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ABSTRACT 

This the~is deals with the myth of Mailreya, the next Buddha to come. TIle myth is Imced Imlll 
ilS earliest emergence in the Buddhist scriptures, briefly through its metamorphosis in China. with a vicw 
10 presenling its evolution in Japan. The myth's history in Japan spans thirteen ccnturies. ruld iL'\ a rcsull 
it is interesting 10 explore il in its historical context to see how the myth evolves ruld changes according 
10 the exigencies of the times. 

Buddhism has in many ways been synthesized into the Japanese indigenous Shintu conte xl. wilh 
the result that the myth of Maitreya fias emerged not simply as a Buddhist figure. but a pan-Japancse 
phenomenon very much responding 10 the Japanese ethos of "world-mending". This undcrlying cUITenl 
bas become particularly strong in the twentieth century with the result that Maitrcya has hecome a vehiclc 
for social rectification as weil as hope. 
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RÉSUMÉ 

La présente thèse traite de la légende de Maitreya, le prochain Bouddha à venir. La légende est 
remarquée dès ses premières manifestations dans les écritures bouddhistes, brièvement à travers sa 
métamorphose cn Chine, avec une vue de présentation de son évolution au Japon. L'histoire de la 
légende au Japon a une étendue de treize siècles et comme résultat, il est intéressant de l'explorer dans 
son contexte historique pour voir comment la légende évolue et change selon les exigences des temps. 

Le Bouddhisme a été de bien des façons synthétisé dans le contexte indigène japonais Shinto 
résultant dans le développement d,~ la légende de Maitreya pas seulement comme une figure bouddhiste 
mais aussi comme un phénomène pan-japonais répondant très bien aux besoins des japonais de "guérir 
le monde". Ce courant sous-jacent est devenu particulièrement fort dans le vingtième siècle ayant 
comme résultat que Maitreya est devenu un vèhicule autant pour le redressement social qu'un simple 
instrument d'cspoir. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Although the historieal developrnem of the Mailfeya legend is hut 011t' of many topies in 

the study of Buddhisrn, it remains one of considerahle fascination: panicularly so. pcrlmps. for 

scholars outside of the tradition, for it seems to affonJ a Imk, sorne corn mon gmund. hctwecn the 

theistic and non-theistic belief systems. Here is what appears tn he a rncssiah ti~ure, a thclIle 

found in virtually ail the world's traditions, nesUed within the very hean (lf a non-lhcistÏl' 

philosophical system, for Buddhism does not admit of any God or Cause oulside ul creation. 

Maitreya, then, the pmmised Buddha to come, must he understood within the cuntext (If 

Buddhism itself where the figure has enjoyed a multi-valenced career. altntctmg the veneratlUn 

of Buddhisl praclilioners as weil as the attention of scholars of Buddhism. As Sponherg puts it 

(p.285): 

Fo~those wJthm the traditIOn, MauJ'eya has held a place of honour and reverell\:e comparal1le lu Ihlll 
of Slkyamuru hunself' HIS ongomg presence wlthm Ihls world syslem hos matnlatncd Ihe Immcdlacy 
of Gautama's teachtng, and the certatnly of hls future Buddhahllod, en~unng 110lh lhe cllnhnully and 
Ihe leglltmacy of the Dharma 

As Buddhism swept from its homeland in India via the Silk Road into Olina, éUld 

onwanJs to Korea, lapan and throughout the whole Asian lheatre, the cnnccptualil.atioll 01 

Maitreya underwent subtle, and often radical lransfonnations, very much depcndent UpOJl the 

varying cultural milieux. In addition, his prominence waxed and waned according to the sm:la) 

cHmate. Now, twenly-five cenluries afier tJ.e ineeption of Buddhism and Ole emergencc of 

Maitreya, one wonders how he has weathered. Is he any longer a figure of imponance willun the 

tradition'! More specificaJly, in today's Japan, is Maitreya (Miroku) still a promment figure, a 

promised saviour to come who will usher in If Mimku 's World lf
, the ancient ulopian hope of 

lapan, or has he been largely forgotten? What sign~ do we see of Maitreya in the profusion of 

If New Religions" spawned in the wake of catacly~mic World War Two'! 
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ln order tu do justice to the topic, wc will divide our study of Maitreya into three periods: 

Ihe early c1assical period cf the inception and development of the myth; the Japanese medieval 

period of the evolution of the myth; and finally, the modem manifestation li of Maitreya in Japan. 

The initiai c1asslcal period establishes the roots and validity of the figure of Maitreya 

Buddha in Ihe Buddhist tradition, its inception and development within the early Theravâda 

scriptures and later Mahayana Iiterature. In the course of this study we will look at the 

fundamental Buddhist philosoprucal concepts essential to the coherence of the myth. 

Once Buddrusm lefi illi Indian nest, the Maitreyan myth continued to evolve and 

transfoml. Its history in China is of great importance. We will briefly slUllmanze the 

developmenls there hefore we go on to pick up the thread in Japan which reccived the Chinese 

versions of the myth via Korea. In fact, Maitreya was intimately connected with the transmission 

of Buddhism itself to Japan in the sixth century CE. Also, tu understand the myth's medieval 

J:tpanese development we will necessarily have to examine the spiritual milieu into which il was 

immersed, namely, Japan's Shinto flavuur. 

Finally. the modem period will he taken from 1868, the mom(mt of the historie re-opening 

of Japan 10 foreign influence after two centuries of intense insularity. Galvanic change is nowhere 

more rcadily perceptihle in society than in the domain of religion, the heart of the people. Here 

the agony and confusion are played out as a population grapples with uncertainty and searches for 

slahility while time-honourcd standards are upmoted. The proliferation of " New Religions" in 

Jap:Ul in the wake of one recent upheaval afier another provides a fascinating glimpse into the 

minds 01' the people. It is our task to examine this phenomenon in the Iight of the Maitreyan 

myth and uncover its mie. Is Maitreya indeed there? 



PARTI 

THE EARL Y INDIAN CLASSICAL PERlOn OF 

THE FORMATION OF THE MAITREY AN MYTH. 

Introduction 

Il has been stated that "every religion, every culture, and every CÎVili/3tiullims il 

characteristic view of the futw'e", There is ruso an ubiquitous notion that "the future pmlllisl's tu 

he better than the present, leading to the triumph of good at the end of the world". jUlli that thcrc 

will come "a cosmic mler, a universal king or world saviour at the end" (Kitagawa. 19NH. P.H). 

What is so intriguing, as we have already pointed out, is that Buddhism is unique among ail the 

world's soteriological religions in acknowlcdging no "Revealer" behind the proCC'iS, no Entity ul 

any kind behind the Buddha's enlightenment experience. Although Maitreya must ccrtainly dues 

represent an eschatological dimension in Buddhist thinking, a manitestation of me "universal 

yearning of homo religioso", he must be understood within the Buddhist philosnphicaJ context, 

a cohesive sy!ltem devoid of any direct divine mtervention, Sueh intervention is secn as a 

violation of the natural flow, the natura] unfolding of the eosmic pattern of existence, HunliUl IIfe 

and ail Iife is part of this natural flow, which is without beginning and wlthout end. 

The story of Maitreya is a tradition that has played sorne mie, and ofien a central one, in 

the cultural history of virtually every period and every area of Buddhlst Asia. Along with the 

/' 
figure of the historieal Sàkyamuni Buddha himself, Maitreya is acknowledgcd <L'i oral; of the fcw 

truly universal symbols occurring throughout the Buddhist tradition. In every Buddhist culture 

"Maitreya is seen as the fulfillment of the Buddha's Law as weil as the estahlishrncnt of univcr..al 

concord without conflict"(Kitagawa 1987, p.233). Although his role IS seen as pivotaJ, it is, 
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taowcvcr, largcly under-defined and open-ended, and thlS has logically left the way open within 

the tradItion tu speculatc and 10 weave rich designs around his enigmatic person. 

The Zoroastrian Factor 

The root<; of the myth, as indeed Buddhism it~lf, were put down in the rich cross-cultural 

soi! of northem India circa 500 BCE. Il has been Ihe contention of many scholars that Maitreya 

was horrowed wholesale from earlier Zoroastrian messianic thoughl, imported along with the 

gonds and trdde. nOI 10 menlion the invading annies. of the Persians, and grafted to the emerging 

Buddhist tradition. In order 10 appreciate tmly the many facets of Maitreya il is particularly 

interesting to look at the Zoroastrian rnyth of the Saosyant (saviour). As Sponberg states (p.9): 

Accordmg to Zoroastnan eschatology,at the end of the cosmlc cycle of 12,000 years, the savlour and ... 
Judge, Saosyant,bom rruraculously from a malden and seed of Zoroaster, will appear and revlvlfy 
creatIOn. castmg the devll mto heU and purgmg the human race of the siam of sin. Then the entU'e 
human race wIll enter a Jlaradlse where ail will cnJoy etemal bhss and happmess, and the matenal 
wnrld wIll br.come Immortal for ever and ever. 

Zaelmer (p.209) states thal "il is widely accepled by Biblical scholars thal the later Jewish 

cone('pts of the devil, hell. an after-life. the resurrection. the end of the world, and the sa\'iour 

imagcry wcre ail coloured by Zoroastrianism, beliefs which have affecled the very foundations 

of Chrislianily", and. we cou Id add, Islam. According to Parrinder (p.177), Zoroastcr is thought 

tn have lived and laught in northeast Iran between 628-551 BCE. These dates are questionable, 

and many pul hirn earlier. However, what is so striking here is his proximity to the times of the 

Buddha. Confucius. Lao Tse, the apocalyptic Jewish prophets. Arislotle - all of whom lived circa 

500 BCE in thcir various corners of civilization. Furthermore, ail these peoples were in contact 

with each other through the great trade routes both overland and by sea. We discem a further 

cornmon theme here (Gnoli. p.70): 
l 
1 

~ 



Upon hlS (Saosyant's) amval. humanlmd will no langer he ~uhJect to old age. dcath. or CllITUl'tlOll, 
and wùl be granted unhnllted power At that tlme the dead Will he reSUITl'Ctoo He and hl' clll1\rmll" 
will engage m a great hallle wlth the forces of t'vII. whlch will !le dcstroycd (Gnoh. p 71) 

Basham (p.274) suggests that it was this powerful Zomastnan influence which Ilowed intn 

northwestem India tllUs sparldng off the concept of Maitrcya. Kitagawa also Iccls Ihm 

Zomastrianism had a decisive influence on Buddhist eschalological VICWS of Maitrcya who is 

seen both as the fulfillment of Buddhist Law and the instrument for the fu:urc estahllshmcnt of 

universal peace (Sponberg, p.1 0). 

Thomas (p.l47) points out that by the lime of the Indian king Asoka in the thinl œntury 

BCE, (within two centuries of the time of the Buddha), the helief in past Buddhas (Icading up tn 

". 

the lime of Sakyamuni Buddha) was weil estahlished because of known .'Itupas (holy spots usually 

housing Buddhist relies) dedicated to their memory. Il is perhaps logical ln assume that the 

concomitant idea of future Buddhas had also been established hy then. Cenainly hy the time of 

the "QueSllOns of Menander", scriptures dating from the first century CE, the cult of the future 

Buddha Maitreya was widespread among ail the Buddhist sect~ (Basham, p.274). 

Having said all this, it is difficult to deny the influence of the SaoS'yant on tJle 

development of tJle Maitreyan myth. However, as Kawamura says (p.43), il would pcrhaps he 

wrong to say that the doctrine of the Maitreya (or the notion of the heavenly hodhl,mtlva) wm; 

deliberately grafted to Buddhism. His position is that it is more accurale 10 say that Iram:U1 

influence prepared the gmund for the people to accept certain ideas such a~ the idca of a hcavenly 

helper, the importance of making right decision'i and striving for righteousness, the hopc of a great 

day in the future when a divine saviour would purify the world, and the ultimate salvatio"l of ail 

living things. These are fundamental Malïayâna Buddhist concept'i, idea'i which would grow out 

of the earlier Theravida tradition. If ail this is SO, then Zoroastnanism excned a powcrful 

influence, not simply on tIle idea of Maitreya, but on Buddhism al) a wholc. Zachner pul it very 
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aptly when he sald Ibat "lbe significance of Zoroastrianism lies not in the number of Ibose who 

profess il. hut mther in the influence it has excercised on olber religions" (Sponberg, p.9). 

The argument for the Buddhist origins of Maitreya rests squarely on the Buddhist 

scriptural sources of the myth. As we shall see, there is very Iittle evidence of the grandiose 

eschatological vision inherent in the Zoroastrian texts in the se earliest scriptures mentioning the 

coming Buddha Maitreya. There is certainly no concept of an ail powerful God at Ibe helm. 

Maitrcya is rather seen as a conservative figure, given that he will be a Buddha, one in a long 

chain of Buddhas beginning in the far distant aeons of the past and going on into the far-distant 

future. There is no concept of any beginning or end. Maitreya is seen as a part of cyclical 

rellewal, an essential part of an ongoing and endless pattem 

This does not preclude the fact, however, that the Maitreyan myth would galber colour 

fmm non-Buddhist sources over the years, be they Zoroastrian or otherwise. This is precisely the 

reason for the diverslty and richness of the myth as it evolved. Maitreya can be seen as the 

ernhodiment of the hopes of the people wherever the myth was implanted throughout the whole 

vast accna of Buddhist influence. And one essential factor never changes; no matter what 

vicissitudes of fortune prevailed, the Maitreya Buddha is consistently elevated to the station of 

/' 

the next Buddha to come, the annointed successor to Sflkyamuni, over the heads of later more 

powerful heavenly bodhisattvas (beings of enlightenment and mercy) such as Manjusri, 

Avalokitesvam, Amitàbha, etc. This would not have been logically possible if Maitreya had not 

hccn rooted irreversibly in the tradition. 

The Anatomy of the Maitreyan MyLÎ1 

PraISC 10 that Lord. Amhant, perfeet Buddha Thus have 1 heard: At l'!Ie bine the Lord was staymg 
"car Kaptlavatthu ln the Banyan monastery on the bank of the nver Roham. Then the venerable 
Sanputta questJOned the Lord about the future Conqueror: 



-.. "The Hero that shall follow you, 
The Duddha - of what sort will he be? 
1 want to hear of Ium ln full 
Let the Visioned One descnbe Ium." 

When he heard the Elder's speeeh 
The Lord spolce thus: 
"1 wIll tell you, Sanputta, 
Llsten to m}' speech. 

In thls ausplcloUS aeon 
Three leaders have there been, 
Kakusandha, Konagamana. 
And the leader Kassapa, too. 

1 am now the perfect Buddha 
And there will be Metteya, too, 
Defore thlS same ausplclous aeon 
Runs to the end of Ils years. 

The perfeet Buddha, Metteya, 
Dy name, supreme of men. 

5 

Anagalavamsa (Eliade 1977, p.391) 

This is the most basic fom. of the myth within the Buddhist tradition. Maitreya. the fifth 
, 

Buddha, will follow Sakyamuni just as he himself had followed other Buddhas of the past. He 

would he a Buddha like ail the others, not distinguished in any way from them. His appcarance 

is not seen as intervening in history, but rather as part of a natural cosmic flow. 

Cycles: 

This cosmic flow is understood in terms of cycles. Indian speculation gives the elldless 

process of time form. Time is divided into vast aeons, known as mahayugas or mllhaklllpa.\', which 

are fulther broken down into more comprehensible yugas or "ages". Zurcher expJain~ (p.6) thal 

at the end of each of the mahayugas. the physical universe is destroyed by catastmphcs of wa'cr, 

fire, and wind. There ensues a period of emptiness and darkness on the physical plane. But. the 

highest heavens are spared. Ali sentient beings rebom there before the catastrophe will again he 

rebom into this physical world when a new "receptaclc world" has evolvcd. Also, (p.7) in each 
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kalpa or yuga there are ups and downs, the c1imaxes marked by prosperity under the reign of a 

perfeel "Monarch of the Wheel" (10 he discussed presenlly). The highesl and raresl points are 

reached when a Buddha appears 10 reveal the Dharma (Doctrine). The lowesl points are marked 

hy intense suffering, a time when the Dhanna has been forgotten and the world is sunk in misery. 

ln tenns of the Dharma, which will be discussed in more detail later, Buddhists believe 

that the initial purity of the Dharma, the period of the True Dharma, will endure 1000 years, 

followed hy 1000 years of the Counterfeit Dhanna, and then will come the last millenium. the 

laller days of the Degeneration of the Dhanna when the leachings of the Buddha will go inlo 

decline and disappear (Kilagawa, 1966, 366). 

