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CLOSED PANEL:
Rethinking the Concept of “Religion”: From the Perspective of
“seken” (“the World”) and “Freedom” in Modern Japan

Many Japanese people regard themselves as “non-religious” today. In reality, however, most
Japanese people unconsciously participate in some kinds of religious events, such as hatsumoude (the
practice of visiting a Shinto shrine or a Buddhist temple on new year’s day) and Bon Festival; they do
not have any religious consciousness that they perform religious activities. What these facts suggest
is that in most cases when they call themselves “non-religious,” the term “religion” refers exclusively
to religious faith and belief of a certain religious community which individuals choose, while such
popular religious activities as hatsumoude and Bon festivals are not considered as “religious™ at all,
but rather merely as lifestyle customs. Religion as a lifestyle custom has been (and is) supported and
observed by “seken” (“the World”), the human relationships that are characteristic of Japanese culture.
At the same time, however, seken has generated social pressure to conform for the Japanese people
and has often suppressed “freedom of faith” to them.

In this panel, from the perspectives of religious studies, we would like to reconsider the concept of
“religion” (shukyo) by analyzing the various aspects of “freedom” in religion in modern Japanese

society in order to examine the above-mentioned state of “religion” in modern Japan.
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Customs! as the “Religion” of seken (the
World)

Yotaro MIYAMOTO (Kansai University)

Abstract

The Japanese critic Naoki Sato argues that the majority of Japanese people are followers of a
“religion” called seken-kyo (“religion of seken or the World”). This “seken-kyo” has a certain structure
different from “personal faith,” that one might first imagine with the term shukyo (“religion”) in
Japanese these days. While “religion” as a translated term presupposes the conscious, subjective, and
voluntary faith of the individual, seken-kyo presupposes the customs and practices of seken to which
each individual belongs; the individual follows those rules unconsciously, passively, and compulsively.
In this sense, seken-kyo can be regarded as an “identical religious group” to which J. Wach refers. In
an identical religious group, there is no “doctrine,” but instead, the sharing of “rituals” is emphasized.
When a certain way of life is inherited by a certain group, “customs” are created. When such “customs”
are implemented jointly with the meaning of social integration, a variety of rituals become traditions
as customs. In pre-modern Japan, religion (a “specifically religious group” to which Wach refers) and
custom were in a complementary relationship, and the distinction between both of them was not clear.
In the modern era, however, the two of them were strictly distinguished, and the “religious” nature of
some practices was denied as “magic and superstition,” while others were hidden. This situation cannot
be ignored when we consider the freedom of “religion” in modern Japan. Thus, we need to reexamine

the dynamic relationships between “religion as faith” and “religion as custom.”

MXEE

PLRFSE - VefRiE A I, Hﬁk@ﬁgiﬁﬁi‘ MM LW RBOEETHDL LFRLT
W5, o MEFZE 12, BREARET RH (L& 1 9)] LW oF@ENLEBESH
o MEANRGEM) SIXRRMEE b, UREY L) BIFGEIL. kY - R - B
%E@fﬂlﬁ]}\@%{fﬂ%ﬁﬁ%&ﬁ_éﬁ M2 (X, EADETE T D O E S E R 4 A
& L, TOHFEICITEER - ZEHY - ME0ICHE> ., ZoERT, HERE % L
T NDIN D rlﬁ]*?%&% (identical religious group) | & A72 3 Z LR TX 5, :0)%
Wi TR 13, BAShL20F MEL) Thd, & 5AERDRE DL
Tk s & MEE) BEEFh, ASHEOERZ - T [—Jééﬁlﬁéi’bék ZThbHo
BALITEE & Lk g, It AARTIEL, B (VD) TREERHESEM )

' T use the term “customs” in a heuristic sense.



EEENIHMBRERICH Y . EOXRBNIEES 572, L LRI 5 & lE 1T IC X
BIEHL, —EROEEIL TWHFCHE] & L TR E2 BT E SN, o b 0Bk s iz,
ZoZ & ERARICBITD REOAH] 2525 ETEETE 2, LenosT

MEMIE LToORE & MEEE LTORE OBRBEREZBERETT 2 0END D,

In his 2022 book “Seken-kyo” and the Deep Consciousness of the Japanese People, Naoki Sato
proposed the concept of Seken-kyo (“Religion of seken), which regards four implicit rules—
unconsciously practiced by Japanese—as a form of “religion” (Sato 2022:112-143):

1. Reciprocity: The rule of reciprocity that maintains human relationships through the obligation
of giving gifts and returning favors.

2. Hierarchy: The rule of hierarchy that strongly emphasizes rank based on age and social status.

3. Conformity: The rule of suppressing individuals from standing out, functioning as the pressure
of conformity—the idea that “the nail that sticks out gets hammered down.”

4. Magical Thinking: The rule of making decisions based on old notions such as auspicious or
inauspicious days and concepts of impurity (kegare 7 77 L°).

In Japanese, the term  “religion”  (shukyo %#X) usually means consciously and voluntarily held
belief. By contrast, Seken-kyo operates unconsciously and under social compulsion, thus differing
from the Western concept of ~ “religion.”

The Japanese word seken (£fH]) has no direct one-to-one equivalent in English. It is often
translated as  “society,”  but while the English word ~“society”  often refers to structured systems
or institutions, seken carries strong nuances of social expectations, public appearance, and
interpersonal relationships. Thus, the term often means the opinions, evaluations, and awareness of
others in one’s community or the broader social sphere.

Emile Durkheim defined religion as “a system of beliefs and practices that serves social
integration.” From this perspective, Seken-kyo functions as a religion in Japan, not by unifying society
as a whole but by regulating jinkan (\-fH] human) relations within each community. In this sense,
each person belongs to a particular Seken-kyo. Although many Japanese claim to be non-religious,
Sato argues they are in fact followers of Seken-kyo, which often restricts autonomy through conformity
and excludes religions based on individual belief.

