

し型 hashiwatashigata) is another of Putnam’s key concepts. Such relations can be 
used to explain and prescribe social capital in Buddhist settings, where new bonds 
are made by reaching out to other people through religious and social activities such 
as voluntary work, NPOs, children’s clubs, or bonodori (Kikugawa 2013; 2015). 
Referring to an interview survey,21 it is concluded that “one of the sources of social 

21. The interviews were conducted by sociologist Inose Yuri and a group of students. 
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capital is the temples’ social activities (社会活動 shakai katudō)” (Inose 2013: 95), and 
that the ministers’ and the temples’ roles and social activities constitute important 
contributions in meeting the challenges faced by contemporary Japanese Buddhism 
(ibid.).

Such activities are not only legitimated by doctrinal foundations in the teachings 
of Shinran. They are also envisioned as strengthening the necessary reciprocity (
互酬性 goshūsei) and producing new outcomes. In the terminology of economics, 
such networks involve both investment and return (‘gains’) at different levels. At 
individual level, the return for investment of working time and costs of membership 
and ritual services, there are both material gains (financial stability) and spiritual 
gains (cultural and spiritual stability), and at group level the investment of time, 
energy and money is returned by general growth, a guarantee of stability and 
a generally fair society (Inose 2015: 97). Participating in such social activities 
increases the minister’s acceptance of his/her role, and develops the minds of 
participants as well as increasing the value of the temple, thereby generating social 
capital (Yokoi 2012: 45). In other words, such ‘open Shin Buddhism’ (開かれた浄土

真宗 hirakareta jōdo shinshū) and ‘engaged Shin Buddhism’ (engeijido shin budizumu) 
(Tokunaga 2015: 89) can strengthen already existing social bonds and build new 
ones through social activities, thereby helping not only to meet the challenges of 
a society of non-relations and increased individualization, but also the religious 
institution gains by propagating indirectly their own religion, with the potential 
return effect of increased recognition, engagement and perhaps even numbers of 
monto.

Whether such ambitions are realistic or not might not in itself be the key issue, 
since the branding value of JSH undoubtedly is worth the effort. The positive 
contribution to social, national and human needs in transforming help to disaster 
victims into institutionalized programs of general care constitutes a mutually 
beneficial situation. Relations to other individuals, the extended family (including 
ancestors), the ‘social family’ (temple, local culture), and the nation are all kept 
alive and reinvented not only by new methods (e.g. voluntary help), but also by ‘old’ 
practices like traditional katsudō. In other words, the same practice is attributed new 
capital through a new narrative by “turning the binding power into visible culture” 
(Kikukawa 2015: 195).

It seems that there is a correlation between religious identity and social activism. 
Commenting on a former survey of JSH, Dessi showed that “more than 20% of 
the practitioners declared that they are or have been active in helping disabled or 
terminally ill patients,” and that “this kind of social engagement is shown to be 

Ministers and monto at temples in Hiroshima and Fukui regions were interviewed as 
part of a general analysis of the circumstances and effects of depopulation. See Inose 
2013.
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correlated with a high level of religious consciousness among lay followers” (Dessi 
2010a: 339). Dessi’s own survey also testifies to this, because it shows that 10% of 
lay followers and more than 20% of ordained priests have been engaged in assisting 
with terminal care (ibid. 343). These rates “tend to increase in correspondence with 
a deeper involvement in Shin Buddhist religious practice,” and the number of those 
who are inclined to a more active participation in society is not marginal (ibid.). 
Similarly, Kuchiba concludes his analysis of the same survey by suggesting that 
people who have done volunteer work also have a high sense of belief and religious 
consciousness, whereas those characterized as having a ‘folk religious’ practice have 
not done voluntary work (Kuchiba 2003, 172, 173). “There are many people carrying 
the wonderful religious consciousness of JSH who spontaneously do social practice 
(shakai jissen) […] but unfortunately these are less than 40% of all (monto)” (ibid.: 
174).