The Bruldha's Vision 

;' 

The Buddha Srucyamuni is the supremely Enlighlened One, the Lord of this Age. He is 

helieved 10 have acquired his omniscient vision and wisdom not through the operation of a God 

and his revelation, hut ramer through countless rebirths through the natural operation of the law 

of karma (the law of cause and effect), ("ulminating in his final rebirth as the Buddha. During that 

final Iifetime on this eal1h he soughl enlightenment under the fabled bodhi tree al which lime he 

pierced the veils of knowledge and saw ail thal had been and ail thal would be. Here is an 

abridged version of two exerpts from the Mahâpadli,/Q Suttanta XIV.4 and XIV.33 iIIustrating this 

omniscient vision: 

Il IS now nmety-one aeons ago. brethren.SlnCf. Vipassi. the Exalted One ... arose m the world. Il is now 
thJrty·ol1e aeons ago ... since Slkhl ... arose in the world. Il was in that same thuty-Ïust aeon ... that 
Vcssabhu .. arose ln Ihe world. Il was ID lhis ausplclOUS aeon ... that Kakusandha ... arose ID the world • 
... (hal Konagamana ... arose ln the world •.. that Kassapa ... arose m the world. Itls in !his ausplcloUS 
aeon. brelhren. that 1. an Arahant. Buddha Supreme. have ansen ID the world 

Thus. brethren. through trus clear dlscernment of that pnnciple of Truth. is the Tathagatha able to 
remember the Buddhas of old. who atlamed rmal complebon. who cut down barners. who have 
escaped from ail sorrow • 50 that he can remember as to their bJrth. their names. thell' fanuhes ... 

(Sacred Books of the Buddhisls: vol.JlI, pp.5. 41) 
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The Law of Kar"", and Rebirth 

The Buddha did not discuss the origin of the Universe, il is simply accepled as Iherc, Ihal 

all came about in the natural course of events through the cosmic law of kanna, Ihe law of c:lUse 

and effeet on the grandesi of sc:des. No "begilUÙng" or "end" is accepted. Ali cxistence is in a 

perpetuai state of "beeoming". On the human level kanna can he understood as Ihe rcsult nI 

volitional action, that every action or thought brings in its lrain future effecls. A nudged bail will 

roll. Ali creation, ail existence both seen and unseen, is eaught in the beginningless mcshes nI' 

kanna. Buddhism teaches the doctrine of rebirth. thal acconJing to one's kanna une is rchu", 

endlessly back into this world, the cycle of sa'flsara, until the bonds of kanna arc hrnkcn. 

The Buddhist Path ID Salvation 

The Buddha taught that the fundamental nature of Iife, the nature of karma, is suffcling. 

Birth is suffering, iIIness, old age, and death are suffering. Attachments to the tmnsient things of 

Iife is suffering. And yet, despite lhis seemingly gloomy outlook, Buddhism is fundamcnlally 

happy! Having accepted tlle truth of suffering one can then look at ils eradication thrnugh the 

Noble Eight Fold Path. the Dhanna of the Buddha, which proceeds to map oui one's salvalion. 

Salvation, i.e. nirvaf}a (enlightenment), the happiness and peace resulting from total releasc 'rom 

suffering, and hence total release from karma and rebirth, rests in one 's own hands. Such an 

exalted level of detachment and wisdom is attained only through determincd stliving in Ihe 

Buddha's Way. Once every last vestige of attachment is eradicated lite shackles of kanna are 

broken, and further rebirths are impossible. At physical death one passes beyond the hounds of 

the created Uni verse and has no further effect in this realm. 
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No Permtlnent "Self' 

According to the Buddha, the human being is !lot possessed of any unchanging etemal 

essence. Rather, the individual human "self' is an aggregate of psychical processes which are in 

a constant state of change, a constant unremitting evolution that admits of no stasis. no underlying, 

unchanging substrate. Kanna, the natural law at the root of ail pn)Cesses, diciates this ceaseles~' 

process of change. To rid oneself of ail kanna. one must cease utterly to desire anything so that 

karma cannot arise. The arrivai at this rarefied "motionlessness" is to arrive at nirvÏÜ)a. The 

Uni verse is laid bare, there are no further rebirths. 

Cyclical Renewal of the Dharma 

Returning to our theme, it is understood that within tile concept of cosmic kanna there 

is an ongoing cyclical renewal of the Dhanna of the Buddhas. It is seen as Inevitable that the 

Dharma, which at ils inception is c1ear and fresh, will eventually deteriorate and finally he 

forgotten or changed beyond recognition. Coupled with this fact is the knowledge that the Buddha 

/' 

Sakyamuni himself. having entered bis parinirva'1a, Le. final nirvai}a. has, irreversibly. no further 

influence on existence. 

In tht' Anagalavamsa we read of the disappearance of the Dharma (Eliade, 1977, p.391): . 

How will Il occur? Afler my (Ihe Buddha's) decease lhere will fusl be live 
dlsappearances, Whal live? The dlsappearance of proper conduct, lhe 
dlsappearance of learrung, Ihe dlsappearance of the outward fonn, the 
dlsappearance of the rebcs .. 

.. ,Allammenl means that for a lhousand years only after the Lord's complete 
NlJ'Vana WIU Ihe monks be able 10 pracl1ce analybcal mSlghts. A~ tune goes on 
and on, these diSCiples of mme are non-retumers and stream-wmners. There will 
be no dlsappearance of allammenl for these. BUI, wllh the exhncbon of the last 
slream-wmner's IIfe, atlammenl will have dlsappeared 

ln this deteriorat!ng situation the advent of Maitreya Buddha is awaited to renew the 

Dharma. He is the guarantee that the world will not he left without hope. It is no wonder that 



over the centuries he has been looked to for help and has bolstcrcd the flagging hean. Howcvcr, 

il is not at this 10w ebb ofhumanity's fortunes, understood to begin 1000 years after the Buddha's 

decease. that Maitrcya will appear. According to the Vlgh,znikaYt' (3:3) this despcrntc state will 

continue for 5000 years until human Iife will have reached its nadir of ten yeaffi' lifcsp.U1. Thcrc 

then follows the long recovery period of thousands of years before the life expectancy rcaches 

more than 80.000 years (3:76). This reversai of human fortunes COIlleS about only after a long 

period of spiritual exertion, of diligentJy searching and building up a cullective kanna. Then 

Maitreya's advent will he merited (Jaini, p.62). Only then will there he a receptive audiencc, as 

we T\;:ad in the Cakkavatti-Slhanâda SUltanta:XXVI:22-25: 

So. Ihey will praehee v1J1Ues ... And becanse of the good they will do they will 
10crease 10 the length of hfe. and 10 cornelmess ... Among such humans. thls Indla 
will be mlghty and prosperou~ ... Among sueh humans ... lhere will anse Sankha. 
a Wheel-tum1Og Kmg. nghteous and rulUlg ln nghleousness .proleclor of hl!> 
people ... At thal penod. brelhren, there will anse ln Ihe world an Exalted One 
narned Maitreya. abound1Og 10 wisdom and goodness, happy. wllh knowledge of 
the worlds, unsurpassed as a gUIde 10 mortals walhng ID he led.. a Buddha. even 
as 1 am now. He. by hunself, will thoroughly know and see, a~ Il werc face III 
face, lrus umverse .. even as 1 now, by myself. Ihoroughly know and ~e ... 

(Sacred Books of the Buddhists. Vol.4. p.73) 

The Mahapurusa 

What signs will attend rus coming? How will he he recognized? ln the Mahapadiina 

Suttanta XIV.3 J we read the signs accompanying his birth. 

ReJOIee. Jord. for one of Ihe Mighty Ones IS born' ... For Ihls babe .. 15 endowed wllh lhe Ihllly-Iwo 
marks of the Greai Ma., (Maha-puruS'a). and to one 50 endowcd two careers be open, and l'one (Jther. 
If he bves the bfe of 'I-e House. he becomes Lord of the Wheel. a nghteous Lord of the Righi. ruler 
of Ihe four quarters ... Bul. if 5ueh a boy go forth from lhe hfe of Ihe House lOlo the H(lrneles~ ~tate. 
he beeome .. an Arahant. a Buddha Supreme, roUmg baek the vell from the world. 

(Sacred Books of the Buddhists: Vol. 3. p.13) 

As pointed out by Rhys Davids (p.414), the signe; accompanying the coming of Maitreya 

" are in strict imitation of the signs accompanying the coming of S'àkyamuni Buddha. The child 
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will immediately he recognized as a Great Being bearing thirty-two distinctive physical marks. 

He is a Mah~purufa (Great Man). 

The ideal of the mahapurusa is found within Indian mythology in general and is 

pickcd up by the Buddhist scriptures. As we see in the above quote, the mahâpurusa has two 

aspects, the temporal and the spiritual. Zimmet (Sponberg, p.9) traces the idea of the Wheel-

luming Monarch, the cakravartin, to pre-Aryan sources, claiming it as an Indian, rather than 

imported, concept. He indicates that it is found in ail Indian traditions, Hindu, Jain and Buddhist 

alike. As Kitagawa points out, it was the Buddhists who elevated the concept to the spiritual 

domain (1987,p.236): 

The word Cakravartm uutJ8l1y appeared m the Ma,'reyana Upani{ad where Il denoted a famous kmg 
of great power. ln the Pluanas the word carries the mearung of a universal monarch who possesses 
fabulous attnbutes. Buddlusts furlher elevated the unportance of the cakravarttn, even to the point that 
both the Buddha and the Cakravartm are believed to have the tlurty-two marks. 

It is particular'y intriguing to note that the name Maitreya is the principal figure of an 

UpaniSad, W1 Indian Brahmanic scripture, where he denoted, presumably, a pre-Buddhic notion 

of a greut king. Within the Buddhist tradition Maitreya becomes a Buddha, a spiritual monarch, 

who will appear at the time of the temporal Cakravartin, Sankha. The "either-or" roles of the 

Mahapuruta within the Sâkyamuni's context become "both", two contemporaneous figures at the 

lime of Maitreya. as wc have seen in the Cakkavalti-Sihanflda Sutlama of the D'Tghanikiiya. Also, 

as a further nuance, as in the Mailreyana Upanisad, king-like power i:; accorded Maitreya in the 

Maitrt'Yavadiina of the Vhryavadana (Olllze, pp.548-549): 

He shall conquer the whole wlde earth to the luruts of the ocean, and then he will rule wlthout 
pumshmg. through the Dharma and peacefulness. 
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The Bodhisattva 

Maitreya is not seen exclusively as a far-distant figure. however. He has alwilys hcen 

understood to already exist in rus bodhisattva (enlightenment being) fonn in Tu~ita HCilven. the 

last "port-of-call" before th" day of his final rebirth on this eanh. Il is in his hCilvcnly hllllhisattvll 

fonn that he has long been active on behalf of his devotees and this is the primary reasnn for the 

growth of a cult around the Maitreya figure. 

The concept of the bodhisattva was born out of the tradition of the prcvious lives. lhe 

multitude of previous rebirths. which led up to the final appearance of the historieill BmJdha 

,,-
Siikyamuni. As a result, the Theravâda school of Buddhism accepts Maitrcya as the only cxtmll 

bodhisattva (Kitagawa 1987. p.233). and hence the only heavenly hcing of wisdom will mcrey 

active in the universe. The concept of the bodhisattva is seen by the earliest Buddhists ilS 11011-

transferrable to other lesser beings. 

The 1beravadins teach the path of arahant-ship as a path of personal salvatÎol1. The tcnn 

arahant is a tenn denoting a person of consummate wisdom. as in the case of the Butldha. and 

is often used in the early scriptures as we have already seen. To become an arahant is tn achicve 

enlighterunent only through one's own personal spiritual struggle and thmugh JlO other agcncy. 

The Mahayarusts, on the other hand. appropriate and teach the bodhisattva path. The hodhisaltva 

is understood to be an enlightened being full of compa.4ision and mercy who foregoes his OWI1 

passing away, nifVaqa, the immediate goal of the arahant. to remain in this karmic existence. this 

endless cycle of rebirth known as saJ!lsara. in order to help ail sentienl beings gain salvalion. This 

desire is the only karmic Iink to this realm of existence. The mmification'i of the hodhisattva 

vow are ilIustrated in the Vajradhvaja Sùtra as follows (Basham. p.275): 

1 take upon myself ... the deeds of ail bemgs. even Ihose an the heIIs .. .1 take thelf suffermg upon me 
bear II, 1 do not draw back from it. 1 do not tremble al 11. . .1 have no fear of II..J do not lose heart .. .1 
musl bear the burden of alllivang tJungs, to bnng lhem sare through the forest of buth, age, dlsea.~e, 
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dcalh, and rebmh 1 Ihmk nol of my own salvatlOn. bUI stnve to beslow on all bemgs lhe royalty of 
supreme wl'idom . .1 agree ln ~uffer as a ransom for all bemgs .. Truly 1 will nol abandon Ihem For 1 
have re.'iOlved 10 /l'lin supreme wisdom for the sake of ail that lives, 10 save lhe world 

12 

This salvic path, and indced, salvic intervention, is secn by the Theravadins- as an 

innovation. hut by the Mahayarusts as a logical outgrowth of the pre-Buddhic lives of Maitreya, 

and the only laudable sai vic path for a true Buddhist ta espouse. As applied to Maitreya. it is 

heheved by the Maliayarusts, that Maitreya does not simply exist, but is active in the Universe on 

hehalf of ail sentient beings from his abode in Tu§ita Heaven. He is not seen as far removed from 

the present and active onJy in the future, but rather has been constantly active duwn through the 

centuries, a hridge between the "now" and the distant "then". 

World Views 

The early Buddhists viewed the world as a closed system comprising four main island 

continents arranged around a central sacred mountain known as Meru, identified as Mt. Kailasa 

in western Tihet. Mahâyina teachings, on the other hand, were greatly affected by the: views that 

envisioned the Universe as whole galaxies of world systems extending endlessly throughout ail 

directions of space. Il followed logically from this that there should also he Buddhas operative 

in ail these world systems. A whole new mythology emerged in Maliayina Buddhism. Since only 

olle Buddha can operate at one lime in any given system, il was visualized as one Buddha per " 

Buddha-field" (Snellgrove, p.135). As can he well-imagined, Maitreya developed a lot of 

company over the years, and it is duc to the se emerging heavenly bodhisattvas or heavenly 

huddhas that his popularity was actively rivalled. 

Jaini (loints out (p.71) that it is in the important MaIlaY3na Saddharmapundar1ka Sütra .. 
(Lotus SÜlra) that the first canonical reference is made to Tusita Hcaven heing the home of an 

"annointed" bodhisattva, i.e., a Buddha-to-be, and specifically, Maitreya. 
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o Lord, ID the future 1 shall proteet those who reclte thls sutra and thost' whll ~nte Il dllwn Such 
people Will never he born ID lhe purgalones oor ln Ihe lower deslIDlcs Thev Will '"l'rtamly ~" I1Ilrn 
m lhe company of the heavenly bemgs ln TU~lta, where lhe bodhl'illnVII Maltreya, Ihl' grelll ~'lIIg" 
resldes, endowed wlth lhe Ihlrty IWo mart.;s, and surrounded by hundred, und Ihllu\IIml, 01 lllher 
bodhisattvas and heavenly damsels, preachmg the Law 

As the galactical concepts of Mahayana grew. Tu~ita "eaven, initially s('cn "s the ollly 

heavenly reaIm, became simply a pan of the whole picturc, one "Buddha·field" mnong m:my 

others: e.g., Amitabha's Sukhivati Heaven in the far West. Ako~ohya's Land of Bliss in Ihe Far 

East, etc. (Snellgrove, p.l36). However, Maitreya alone has al ways hcen understond ln havc Iwo 

spheres of influence, not onJy heavenJy but earthly. He, alone of ail îlle Mah;lyana heavellly 

bodhisattvas, is designated as the next historical Buddha. And, as Basham pUIS il. "hy his lUcre 

existence he sets a Iimit to ail present experiences of evil"; he is ready now "1o cope with Ihe task 

of reversing flle negative consequences of our common actions" (Kawamum, p.1 J), and thus help 

actively to prepare the kannic conditions required for his earthly manifestation. 

Maitreya's Bodhisattva Career 

Interestingly, Jaini notes (p.74) that despite tl1e unanimity throughout the Buddhist 

'" tradition concerning Maitreya's suce ... Jsion to Sakyamuni, only carly Mahiiswlghika texts, nnll"Ier 

Mahayina texts, give details of the future Buddha's place of appearance or of his family Iife. Il 

is in the D1ghanikaya, the Divyavadana, the Mahavastu, the AnaRawvll,!,sa, and Ihe 

Maitreyavyakarana where ail this takes place, and apparently these ail seem {() draw ()f) one 

common source (a Buddhist "Q Source"!). Mahayana text~. on the whole, have a strangely 

ambivalent attitude toward Maitreya, portraying him sometimes a.'i stupid or slothful! Jaini 

suggests that possibly Maitreya was a Manasanghika invention (p.77), thus heing seen mercly a.'i 

a rival bodhisattva to other Mahayâna sects' supreme beings. Il is prohahly truc tha. the mylh of 

Maitreya developed considerably during this period in reaction to these challenges, hut il is fairly 

unIikely that he was a Mahisanghika innovation, for then the Mahayanists would have had no 
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qualms in supplanting him with their own candidate(s) for the next Buddha. Although his 

wisdom is oCten chflllenged by the Mahayiinists for theif own purposes, his position as the next 

Buddha is never queslioned. 