Nevertheless, the tension between Seken-kyo and individual faith is not uniquely Japanese. Joachim
Wach classified religious communities into two types: “an identity of social and religious groupings”
and “specifically religious group” (Wach 1944 :57). The latter are bound together firmly by faith
grounded in explicit doctrine. The former, however, are naturally occurring communities such as
families or villages, where religious functions are integrated into daily life. Seken corresponds to the

former category—"an identity of social and religious groupings”—which do not have explicit



doctrines but emphasize the sharing of rituals. Within a community that maintains a consistent lifestyle,
customs are handed down across generations, and through collective practice that promotes social
integration, they are institutionalized as traditions. Rites of passage such as weddings, funerals, and
annual festivals are inherited by kin and local communities; they regulate individual behavior and
strengthen group cohesion.

Yoshitsugu Sawai contrasts “personal religious faith” with “religion as everyday custom,” while
Nobutaka Inoue likewise distinguishes “religion as conscious faith” from “religion as custom,” noting
that the latter predominates in Japan (Sawai 2021: 61-63; Inoue 2002: 27). Custom, as a socially
sanctioned mode of life, often concerning deities, Buddhas, and the afterlife, is called folk religion
(minzoku shitkyo FABR%X). Such practices have endured by adapting institutional religions to daily
routines, and conversely, institutional religions could take root only by adjusting themselves to folk
religion (Kaneko 1997:191).

In religious studies, “religion as custom” is often framed as primal religion: forms predating
institutional systems, inseparable from life and centered on nature worship, ancestor veneration, and
magical practice. Faith here is sustained not by doctrine but by communal lifestyle, ritual, and
transmission. This overlaps with Joachim Wach’s “religious groups identical with social groups.”

According to Michael Pye, Shinto in prehistoric times was a “primal religion” tied to nature,
ancestors, and the cycles of the seasons. Later, through contact with Chinese culture and Buddhism, it
acquired the name and self-consciousness of “Shinto” and was reorganized as an “adjusted primal
religion” (Pye 1996:4). At the level of popular life, Japanese folk religion and popular beliefs retained
primal-religion structures at their foundation, even while undergoing syncretism with institutionalized
Shinto and Buddhism. As seen in mountain worship, rice-field deities, ancestor rites, and annual
festivals such as Bon, New Year, and Setsubun (£i47), these foundations are still alive in the culture
of everyday life. They are intertwined with Seken-kyo norms and continue to sustain the religiosity of
individuals and local communities.

Pye further argues that in today’s highly secularized Japan, a “new primal religion” has emerged
(Pye 1996:6). This is not Shinto alone but a “religious complex” involving Buddhism, new religions,
and folk beliefs, which together support life-cycle rituals, ancestor worship, and everyday petitions.
In this context, there are no institutional organizations or theological thinkers. Rather, petitions such
as for “traffic safety” or “family well-being” are shared in the form of social rituals. These practices
overlap with the implicit rules of Seken-kyo, thereby manifesting religiosity in daily life.

Zenji Koishikawa argues that when popular beliefs, superstitions, magical practices, and social
customs shape communities and individuals, they should be treated as “customs.” In premodern Japan,
religion and custom complemented one another (Koishikawa 2019:171). For example, sexuality and
marriage were governed by local custom rather than Buddhism, yet Buddhism addressed issues of life,

illness, and death precisely through its deep entanglement with such customs. Unlike medieval



Christian Europe, where one religion formed a “sacred canopy,” Buddhism, oriented toward
transcendence, remained largely passive toward secular matters.

Modernization disrupted the coexistence of religion and custom. Two key events symbolized this:

1. The Meiji government’s Shinto-Buddhist separation, aiming to make Shinto a state religion.

2. Government and media campaigns to eradicate “superstitions.”

The state religion project collapsed under Western pressure and Buddhist resistance, but Shinto
was redefined as “non-religious” national morality. Mokurai Shimaji of Jodo Shinshii opposed state
control through the Daikydin policy. Advocating religious freedom, he argued that Shinto was not true
religion but ancestor-based tradition (Nose 1992). According to Fumihiko Sueki (2011), this
distinction produced a “Shinto-Buddhist complementarity”: Buddhism as “religion of individual faith,”
Shinto as “rites of the state” (D).

Sueki also notes complementary relations within each tradition: between state Shinto and local
festival Shinto (@), and between Buddhism as personal faith and Buddhism as folk practice supported
by funerals and parishioner systems (). At the everyday level, Shinto and Buddhism formed a unified
set (@), effectively hidden from the category of “religion.”

@
(surface/modern] Buddhism as individual faith ——— Shinto as “non religious”
® @
(deep/indigenous) Buddhism as custom Shinto as religion
@

Even after State Shinto ended, this structure persisted. The Supreme Court, for instance, ruled that
Shinto ground-breaking ceremonies (jichinsai Hi#H%%) were “customary” rather than religious
(Kuroda 1979). From the 1960s this view shaped Japanese cultural identity, and recent nationalism
has reinforced it.

In Japan, the boundary between “religion” and “custom” has never been clear; rather, it has been
artificially drawn since modern times. This separation was strongly shaped by the influence of
government and media, yet the role of religious studies cannot be ignored either. Customs persist
precisely because they are deeply rooted in daily life and play essential roles in society. Religion,
historically, has drawn nourishment from these customs in order to develop.