Thus, neither ideals nor practices of accumulating social capital are equally 
shared by or representative of all JSH. Where the rural temples are challenged by 
depopulation, but have better contexts to keep traditional relations with the existing 
local community, the opposite is true of the city temples. They might not be affected 
by depopulation and financial hardship to the same extent, but they are affected by 
individualization and marketization in competing for ‘customers.’ Thus, concern for 
the continued support of monto is much higher in city and wealthier temples than in 
rural and poorer temples (JSH dai 9 2011: 234-236). Social capital might thus be 
easier to recreate in the villages, but the effects of losing monto are much more severe 
in villages than in cities. Perhaps this is one reason why only 11% of the ministers22 
want to do missionary work in the cities. Not least with concern of finding temple 
successors such city mission needs, according to one of the Honganji survey 
conductors, to be taken more seriously (Nagaoka 2013: 153).

Potential conflicts of interest between headquarters and local temples are also 
part of the problem. The former will propagate the ‘correct’ teaching and version of 
religion, whereas the social capital earned at local temples might be of a different 
nature, including close relations to other religions, acceptance of folk religiosity etc. 
For individual ministers, keeping sectarian identity while reaching out to society 
can also be a potential dilemma. Asked whether they regarded voluntary work as a 
religious activity, and whether they would do such work in Buddhist robes, whether 
they would conduct funerals, deal with spiritual problems or build temples in a 
style not corresponding to orthodoxy, responses were varied, pointing to both the 
necessity of keeping institutional bonding while also opening up for a more ‘bridge 
building’ approach in which the cause is more important than the denominational 
package (Kobayashi and Yatsuhashi 2015).

22. JSH dai 9 2011: 126-128. There were no significant differences in age group or 
geographical area.
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Apart from geographical differences, institutional structures themselves might 
limit actual gains of broader social capital fields. In analyzing the backgrounds for 
contemporary challenges, Hoshino encourages a general discussion of internal, 
structural changes of the management of the temples (Hoshino 2013), where the 
system of inheriting priesthood (clergy) and temple affiliation (laity) are part of 
a long Japanese tradition helping to give the institution its brand of tradition and 
stability, but the system is also one of the possible hindrances of renewal. Ministers 
might be deeply involved in Buddhist teachings without being involved in the 
management of a temple (ibid., 138). In addition, the widespread practice of priests 
having extra jobs might be positive for the temple’s financial situation and for 
‘spreading the teachings,’ but an extra job may also take up most of the minister’s 
time, leaving less time and energy to manage and be engaged in the temple. 
Hence, there is a need to renew the system internally. This, however, seems not to 
be recognized by all ministers. 43% think there is no need for changes in temple 
management (JSH dai 9 2011: 236). Tanabe is more direct in his critique, saying 
“Contemporary Buddhist thought in Japan is remarkable for its lack of inno¬vative 
formulations” (Tanabe 2004: 290), and Watts and Okano add: “The vast majority 
of traditional priests, temples and denominations have yet to develop a substantive 
response to modernization’s challenges” (Watts and Okano 2012: 369). 

3. Conclusion

There is no doubt that the orthodox ‘Shinshū P’ version of JSH is still the 
prevailing narrative. This is the official teaching propagated by teachers and 
ministers and taught to the laity. Phenomenologically, this type of religion is 
typical of a textual religion based on a two-layer system of clergy and laity, the 
former ‘performing’ as the institutional representative and ritual specialist for and 
on behalf of the mainly passive audience, whose main religious activity is belief 
and engagement in cultural and symbolic activities. Although very exclusive in 
its doctrinal foundations, such ‘culture religiosity’ is also accepted as part of a 
broad institutional outlook. Catering for sectarian consciousness is thus an official 
concern which may have some relevance for village temples, but less relevance 
for city temples, where (as one minister explained), there are more ‘postmodern’ 
ministers who are less inclined to adopt institutional JSH frames, looking more 
towards a global, individualized ‘Buddhism.’ Also the laity can keep adhering to this 
official type of religion, whose teaching seems to correlate to many adherents’ social 
engagement. ‘No requirements’ (as was the expression of one minister) is a strength 
for encompassing a broad spectred culture religiosity. But it can also be a burden of 
tradition. If the narrative cannot offer meaning for an increasing number of non-
engaged and non-believing danka, or if the exclusivity is a barrier for those who 
actually want personal engagement and experience, ‘Shinshū P’ is challenged in an 
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increasingly individualized culture.
This was addressed already in the 1980s by scholars suggesting a shift towards 

‘Shinshū C,’ accepting the kind of religiosity that is also widespread among JSH 
adherents, namely ‘folkish’ rituals, ancestor belief, benefits in this world, and more 
creative ways of applying an orthodox teaching to local, ‘small traditions.’ While 
this model prescribes a certain democratic acceptance of ‘parallel’ religiosity, the 
‘Shinshū C’ approach (whether this term is actually used or not) is still understood 
as a legitimate model for propagating the true teaching, i.e. through initial 
acceptance and later transformation of alternatives. However, ‘Shinshū C’ seems 
most often to be a cover-up for an officially sanctioned ‘Shinshū P.’