The Mahasanghika scriptures describe the early bodhisattva career of Maitreya before his 

arrivai in Tusila Heaven. He is given the name Ajita (Victorious) in the Mahavaslu (3:330) and . 
is listcd fifth of a list of 1000 Buddhas to come (Jaini, p.62). In the A,üigatava".}Sa, Ajita was the 

son of a king, in laler SÛlras the son of a rich merchant, etc. Ail agree, however. thal Ajita eamed 

,. 
Ihc good plea.~ure of Sâkyamuni, that he was an actual disciple of the historical Buddha. These 

scriptures evidently felt the need to anchor Maitreya's legitimacy in tenns of being well-versed 

in the Dhanna and hence capable in the distant future of restoring the self-same Dhanna when it 

will have utterly ceased 10 exist. He is seen as the ooly bridge linking the historie Buddha, who 

has pa."lscd etemally beyond our sphere, to that distant lime. 

The Time of Maitreya 

To ruund off this ponrait of Mailreya we will look at the sweeping vista offered in tlle 

Maitrtryllvyakam'Ja (Conze. p.238-241) of the conditions that will prevail when Maitreya fmally 

makcs his appearance. 

Sanputta, the great general of the doctrme, most wise and resplendenl, from compassIOn for the world 
asked the Lord: "Sorne bme ago you have spoken to us of the future Buddha, who will bear the name 
Maltreya. 1 would wish to hear more about lus powers and mU'8Culous gifts .. ." 

The Lord rephed' "At that llme, the ocean williose much of Ils water, and there will be much less 
of It than now. In consequence, a world-ruJ.)r WIll have no dÛficultJes m passmg over." Indaa, thlS 
Island of Jamhu, will be qUlIe l1at everywhere .. .It WIU have mnumerable mhabltants who will commit 
no '-'TImes .. 

The CIty of Ketumah will at that lime be the caplt.,!. In It will rcslde the world-ruler, Sankha by 
name, who WIll rule over the earth up to the confmes of the ocean, and he WIll make the Dharma 
prevatl .. 

Maltreya. the best of men, WIU then leave the TUfila Heavens and go for hlS last re-btrth mto the 
womh of that woman ... As soon as he IS bom he will walk seven steps forward, and where he puts his 
feet a Jewl'I WIU spnng up. He Will ralse lus eyes in the ten dlrechons and will speak these words: 



"Ttus IS my lasl bmh. Thcre will be no re-blflh aflcr Ihl~ one Never Will 1 come bad; here. bUI. ail 
pure. 1 shau WIn NJf\'i~." 

And when hlS father secs Ihat hls son has the Ihlrty-lWO mark .. of the Mahipuru~. and ~-\lINlll''''' thl'u 
unplIcabons .. he will know Ihat.. he Will elther he a uRlveNaI monarch or a ~uJ1rl'Rle HUlldhll BUI. 
as Maltreya grows up. the Dharma Will Increasmgly take po!>ses5l1ln (lf hlm Hl' Will haw Il hl'llwnh' 
vOIce .. And lhen. he will. preach Ihe truc Dhanna. whIch 15 aUSpICI(lU\ and renlll\'e\ ail 111\ 

For 60,000 years Maltreya ... wIII preach the true Dharma. and aCter the greal \agl' ha .. ellll'mi Nuvana. 
hls true Dhanna endures another 10,000 yeaJ 5 ' 

~ 

Ralse, lherefore, your thoughts m f8llh 10 Suyamum. the Conquerur' For you ~hnll wc Mllllrl·Y.I. thl' 
perfect Buddha, the beSI of ail men! 

15 

Having surveyed the developmenl of the core of the Maitreyan m/,th in IntlilUl scriplurcs, 

we now tum to the all-imponant passage of Maitreya through China in prepamlioll for Ihe mylh's 

entry into Japan. 

The Chinese Metamorphosis or Maitreya 

It was Mahayâna Buddhism which took root in China in the firsl century CE, cI:)se ()lIlhe 

heels of the early maturation of the Maitreyan myth. AcconJing tn Lancaster (p.11K). Buddhist 

monastics were received with considemble interest in China due ln the Tanis' hehel III "Ihe ever 

possible appearance of a sage capable of giving salvation tu an elite !land of devotees". The 

Buddhist monastics and the Dharma were accepted readily and flourished. As Hirakawa puIs it 

(p.5): 

When Buddtusm spread beyond IndJa to Sout;,-e.ast ASla, Tibet, Chma, Japan. and other lamh, ~ertaIn 
aspects of Buddtusm were emphasJZed In each locale, generatm~ a wlde vanety of mterprelalJ,,,,' and 
practlces. Buddtusm was adarted to rneet the requtrements of the people of ea"h are~ 

Buddhist tolerance and flexiblitiy were nol secn within the tradition as mistaken, hui railler 

as necessary, aJlowing for free evolulion and interprelation in each given conlext accord mg 10 Ihe 

need. Kilagawa quotes Hocking (1987: p.204) as saying thal "lustorically, when Buddhism 

entered a new area. it usually presented itself as a 'supplement' to , rather than as a 'conteslant' 
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with, exisling religions". Maitreya a1so found his niche, being readily adopled by the various 

Ch me se dynasties as a spiritual proleclor of just rulers (Lancaster, p.138). This royal patronage 

led to a nourishing of s\:ulpture and an depicting Maitreya both in his guise as a compassionale 

hodhisattva and as the coming Buddha. Simultaneously, popular cuits grew among the people 

around the figure of Maitreya and his salvic powers. 

According to Zurcher (p.6), MahayZ'na Buddhism brought five new philosphical concepts 

10 China: The cyclical conception of lime coupled with the belief in the periodic destruction of 

our Universe; the degeneration and rmal disappearance of the Dharma; the appearance of future 

Buddhas in the world; the saving powers of advanced bodhisattvas; and, the segregation of pious 

hclievers in par.tdise-like regions oulliide our Universe. These Buddhist ideas conflated with the 

prevailing Chinese notions of the heavens and celestial beings to produce interesting popular 

Buddhist lexts such as the Baozhuan (Sponberg, p.l12): 

(II I~ the) mother goddess, Wu-sheng lao-mu, the Etemal Venerable Mother, who sends down to earth 
nmety-slx mynads of her eluldren Though they are ongmally ail "Suddhas" and "lmmortaIs", onet: 
on earth they forget theu true home in paradlse and become attached to fame, profit, and sensual 
pleasures. Trapped by theU' desU'es they are unmersed in sarps'"ara, the sea of suffermg, repeatedly 
eneountenng death and rebrrth and suffenng pumshments lO purgatory. The Venerable Mother, 
gneved hy thls, sends down messenge. delbes to remtnd her losl chI1dren of theu true nature and the 
way home 

And. in the Huadubaozhuan we meet Maitreya (Sponberg, p.123-124): 

Tht' Buddha Maltreya took leave of the Venerable Mother and descended to the Han land of nlOe 
diVISion.. City gods and the locahty gods recelved hls carnage, bowed and sald: "We hope the 
Huddha m hls compassIOn will save aU senbent bemgs" . 

The Buddha (Maltreya) rephed: "ln obedience to the Venerable Mother's edlct 1 have descended to 
the world to save ail people. You should each wlth smcenty ald the task of umversal salvabon (50 

as to) togelher atlam the Buddha Way and Slt on the heart of the lotus .. 

1 have now deseended lOto the worlll only 50 that people on the great earth can drive away heresy and 
retum to orthodoxy, realtze enltghtenment aM nol reJect the Venerable Mother's saVlOg lOtentlons ... 

Maltreya transformed rumself to save hvmg belOgs, holdmg a staff, he roamed about every-where 
observmg how the people of the world pI1ed up SlOS as high as the mountatns and as deep as the sea. 
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In his Mahâyaoa manifestation, Maitreya is a celestiaJ hodhisattva in Tu~ita Heavell . 

available and ready as a great being of compassion to intervcne in this world l'Il hchall of his 

sincere devotees. He is seen as a consoler in one's woes and a saviour eager to extncatc the 

penitent from their predicaments. As Lamotte puts it (1".787): 

MWlreya y apparrut (dans le Mahayâna) comme: un dieu de lumière. un consolatfur recevant ln 
"confessIOn des péchés", un gUide des âmes après la mort. Il est surtout l'mspuateur. le looUllcn de~ 
mw'\res de la LOI dans leurs doutes et leurs cnses de d~ouragement. entrant en extase. Ics doctcurs 
peuvent monter en Ciel de Tuslta. auprès de MWlreya. pour recevOIr ses luml~t"s. au hC!lnm. Mmtreyll 
descend IUI-meme sur terre pour y rcclter des textes . 

Permutations and Combinations of Maitreyan Themes 

It is evident that there are many inter·wo\len themes al work. Jan Nattier (p.25) has 

analyzed the Maitreyan themes and arrived at four different par.tdigms: Mahreya will appcar 1) 

here/later, 2) there!later, 3) there/now, and 4) here/now. This analysis grows out of IWO hasic area.o; 

of controversy: where the encounter between Maitreya and the heliever willtake place, jUld when 

- during this present lifetime or after death. 

The here/later theme is the most common and the one in greatest harmony wilh the 

original myth, suggesting that the devotee can, through his own determined effort!'> and t:ultivatcd 

kanna, tam rebirth in this world al the distant lime when Maitreya will finally preside ovcr his 

"Golden Age". He would then hear the Maitreya preach the Dharma and ultimalely altain his tinaJ 

goal of nirvava. In this configuration Maitreya appears simply as a traditional Buddlm, whose 

preaching reaches only those whose own kanna has prepared them to hear his mcssage. 

"Maitreya's actions are 'intransitive', as it were, in contrast to the 'transitive' efforts of thosc 

Buddhas and bodhisattvas who inlervene directly in the cosmic process in ordcr te> save thcir 

followers" (Nattier,p.36). 
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( The there/later configuration is a Mahayina "Pure Land" theme. for the devotee believes 

that he can he rebom in Tu~ita Heaven to be with Maitreya white awaiting bis rmal rebirth. at 

which time he will also descend with Maitreya and hear him deliver his sermons. Tusita Heaven . 
is no longer seen as the exclusive realm of the "anointed" Buddha, but a Pure Land to be shared 

wilh the faithful. In facto il no longer matters when or even whether Maitreya appears. because 

nne is in his constant company anyhow. This notion of Tw&ita Heaven is strongly attuned to 

Chine se cosmic ideas. eliminating the round of saJ!lsira in effect. 

The there/now theme refers to the realm of the mystic visionary, as referred to by 

Lamotte, where the adept is able to converse with Maitreya, ask his advice, ask for textual 

explications. etc. There is a fine line between Maitreya 'descending' at the behest of rus devotee, 

or the latter 'rising' to the rarified spiritual atmosphere of Tu~ita to meet Maitreya. 

{ 
Finally, we have the here/now variant This rendition collapses time, and short-circuits 

the Maitreyan tradition. This particularly Chinese version (and one that would be repeated 

elsewhere) follows two lines, the apocalyptic and the devotional. Warring leaders were known 

10 usurp Maitreya for their own political purposes. using the conflated role of cakravartin-Maitreya 

ln furthcr their personal claims. In claiming to he Maitreya, to he true restorers of order and 

prospcrity, they totally overlooked Maitreya's essential mie in re-establishing the etemal Dhanna. 

The devotional mode, as iIIustrated in Huadubaozhuan, visualizes the Maitreya bodhisattva as a 

living heing, who has descended to this earth to be among sufferers. 

Another theme. which Nattier does not include, is the Chinese view of the "time of the 

end" bmught into sharp focus in the "Seven Days of the Sword", a theme that emerges in the Tao-

Buddhist scriptures. Zurcher explains (p.38) that according to the Shou/uo jing and the Zhenming 

jing, a great apocalyptic event is stalking the heels of humanity. Three scourges of deluge, 

( plagues and evil powers will ravage the world and a great darkness will envelope the globe for 



19 

seven days and seven nights. Then the demon king will appear at the head of a hoRle of demons 

set upon destroying ail sinners. A great final conflagration takes place. the l1l11untains mclt. the 

earth becomes a scorched plain, and then Prince Moonlight (Mrutrcya) descends :uld ducs hanlc. 

Il is total titanie armageddon. Maitreya. victorious, separates the plOUS from Ihe impillus .Uld 

establishes his "Golden Age" of peace and justice. This apocalyptic vision. so akin to wcstcm 

traditions, and particularly to the ancient Zoroastrian themes. intmduces alien clements iUlu the 

Maitreyan myth. Maitreya is seen here as part of violent intervention in this world wld also .. s 

the instigator of the "Golden Age". 

Conclusion 

Maitreya emerged fmm China at the height of his popularity 10 go on lu Korea in the 

fourth century CE and from there on to Japan in the sixth century. He obviously mCaJll diffcrcnl 

things to different people. At the court level of society he was regardcd as a pmlector of juslice, 

a power for order, a power that could he invoked al will politically. He was regarded ambivaicllIly 

as a cakravartin-bodhisattva-Buddha. On the popular front, among the illitcrate populace, he was 

a folk hem, a compassionate companion-saviour-consoler, ever a source of hope holb for nnw and 

the future. It is perhaps understandable that as the distance lengthcned historically aJld 

,1' 

geographically between the Buddhist practitioners and Sakyrununi Buddha, thal Maitreya would 

gain a more immediate appeal in the minds of the people. In times of difficulty Maitreya was al 

.. 
hand. whereas the Slkyamuni had, centuries before. removed himsclf from Ibis sphcrc of 

influence. 
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PART Il 

MEDIEVAL DEVELOPMENT OF MAITREYA IN JAPAN: 6TH-19TH C CE 

Introduction 

Mailreya emerged from China in the fourth century 10 go on to Korea and from there to 

Japan in the sixth century CE. The myth crested and flowed al the heighl of its popularity into 

each of these countries. As Kitagawa points out (1987 ,p. 13), Maitreya was understood as a very 

real presence. a dynamic and living presence. Before we delve ioto Maitreya's colourful career 

in Japan, however, il is necessary to look at the mots of Japanese spirituality to appreciate truly 

the flavour of the Japanese ethos before the arrivai of Buddhism. the force which would shape not 

only the Maitreyan myth. but Buddhism itself. As Suzuki puts it (pp.61.66): 

Japanese splrltuallty eXlsted withm the Japanese from the very begmning; when It fortuitously 
encountered Buddhlsm. the Japanese manûested wlthm themselves what was thelr origmal 
endowment. .. 1 prefer to tlunt that the seeds and the seedlmgs • spintuahty • were in the earth from 
the beginrung, and that tlus (spmtual.Jty) began to av81l itself of the opportunity (BuddhlSm) afforded. 

Japanese Roots of Spirit ua lit y 

The ancient Japanese, according to Suzuki (p.27) were "a simple. natural and child-Iike 

people", who "really had no religion". Alllife and creation, with the Japanese archipelago at ils 

heart, were seen as integral parts of the cosmos; all shared in the mystery. the sacred nature of 

the whole. As Kitagawa puts it (1966, p.ll), the sense of the sacred was "a sympathetic response 

of the hcart" rather than any organized systematic approach. He goes on to say (p. 12): 

(The anClent Japanese) felt a deep kmslup with ,he worJd of nature 50 that 'no tree could be marked 
for felhng. no bush tapped for laequer JUlce. no oven built for smelbng or for pottery and no forge 
lire ht' wlthout SJJeClaJ appeaJ to the kami (spmt) reslding m each. 

The tenn kami sums up this sense of the sacred. "This force (kami) may reside in the 

suostance of the ohject or ils fonn; a rock reveals itself to be sacred because of ils very 
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existence", for it is "incomprehensible, invulnerahle, il is that which man is nut" (Elhule. 

1959,p.4). Each and every level of existence, hoth visible and invisihle, whether pan uf Ihis worlll 

of manifest creation, the Heavenly Plain of the ancestors and gods, or the nethcrworld of evil 

spirits - ail are imbued with Ibis kami nature. 

The Japanese are inherently a "this worldly" people. Rather than desiring to esca(lC this 

existence, their ethos is a love of Iife and a deep commitment to their ancestors to hring about anll 

maintain hannony in this manifest world. Il is the ancestors who hestow this power un theu 

descendents to work on their behalf in this world (Kitagawa, 1966, p.13). Therc is a grcat 

veneration and gratitude felt by the Japanese for their forbears, not 10 mention this huge sense of 

responsiblity. If dishanllony exists it must at ail costs he remedied. This strong emphasis on 

"world-mending" is deep in the Japanese psyche. 