Michio Araki contrasted “the religion of the elites” with “folk religion,” pointing out that while the
former is a highly institutionalized form of religion, alongside it there has always flowed “a strong

undercurrent of folk religion that, at times in close connection with institutional religions and at times



almost independently of them, has supported the religious life of the common people” (Araki
2001:228). Religion and custom are not a simple binary opposition; rather, as people’s lives change,
customs also change, and the religious needs of the populace evolve. For this reason, it is necessary to
rethink the relationship between “religion” and “custom” in a more dynamic way. Doing so reveals
that contemporary Japanese understandings of religion have been formed in deep connection with

everyday life.
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Multiple Religious Belonging

in Shin’ichiro Imaoka’s Free Religion

Tadayoshi FURUSO (Ryukoku University)

Abstract

This paper reconsiders the critical examinations of the concept of religion through Catherine
Cornille’s framework of Multiple Religious Belonging. Cornille provides a comprehensive analysis
of various forms of Multiple Religious Belonging, ranging from the conscious belonging to multiple
religions to the unconscious acceptance of religious culture without a clear awareness of belonging to
any particular religion. However, the religious belonging examined in this analysis refers not to
Belonging to the Religion but to belonging (or non-belonging) to specific religious groups. In contrast,
Shin’ichird Imaoka’s Free Religion (Jiy(-shiikkyd) endorses the concept of dual belonging to the
religious organization to which each person already belongs and to the church of the Free Religion,
namely, the Tokyo Kiitsu Kyokai (Tokyo Unitarian Church). Imaoka placed significant emphasis on
personal salvation through the pursuit of the fundamental Life without being confined by the doctrines
of one’s own religion; at the same time, he firmly believed in the indispensability of a church in the
realization of an ideal community and the attainment of social salvation. Imaoka’s Free Religion,
constructed within the context of religious studies in modern Japan, resulted in the establishment of a
substantive church, the Toky6 Kiitsu Kyodkai, to which Free Religionists could belong while also
belonging to the organization of their own religion. The notion of dual belonging, which makes
possible both Belonging to the Religion and Believing in the Religion, offers a novel perspective for

the critical examination of the concept of religion.
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1) Introduction: Is Belonging to the Religion possible?

This paper will reconsider the critical examination of the concept of religion from the perspective
of religious belonging.

In this examination, the concept of religion is frequently regarded as a social construction by
scholars and others. While this viewpoint may indeed be valid, it is important to recognize that, once
a concept of religion has been established, it can lead to the formation of substantial organizations.
Belonging to these organizations, so to speak, can be regarded as Belonging to the Religion.

Is it possible to Belong to the Religion possible? To further illuminate this question, it is essential
to contrast it with Catherine Cornille’s notion of Multiple Religious Belonging. Cornille (2013)
offers a comprehensive analysis of various forms of Multiple Religious Belonging, ranging from the
conscious belonging to multiple religions to the unconscious acceptance of religious culture without
a clear awareness of belonging to any particular religion. However, the religious belonging examined
in this analysis refers not to Belonging to the Religion, but to belonging (or non-belonging) to
specific religious groups.

This paper will introduce Shin’ichird Imaoka (4 [ii{5 — E, 1881-1988) ’s concept of Free
Religion and the Tokyd Kiitsu Kyokai (3 5{JF— %<, Tokyo Unitarian Church), which he founded,
as a case in which the concept of religion formed in modern Japan materialized into a substantial

organization and made Belonging to the Religion possible.

2) What shaped Shin’ichird Imaoka’s religious thought and practice?

To begin with, I would like to provide a concise introduction to the background of Imaoka’s
religious thought and practice, which was shaped by the context of religion and religious studies in
modern Japan at the beginning of the 20th century.

Though Imaoka was born into a Shin Buddhist family, he was baptized in the Anglican Church at
the age of 16. Imaoka entered Tokyo Imperial University, and studied under Masaharu Anesaki (%ifi
I IE1R, 1873-1949), one of the pioneers of Japanese religious studies. Anesaki studied abroad
between 1900 and 1903 and introduced to Japan the most advanced religious and Sanskrit studies of
the time (Anesaki 1974). His religious studies combined an empirical and comparative
understanding of religions with a mystical pursuit of the essence of religion and contributed
significantly to the introduction of the concept of religion in modern Japan. He was deeply involved

in the Kiitsu Kyokai (J7—1#}%, Association Concordia) and other movements that promoted inter-
y p
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religious cooperations, and Imaoka assisted Anesaki’s activities. It is noted that this “Kyo6kai” is not
a church (Z(%2), but an association for the understanding each other’s religion and the cooperation
among religions.

As Imaoka began to question his orthodox beliefs, he came to understand liberal theology, and
then, in 1911, he converted to Unitarianism. It must be noted that Unitarianism in modern Japan was
not only a Christian denomination, but also an inter-religious movement which included some
Buddhists and provided a place to understand each other’s religions.

I would like to introduce three more key people who led Imaoka’s inter-religious faith. Ryosen
Tsunashima (# /55 %2)1[, 1873-1907) provided detailed descriptions of his own mystical experiences,
from which he developed his religious thought centered on the awareness that human beings are the
children of God. Imaoka learned from Tsunashima the importance of a pluralistic faith based on
mystical experience, not on a specific religion (Furuso 2022).

In contrast, Tenkd Nishida (P4 H K7, 1872-1968) sought to actualize the truth that religions
already possessed in their teachings but had not yet fully realized, through the practices of a New
Life of penance and service with no property (Nishida 1968). With an introduction of Nishida,
Imaoka encountered Torajird Okada ([i] FH 2 B[S, 1872-1920) s Seiza (#4¥, sitting meditation),
which he practiced for the rest of his life. It is important to note that Nishida’s New Life and Okada’s
Seiza were the practices that were not confined to any particular religion (Kobayashi 1937).

These mystical and pluralistic ideas and practices shaped Imaoka’s concept of religion and led
him to the development of the concept of Free Religion and the establishment of the Toky6 Kiitsu
Kyokai.

3) Dual belonging in Toky6 Kiitsu Kyokai

Next, I would like to discuss that Imaoka’s concept of religion and his pursuit of genuine religion
made possible a dual belonging, that is, the belonging to one’s own religion and the belonging to
Tokyo Kiitsu Kyokai.