If lived folk religiosity is a challenge to orthodox religion ‘from below,’ the 
demand from individuals for personal requirements or experiences is another 
type of challenge from ‘the sideline.’ Quests for self-transformation or spiritual 
experiences are doctrinally problematic in a JSH perspective. But in recent years 
meditation has been officially recognized as a JSH practice too, and individual 
ministers have opened up to both yoga and zazen (and a few to naikan as well), 
providing opportunities for practices that on the same level as cultural events or 
entertainment (ikebana, song, play) are within the same semantic and functional 
domain as folk religion: they can be accommodated as part of an overall propagatory 
strategy, or accepted as parallel activities to accommodate wishes ‘from below.’ 
Typically, the laity engaging in these activities are not danka, but individual new 
‘consumers’ on the market. Such marketization also prescribes new demands 
for individual ministers, whose traditional authority (‘part of the tradition’) and 
rational-legal authority (manager of temple, ritual specialist, identified with 
institution) are also increasingly challenged (mainly in the cities) by criteria relating 
to personal charisma. JSH ministers also have to be engaged and ‘authentic,’ 
negotiating positions on a market on which both non-religion and plurality of 
religion are main challenges.

The focus of recent years on a more socially engaged Buddhism, what could be 
termed a ‘Shin E,’ can be seen as a proactive response including both Shin ‘P’ and 
‘C’ while also responding to concrete post 3/11 challenges. Spiritual care, grief care, 
hospice and voluntary work, and a general attitude prescribing public and social 
relevance are being institutionalized ‘from above’ to accommodate demands ‘from 
below’ in an interactive process which is sanctioned by JSH doctrines and ideals. 
The negative images of funeral Buddhism and a rigid institution are reversed in 
narratives serving the religion in a different, positive direction. Socially engaged 
Buddhism might not be relevant or practiced by the majority, but it is a good 
institutional brand, relating not least to the concept of social capital, which in 
itself is both a mechanism bonding internally (amongst members, ministers and 
institution) and bridging externally towards society. And at the same time it has the 
instrumental value of being financially rational as an investment in future relations, 
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guaranteeing income and rationale for temples. Social capital in this sense can itself 
become ‘religious capital.’

Some JSH ministers and scholars envision socially engaged Buddhism and the 
relevance of strengthening activities generating social capital as a possible ‘turning 
point’ in the sea of crises. Undoubtedly the many post 3/11 projects have had a 
positive inf luence on the image and self-understanding of the organization, on 
the individual ministers, and on religion in Japan as such. As ‘Shin C,’ individual 
spirituality and general market demands can be integrated at individual level and 
accommodated through narratives of propagation at institutional level, ‘Shin E’ 
seems to be a mutually beneficial model at both levels, aligning public demands 
with organizational needs. From a more critical point of view, it could be argued 
that the activities and institutionalization of ‘Shin E’ are also a strategic device, 
the rhetorics of which serve to legitimate the status quo of conservative Buddhism. 
While ‘Shin E’ could be an expression of renewal, it also serves as a blueprint for 
orthodox Buddhism and the continuation of a traditional temple system, whose 
structural implications will not meet the challenges of depopulation, secularization 
or individualization. ‘Social capital ’ can thus be a catchword for progressive 
reformulations, as well as a rhetorical device for honoring and keeping traditional 
temple life with its religious and social narratives, symbols, status and activities 
(or lack thereof). Paradoxically, a ‘Shin E’ thus at the same time transcends 
the importance and challenges of ‘Shin C’ and individualized spirituality while 
also legitimating orthodox ‘Shin P.’ The impact of 3/11 is still ongoing, and no 
conclusions can yet be drawn about the actual implications of a more socially 
engaged Buddhism. There is, however, no doubt that this is an area deserving future 
research, both from the perspective of local, lived religion, and from an overall 
comparative perspective among different Buddhist denominations.
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