Emergent Shinto: 7th Dnd 8th C CE 

It was the shock-wave of Sino-Korean econornic, political, cultural and religious contact 

in the fifth and sixth centuries CE which awakened Japan to an entirely new self-consciousness 

and interest in ber own unique heritage. The ruling house of lapan, much impressed hy Chinese 

civilization, .ldopted the Chinese script and as a result inherited Chine se art, Iiteralure, and 

philosophy, including Buddhism, Taoism, and Confucianism. This impact brought in its wake a 

determination to preserve the heart of the old Japanese ways as weil as integrating the hest of the 

new. 

Thus, in 673 CE Ernperor Temmu ordered the compilation of the Chronicles of lapan, 

the Kojiki and the Nihonshoki, rnodelled on the histories of China. For the fir!\1 time the 

Chronicles brought together in sorne systematic order the myths and traditions of the ancient!!. 
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Temmu also had his own personal agenda for compiling the Chronicles, that of establishing his 

genealogical rights to the throne. He tr.tced bis Iineage back to the first legendary emperor of 

Japan, Jimmi, who was believed to have inherited the throne in 660 BCE from his great-

grandfalher, Ninigi, the grandson of the Sun Goddess, Amaterasu (Kitagawa 1966, p.14). In every 

respect, the Chronicles were intended to establish continuity, cohesion, and, very importantly, a 

sense of Japan's unique part in the scheme of things. It was in the Nihonshoki, according to Ono 

(p2), that first mention was made of Shinto: 

There It (Shmto) was newly employed for the pUlpOse of dlstmgulshmg the tradltIonal falth of the 
Japanese people from Buddhlsm, Confuclarusm, and TaOlsm, the contInental ways of thmkmg and 
bebevmg WhlCh had recently entered the country. 

The word Shinto is a Japanese adaptation of the two Chinese ideographs, shen (kami or 

gods) and tao ( michi or way), which translates variously as the Sacred Way or the Way of the 

Gods. The Shinto tradition is basically an amalgam, "a racial religion inextricably interwoven 

with the fabric of Japanese customs and ways of thinking" (Ono, p.II). This Sacred Way sees all 

hcings on a1llevels, whether animate and inanimate nature, as kami: as such, all merit respecl and 

honour. This Japanese reverence includes the sun, mountains, rivers, trees, rocks, etc., as weil as 

human and ancestral relationsbips. 

Il is important to note that within the Sbinto framework, society is ordered a10ng sacred 

Hnes as weil. The emperor occupies the pre-eminent position by virtue of bis celestial ancestry, 

and ,1I1 else is subsumed to his religio-secular authority. Often a woman, the shaman is a person 

endowed with potent powers of interacting with the spirit world, is the bearer of oracles, a diviner, 

medium, or exorcist, and is consulted by high and low a1ike. The Shinto priests carry on the 

rimai Iife of the adherents, rites of marriage, birth, holidays, purification etc. As we recall: 

The world of the kami does nol transcend lhat of man and man does not seek to enter a divme, 
transcendental world to attam salvatlOn. He seeks salvatIon by bnngmg the kami mto the human 
world, mto dady hfe ... developmg lhe harmomousness of the world (Ono, p.107). 



The main preoccupation of Shinto is not with moral sins. Evil is not ulllle~~uod as .. 

moral reality. but rather as physical and mental defilements caused by evil kami. As such. thcse 

kami can he exorcised through ritual purification. Evil is seen as "a lack of harrnony .u\d he "ut y" 

(Kitagawa. 1966, p.l2). a kami force outside man himself. Man is secn as inhcrently frce of cvil. 

If man IS a ctuld of the kami, he is also mherently good Man owes hls hfe 10 Ihe kami and III hl~ 

anceslors. He Iherefore IS loved and prolecled by lhem and 10 tum feels gratitude The mll\Mllll of 
hfe becomes a qu~sllo reahze lhe hopes and Ideals of lhe anceslors and 10 honour Ihe me'c8(lllhle 
duly of lreabng 'us own descendenls wllh even grealer love and care as Ihey 100 Will work lu rcahle 
the hopes and l<J~IS of the ancestTal spUlts (000, P 104). 

Finally. Shinto sees onJy death as truly evil. Shinto priests never involve thcmselvcs in 

the impurity of death rites. but leave those entirely to the families themselves. No aspect ollife 

itself. then. has any set standard of good and evil. he li sex. wealth. or Ir!: .l1g. The Shintu manner 

of grasping truth is to realize that there are no fixed stanu. Ids. Moral judgmcllts vary 

eonsiderably depending on each specifie situation (Ono. p.IOS). 

In a word. the Shinto worJd is ail-inclusive. Il is imbued with the idea of inhercnt justice 

and order. The kami spirits of the aneestors rejoice in ail evidences of hannony and cooperation. 

Hannony and order are seen by the Japanese as not only possible. but thcir solemll dut y 10 

achieve. Ono sums it up (p.102): 

This world 10 WhlCh we hve is progressmg from chaos to order, from confusIOn and contradlcllons 
10 a slate of harmony and umly. Just as orgamc hfe develops. 50 ln soclely good order 15 evolvmg as 
a resull of mu tuai ald and cooperalJon. Shtnlo beheves Ihat thls world glves promise of unhmlled 
development and hfepower. 

Enter Maitreya: Asuka Period: 500 • 710 CE: 

The power of mdlgenous traditions 10 shape and transform Maitreya is remarkable and dlsllllclive 
(Hardacre, 1987, p.174) 

Maitreya emerged from China Md Korea, as we have mentioned. as a powerful cult 

figure, having gained a solid presence in the minds of Buddhist devotees. The Chinesc 
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cosmologicaJ world view hail transfonned the Bodhisattva Maitreya into a high god al work in 

the Universe. As Kitagawa puts it (1987, p.13): 

Maltreya. unlJke lhe Buddhas ~fore hun, IS abve, sa he can respond to the prayers of wo~:Uppers. 
Being compasslOnate .. he willingly granls help; and bemg a tugh god ln his presenl b1l1h. he has the 
power 10 do sa HIS cult thus offers his devotees the advantages of thelsm and Buddhism combmed. 

Maitreya was received in Japan as a foreign kami. As with the Chinese, many of the 

original concepts of Indian Ruddhism were utterly alien. nle doctrines of cyclical time, rebirth. 

kanna, etc., would take time to gain ground. InitiaJly, the most understandable elementl; would 

he adopted. As we have seen, the Japanese are inherently a "this-worldly" people. nol seeking 

escape from the toils and coils of this existence as taught by Buddhism, but revelling in its beauty. 

Mailreya would hecom(! inextricably intertwined in the Japanese notion of "world-mending", a 

powerful kami spirit to protect hannony, order and justice in this world of existence. 

It is traditionally understood that Buddhism was introduced into Japan in 552 CE 

(Saunders, p.91), a1though the Japanese court may have been aware of it before. Buddhism was 

very much involved in foreign political missions with the mainland. It was apparently the practice 

.' 
of Korean rulers to offer gifts in exchange for favours, and it was thus that statues of Sakyamuni 

and Maitreya were sent to Japan. These statues must have becn considered most prestigio\Js and 

polenl, hclpful gods for one's allies. Maitreya had already become associated with kingship. and 

he would now conflate with the quesl of the Japanese ruling house to reaUze the hopes and ideals 

of their anceslors. 

Emperor Kimmei decided 10 test the "kami waters" when these statues were inlroduced. 

According 10 Saunders (p.93), in 574 CE a prince of the Soga clan, Soga no Umako (d. 626 CE), 

./ 

huilt a shrine 10 house a figure of S3.kyamuni to see if il would off end the Soga clan kami. Il 

apparently did. Plagues and pestilence broke out and the statue was unceremoniously tossed into 

a canal (Saunders. p.92). ln 584 CE the Paekche rulers sent a replacement. a stone figure of 
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Maitreya in his bodhisattva fonn of Ajita, the Victorious. Somehow no Wltowant events followed 

its installation, and as Kitagawa states (1966, p.245) the Nihonshoki marks this event as the 

official inception of Buddhism in Japan. AIlother Maitreyan image in gold would amvc fmm the 

rival kingdom of Silla in 623 CE. 

As we have noted before, Maitreyan devotionalism reached its zenith in Korca at the 

moment of the introduction of Buddhism into Japan. The succcssfui adoption of Maitreya iL'; il 

Soga kami may have been instrumental in helping Buddhism itself to gain its first fnothollls in 

Japan. 

Japanese Buddhism of the sixth and sevenlh centuries has often been referrcd 10 ilS 

"national" in fonn, since it was intimately connected to national interests. It was inilially a "st ale 

religion" practiced by the Soga clan that contained many elements not necessarily truc tu 

Buddhism itself (Saunders 98). Prince Shotoku (573 - 621), however, marked a new charter in 

the development of Buddhism in Japan (Kitagawa, 1987. p.525) and bmught Maitrcya into 

prominence. 

Prince Shoto"" liS MaitreYII 

Prince Shotoku was himself a devout Buddhist, a thinker, writer and legislator. He was 

very much moved by the principles of the Lotus Sütra. The fundamental proposition of this Sutr.! 

./ 
is that S3kyamuni Buddha was once an ordinary man and therefore any person, lhrough the 

practice of the Buddha's Way, may become a buddha. At the heart of ail things is a world lhat 

from the beginning of the Uni verse has been unchanging. This one truth is totally 

undifferentiated, fonnless. It is the one law, kanna. that calls ail things into being and moves 

them. This great life-force of the Universe appears in unIimited operation in both animate and 

inanimate things. Its underlying thrust is evolution and progress toward higher degrees of 
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freedom (Niwano, p.IS-2S). Man's noble destiny is to walk the way of spiritual progress and its 

goal is none other than the state of buddhahood (Niwano, p.39). 

One is struck immediately by similarities in the Shinto creed, such as the Shinto concept 

of unlimited human polential. It is Most Iikely that this idea was horrowed trom the Lotus. Also, 

the idea of universal hannony found in the Lotus is akin to original indigenous Japanese ideas. 

Maitreya plays a fairly prominent supporting l'Ole in the Lotus Sütra, and Guth (p.l94) 

states that it is likely that Shotoku was a Maitreyan devotee. As a powerful "guardian" kami 

Maitreya would be seen as offering great benefits to his imperial devotees from Tu~ita Heaven. 

Of course this l'Ole conflated with the Japanese concept of the interactive mies of the kami and 

human worlds. Il is probably true that Shotoku took the principle of Maitreya as the ideal for a 

Buddhist king. Following Shotoku's death, (621 CE), veneration of his person merged with the 

concept of Maitreya-Ajita and the cult of Shotoku-Maitreya was hom. Of seven known temples 

erected in Shotoku's honour. six have half-Iength images of Maitreya "made to his (Shotoku's) 

size" (Guth, p. 194,198). Shotoku was seen as the embodiment of the Maitreyan virtues of 

protection. peace, order, and prosperity. He was seen very much in the role of the "world-

mender". 

The Maitreya of this early period was represented in art as a bodhisattva, the princely, 

pensive, compassionate leader of ajust society, as reflected in the graceful Chuguji figure (Outh, 

p.207). As yet he had not assllJlled a role independent of the imperial hou se, nor had he yet 

regained his spiritual stature as the coming Buddha 

Whal we do have. though, is an interesting twist on one of Nattier's themes, of the 

here\now. Through a very Japanese interpretation of Maitreya, we see him as a kami spirit active 

in this world 10 change this world now for the better through Shotoku. Add to this cakravartin

Maitreyan theme the dimension of the Lotus Sütra, which says that any man may become a 
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...,1 buddha, and Shotoku becomes a buddha. Since the next buddha is Maitreya, then hc. Shotoku . 

must be Maitreya. Suffice il 10 say. in the mind of ShOloku's dcvotees. that is how hc WOlS 

viewed (Guth, p.208). 

Shotoku 's death brought in its wake a bloody power stmggle. and Guth sees the môL'\sacre 

of ail Soga males in 643 CE as the tuming point in the development of theMailreY:Ulmylh.1l 

was al this point that Maitreya emerged from the confines of the Soga clan and "acquired 

expanded spiritual and political meaning" (p.194). 

Nara Period: 110 -184 CE 

In 64S CE a coup d'état was followed by sweeping reforms. The sovereign was elevatcd 

to the status of a living or manitest kami, an outgrowlh of bis mythical snlar ancestry. Il wôL~ al 

this point that Temmu ordered the compilation of the Chronicles (673 CE) 10 justify bis taking 

power (Kitagawa. E.R.l987, p.S2S). In 710 CE the city of Nara was buitt on the Chinese modcl 

as the tirst pennanent capital of Japan (Saunders, p.IOl); laws were adapted from the Chinese 

legal code, and Buddhism expanded rapidly. Buddhism would, however, take on a distinctively 

Japanese f1avour under the Ritsuryo synthesis. 

TItree syncretistic principles emerged: the mutual dependence of the Empcror's Law and 

the Buddha's Law, Buddhist-Sbinto institutional syncretism, and finally, the belief that Japanese 

deities are manifestations of the buddhas and bodhisattvas of India. Ali was suhsumed onder the 

power of the throne and sacred kingship (Kitagawa, 1966, pp. xii, xiii). As a result, Buddhist 

temples were dedicated to Shinto kami and Shinto shrines were buitl within Buddhi&1 temple 

grounds. The fondamental principle of harmony so inherent in the Japanese ethos was remolding 

the Buddhist institutions and thought in its own image . 

..,..., 
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( ft was during this eclectic swirl of the Nara period that Mahayana Pure Land cuits and 

seve rai other rival schools took mot in Japanese soil and the Buddhist monastic community 

flou ri shed. The success of Buddhism was in no small measure due to its fusion with Shinto 

thought. As mentioned earlier, Buddhism 's strength lay in its adaptability, seeing itself largely 

as a supplement, not a substitute for prevailing beliefs. According to Kitagawa (1987, p.209), out 

of this synthesis grew three distinctly Japanese fonns of Buddhism: nature cuits involving austere 

mountain practices; folk Buddhism involving shamans, priests and diviners; and Shinto Buddhism. 

an amalgam of interactive shrines and temples perfonning complementary functions ( e.g. the 

8uddhists took on the death rites). 

Maitreya was still very much identified with kingship, the Emperor's personal kami. A 

Maitreya chapel was established by Emperor Shomu in the early eighth century (Kitagawa, 1987, 

( 
p.248) within the compound of the Shrine of the venerated Shinto kami, Usa Hachiman. In 

keeping with the Ritsuryo synthesis, Usa Hachiman would translate to Daijizaiten-bosatsu 

(bodhisattva) in 783 CE (Kitagawa, 1966, p.38). 

The Nara period was one of grandiose schemes. Shomu had visions of establishing a 

great commonwealth guided by the Buddha's Law, and to that end he planned to erect a huge 

Buddha statue at Lochana as its earthly symbol. For this he needed funds and according to 

Kitagawa (1987, p.248), he sent a messenger to Mt. Yoshino ta pray for help. The mesr 4!nger 

retumed with an oracle to the effect that the gold of that mountain could be used only when 

Maitreya appeared in the world. Shomu then tumed to the venerated Gyogi Bosatsu (670 - 749 

CE), a devotee of the Pure Land Maitreya cult, ta help him win over the populace and thereby 

get funds. ln 749 CE the Lochana Buddha was completed (Kitagawa, 1966, p.42,43). Gyogi helps 

to establish the fact that Maitreya's devotional Pure Land cult of rebirth in Tusita Heaven had 
• 

( 



taken root by the early eighth century in Japan. and that Mailreya W3." assllCÎaled wilh Ml. 

Yoshino. 

Kasagi Colossus of Ma;lTtya 

We now tum to the col ossus of Mailreya carved iUlo the side of Ml. Kasagi close ln ils 

sommit. Although the legend of the founding of Kasagidera dates the colossus from the lime nI 

Emperor Tenchi (r.668 - 671), it was complelely uncharncteristic of the pennd. 8mck (p.217) mul 

other modem scholars feel it was much more characteristic of the Nara Peri(ld. TIlis colossal 

carving, the height of a thirteen-story pagoda, WéiS obviously a feat of deep devotioll. Kasagidem 

is difficult of access. but it was on the way to the great Ise Shinlo Shrine, and this sigmtics a 

relationship to the latter. The Ise Shrine. central to Shinto worship. was the shrillc that Gyogl 

visited with Buddhist relies to gain the good pleasure of the imperial Kami, Amaterasu. tn huild 

the Lochana Buddha (Kitagawa. 1966, p.42). 

