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Invasion and Expansion of the
Shin Buddhist Sect in Hida Province

With Special Reference to the Shin Sect Temples in Shirakawa

Kiyomi MORIOKA

People in Shirakawa County had been under a dominant influence of ChoryajiTemple
of Tendai Buddhist sect located in a neighboring county, and, at the same time, they
worshipped the spirit of Mt. Hakusan rising high along the western border of the county.
In the 13th century, a Shin Buddhist monk named Zenshun visited Shirakawa to propa-
gate the faith in Amitabha among the villagers and settled there down finally setting up
a shrine known in the name of Kanenho.

After patient mission works by his descendants for two and a half centuries, the tenth
generation monk called Meishin saw an era of rapid expansion. He succeeded in proselyt-
izing activities and came to claim as many as 43 branch shrines in Shirakawa and other
counties in Hida Province. The present paper attempts to elucidate the factors which
made the new mode of Buddhist faith acceptable and even attractive to villagers
preoccupied with a Tendai-Hakusan configuration of rituals oriented toward this-
worldly benefits.

It is told that Meishin displayed a magical power exceeding that of Tendai or Hakusan
priests. In addition, he provided the villagers with a new set of teachings and rituals with
an emphasis on other-worldly salvation which consoled and comforted them suffering
from repeated misfortunes of poor harvest, disasters, and particularly untimely deaths of
close kin including young children and young mothers. He learned the new system of Shin
Buddhism from disciples of Rennyo, the eighth abbot of HonganjiTemple, and brought it
into Shirakawa and neighboring counties. It is assumed that a series of memorial
services for the dead was developed to meet the psychological need of bereaved families,

and made the victory of Meishin over Tendai-Hakusan priests decisive.
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