I will start with Imaoka’s Free Religion. He believed that the Free Religion is not a religion
separate from established religions, but a search for genuine truth within established religions. He
asserted that this genuine truth is Fundamental Life (Imaoka 1982: 23). In the Free Religion,
however, Free Religionists were not required to adhere to the Fundamental Life as Imaoka did, but
rather they were encouraged to seek their own genuine truth within their own religion to which they
belonged, independent of its dogma.

However, Imaoka asserted that Free Religionists also needed a community other than the
community of their own religion. Imaoka sees personal salvation as unattainable apart from social

salvation, and he believes that the church, understood as an ideal community, is indispensable for
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personal salvation (Imaoka 1982: 63-64). Imaoka said, only when individuals “personally and
voluntarily have a genuine article of religion can a genuine church be organized” (Imaoka 1982: 82).

Founded around 1948, the Tokyo Kiitsu Kyokai was born out of the Unitarian movement in
Japan, but it is not a church based on any Christian denomination. It is neither a meta-religion that
advocates pluralistic religious thought, nor an organization for interreligious dialogue. Imaoka
regarded the Tokyo Kiitsu Kyodkai as an ideal community in which each Free Religionist could seek
the genuine truth within his or her own faith, and moreover, as a church which was as actual and
concrete as other established religions (Imaoka 1982: 81). According to Imaoka, Free Religionists
can achieve personal salvation by belonging to both their own church and the Toky6 Kiitsu Kyokai.
This dual belonging enables the discovery of “genuine religion” within their own religious beliefs.

However, this dual belonging contained inherent instabilities. It survived for some time not only
because of Imaoka’s charisma, but also because of its integration with Seisoku Gakuin, an
educational institution (Tokyo Kiitsu Kyokai 1993).

The Tokyd Kiitsu Kydkai was located on the grounds of Seisoku Gakuin. Imaoka was appointed
principal of Seisoku Gakuin in 1925 on the recommendation of Masaharu Anesaki and served for
many years in the administration of this institution.

In 1949, Imaoka placed the Free Religion as the basis of education at Seisoku Gakuin. However,
he did not prescribe a doctrine of the Free Religion to be taught to students, nor did he teach them
about any particular religion. Imaoka believed that if teachers who deepen their understanding of the
Free Religion taught each subject, they would naturally impart to their students the genuine religion
through their teaching. Imaoka also saw the Tokyo Kiitsu Kyokai as an organization that would help
teachers to deepen their understanding of the Free Religion (Imaoka 1982: 220-222).

The Tokyd Kiitsu Kyodkai, where Free Religionists pursued the genuine truth of religion, was

barely able to survive amid the various religions and secular educational institutions.

4) Conclusion: Dual belonging makes Belonging to and Believing in the Religion Possible

It is not my intention to criticize Imaoka’s essentialist view of religion as Fundamental Life.
Certainly, Imaoka’s understanding of religion was constructed within the context of various religions
and religious studies in modern Japanese society. However, once established, the concept of religion
produced a substantive church, the Tokyo Kiitsu Kyodkai, to which Free Religionists could belong
while also belonging to the organization of their own religion. Of course, it is difficult to regard
Tokyo Kiitsu Kyokai as an organization on the same level as other religions, as Imaoka thought.
However, the fact that the mystical and pluralistic concept of religion produced a substantive church
and realized dual religious belonging will offer a novel perspective for a critical examination of the
concept of religion. I am convinced that this dual belonging makes possible Belonging to the

Religion and Believing in the Religion.
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Japanese Religiosity and seken (World) in
D. T. Suzuki's Shin Buddhism Thought

Masayo SUEMURA (Chiba Keizai University)

Abstract

This presentation examines the relationship between Japanese religiosity and seken (the world),
with reference to the writings of D. T. Suzuki (1870-1966) as a case study. Suzuki left behind a large
number of writings in both English and Japanese. As a general tendency, he wrote his works on Zen
Buddhism for the wider world in English, and on Shin Buddhism to the Japanese people in Japanese.
In other words, in Zen Buddhism, he found the characteristics of universality and globality that could
be common to all peoples, while in Shin Buddhism he found those of uniqueness and ethnicity that
could only be shared by Japanese people. Moreover, the instances of the term seken are far more
common in his Japanese writings than his English ones. The fact that he discussed seken more often
in his writings for the Japanese people implies that in this term, he found the uniqueness of Japanese
religiosity. In considering that his Japanese writings were mostly concerned with the issues of Shin
Buddhism, we understand that he may have detected a certain connection between Shin Buddhism and
the Japanese term seken. This presentation will therefore attempt to clarify D. T. Suzuki’s views of
Japanese religiosity by focusing on his understanding of Shin Buddhism and the examples of the term

seken in his Japanese writings.

XEE

AFERIT, AKHL (1870-1966) DOFENEZ FHI L LT, HARRFRENM L T[] OB
REWMRET 5, SARITIGE L BARGEO N CEHOFEEFE LI, —ROEmE L,
FZOW TR AT ICHEE T, I EERICOWTUIAARANBITICHEARGETE LT, 2%
DT, BUTITOT NIZHAT AT RE 2 Bl & [EIRSME 2 U L. BRI A AR NICHRA TR
Btk 2 R LD TH D, 612, Mt &V O FERITRGEEFEL Y b HAGEEEIC
JEEIAICZ < BN D, BARANMITEET M 220 L7oFRIE. OIS HARRRH
PEORFEZ RWZL TN Z L 2R T 5, HOARBEFEOLZ I DEREFEEHE LT
LI EEREBET DL, AR LERE T & ORI 5 OBfR 2RO Tz L HE
HTE D, AERTIX, W HERAEME BAREEEICKT S T ofplicER L, 8
ARKHO H AR REMEB A ST D,

15



I have been studying Zen thought in modern period, especially Japanese Zen scholars and monks
who went to North America at the turn of the century. In this presentation, through a brief comparing
English and Japanese writings by D. T. Suzuki (85 A KAl 1870-1966), I would like to consider what
he thought about Japanese religiosity and how it relates to Japanese “seken” (the world).