The Kasagi Maitreya is a symbol of grandeur and continuity, a bridge betwecn the pasl 

and the distant future. Mailreya is tlanked by two half-scale ar.thants. One holds a mile, and 

most likely represents MaliàkaS'yapa presenting the Buddha's robe to Maitreya on his descenl. Il 

is thought that th~ audience of this image must have been the monastics, rather than lay people 

(Brock, p.234). ,beir main desire seems to have been 10 Iink the Maitreya Buddha hoth to his 

Indian roots and to the soil of Japan. Considering later Mailrcyan "desccnt" themes and the 

Japanese reverence of the mountains as the home of the gods, the intersection of the High PI ai Il 

with the earth, il is possible that Kasagi was thought of as a place for Maitreya's descent in the 

very heart of Japan. Il evokes a strong plea for protection and peace in the midst of a volatile 

society. It also makes a very affinnative slatement about Maitreyan worship. He obviously had _. 
a wide following among the Nara monastics al this point. And, as we shall see, Kasagidera was 
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a very JX)pular place of pilgrimage for the aristocracy whose lives must have been constantly 

fr.tught with uncertainty. 

Mllilreyon Ascent Theme 

Maitreyan sütras proliferated during the eighth ccntury, the earliest ones dealing with the 

Pure Land "ascent" theme (Nattier's there\later theme), and the cult of Miroku J5do (Maitreya's 

Pure Land) prospered (Noboru, p.177). The Hosso school, one of six schools established during 

the Nam period, traced its mots to the lndian monk Asanga, reputed to have studied under the 

spiritual guidance of Maitreya (Nattier's there\now theme), who taught Asanga the ten steps of 

meditation necessary for entrance into blissful Tusita Heaven (Kitagawa, 1987, p.246). According 

to Noboru (pp.l76.177), the descent motif, that of Maitreya's descent from Tusita 56.760,000 • 

years hence. as taught in scriptures such as the Miroku gesho kyo and Miroku jlJbutsll kyo, would 

appcar only laler. 

At this point in the eighth century Maitreya's Tusita Heaven and Amida's Sukhavati 
• 

Heaven wcre the two main Pure Land cuits vying for the loyaity of the people. However, as 

hefore in China and Korea, Maitreya's Pure Land wou Id gradually lose ground. Whereas Maitreya 

had a very real presence in the mind of the Buddhist monastics as the promised Buddha to come, 

the celestial Buddha Amida gained ascendancy in the popular mind. There was a deep reason for 

this. 

The Maitreyan cult taught that one could earn rebirth in Tu~ita Heaven only thlough one's 

own efforts. as evidenced in the Hosso School. Titis connotes the monastic Iife and the foregoing 

of family Iife. Amidism taught. however, that one could gain rebirth in Sukhâvati Heaven through 

the intercession of one's descendants - an idea more akin to the Japanese world-view, and hence 

{ much more readily accepteà. Amida was also visualized as a god of Great Compassion, a saviour 
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now and always. Maitreya, although a god of compassion. demanded much more 1l1an devotion. 

and it is most Iikely that in the popular mind Maitreya slipped away :!s a distant figure who wnuld 

someday appear, but in the meantime there was always Amida. To the Japancsc mind il is tins 

Iife, now, that matters, and the essential progeneration of the next genemllon which would I()o'~ 

after one's welfare in both this world and Ille next. Amida's Pure Land kepl this cycle alivc. 

whereas Maitreya answered the monastics' needs of preserving Ille Buddhist Dhanna and the 

siQgha in the face of these pressures. 

Heian Period: 794 - 1133 CE 

As we enter the Heian period changes are afoot once again. Under the patronage 01 the 

Nara rulers, Buddhist temples and monastics had been exempt from laxation ,md the latter had 

thus proliferated out of ail proportion. The burden of Illeir upkeep had fallen 10 Ille lay people. 

The sangha (rnonastic community) may have become an escape hatch from maoy of the . 
responsibilities of society, as weil as a tax shelter; and Illus it was Illat monks hecame vicwcd a ... 

unproductive parasites (Saunders, p.105). The "ecclesiasticism" of culture as cnvisaged by the 

Nara emperors under the Rilsl4ryo Synlllesis, the amalgamation of the Buddha's Law and the 

Emperor's Law, had brought neilller peace nor prosperity to Ille peoplc (Kitagawa, 1966, p.45). 

In 748 CE the imperial capital was moved from Nara to Nagako, and from Illerc tn Heiao (Kyuto) 

in 794 CE. As Saunders points out (p. 134), "there is no doubt Illat as Ille powcr of Buddhism 

grew, its interest in secular matters increased" and that it was in no small mea')urc duc to this 

"Illat Emperor Kammu (r.782-805) decided to remove from Nara ... to escape ecclcsiastkal 

influence". 

Brock points out that "in reaction to Ille degenerating political and religious dimate of the 

post-Great Buddha era, monks tled the capital and the highly politicized atrnosphcrc of Ille sangha 
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in great numbers" (p.237). These monks went on to establish hermitages in the mountains, giving 

rise to "mountain Buddhism". 

Mail1'eyan Descenl Theme and Mounlilin Cuits 

As a result of lhis massive change of fonune for the Nara Buddhist schools that suddenly 

found themselves deserted and orphaned by the imperial ~ourt, new schools emerged. It is here 

that we pick up the thread of the Maitreyan "descent" motif in the teachings of Saicho (767 - 822 

CE), known as Dengyo-daishi, and Kukai (774 - 835 CE), called Kobo-Daishi. Each of these 

Buddhist schools embraced eclectic philosophical ide as. 

Saicho founded the Tendai school based on the Lotus Sütra, embracing Shinto, Tantric 

mysticism, Zen meditation practices along with monastic discipline. The Lotus lay at the heart 

of Tendai, with its emphasis on ekayana (single vehicle) which was to supersede and embrace ail 

other vehicles (Mahay'lina, Hinayma, etc.). It taught one ultimate reality, encouraging hannony 

with Shinto concepts, so that ail kami spirits had their place (parrinder, p.366). 

Kükai established the Shingon school, an esoteric philosophy based on an amalgam of 

Shinto, Buddhism, Hinduism, Confucianism and Tao (Kitagawa, E.R. 1987, p.527). Parrinder 

(p.366) credits Kükai as author of the fusion of Buddhism and Shinto into a distinctively Japanese 

religion. Il is here that Shinto kami become manifestations of the Buddhas who are seen as the 

original realities. 

Saicho called Mt. Hi'ei the "chief seat of religion for ensuring the safety of the nation" 

and considered himself the spiritual heir of Prince Shotoku. Kükaï, on the other hand, followed 

the footsteps of Gyogi-bosatsu in promoting social and philanthropic works throughout the country 

as weil as reganling his religion as the protection of the nation (Kitagawa, 1987, p.210). 
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The Maitreyan "descent" theme, here\tben. emerges strongly in the se two schools. Kükai 

" was helieved to have especially descended to earth hetween the appcaranccs of Slik) am uni Buddhll 

and the future Maitreya Buddha. He was revered to such an cxtent that he bccrune the Japrulcsc 

counterpart of Maitreya in the popular mind (Kitagawa, 1987, p.247). He settled on Ml. Kôya 

which he saw as the Matrix Realm (Garbha-dhatu): 

(M81lreya) bves m hlS place of honour m lhe Matnx Realm and assists Mahivaoocana ln hls aet:. of 
vutue. Residmg ln TU!lta Heaven, he makes Sâkyamunt'~ teachlngs nounsh. Maltreya ha~ already 
attamed enbghtenment, but for now he (waals to sueeeed Siltyamuru) m the t'.aslem palace ("rock. 
pp.238,239) 

Afterhis "death", KÜkai and Ml Koya became inextricably linked and it was helieved th:,t 

here Maitreya would descend to earth. Kükai is helieved to he awaiting Maitreya to tl.is duy in 

a state of death-like trance (Noboru, p. 178), a "living" link hetween earth and Tu~ita Hcaven. 

Before going on, it is interesting to note here the mention of an "eastem palace", an ahodc which 

could have both celestial and terrestrial connotations. Later developments of the myth suggest the 

latter. It is also worth noting that at this point the Kasagi Maitreya has sunk into eclipse in the 

popular mind. In fact, il may never have had any real relation to the common people as a whole. 

Although the Kasagi Maitreya continued to he faithfully tended by the Nara monk.'i and to receive 

pilgrims, these were largely the aristocracy (Brock. p.239). Of the two sites, Ml. Kc;ya also 

provided an easier site for large buildings to house the f10cks of pilgrims who came tn pray at 

KÜkai 's shrine. 

We have interesting socio-religious themes emerging here; Kasagi for the aristocracy and 

Kôya for the common man. The Kasagi Maitreya answered the aristocratic needs of personal 

preservation and guidance in the face of the constant intrigues at coun as weil as spiritual 

salvation. Mt Koya, on the other hand, answered the needs of persona! security and delivcrancc 

for those caught helpless in the webs of change. Kükai 's spiritual, kami powers, the gift of 

Maitreya, became a folk belief. 
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Thal il was a pcriod of increasing unrest is reflected in in the poignant longing for 

Maitreya in Saicho's work: 

The phenomenal world. from remote past to distant future. IS fuU of suffenng. and there IS no room 
for peaœfulness The bves of aU bemgs. tangled as they are w!Sh dûficuilles and compbcallons. 
present only sorrows and no happmess The sun-bght of Buddha Süyamuru bas been Iudden m the 
distant cloud and we have nol yet seen the gbmpse of the moonbght of the mercûul Buddha Maltreya. 
(Sponberg. 15) 

Moppo and Mailreyan bxpeClIltion 

During the Heian period frequent occurrences of natural calamities precipitated :t growing 

and widespread belief that the apocalyptic age of Mappo (the Letter Days) predicted in the 

Buddhist scriptures was at hand (Kitagawa, E.R. 1987, p.528). The concept inherited by Japan 

set the onset of Mapp5, which was to last 10,000 years, at 552 CE, 1000 years after the 

parinirvana of the Buddha. However, another date, 1,052 CE, one millenium after the introduction 

of Buddhism into lapan, was also widely accepled (0110, p.183). 

Cou pied with the natural disasters was the growing social strife and disorder brought on 

hy weak rulers. greedy c1ergy, and the generally flagrant disintegration of morals which 

char.tcterized the late Heian period (Saunders, p.137). Both the Shingon and Tendai schools 

cxpounded on the subject. Suzuki pictures the Japanese culture of that period as nobility clustered 

oamund an cffete central court which "congealed the spirit in a sea of materiality", so that religion 

could not truly arise. "The cry that cornes from the ground of the human soul is nowhere heard" , 

for "religion does not spring from pmyers for worldly gain, nor is il merely concemed with future 

existence" (p,39). For Suzuki, the emancipation of Buddhism had not yet happened. The 

awakening of the spiritual dimensions of the Japanese psyche had not yet arrived. 

The HClan people embraced beautûul women. but forgot the affectlOnate mother able ta embrace even 
ft dead chLld. and trus 15 an essenbal reason why religion IS found nowhere ln theu culture. (Suzuki. 
".40) 
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A feeling of anticipation took root, in the face of Mappli, that Maitreya was ncar, spurring 

pilgrimages 10 sites helieved 10 he places of Maitreya's descent. These included Mt. K(lya, Mt. 

Kimpusan and nearby Mt. Kasagi. Noboru noies (p.178) that pilgrimages wete often made 10 

these sites, particularly by the aristocrncy, because ""eian aristocrats were not satisficd wilh 

rebirth Ù1 a Pure Land alone"; they rather wished for Maitreya 's descent, tinking it "tn thcir own 

desire to achieve final salvation through participation in Maitreya's threc sermons hcncath U1C 

Dragon Aower Tree". 

On the popular front, along with the Maitreyan mountain cuits. there appcared in thc 

countryside along Japan's coasts new Maitreyan agrnrian themes which will he discussed shm1ly. 

These were all appearing in a seemingly universal reaction of both high and low a1ike, whether 

ruler or peasant. whether monk or merchant, to the natural and social calamities of thc limes. 

Kamakura Period and Japanese Renaissance: 1192·1333 C.; 

UnIess one bas at one bme "roUed in the sweUs " of karmic suffenng he has no chance to reall7.e 
spirituahty ... They (Helan) had nol yel penetratal to the baSIC ground of self...As long as he leads an 
artless and prumtive eXistence, man does not leave rus mfancy. (SuzuJu, pp.75,76) 

The Kamakurn period marked Ole "coming of age" of the Japanese people. Ulcir 

awakening 10 a new level of spiritualily. a Japanese renaissance. The degenerdcy or Ulc times and 

the seeming insolubility of their massive problems, had finally brought the Japanese to the point 

of contemplating the meaning of existence. provoking an extrnordinary efflorescence of rcligious 

thought. As Suzuki goes on 10 point out (p.56), the mono no aware (sensitivity to things) so 

deeply seated in the psyche of Ule Japanese. which had begun 10 express itself in the tceUl of Ule 

Heian decline. came into full expression over the next few centuries. 
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Pure lAnd Movtmtnts 

The "waiting for Maitreya" theme. so common in Saicho and Kûkai's teachings. and 

hopeless longing for Maitreya's descent. gave way 10 the solace and compassion offered by the 

Pure Land cuits of Amida. As Unno puts il. "the Pure Land Path emerged c1aiming to have been 

especially prepared by the Buddha for the age of MappO" (p. 182). The Pure Land cult of Honen 

(1133 - 1212 CE) "built the bridge belween the Heian and Kamakura limes" (Suzuld. p.52). Uddo 

nOies (p.184) that whereas Mapp5 spelled doom and despair for established Buddhisl schools. it 

was a source of boundless hope for the disenfranchised. the Pure Land cuits which relied nol on 

monastic self-cultivation. but upon simple, whole-hearted love and devotion to Amida. As Suzuld 

puts il (p.51): 

Amlda 's Ongmal Prayer does not speak of good or bad, does not consider the abundance or lack of 
one's acts, does not choose between a pute and unpure body. Smœ It takes no account ofbme. place, 
or other relallonslups, It doesn 't bother about how one dies. A sinner is a smner, yet û he caUs the 
Name (N~mbutsu) he attams the Pure Land. 

Shinran (1175 - 1265) amplified on this theme. According to him. faith was not separate 

from the everyday toil of the common man: 

For (Slunran) 10 bve among whose who worked the plow and hoe and not to use them hunself as weU 
would have tumed lus fallh mto a kmd of 'glbbensh' and nClnsense ... wlth the 'Namu Arruda Butsu' 
(Nembutsu) of each hoe stroke - one up, one down • is heard the whlsper of the prayer. (Suzulti 83,84) 

According to Shinran, MappO was not a particular period of history, but a fundamental 

reality of Iife itself, embracing ail ages, past, present. and future. In so saying. it was as though 

Shinran swept Maitreyan hopes aside and made people stare reality in the face. Mailreya was nol 

due 10 appear for thousands of years, and to long for his appearance was an utter walôlte of lime. 

The vow of Amida, on the other hand, is working always, " wherever man is sleeped in brutish 

anguish" (UIIDO, p.185). 



Zen 

Of all the Buddhist schools, however, il was Zen philosophy which largely inspired the 

Japanese Renaissance. Founded by Dogen (1200 - 1 253CE), he taught that the "whnle man" 

should participate in the experience of enlightenmenl with no thought of personal gain or 

acquisition. For Dogen, buddhahood was not a "sudden understanding", hut a cultivatcd state 01 

consciousness constant throughout one's life (Saunders, p.224). Zen, perhaps more than any otJler 

sect of Buddhism, has penetrated into and profoundly influenced the secular life of the Japancsc. 

The awakening to the ultimate meaning of life is reflected in sumie ink washes with thcir hhUlk 

'" spaces suggesting the inexpressible (the Emptiness, Sunyata); in poetry, the haikku word-sketch 

suggests ultimate meaning, an awakened comprehension of existence; Zen imbued the Samlmli 

swordsman with simplicity and economy of action in the art of protecting life; and Zen 

transfonned the Japanese approach to architecture and landscaping (Saunders, p.225). 

Ise Shinto 

Ise Shinto and Shinto-Gobugaki (Five Classics Shinto) reached new heights of expression, 

although Suzuki feels Shinto at no time cver became truly spiritual. Rather, it'i basic cthos was 

one of consolidation and conforming to the will of the gods. Suzuki sees the Shinto 'monl\ no 

aware' expressed at the emotional, mental and moral Icvels, as the tirst "childish stages of 

spiritual development" where fi no insight is required, no awakening, no concept of Absolute Love 

or supra-individual, intuitively-known religious experiencc" (pp.l06, 107). The major 

preoccupation in Shinto, then as a1ways, has been a pervasive concem for this world, onc's 

family's welfare, a very necessary anchor to maintain and perpetuate society. 
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Nlchlren 

The lru,t Kamakura flourish before retuming to the Maitreyan theme is the emergence of 

one of Japan's Most charismatic and controversial religious figures. Nichiren (1222 - 1282 CE), 

whose pbilosophy was based on the Lotus Sütra (Kitagawa. 1966, p.321). His quest was to fmd 

"true Buddhism" amongst all the vying sects. He fell the need to retum to the Buddha's Path 

which had become obscured by Amidist devotionalism. 

The LOlus SÜlra, to bis mind, provided the single consummate path (ekayiina) to the truth. 

ln repudiating the Amidist Nembulsu, Niehiren replaced il with the invocation of Namu Renge I.:yô 

(Adoration to the Lotus of the Wonderful Law), ealled the Daimoku (Sacred Tille). As McFarland 

puts it (p.181). Nichiren " capsuled the whole of Buddhism in the simple invocation of the Sacred 

Title", recitation of whieh invoked the consummate saving powers of the Lotus. Nichiren taught 

( that MappO was upon them and that aecording to the seriptures the people thus had no eapacity 

forcomplieated doctrine. Only the Lotus eould save them. Aecording to Nichiren, the Lotus states 

that Japan would he the country where true Buddhism would prevail world-wide, and that" ail 

otller previous fonns of Buddhism had completed their mission and now awaited fulfillment in 

the universal acceptance of the perfeet truth". According to Nichiren, he himself was the person 

foretold to accomplish this mission (MeFarland, p.l81). There is no mention whatever of 

Maitreya. Instead Niehiren arrogates to his own person the power of restoring "true" Buddhism. 

As McFarland goes on to say (p.183). Nichiren "hequeathed to the Japanese people theiT MOSt 

conspicuous cxample of resolute faith and belief and their first tradition of arrant exclusivism". 

Maitre yan Agrarilln Themes 

During the Kamakura limes when Maitreyan cuits were being thoroughly upstaged and 

( replaced by Pure Land. Zen. Shinto. and Nichiren. Maitreyan folk crdts were emerging from onder 



the skirts of organized religion. Folk traditions have deep rools and tend to come 10 the surface 

in times of stress. Apparently there was an underlying utopiar. theme ah.oad in the countrysille. 

in particular along Japan's eastem coasts, ready to merge with Maitreya to give birth tll the notion 

of Miroku no yo, Maitreya's World (Noboru, p.l79). TIùs concept can perhaps he understood as 

a "horizontal" theme as compared to the more nonnal "vertical" Maitreyan themes. Mere Mimku's 

World is a utopian etemal world across the eastem seas, an Eden in this realm of existence, 1101 

a Tu~ita Heaven in the High Plain. Miroku's World is found in Hitachi no kuni (the place where 

the sun rises). In the eleventh century non-canonical text, the Genji monogatari, wc read of an 

aristocrat named Gengi making a pilgrimage to Kimpusan where he worshipped Maitreya and 

prayed to he rebom in Miroku no yo. As Noboru notes, this is not the term used in Ihe Buddhist 

texts and can only represent this latent folk tradition (p. 179). 

ApparenUy Kashima, on the eastem coast of Honshu, "the easlem edge of the world" 

looking out towards Maitreya's 'Miroku no yo', was the site of twelfth and thirteenth century 

pilgimages where people came to pray for respite. The "Ship of Maitreya" is one song iIIustrating 

this folk theme: 

Maitreya's shtp is coming! 
The dedies of Kashima, Ise, and Kasuga are 

at the helm. 
On a cloud come thuteen pnncesses from IndJa 
They come scattering rice, much nce before them, 
And after Ihem will come M8Itreya, alsa scattenng nce. 

The earth 15 abundant, and the harvesl IS nch. 
The five grains are nperung and the people 

of the world reJolce. 
ShaU we go forward or back? 
Afterwards, M81treya 15 commg! (Noboru 180) 

These songs proclaimed that Maitreya would bring abundance and tha! myriads of kami 

and buddhas would appear along with him. They believed that Maitreya would mend the world. 

During earthquakes it was the custom 10 chant "Yanaoshi, yanaoshi" a trdllSitive form of the vern 
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( meaning to mend the world and which implies, according to Noboru (p.l86), an active human 

initiative in the process as opposed to the intransitive yanaori which suggests a suprahuman flow 

of nature, a natural oulcome of the workings of the UJÙverse. There is the human desire 10 mend 

and countCrdcl natural destruction and Maitreya became intimately connected to this folk tradition 

of world-mending. 

Maitreyan dances (Miroku odori) were a1so perfonned in the temples and shrines to ward 

off epidemics and disasters. Here we have the local shamanesses, the miko, involved in foretelling 

the future through cultic rituals. As Kitagawa !'Oints out, the Japanese folk religions appropriated 

the Mailreya cultsolelyfortlûs-worldlybenefits (1987,p.249). Maitreya is viewed very much 

as a kami to he inv'oked on behalf of the people, a complete synthesis of folk. Shinto, and 

Buddhist notions. This conflation would become the emergent and dominant characteristic of the 

( Maitreyan myth. 

The Fatt of Maitrtya's Kasagidertl 

During the eleventh to thirteenth centuries the Maitreyan Kasagidera was still a popular 

site of pilgrimagc for the aristocracy on their way to the Ise Shrine. According 10 B rock (p.2IS) 

it was under the direction oftwo monles of the old Nara school, Jokei (1155 -1213 CE) and Sosho 

(1202 - 1278 CE), that Kasagidera received imperial support and reache.d ils maximum size, 

illcluding halls and residences. Apparently Soshu wrote a compendium of ail the references to 

Maitreya found in the Buddhist texts, his Miroku myorai kan' 0 shô (The Digest of the Miraculous 

Response of Maitreya). This must have been an attempt on his part to preselVe the integrity of 

Maitreya in the face of increasing challenges from rival sects. 

But utter catastrophe, the Genko incident, overtook Kasagidera in 1331 CE. Emperor 

( Godaigo (1288-1399 CE) look refuge there after bis plot against the Kamakura military regime 
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was discovered. In the ensuing battle all the buildings were bumt to the ground (Brock, p.214). 

Today all that can he seen of Kasagidera and the once-impressive carving is an indistinct outlinc 

of a sadi y eroded figure hidden away in its isolated mountain fastness. Although il is evidem that 

Godaigo survived the seige, Maitreya's 'miraculous response' did not extend 10 the protection of 

the sanctuary. 

Muromachi Shogunate: 1338· 1573 CE 

The Kamakura period ended with the attempted Mongol invasion which depleted the 

Kamakura shogunate militarily. Kyoto (Heian) was re-established as the capital undcr the 

Muromachi shogunate. The fourteenth and fifteenth centuries saw the rise of a new "townsmen's 

culture". " Ali classes had one particular outlook in common, the wish to "enjoy Iife in ·"is world 

to the fullest and to have a positive vicw of human desires" (Nichiren, pp.l79, 181). 

The sixteenth century. known as the "Warring States" period, witnessed uprisings between 

the peasantry and townspeople, and it is thought that the laities of the Buddhist sects had a large 

hand in these uprisings (Nichiren, p.l81). At the same time there were constant and intense 

battles between the warlords. the new supplanting the old (Noboru, p.ISI). The violence visited 

on Buddhist institutions relying on state patronage was devastating. Thousands of priests and lay 

believers alike perished either by sword or fire as one Buddhist hall after another was torched 

(Nichiren, p.ISI). 

Maitrtya Yttu's 

It was during this period of intense disunity in the sixteenth century, "the lime of the 

greatest civil strife in Japanese history". that the use of the Miroku shinengo, Maitreya years, 

became prevalent (Noboru, p.181). These Maitreya years "represented a denial of the era name 



( 

( 

( 

42 

cstablishcd by the empcror", and were used to ensure good fortune. It was believed that by simply 

changing the imperial year name to a more auspicious one, (and obviously Maitreya must have 

represented the height of auspiciousness in their view), disaster could be averted. This belief was 

abroad in eastem Japan and was intimately connected with the Kashima Shrine. 

ft wou Id seem that the cult of Maitreya as a distinctly Buddhist cult has entirely 

disappeared. In facto Buddhist institutions had once again suffered a grievous blow. If ever proof 

were needed of the reality of Mappa, this was the time when the Dhanna seemingly ail but 

pcrished. 

Edo Period: 1603 - 1868 CE 

Buddhism was drcUllatically reinstated as the state religion in 1603 under Shogun Iyeyasu 

Tokugawa. Although the Tokugawa regime was based on "Neo-Confucian principles of natural 

laws and natural nonns implicit in humant social and political order, ail grounded under the Will 

of Heaven". it was nevertheless "Buddhist institutions which fortified ils claims" (Kitagawa. 1987. 

pp.xiii. xiv). The cardinal principle of the Ritsuryo synthesis was still operative. Iyeyasu was a 

Pure Land Buddhist who also patronized Shinto. Kitagawa goes on to say that. in retum. Iyeyasu 

was called "Sun God of the East" in contrast to the Emperor who was "Sun God of the West". 

The Cult of the Samurai vtrsus Maitreya 

The cult of the samurai warrior, the highest "caste" of Tokugawa feudal society. was 

based on Confucian ethics of order, duty, loyalty. and finnness of resolve in Shinto guise. As 

Tsunoda puts it (p.399): 

The busmess of the samuraJ consists ln reflectmg on his own stabon ln hfe, ln discharging loyal 
service to rus master, .. 10 deepenmg rus fidebty m assOCÎabons Wlth fnends, (etc.) ... and in devot1Og 
hlmself to duty above all ... The samurai dispenses Wlth the busmess of the farmer, arhsan, and 
merchant and confmes htmself to pracbcmg thts Way. 
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The "Way" consists outwardly in standing in readiness for any cali to sCNÎCe. mut 

inwardly in striving to perfect relationships: that of lord and subject. friend-to-friend, falher and 

son, younger and older brother. He is both ex ample and teacher for the corn mon classes. and Ihis 

is the means by which he eams his clothing, shelter and food (Tsunoda, pp. 399. 400). 

To he a samurai became a goal in life, a way of life. If Amida devotionalism replaccd 

the Maitreyan cult of ~ita Heaven on the popular front, the Shinto-Confucian nunns of order 

and world-mending embodied in the Samurai philosophy replaced the Maitreyan cult ofUle ruling 

classes. The SanlUrai evoke echoes of the Korean Maitreyan Dragonflower ~ult, but there is no 

mention of Maitreya in the Samurai cult, either as a protective or inspirational kruni, or as the 

Bodhisattva Maitreya ready to aid from Tu§ita Heaven. Il is probable that belief in Maitreya's 

efficacy and availability disappeared in the rubble of Kasagidera. Il also would seem that 

Buddhism may have been used by the Tokugawa regime, but did not penetrate to its norms. 

Yamaga Soko (1622-1685) became convinced that Japanese civilization was even more 

glorious than that of China. He stated that the truths taught by Confucius had already hcen 

revealed by the divine ancestors of the imperial house, that "the Japanese alone had been true to 

the highest concept of dut y as set forth by Emperor Jimmu and Confucius" (Tsunoda, p.397). 

Here we capture the seeds of nationalistic feNor which would continue to propel the Srunurai 

ethos and propel Japan. 

The Edo period was one of severe restrictions. We are told that pilgrimages such as those 

to the mountain tàstnesses and to the shores, where the name of Maitreya could still be heard. 

were the only occasions when common folk could break away from "conventjonal patterns of 

behaviour" (parrinder, p.375). Every household was ordered to affiliate with a specifie Buddhist 

temple, "a parocrual system hitherto completely unknown in Japanese Buddhism". Buddhism WlL'i 

thus guaranteed large numbers, but it would paya priee. Govemment patnmage and the financial 
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security that came with it enabled the Buddhist schools to develop huge ecclesiastical structures, 

but" they were robbed of nearly ail their freedom, influence and initiative" (Kitagawa, 1987, 

p.211). 

Nowhere within institutional Buddhism do we hear the name Maitreya. Had 

disillusionment set in? The court no longer paid bim tribute, the col ossus of Kasag: was a thing 

of the di!ltant past. In the Tokugawa concem for the present he seems to have been forgotten and 

no longer relevant. But in the countryside around Kashima he Iived on, and in the mountains. 

Mt Fqji and Maitreya 

As we have already noted, mountains have traditionally played a central mie in Japanese 

religious life. We have seen evidences of Maitreyan Pure Land beliefs associated with Mt. 

Yoshima, Koya and Kasagi. Kitagawa states that Maitreya was also associated with Mt. Kiso, 

Asma and Hi'ei ( 1987, p.248) and Noboru mentions the Golden Pure Land of Maitreya 

assoCÎated with the peak of Mt. Kimpusan (p.l83). But, no mountain dominates the Japanese 

psyche or draws a more powerful emotional response than the majestic Mt. Fuji. Fuji, from 

ancient times, was considered the home of the gods. Il was believed to have great healing, 

spiritual and magical powers (Collcutt. p.256). 

It was apparently the practice of the Buddhist mountain cuits to bury sütras for the day 

when Maitreya would descend from Tusita Heaven to preach bis three sermons to bis companions . . 
Such a cache was found on Mt Fuji in 1930. Collcutt says (p.253): 

Although II IS nol certaIn Ihal lhese sütras were dedlcaled 10 MéUlreya ... the bunal of sUtras was a 
common prachce In MWlreyan devotlOn In the age of the Latter Days of the Law whlch was believed 
10 have beset Japan from lhe late elevenlh century. Thus. allhough Mutreya may nol have been a 
pnnclpal focus of worslup wlthm the complex of the early FUJI cult, the facl lhat Fuji was a location 
of !;iitra burylng In the melheval penod suggests that the future Buddha may have been assocmted with 
Ihe volcano. whose summll would have seemed 10 many devolees to soar inlo TU~lta Heaven. 
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From the ninth century and probably earlier. the deity most associated with Mt. Fuji W'L'i 

Asama (Fiery Mountain) Daimyojin (also called Asama Gongen and Sengt'n Daibo.\'1l1sll). Fuji was 

thought of as a kami in its own right. Kono-hana-saku-ya-hime-no-miloto, a dIVine force of 

unpredictable moods which spelled plenty or hardship for the surrounding counlryside (ColleUIt, 

p.251). As Buddhism took root Fuji became associated with the powerful Buddhas and thcir Purc 

Lands, in particular Buddha Vairocana As mentioned above. the discovery of the cache of sÜlnL'\ 

then includes Buddha Maitreya. 

In 1572 an ascetie. Kakugyo. c1imbed to the summit of Mt. Fuji. and through rigurous 

austerities he believed he had become one with the mOUDtain and the universe. He was hclieved 

to have great powers of healing af\d this was extended to the messianic qualily of hcaling the 

nation (Collcutt, p.257). Thus was founded the Fujik'O cull, a blend of Shinlo, Buddhism. 

Confucianism, Tao yin-yang philosphy, folk belief, magic and prdctical experience. a very 

representative example of Japanese synthesis. The sixth patriarch of Fujiko. Jikigy() Miroku (h. 

1671 CE) proclaimed the coming of Maitreya to establish a world of elemaJ peace and pru!iperity. 

According to the practice of Many mountain ascetics. he self-mummified and his cult spread 

among the masses of the eastem provinces in the eighteenth century (Noboru. p.184). 

The Fujiko believers made regular pilgrimages to Mt. Fuji. A great feeling of expcctalinn 

must have pervaded society, and as Noboru remarks (p. 186). litlle is known ahoul the possihle 

association ot Maitreyan belief with the peasant revolts of the Edo period. Colcutt (p.263) 

emphasizes the point, however, that Fujiko Maitreyan belief did not challenge the Tokugawa 

regime. There is no mention of any apocalyptic vision of social or religious rcfonns in the 

Iiterature. Ir~1ead Jikigyo emphasized stability, that Maitreya's World would bc brought atxlUl 

through spiritual effort in the human heart Colcutt quotes a chant (p.263): 

When you chmb Mt. FUJi there 1S oothmg. 
Good and enl both come from our hearts. 
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Don'llhmk lhal Parachse IS one lhousand leagues away. 
If lhe Way IS slralghl Il doesn '1 take a sangle slep. 
When you look for Paradlse Il is ln yourself. 
When you eal Wilh pleasure lhe heart 15 Joyful. 

Conclusion 
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This medievaJ period of the career of Maitreya is tmly multi-vaJenced. We have seen 

many pennutations and combinations revealed in the myth. Initially in Japan Maitreya was 

ovenJy associatcd only with kingship, and latterly associated only with common folk. Buddhist 

cuits which grew up around bis person ranged from Pure Land devotionalism to Mountain 

austerities. The myth transfonned from a Buddhist concept to embrace ail prevailing traditions, 

synthesizing ancicnt bcliefs of the mountains and the seaboard. We exp!llred vertical and 

horizonlal cosmological configurations; ascent and descent themes; ascetic there\now, t'lJre Land 

thcre\later, monastic and imperiaJ here\later and here'now themes. We have seen Buddhism and 

Mailreya ebb and f1ow. When disaster overcame one aspect, the myth popped up elsewhere. In 

Japan, thus far, Mailreya has not been associated with any apocalyptic trend as was the case in 

China. Rather, Maitreya has had a bistory of spiaitual power, as evidenced in the syncretistic 

Icachings of the Fujiko-Maitreyan cult. 