However, in advance, Suzuki's writings are, of course, based on Buddhism, and Japanese religiosity
as he discusses is strongly inclined toward Buddhism. So most of the uses “sekern” on Suzuki’s writings
are almost used to mean “loka,” “laukika” or “saha” in Sanskrit Buddhist terminology, which have
standard means “the secular world” (also called ““£%% shaba” in Japanese). However, he detected
Japanese religiosity in one of the various forms of Buddhism. This time, to follow with the panel
concept, I tried to find the connections between Japanese religiosity in Suzuki's thought and the
Japanese “seken.”

Before I begin, I'd like to quickly go over the main points. In my presentation, first, I will mention
the tendency of Suzuki's writing activities, then, I will actually compare Zen and Japanese culture and

Nihon-teki Reisei. And finally, I will relate Suzuki's idea about Japanese religiosity to Japanese “seken.”

At first, about the tendency of Suzuki's writing activities. Suzuki is known as a Zen scholar, but
actually he also wrote a lot of works related to Pure Land thought and Shin Buddhism thought. Among
these, there are also some large works. He left behind a large number of writings on both Zen and Shin
Buddhism thought in both English and Japanese, but there is a general tendency among them. It is a
tendency that he talked about Zen to the world in his English writings, and talked about Shin Buddhism
thought to the Japanese people in his Japanese writings. It might be possible to say that in Zen
Buddhism, he found the characteristics of universality and globality that could be common to all
peoples, while in Shin Buddhism thought, he found those of uniqueness and ethnicity that could be
shared by only Japanese people.

This tendency is also found in the circumstance of the translations of his works. Many of his
writings on Zen were written in English or translated into English, on the other hand, his writings on
Shin Buddhism thought were mainly written in Japanese and not translated into English during his
lifetime. To reiterate, he talked about Zen to the world in English, and talked about Shin Buddhism
thought to the Japanese people in Japanese.

I would like to show some examples. His main publication, Zen and Japanese Culture, is a revised
version of Zen Buddhism and Its Influence on Japanese Culture, a collection of lectures originally
given in English for Western audiences. In addition, the three volumes of his Essays in Zen Buddhism
and the three-volume introductory books on Zen (Introduction, Training and Manual) were also
originally written in English and later translated into Japanese. On the other hand, his works on Shin
Buddhism thought were written in Japanese originally. For example, this includes Jodo kei shiso ron

( ¥ 125485 , A Study on Pure Land Thought Theory), Nihon-teki Reisei ( [ H ARKFIFEME] |
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Japanese Spirituality) and Myokéonin ( [#04F NJ , Devoted Believers of Shin Buddhism thought) and
so on. Some of these were translated into English after Suzuki's death, but there are more that have
not been translated.

In short, Suzuki told the audiences outside Japan that Zen was the foundation of Japanese culture,
and told the domestic audiences that Shin Buddhism thought was Japanese religiosity. In fact, in Zen
and Japanese Culture, he says, “The influence of the various schools of Buddhism aside from Zen on
Japanese culture was limited mostly to the religious aspects of Japanese people's lives, but only Zen
transcended this limitation.” In addition, in Nikon-teki Reisei, he states that Shin Buddhism thought is
“a direct manifestation of Japanese spirituality.” This means that “Japanese religiosity,” its identity
which he thought lies in Shin Buddhism thought that he spoke to the domestic, that is, Japanese people.

A point I should add here: Suzuki's reference to Shin Buddhism thought is not to Pure Land
Buddhism that originated in India and was transmitted to China and Japan, but to the Jodo Shinshii
that was founded by Shinran in Japan. Therefore, Japanese religiosity Suzuki refers to is based on
Shinran's thought. I call it “Shin Buddhism thought” in this presentation. So, what aspects of Shin
Buddhism thought does Suzuki regard as characteristics of original Japanese religiosity?

From here, I will look at the differences and gaps between the “Japanese characteristics” discussed
in English in Zen and Japanese Culture, and the “Japanese religiosity” discussed in Japanese in Nikon-
teki Reisei. This time, I would like to focus on the ambivalence of “solitude” and “directness.” First,

regarding the “Japanese characteristics” discussed in Zen and Japanese Culture. These characteristics
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are explained in various ways in this book, such as “eternal loneliness,” “eternal solitude,” “simplicity,
“directness,” and “formlessness,” to cite a few examples. They are the concepts of “wabi” and “sabi.”
Here, solitude, directness, and its formless aspect led to the constraint-free, purpose-free, and bondage-
free spirit of Zen. And these experiences were given a positive meaning as enlightenment and the
attainment of freedom.

On the other hand, although Nihon-teki Reisei encompasses these concepts under the term of
“earthiness,” their features are similar in some degree. However, in Nihon-teki Reisei, Suzuki takes
the argument further from mere descriptions of characteristics of Japanese people and connects them
to Shinran’s thought. Here, solitude and directness are related to the awareness of sin and karma in
Shinran. And, in contrast to the case of Zen, these experiences were agony and despair for one person,
Shinran. Suzuki does not mention the freedom of enlightenment here, but emphasizes the impossibility
of escaping karma and the impossibility of being saved.

That is to say, the Japanese characteristics that Suzuki refers to, namely, solitude and directness,
show unlimited freedom in creative activities of various cultures [Zen], but on the level of specific,
real individuals, on the level of religiosity they are related to limitedness and a consciousness of sin

[Shin Buddhism thought]. Considering that Suzuki detects Japanese spirituality more strongly in Shin

Buddhism thought, it must be said that his idea on Japanese religiosity is extremely pessimistic.
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However, Suzuki continues that it is precisely because Japanese religiosity is pessimistic and full
of despair that the absolute passivity of betting all of the faith on Amitabha's compassion is nurtured.
In short, Japanese religiosity which he explained to the people in Japan, is the sensitivity that people
who cannot escape from sin and therefore cannot be saved feel the absolute other-power.