As wc prepare 10 cnter the modem period and new developments in the Maitreyan myth 

il is Ilot necessary 10 ask whether these cuits are ail "genuine" Maitreyan marùfestations. As 

poilllcd out throughout this text. Maitreya has never ceaserl to evolve. The very essence of the 

myth is to take on the col our of its surroundings wherever Buddhism has taken root. The open-

endedness of the myth has guaranteed precisely this phenomenon. Sir Charles Eliot's remarks 

(p. 179) about JapiUlCSC Buddhism are equally applicable to the myth of Maitreya: 

The mosl salle ni feature of Japanese Buddhlsm 15 Ils lnbmale cOMeclIon wilh the general condition 
of lhe nahon. bolh pohhcal and social. Il has vlbrated 10 response to many and abrupt changes, Il has 
regl~lemd them ln Ils secls and expressed ln Ils art the special note of each. 
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PART 111 

MAITREYA IN MODERN JAPAN: 1868 TO THE PRESENT. 

Introduction 

The opening of the modem em in Japan dates from the Meiji resloralion of imperial 

power in the wake of the disintegration of the Tokugawa shogunale. On January 25. 1868. 

Mutsuhito (1852-1912), tater known as Emperor Meiji. abolished the feudal regime and 

established his seat of govemment in Tokyo, the fonner city of Edo (Kitagawa. 1966. p.IK2). The 

Tokugawa feudal system had taken a sad toll of the Japanese people. As Reischauer puis il 

(McFarland. p.46): 

The bellicose. adventurous Japanese of the saxteenth century became by the mneieenth century a dœJle 
people lookmg meeldy to Ihell rulers for allleadenlup and followmg Wltoout question all orders from 
above. They grew accustomed to fmoly established patterns of conducl. A thousand rules IIf 
etiquette. supplemenbng instrucbons from their rulers. g<lvemed all thell actions. 

Confusion and chaos ensued in the wake of the abolition of a complele way of life. nIe 

new regime recognized the revotutionary right of individuals 10 choose their means of livelihood. 

but initially this did not so much solve problems as create new ones. The disparity belween rich 

and poor increased. misery and consternation prevailed. In 1872 universal education was 

introduced. followed in the same year by the introduction of military conscription. Every ahle-

bodied male was expected to selVe, regardless of rus social or economic status. This re-allocation 

of the sacred domain of the elile samurai, and ail its accompanying unaccustomed responllibilities. 

was whole-heartedly resented by a population already reeling under the effects of ma.~sive social 

dislocation. Out of this military service, however, eventually emerged a new "samurai". an eHtc 

corps glorying in Japan's developing nationalistic aspirations, ils own military prowess. and the 

adulation of its fellow countrymen (McFariand, p.48). 
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The radical Meiji reorientation was dictated not only by internai pressures but by extemal 

ones as weil. The arrivai of Perry's "black srups" in the summer of 1853 heralded in earnest the 

arrivai of the West at Japan 's doors. "It was no longer possible or desirable for Japan to maintain 

her policy of national seclusion" (Kitagawa 1966, p.177). TItus, with the opening of her doors, 

Japan was precipitated into the age of industrialization. 

BeCore 1868, Japan had been a "Ioose federation of autonomous units, particularist in 

out1ook, suspicious of their neighbours and jealous of central authority" (Kitagawa, 1987, 214). 

Il fell to the Meiji emperor, seen as the "magico-religious figure capable of achieving world

mending tradilionally" (Nohoru, p. 189), to knit the nation together. To that end a "non-religious" 

form of religion, State ShinlO, with the throne as its object of worship, was instated. The Meiji 

restoration marks a detennination to pull the nation together under the sacrality of the throne, 10 

instilJ anew in the population a finn faith in the sacred destiny of lapan, to confront changes in 

her relations with the outside world, and to meel head on the consequent new technological 

challenges. On the one hand Japan plumbed her ancient depths, and on the other set out on new 

unchaned seas. Cohesion and control were of the essence. National pride became the glue, the 

throne the sacred force behind it. 

The new regime once again sought to destroy the privileged status of Buddhism and to 

recuver a "more authentically Japanese state", sa;se; itehi (the unit Y of rites and govemment), and 

thus rescue Shinto from ils secondary role and establish it as a separate religion (McFarland, pp. 

50, 51). Ovemight Buddhism was deprived of state support, while facing a new technological 

age. and the added challenge of proselytizing Christianity, tacitly encouraged by the regime 

(Saundcrs, p. 2(4). By decree. in 1872 ail Buddhist sects had to affiliate themselves with one of 

seven approved major seCt5: Tendai, Shingon. Jôdo, Zen, Shin, Nicruren, and Ji (Nichiren, p. 211). 
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On the popular front, however, anempting to separate Buddhism and Shinto in the minds 

of the common people led only to more confusion. The synthesis of Buddhism and Shilllo hOO 

over the centuries become "far too intrinsic a part of the life of the masses" (McFarland, p. 51). 

Also, this new control of religious freedom led to problerns with western relations. As a result. 

less stringent rneasures were adopted in 1889 in article 28 of the constitution. McFarland quotes 

(p.52): 

Japanese subJects shall, wlthm limits not prejudlclAl to peace and arder. and nol anlagomsllc 10 thelr 
duties as subjects. enjoy freedom of religlous beUef. 

ft is not surprising, given the disarray of feudally-oriented organizcd religion and the 

generaJ churning of society, that the population cast about for firrn ground on which to build sorne 

sense of security. In the laner half of the nineteenth century there emerged new folk religioll\; 

which vibrated to the needs of the people, new spiritual paths unattached in any fonnal sense tn 

prevailing fonnalized Shinto or Buddhist schools. 

Modern Utopian Movements and Maitreya 

The agrarian Maitreyan cuits which had grown out of the eighteenth century exposcd the 

deepening social unrest, the yearning in the Japanese breast for peace and security and for 

salvation from conditions beyond one's own control. The Maitreyan myth, translated tn the folk 

level, had eilher inspired or conflated with the- latent utopian folk belief in a parddise across the 

sea, the belief in Miroku no yo. Whatever their origins. Maitreya's ship, Maitreya dances, and 

Maitreya years were the harbingers of a powerful and growing desire within the populace to find 

respite not only from the recurrent devastation caused by naturctl caJamities hut aJso from the 

equally devastating fickleness of the policies of the ruling classes visited on the heads of the 

masses. 
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I .. iberation of Miroku 

Slacker makes the very interesting and significant comment (p. 591) regarding the 

development of the Maitreyan myth in modem Japan, that "the cult of Miroku never seems to 

have been a widespread or popular one before modem times", and Kitagawa concurs. He goes 

on to say (1987,249): 

Only m the modem penod when the foundallon of the Tokugawa feudal regime WIIS shaken pnor to 
the establishment of the MeiJI unperial regune, has the descent mohf of the figure of M8Ilreya inSPlred 
the nohon of the rechficabon of the socllll order (yanaostu). Tlus correcbve to the SOCial order 
(!!'CCIPltated the emergence of many folk-based new rebglons 5uch as Tenn-kyo, Konko-kyo, and 
Omoto-kyii. 

Il was only when the cult of Maitreya was "liberated" from the halls of power that the 

myth seems to have gained a new expression among the common people and Maitreya was able 

finally 10 become their own hem and saviour who would come to their aid in their hour of need. 

A grass-mots movement was gaining cohesion and momentum. On the whole it was a peaceful 

force, spiritual rather than political in nature. Whereas in China and Burma and sorne other 

Buddhisl countnes in the eastem Asian theatre Maitreya was used as the inspiration for uprisings. 

that was not 50 in Japan except for one possible and notable exception, Ômoto-kyo (Kitagawa, 

1 987,p.238). 

Thus, according to Kitagawa, these new folk religions, such as Tenri-kyô (Religion of 

Divine Wisdom), Konko-kyô (Religion of Golden Light) and Omoto-kyo (Religion of the Great 

Soun;c), were inspired largely by the hopes and promises found in the Japanese manifestations 

of the Maitreyan myth. Each New Religion was founded by an illiterate peasant who claimed to 

have becn possessed by an ali-powerfui kami spirit and to act as the channel through which the 

divilùty could give instructions to establish a new spiritual civilization on earth. There was a great 

cmphasls on miracles, and the capacity to bestow health, happiness, and prosperity. Indeed, it was 

proclaimed that the day for establishing peace had arrived and these charismatic mystics, often 

womell. gave a powerful voice to the deepest yeanùngs of the people. 
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Simple doctrines were presented in uncomplicated language "without tlle Chinese 

flourishes of Buddhism and Confucianism, or the archaisms of traditional Shinto" (Saunder.;. pp. 

267, 268). Each of these movements, although concemed with persona! salvation, more 

importantJy preached the salvation of the world as a whole, embodying a vision of a new wnrld 

order in which justice and happiness would prevail, the "New Jerusalem". As Blacker puts il 

(p.600), this "active millenarism .. .is a feature of Japanese religious hislory peculiar to the modem 

scene". The new world order would come aboui nol through a passive and natunal melinrislIl, .. 

yanaori transfonnation slrelched over eons of time, but through the concened effons. the yanaoshi 

world-mending efforts here and now of the devotees themselves, inspired and guidcd by Ihe 

powerful kami spirits speaking through their human media. Ali the New Religion.'i, hOl" of the 

nineteenth and twentieth centuries, espouse this ethos of active world-mending. 

Omoto-kyo and MtJitTtya's Agt 

The foundress of the Omoto movement, Deguchi Nao (l837-1918), was originally a 

Buddhisl Pure Land devotee who tumed 10 the teadùngs of the runelecnth ccntury Konkô-kyo 

religion (Offner, p.64). Konkokyo leaches that man is the child of the god Tenchi kane no kami 

(God of Heavenly and Terrestrial Brightness), an infinitely merciful deity through whose love 

humankind can be happy. Suffering is caused by forgetting this deity. "The god wills 10 save 

mankind but cannot if man remains ignorant of his desire" (Saunders, p.274). 

However, in 1892 Deguchi Nao herself c1aimed to be possessed hy a kami spirit which 

inspired the writing of the Ofudesaki (With the Tip of the Brush) (Parrinder, p.377). She was 

convinced that she had become the ooly legitirnate channel, the chosen medium, betwcen the 

sacred and profane worlds and that the doctrines of other religions were merely human in origin 

(YOWlg, p.267). In the Ofudesaki Deguchi Nao urges the salvation of the people through the 
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reaJilation Gf Miroku's Age when "the three thousand worlds shaH burst into full bloom as the 

plum blossoms do" (Shigeyoshi, p.7}). 

It was with the emergence of Kisaburo Ueda (1840-1948), later known as Deguchi 

OnisaburO, that Omoto took on the character of an organized religion (Offner, p.69). Deguchi 

Onisaburo transformed Omoto from an insignificant local sectarian movement into "a religion 

which perceived itself as the fountainhead of ail religions. including those that were 

chnmologically prior 10 il", and he embarked upon a world-wide mission 10 convince others that 

this was so (Young, p.265). 

Onisaburo's spiritual joumey had begun in 1867 when he rejected ail existing religions 

and retired to Mt. Takakuma to meditate. There he underwent a most critical and extraonlinary 

spiritual experience during which his soulleft its body and "soared into the spiritual world" where 

il "gained knowledge of the Uni verse and for the first time (Ônisaburo) was fully conscious of 

his mission as the Saviour of Mankind" (Offner, p.66). As Murakami puts il, " Onisaburo 

experienced the self-enlightenment thal he himself was the Buddhisl saviour Miroku and 

advocated a reorganization of the world" (p.74). Deguchi Nao recognized Onisaburo as Maitreya. 

He was married to her daughter in 1900, and adopted into the family, becoming the progenitor 

of future generations of Deguchi females to carry on the leadership of the religion. Although the 

sixth patriarch of Fujik'ô was believed to have declared himself as Maitreya, it was for the first 

lime, in the person of Deguchi Onisaburo. that the figure of Maitreya takes on truly messianic 

pmportiolls in Japan. 

The basic Omoto philosophical position states thal the prime source of the universe is 

vilaJity which is God; the universe is the manifestation of vitality, the fragments of God; and man 

is the chief embodiment of vitality and the minister in the govenunent of Heaven and Earth. 

Kitagawa notes (1966. p.312) the re-emergence of the ancient Japanese theme of the inherent 



unsullied nature of humankind. thal man is indeed capable of rising above chaos and dissension 

and creating peace: 

Unhke the histone Buddhut notion of mappi) lhat led lhe Japanese Pure Land HuddhlSls of lhe 
lhuteenth century to the realJzatton of the utler smfulness of human nature. OmOlo holds an optmllsll~ 
view of man and does nol recognae sm as an inevllable elemenl m human nalure. Omlllll altempb 
10 commend Itself as a unlversal religion for modem man. advocalIDng world peaçe.and bl\llheroood 
of ail mankmd. 

]1 was Onisaburo'S "skillful management of doctrine to confonn to prevailing p(llitical 

trends that also was instrumental in its achieving inereased popularity" (Orfner. p.69). In 1920 

he built Miroku Hall in Ayabe as their central sanctuary. and in the same year Onisabunl hought 

the Osaka daily newspaper which he used extensively to propagate Ômoto teachings and "the 

approaching end of the world" as we know il. Murakami goes on to say (p.74) that the 

govemment could not overlook the mounting power of Omoto and labelled their philusophy a.~ 

herelical. i.e., againstthe throne. Onisaburo was arrested in 1921 and Miroku Hall wa.4i destroyed. 

With the change of emperor in 1928. Onisaburo was released. There followed a period 

of intense spiritual activity. According to Nohoru (p. 1 88) Onisaburo declared himself pu\'llicly. 

on March 3, 1928. as Maitreya. He expected the Year of the Dragon. which he called the Year 

of Maitreya, to bring great changes. He "preached world transformation not by radical eschaton. 

but by many small renewals, eventuaJly bringing forlh the world of Maitreya". 

He also compiled bis eighty-one volumes of the Reikai Monogatari (Spirit World Stories) 

which were considered by bis devotees to he pure revelation. These scriptures include the hislory 

of creation, the birth of mankind, the structure of the spiritual world. the relationship bclween the 

spiritual world and the present world. Iife after dealh, the purpose of human life, the devil 's plan. 

and the Divine Plan to build the Kingdom of God on earth on fundamental principles goveming 

polilies, economy. education, arts and science. Esperanto was introduced as a 1001 for more 
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extensive propagation of his principles (Offller, p.69). The texts present a thorough-going 

reorganization of society ba.~ on religious precepts. 

During the 1920's Onisaburotumed bis attention to China, Manchuria and Mongolia In 

Peking he founded the "Universal Federation of Religions" and the "Universal Love and 

Brotherhood Association" (Offner,p.69). To this end he worked with Do-in, the "Red Swastika 

Society" which was "more advanced in conceptualizing and denominating a theOl'Y of 

interreligious unity" (Young, p.264). He espoused inter-religious cooperation especially with Taoist 

and Lamaist groups in China and the Baba'I'Faith in the West (Kitagawa,1966, p.223). 

On the political front, Onisaburo adopted a "nationalistic line, sponsoring semi-militaristic 

groups for young men and women and adults for the purpose of restoring the Kingdom of God 

in Ayabe" (Kitagawa, 1987, p.223). affiler states (p.70) that by 1935 million~ had rallied behind 

Onisaburo's leadership and the govemment again moved against the religion. It was either 

Ônisaburo or the Emperor, there wasn 't room for both. Onisaburo and other le,aders were arrested 

and charged with insurrection, for "purposing to uswp the place of the imperial family and 

Onisaburo himself to become roler of Japan" (McFarland, p.63). Ali Omoto property was utterly 

destmycd and Onisaburo would be released from prison only under the Allied Occupation at the 

end of the Second World War. 

ln 1946 a revival of sorts took place under the name of Alizen-en (the Garden of Love of 

Goodness), and two years laler, in 1948, after a most extraordinary Iife, Onisaburo. co-founder 

of Ômolo and c1aimant to be Maitreya, died al a very old age. According to the stipulation of 

Deguchi Nao. the spiritual leadership of Omoto passed to a Degucbi female. Onisaburo's wife 

(Deguchi Nao's daughter) and then to their daughter in 1952, and the religion continues to the 

present. again under the name of Omoto (Offner, p.70). 



Derivatives of Omoto such as Taniguchi Masaharu's Seicho-no-iYt' (The Hllusehohl uf 

Growth) , Okada Mokichi's SekaikyuseiA:yo (Religion of World Messianily), and NakWlu 

Yonosuki's Anana;-kyô (Doctrine of the Three and Five) continue alongside preseill-day Omo,u. 