Incidentally, in Buddhist texts, the term “seken’ appears relatively more often in Pure Land thought,
that is Shin Buddhism thought in Japan, because they contrast the Pure Land with the secular world
or impure world. Likewise, also in Suzuki's writings, “seken” appears more often in Shin Buddhism
thought which was intended to be shared with the Japanese people. And thus, according to Suzuki's

idea, Japanese “seken” is more deeply connected with Shin Buddhism thought.

Conclusion

Though it looks pessimistic at first glance, it seems that he saw Japanese religiosity at the religious
sensitivity of the absolute passivity and the absolute other-power that grows from this despair.
Regarding the formation of Japanese “seken,” Abe Kinya, who developed this theory, pointed out that
the sacred lies outside the individual in Japan, and referred to the possibility that the fundamental
Buddhist doctrines like selfless and mindless are deeply involved in the structure of “seken” also today.
However, considering Suzuki’s writings, in the formation of Japanese "seken," 1 think it could be said
that the passivity and the other-power based on the concepts of sin and karma in Shin Buddhism
thought played a leading role rather than the doctrines of selfless in early Buddhism and mindless in

Zen Buddhism. Further examination on this point will be considered in the future.
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Reconsidering the Concept of “Religion”
from the Perspective of Religious and

Non-Religious Interactions

Yoshiyuki INOUE (Ryukoku University)

Abstract

I will examine how the concept of “religion” is perceived in Japan, taking into account the history
and current state of Japanese religion. Generally, “religion” is understood as having specific doctrines,
rituals, and orders. According to this definition, it must be said that in contemporary Japan, religion is
in decline, people are becoming less religious, and that the significance of religion is becoming weaker.
However, when we look at the original function of religion expressing unique values for individual
religious needs and ordinary sufferings, we understand that this function has not been weakened. This
function is manifesting itself in the listening activities of “supra-religions and supra-sects” after the
Great East Japan Earthquake. In such activities, not only believers in a particular religion but also non-
religious people encounter “religious discourse” that is not reduced to the values of a particular
religious sect or religion, nor is it exclusively secular. Moreover, such an awareness of the “religious”
does not occur intentionally, but is recognized in a religious context by both the non-religious people
and the religious people. This observation indicates that the essential function of religion manifests
itself in the margins of each religion. While the substantive definition of religion clarifies the outlines
of each religion, we observe that its original function itself is manifested precisely in the interactions

between the religious and the non-religious.

fIxXEE
ARIEFR Tl HK@%ﬁwﬁ%kﬁ%%%iﬁdf%ﬁj%ﬁﬂﬁﬁfgmiéméﬁ
o TWDENEHETT 5, ﬁjiﬁﬁﬁﬁ%-%ﬁ-&ﬁ%ﬁo%mkﬂ%

S, ZOEFRIZIIIL, fﬁﬁﬁzfif IFRBUTEIR L, A2 ORAEREN, Z0E

PWES-TWDLLEERD, L UREBOARKOHEE ﬁﬁ%ME%H%%&§M’
EAOMEEZ 52 2——ICHZMIT D L. ZOBRBIZTHE > TRV, FERE, Z oRel
WHARER GO DRI - BRE) EEEDHICBSWTEEFICENL TN D, 29 LETE
FTIE, FERADEHRIT TRIEREE . FERIRCZHDMEICE TSNS, »
ORI AR T H 22 DREEM (s, 2ok 574 UREM] o ARITERD
WAL DD TIEARL, BEE - ERBE PN L > CREN RO F TRk EN D, 20

19



FEIT, RAOKEIERENPE RHDOEZICBNTIZENL Z L 2R LT D, FER
EFRNIB RBOWME 2O NIT D0, £ OARDEREITRE L IFRAOHAEEMIZB Y
TIXRESINDIDTH D,

I will talk about “Reconsidering the Concept of “Religion” from the Perspective of interactions
between religious and non-religious people. Specifically, I want to explore how we understand and
define "religion" in different contexts from the following three perspectives. To achieve this, I will
focus on the history and current state of religion in Japan and examine how Japanese society perceives
it, particularly in relation to traditional forms of Buddhism such as Jodo Shinshu. Jodo Shinshu is the
largest Buddhist sect in Japan, with over 15 million followers and a key example for understanding
Japanese religious identity.

Jodo Shinshu gained prominence during the 15th century under the leadership of Rennyo. Rennyo's
strategy for spreading the teachings involved "yoriai," or community gatherings, which facilitated
discussions on various community issues, including faith. Yoriai meetings were held regularly in
village communities, led by influential people such as elders and priests. Rennyo's efforts included
issuing documents to promote the teachings and establishing dojos for rituals and learning.

During the early Edo period, the number of Buddhist temples increased significantly. In response,
the government introduced a temple ordinance to regulate this growth, and temples began to manage
family records through a registration system. Japan now has around 70,000 temples — more than there
are convenience stores.

Now the topic shifts to the present. In the mid-1950s, Japan experienced rapid economic growth,
leading to urban population concentration. The industrial structure shifted from primary industries to
secondary and tertiary industries. This shift caused younger generations, particularly second and third
sons from rural areas, to migrate to cities for work, resulting in the formation of nuclear families
distanced from local communities. Younger generations moving to urban areas and lacking ties to their
ancestral temples wanted new religious affiliations.

Religious groups such as Soka Gakkai, Rissho Kosei-kai and Reiyukai adopted their teaching
methods to meet the needs of urban dwellers. The original form of these methods could be called
"yoriai" as used by Rennyo. These methods emphasize sharing personal experiences and problems,
providing guidance and support, and encouraging community. With large population movements, new
places of faith emerge that are different from the previous ties between community and faith.

Today, the share of tertiary industry exceeds 70%, allowing individuals to change their living
situations relatively freely. This mobility has made it difficult to pass on religious beliefs from one

generation to the next, as many people leave their ancestral lands without hesitation.
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While traditional views see religion as doctrines, community, and rituals, their importance may be
changing. However, religions still provide valuable perspectives on individual suffering and values.
This function is not necessarily weak today.

There are various non-traditional activities that play similar roles to religions in addressing
personal issues. As an example, I would like to introduce Guchikore. "Guchikore" is an abbreviation
for "Guchi Collection,” an activity that began in December 2012 to listen to people's complaints on
the street for free, collect them, and publish them on a website. In Japanese Buddhist terminology,
"guchi" means to complain and is considered one of the most common forms of attachment. In this
sense, the word "guchi" has an inherently negative meaning. However, this activity was started with
the hope of creating a society where modern people, who often face many problems, can freely express
their frustrations. The idea is that by openly sharing their feelings, people can confront their true
emotions in a positive way. Although this activity was originally started by volunteer Jodo Shinshu
priests, it is not intended to promote the teachings and beliefs of Jodo Shinshu, nor is it initiated by
any religious order. The priests participate in casual clothing, and the main participants are ordinary
citizens—many of whom are non-religious—who come to complain and seek a listening ear. Since
priests explain the activity’s purpose beforehand, those who complain know they will be speaking with
a religious person. While they don't offer solutions, many find relief and perspective simply by talking
to someone they see as a spiritual listener.

Another example is " Café des Monk," created by Soto Zen monk Taio Kaneda to support victims
of the Great East Japan Earthquake. It is distinct from traditional sectarian activities. Café des Monk
is also a listening activity, and its name comes from the English word “monk” and the Japanese word
“monku” meaning “complaint” or “agony.” It focuses on listening to the complaints and suffering of
earthquake victims, fostering a sense of shared agony. This activity is also not a traditional missionary
activity, but rather an activity of being close to the victims of the disaster. These activities are not
confined to sectarian boundaries. Similar efforts, like "Study de Monk," involve students in disaster
areas.

These efforts and activities are marginal to the traditional view of religion, which sees doctrine,
sect, and ritual as the core of religion. Therefore, some people criticize that listening to people's
complaints is not a religious activity. But throughout history, religions have inherently possessed these
functions. For example, Christianity provides pastoral care. These functions extend beyond the inner
workings of a sect as a community of believers to the margins of each religion. There, not only
followers of a particular religion, but also non-religious people may encounter discourses or
"religiosity" that cannot be described as the values of a particular sect or religion, but which are not
entirely secular. Moreover, the awareness of such "religiosity" does not occur intentionally, but is
instantly recognized in a religious context, not only by the non-religious people involved, but also by

the religious people themselves.
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These activities are often referred to as "super-sects" or "super-religious". This may indicate that

the original function of religion is manifested on the margins of each specific religion.
In conclusion, while the substantive definition of religion clarifies its structure, its core
functions—such as compassion and listening—are often expressed through interactions between
religious and non-religious people. These interactions reveal the original, universal aspects of religion

that transcend specific doctrines or sects.
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Comments and Responses

Michael Pye (University of Marburg)
Yotaro MIYAMOTO (Kansai University)
Tadayoshi FURUSO (Ryukoku University)
Masayo SUEMURA (Chiba Keizai University)
Yoshiyuki INOUE (Ryukoku University)

Comment from Michael Pye

The term seken comes up in several papers, but I wonder how far we can internationalize that term.
It's rather a mysterious word in Japanese. If you ask a Japanese person to explain seken, well, it could
take some time. And if we try to bring it into English or German, we have to start all over again. So |
think it has a very strong power of suggestion for those who are familiar with the scene in Japan, and
it's instructive for us to hear about it from Japanese colleagues. But I'm not sure if we can
internationalize it. I'd like to know your reaction. Maybe you wish to do so, and then we will all go
back to the drawing board.

I think you said that Japanese people are largely unaware of this stratum of seken, because they're
used to thinking about the things that you refer to as customs. Custom is a very difficult word. Just by
the way, I once bought a little book called Introduction to Japanese Customs. I thought it would be
good to read on the train, you know, to keep up my knowledge. And when I opened it, there were lots
of pictures of buildings in Osaka and Kobe and other ports—the customs offices. All of that was
“Japanese customs.” After that, I decided not to use the word customs in my discussion of Japanese
religions anymore. I've been waiting for many years for the opportunity to tell that story.

Anyway, it is an important distinction, but I think my conclusion is that we have to be careful not
to go along with the distinction between religion and custom, because custom or customs can easily
become an alibi. For example, that happens when Japanese people are saying, “No, I'm not religious.”
Then you say, “Well, did you go anywhere at New Year?” “Well, I just went to the shrine, you know.”
“Oh yes, you're not religious, No. You went to the shrine. What did you do? Did you pray?” “Well,
not really.” “Did you clap your hands?” “Yes, I did that.” “And what did you think about?” “Well, I
just wished for the welfare of my family.” So in fact, they were doing it, but they would say that is a
custom. Now, that's not a sufficient answer for those of us who study religions. And it can easily be
politicized to normalize the attitudes which people have towards Shinto shrines, etc. So I'm a bit

concerned about that term, customs. But seken is extremely instructive.
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Response from Miyamoto

Because of the time limit, I will take just brief responses from the presenters before opening the
discussion. I'd like to add just one comment about the meaning of seken. I mentioned that the term
seken often means the opinions, evaluations, and awareness of others in one's community or the
broader social sphere. I'd also like to add that seken involves not only human beings but also ancestors,
kami, buddhas, and so on. So while the concept of religion is based on individual human beings, on
the individual existence of human beings, seken is based on the division or mutual existence of human

beings in Japanese history. That's the point I'd like to make.

Comment from Michael Pye

The second talk was by FURUSO Sensei, and this was about multiple belongings. I think this
multiple belonging is very interesting in the case that you adduce, FURUSO Sensei, because the person
you described was mobilizing the concept of belonging as an opportunity for people to belong to more
than one thing.

This reminded me of my youth in England, when I met somebody who said they went to a church,
and I said, "What kind of church is it?" And they said, "It's a non-denominational church". But I
thought, how can you have a non-denominational church. If it's a church with an organization and so
on, well, it's some kind of a denomination. So to say it’s non-denominational is a sort of trick, really,
it can be a trick to say you can have this and you can have that. You can’t have it both ways.

So it is in the case, for example, of somebody who is a member of the Nihon Kirisuto Kyodan,
while other family members are members of Tenrikyo. They might say, well, she gors to the Kirisuto
Kyddan sometimes, but actually, she belongs to Tenrikyd. In that case, what is her concept of God? Is
your concept of God male only, or is it like God the Parent, as in Tenrikyd, which is a very nice concept.

I'm therefore always a little bit suspicious about these cases, but I don't want to be negative. So,
what I want to do is to pick up the beauty of multiple belonging, and, in fact, it's quite common in
Japan, I think.

There are many people where there are mixed families, and it's often the case that the problem
really arises when it comes to burials. Where is somebody going to be buried? That's the problem that
arises if you have a Christian wife and a Buddhist husband, or he may not be religious. He might say,
"No, I'm not religious. I just go to the shrine sometimes". But then, his family is a Zen Buddhist
traditional family, so they want to have the remains of the wife in the Zen Buddhist cemetery. But she
doesn't want that, because she wants to have a Christian burial. Up till then it's not a problem. In life,
she goes to church. Sometimes she doesn't, sometimes she does, but when it comes to the burial, then
the family has a crisis about their multiple belonging. Anyway, it's all a very interesting area, and I

thank you for bringing a particular case, in which you told us about the JiyQi Shiikyo of Imaoka.
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Response from Furuso

Free Religion is a religion for the "elite", or for religious people who belong to other religious
groups, so Free religionists do the ritual of their own religion. But Free Religion itself has a kind of
ritual. For example, in a meeting of Free Religion, Free Religionists recite Imaoka's words. But Free
Religion is for the people who have own religion as well, and seek to deepen their own religion.

Thank you for your comment.

Comment from Michael Pye
Time is short and I must hurry on. The next talk was by Suemura-sensei from Nagoya about Suzuki
Daisetsu. Thank you very much. I'm sure everybody here has read something by Suzuki, and it would
be very interesting to go all around the room and see which books you've actually read and in which
languages, and then do a statistical study. But I can see there's a huge variety of awareness here.
Now, something I missed in your talk, in your discussion about his Japanese works and his English
works, was the point that Suzuki Daisetsu was always very, very much relating to his audience. He
was a publicist. He didn't just write books. He knew how to address this audience or that audience.
And that's why some of his books in English are about subjects which are quite different from the
subjects in Japanese, because he thought people in the international readership would not be interested
in Shin Buddhism. Well, I'm not sure that that's quite true. I think at that time it might have been true,
in that we had the beginnings of the Zen boom, which he was helping to create. And Shin Buddhism
was not really part of his message. And I think there was not a market for “Shin” Buddhism.
Actually, Shin Buddhist thought is extremely profound. It's just different from Zen Buddhist
thought. And so I think we have to be careful about that. It’s another problem that we have with that
term, if we want to introduce it more widely. I think we have to have further considerations about the

different uses of “seken.”

Response from Suemura

Thank you for your comments. I agree with your opinion that Suzuki was a good speaker. He talked
about Zen to Westerners, and he talked Shin Buddhism to Japanese. But I think he recognized clear
differences Zen and Shin Buddhism. I think he thought that Zen is beyond to the framework of religion.
So Zen can be shared with all peoples, not only Japanese. On the other hand, as to religion, Shin
Buddhism fits in with Japanese people.

Zen is beyond religion, and Shin Buddhism is religion, I think. Further examination of this is

needed.
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Comment from Michael Pye

I'lll move on to the fourth contribution now, which I was also very interested in for particular reasons.
I think it's wonderful that you produce the connection between the beginnings of yoriai in Jodo
Shinshd, in the teaching of Rennyo. After Shinran, Rennyo was very geared to looking after the people.
He really looked after the people in great ways through all his activities. That was the starting point
for this idea of yoriai.

And then you have these lovely new terms, which are such fun. We have Monku, Cafe de Monk,
that’s very good pun because monku means complaints. And of course, in Japanese life it's very bad
to complain. Monku wo iimashite, yoku nai desu ne. Very bad. It’s bad manners. And so it's quite
interesting that they brought this up in a café, where you can actually speak up if you've got anything
to complain about. Then we can look into it and think about it.

I also thank you for making the link to the Rissho Kosei-kai, and to the Soka Gakkai, I believe.
Actually, I wanted to make further links. As to this idea of mutual caring about problems, I think you
find it also in Konkoky®o, the toritsugi, and possibly in Tenrikyo, where there is a similar activity. So
it's not really restricted to any one religion, even though there's a strength there in Jodo Shinshii.

We also see here the interaction between a religious orientation and the non-religious. You
emphasize the lay quality of the people involved. I think that's very interesting. This brings us back
again to the seken level a little bit. I think (this is what I'm learning from you) we shouldn’t consider
the primal religion, or the seken, as being only transactional, only getting benefits, this-worldly
benefits and so on. We should also recognize that there is a culture of personal interactions involved
in it, which can possibly be helpful mutually. So that's a very good lesson, I think, to learn from your

paper, if [ may say so.

Response from Inoue

Thank you for your comment.

Concerning activities such as pastoral care, Japanese temples have long been deeply involved in
the family situations of followers and have been involved in activities like pastoral care. However, this
was in the context of the relationship between each temple and its members, not in a systematic and
specialized way as seen in Christianity. By focusing on the aspects of each religion that transcend

secular values, cooperation among different religions becomes possible, I think. Thank you.
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