These are all highly syncretistic movemenls. Sekaikyuseikyo recognizes Mimku a.~ Ihe Greai Gull. 

and as Parrinder quoles (p.378): 

MlfOku the Great God comes forth endowed Wlth the strenglh of the Ihree m one: Fu"C. Water. Earlh 
MlfOku, the Great God. from of old has planted the heaven upon earth MlIOku. the Great Uod. even 
as a lluer. has secretly been born below. Leavmg behind the Iughly exaltai Ihrone. 10 hnng salva"nn. 
MlfOku has been bom below. 

Although messianic Maitreyan hopes may have died with Onisaburo. this is hui one slRmg 

manifestation of the aura of purpose and expectation, a pervasive movernenl loward lhe 

rectification of society which pervaà~s this whole modem period. 

Japan '5 Global Aspirations 

By the end of World War One, "Japan had progressed in ail her endeavours 10 the poinl 

where she ranked as one of the Big Five among international powers" (McFarland, p.42), an 

extraordinary accomplishment in f~le fi ft Y years since the dissolution of the Tokugawa isolationisl 

regime. The Japanese mission as a people, according to Okawa Shümei, was "to huild up a new 

Japanese culture by adopting and sublimating Western cultures with our national polit Y as a ha.'1is, 

and to contribute spontaneously to the advancement of world culture". Shümei gues on to say that 

"il is my belief that Heaven has decided on Japan as its choice for the champion of the Ea.'!t" 

(Tsunoda p.795). 

Hashimoto KingorO saw only three avenues open 10 Japan's growing ambitions and the 

pressure of surplus population: that of emigration which he claimed was barred due to anti-

Japanese immigration restrictions; advancement ioto world markets which wa.'t shut off by tariff 

barriers and abrogation of commercial treaties; and finally, the lasl door, that of territorial 
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expansion (Tsunoda,p.797). McFariand states (p.42) that for a decade or so after World War One 

democratic influences were able to thwart a complete commibnent to militarism, but by the early 

1930's it had become very apparent that more immoderate forces would prevail. With the 

Manchurian Incident of 1931 and the outbreak of war with China in 1937, Japan embarked on the 

conquest of east and southeast Asia. Then, in 1941, she attacked Pearl Harbour in an attempt ta 

weaken the American embargo on Japan wbich was being enforced by naval fleets operating out 

of Hawaii, drawing the United States into a war against Japan, and opening the phase of World 

War Two in the Pacific. 

This is the potent background against which Omoto and other modem religions were 

working. The first forty-five years of the twentieth century were a period of the most intense 

nationalistic fervour probably ever experienced in Japan 's history and it involved everyone, high 

and low alike. Japan had an extraordinary sense of her own destiny at the helm of a world 

movemenl, both political and spiritual, toward the unit y of East and West. The throne was seen 

as the sacred cenlre of the world. This sense of sacred mission of messianic proportions was the 

driving force of the nation up to the time of Western occupation in 1945. As Kitagawa states 

(1966, p.332): 

When Japan surrendered to the Alhed Forces in 1945, it was not sunply the end of combat. What 
Japan lost was far more than the dlvme prerogabves of the throne or the glgantic institution of Slate 

Shmto. 11tey lost tto~1f sel'~ of destmy and secunty based on a cosmologtcal world vlew which had 
been preserved froln tune Immemonal ... (They) lost thelf mearung of htstory and tradltional sense of 
values 

On January l, 1946, Emperor Hirohito, a sensitive and gentle man who had apparently 

tleen held in seclusion during the war, issued a statement 10 his people denying the divinity that 

had been ascribed to him. He appealed 10 bis countrymen to find in Japanese tradition a basis 

and initiative 10 effeel reforms. As McFariand says (p. 52), one of Japan's great tragedies was that 
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"the genuine affection of the people for their emperor was misused hy the politidan ...... McFarlaml 

(p.43) quotes two of Hirohito's poems written in 1946 and 1947 respectively: 

Pieking up the Pieees 

Be hke pme trees 
Wluch do not change color 
Although they bear the welght 
Of conhnuously fallLIg snow. 

The day dawns hopefully 
Upon the town of Mlto; 
The sound of the hammer 
Is heard clearly. 

Beneath the bewildennent seeds of violent revolution were brewing. acconling lu 

Kawamura (p.96), for while the post-war period of occupation "liberated tenant-famlers and 

industrial laborers from economic oppression", it also freed religious and political prisoncrs, 

among the latter the Communists and Socialists, who "provided the masses with an opfXlrtunily 

to expose themselves to the Marx-Engels c1assics". As a result, labour unions mushrnomed 

ovemight "not as defenders of the rights of laborers, but simply as organizalions tu indoctrinate 

the masses for the proletarian revolution". That this socialist-communist resolvc actually failed 

was largely due to the pervasive need in Japan to satisy persona! needs mther than involve 

themselves in a revolution based on theory they could not appreciatc (Kawamura. p.199). 

Rush Hour of tile Gods 

The still struggling Buddhisl community cou Id not fill the gap left hy the fX,st-war 

dissolution of State Shinto. Still 'argely feudalistic in their orientation, older Buddhist schouls 

could not keep apace of the desires of the people. As Jodo Shin-shu has said, they largely "failed 

to minister to the Japanese people in the period of their greatest social crisis", and this is one of 

the reasons for the extraordinary post-war explosion of New Religions. dubbed the "Rush Hour 
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of the Gods" (McFarland. p.225). In 1945 there were 43 registered religious bodies. whereas in 

1951 there were 720! Ofthese. 258 were classified as Shinto. 260 as Buddhist. 46 as Christian. 

and 156 "unclassified". Among these latter were the pre-war Omoto, Seicho-no-Ie, and Hito-no-

miehi Kyodan. Tenrikyo.etc. However, many of the "newly arisen" post-war movernents found 

libemlly sprinkled through ail the categories proved to he fraudulent freeloaders taking advantage 

of tax exemptions, and by 1964 the total of registered groups had been reduced to 378 (Blacker, 

p.567). 

As Saunders puts it (p.285). today there is a "general foment rather than an organised 

evolution of Buddhisrn or Shinto. often disorganised and indiscriminate in its borrowings from 

Buddhism, Christianity. and Shinto". Kitagawa says (1966, p.335), that these New Religions are 

characterized as heing "anti-intellectual and anti-modem •... anti-Ieftist and anti-communist in their 

politieal outlook". He goes on to say that what they do stand for is a positive goal for the future 

which is a "peculiar mixture of naive utopianism, traditionalism. magic, and promises of mundane 

satisfactions". Hardacre points out (1986, p.Jl) that these diverse New Religions do share a very 

Japanese world view: 

The world vlew of the Japanese new religIOns concelVes of the mdlVidual, society, nature, and the 
uruveNe as an mtegrated system vltahzed by a smgle principle. Every level represents the 
marufestatlOn of that pnnciple on a Iarger scale. The relations aroong the levels, however, are not 
stalle. They must be mamtamed m balance, harmony, and congruence. 

McFarland makes a strong statement 10 the effect that the New Religions arose "primariiy 

to shelter the masses from the impact of a larger threatening world", but the irony is in fact that 

"sorne of these sects are turning out to be a1so the means of a contact with and admission to the 

larger world" (p.229). He refers to them as "pressure chambers" in which the socially 

disadvantaged or the fearful can work out their frustrations and find salvation and security. 
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Buddhist Responses to "Miroku's Age" 

Out of the confusion within the Buddhist community in modem times. thcre have emerged 

in the twentieth century several powerful Nichiren movements. Nichiren had declarcd Ihat Japrul 

was the "small country to the northeast of India" mentioned in the Lotus Sûtra hy the Budllha. 

where, with the elapse of 2000 years from the inception of the Dhanna. a great hodhisattva would 

arise who would lead the world to "True Buddhism". This messirulÎC theme. although motcd in 

the Lotus Sütra, makes no mention of Maitn:ya. To ail intents and purposes. Nichiren saw himself 

as this "climactic figure in Buddhist history", that it would be he "who would estahlish Truc 

Buddhism and prepare for the salvation of ail mankind" (McFarlruld, pp. 101. 102). 

Soka Gakluli 

The three Nichiren movements which have played a strong role in the twenticth ccntury 

are Soka Gakkai, Rissho Koseikai, and Reiyü-kai. Of ail the Nichiren sects, Soka Gakkai (Value 

Creation Society), founded in 1930 by Makiguchi Tsunesaburo (1871-1944), is by far the 1I10St 

powerful, numbering about 17,000,000 adherents according to 1989 statistics (Ministry of 

Education, 1991). Saunders (p.283) describes the sect as somewhat fanatical, espousing Ihe 

doctrine of happiness based on the tbree values of profit, goodness and beauty. Most imporlantl y. 

as Blacker points out (pp. 588, 589): 

(Soka GakkaJ) looks forward to a new era, a splntual revolution of lhe world, by applymg tu the 
present age aIl the prophesle5 dellvered by NlchIren m the thuteenth century ... AII the wammg~ of 
Nichuen regardmg mappo have been taken by Soka Gakkal 10 apply as much to the present age 80" 
ta the time of NIChlten. Ail the horrors ... (mcludmg) defeat and invasion by a forelgn foe .. can thu,> 
be attnbuted to ... a dlvme purushment ta the people for thelt mtransmgence 

Soka Gakkai is structured along hierarchical military Hnes with corps leaders, squad 

leaders, executives, and branch heads (Kawamura, p.20S), a.,d ilS platfonn of social rectification 
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is aimed al the time when Nichiren Shoshu (True Nichiren) will become the state religion of Japan 

(Saunders, p.283). 

At a rally in 1963, Soka Gakkai President Ikeda Daisaku told an extraordinary audience 

of 80,000 followers that "they were becoming Japan's indispensable citizens" (McFarland, p.195). 

McFarlancJ sees "frightening potential" in this most powerful popular movement, a movement 

cornposed of thousands of lonely and dispirited people. As Kawamura points out (p.202), 

"Nichiren's Buddhism has consistently championed the causes of the underdogs and identified 

itself as an anti-establishment group since It was founded in the thirteenth eentury". Having gone 

through post-war reorganization, Soka Gakkai is today what Eric Hoffer deseribes as a 

"monumental reality" (McFarland, p.196), spreading throughout the world. No longer confined 

to strictly exclusivistic doctrines, since 1972 Soka Gakkai has worked with other world religions 

and organizations in "attacking social evils" (Morioka, l, p.IO). 

The principle of obulsumyogo, the agreement in purpose of govemment and Buddhism, 

advocated by Nichiren, provides the ideological basis for Soka Gakkai's e'ltrance into politics. and 

in 19:)5 the Komeito (Clean Govemment Party) was organized as a separate political ann of Soka 

Gakkai (McFarland, p.214). loday the Komeito hoiul) i:ûnsiderable sway in Japan. Again we see 

powerful politieal implications in Soka Gakkai 's messianic vision of social rectification, which 

is even more successfully rooted than Omoto's platfonn. Soka Gakkai's Komeito May win the 

day through the democratie process! This is certainly a dramatic new twist to the yanaoshi world

mending theme. How paradoxical il is to find a messianic Buddhist movement minus Maitreya 

to have heen rivaJling an alternative non-Buddhist Ornoto rnovement espousing Maitreya. 
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Rissho Kos~iIuIi 

Niwano Nik-kyo (b.1906) and Naganuma Myoko (1889-1957) founded Riss//() Kost'ika; 

(Society Establishing Righteousness and Hannony) in 1938. They had hecomc disillusionclI wi'h 

Soka Gakkai and advocated a retum of foc us to the Etemal Buddha as actually round in Ihe LOll4s 

Sütra (Morioka, 1987. p.379) with Nichiren taking a secondary role. Whereas Soka Gakkai 

initially condemned ail oilier religions and demanded thal their converls discard former religious 

affiliations. Rissho Koseikai has always been more compromising and more in lune wilh Buddhisi 

tradition. 

Its initial thrust was "the attainment of happiness through the eliminalion of negaljve 

kanna effects" which changed in the 1960's to "the perfection of personality and the reatilatiun 

of peace on earth". It is today the second largest N<I!w Religion in Japan and is unique in thal il 

stresses basic bodhisattva practices as weil as faith in the Etemal Buddha and has aUlhored Ihe 

"Brighter Society Movement" aimed at bringing together secular. religious and governmental 

orgaruzations lOto create a better society and international movement for world peace" (Morioka. 

1987. pp.379.380). Rather than using the militant and more coercive methods of Soka Gakkai. 

Rissho Koseikai's approach to world-mending emphasizes hannony and coUahoralion through 

fellowship. an ecumenical spirit more in keeping wiUl Buddhist philosophy. 

Reiyu-kei and Mirokwan 

Alone of these three important world-mending Nichiren-inspired movemenls, Reiyü-kaÎ 

(The Spiritual Friends Association) admits a role for Maitreya. Rciyü-kai was founded in 1925 

by Kubo Kakutaro (1890-1944) and Kotami Kimi (1900-1971). The movement takes ils rituals 

from Nichiren. but its ethos reflects the strong magico-religious current~ of folk traditions. laying 

great emphasis on ancestor cuits, faith healing. and this world as the arena of man's salvation 
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(Kitagawa 1966. p.322). It is also dedlcated to reviving Japanese family-centred values. with 

women playing an acuve role, especially in teaching the youth (Hardacre, 1987, p.271). Reiyakai 

is a1so one of rhe most affluent sponsors of Buddhist scholarship in the world. Not only has the 

orgalllzation a massive lihrary, but it funds Buddhist scholars around the world, and a1so publishes 

and distrihutes works of high scholarly quality on Buddhit:m. 

Reiyü-kai maintains that through constant rebirths ail human beings are related as friends, 

and that this oneness of humanity extends to one 's ancestors. Although the acts of the ancestors 

formed humankind as it is now, the deeds of the descendents can modify their ancestors' kanna. 

As a result, one of the main religious activities of the religion is offering memorial services to the 

dead (Saunders. p.282). Indeed, one's personal salvation is believed to follow upon the salvation 

of onc's ancestors (Hardacre. 1988, p.210). 

ln 1964 followers of Reiyü-kai built a sanctuary for pilgrims at Izu called Mirokusan and 

adopted faith in Miroku as the saviour bodhisattva of the Buddhist age of decadence (Murakami 

p.163), a deliberate demotion of Nichiren and an equally detennined effon to reinstate the coming 

Buddha Maitreya to rus rightful position. In Reiyü-kai, with ail its own pennutations and 

combinations of unonhodoxy, we have a Buddhist New Religion which actually retums to the 

ascent theme of Tu~ita Heaven. 

The Maitrrya Sütra, a remarkable compendium of Maitreya lore, was compiled in 1964 

hy Watanabe Shoko and has been used ever since al Miro:"\lsan to exhon the faithful to 1i!l1en to 

the Dhanna as revealed in the Sùtra. Mirokusan is seen as a IOountain utopia symbolizing the 

"other world", the abode of the deities, ancestors and spirits. the meeting place of heaven and 

canh (Hardacre, 1988, p.275). Once again we find the mountain ascent theme so common to 

Japanese Maitreyan cuits of the past. The whole purpose of pilgrimage to Mirokusan is to change 

one's kanlla. Rigorous rules of abstinence are imposed, rituals and lengthy Sütra recitations 



enforced, and over the three day period the pilgrim often goes thnlugh emolional as weil as 

spiritual transitions wruch are eased by leaders and group discussions. 

Unlike the folk-based Omoto, there is no idea in the Reiyûkai sect of Maitrcya's direct 

intervention. We retum here to the Buddhist nonn that Mailreya may preside in Tusila Hcavcn . 
over the undertakings of his devotees, but will not actively intervene in Ihis wnrld until the 

prescribed lime in the future. ln the meantime there is the long up-hill baUle of impmving unc's 

own kanna and that of the world in general through collective moral ameliomllon in (lnlcr tn 

provide the setting for Maitreya's descent. According to Hardacre (19H7. p.2In) Rciyukai hnlds 

that: 

Nothmg but human effort can be counted upon 10 effecl substanuye betlennent lt Il> nalYe tu eKpect 
supernatural 81d ... Maitreya may preside over a petfected world, but he has no mie IR perf~tmg 

It ... Mtrokusan ptlgnmage represents nol a radical break wlth the past, but a conlmumg effort tll apl'ly 
knowledge of Maltreya to coUectlve Improvement, eu.ctly what the bodhIsattva should ~tnve for 

In tenninating our discussion of modem Maitreyan themes to date. il is interesling tu nute 

that apart from the "older" New Religions which we have discussed. the posl-war "Rush Hour uf 

the Gods" does not seem to have produced any oyen Maitreyan thernes. Little has hcen found 

to date in any of these movements to suggest that Maitreya has any active role whatever. Whal 

we have found, however. is the pervasive world-mending, social rectification theme and a sensc 

of impending momentous change. 

Agonshü and the Shifting Sands 

Agonshü. a New Religion founded as recently as 1978 hy Kiriyama Seiyu, ha.~ "pickcd 

up on and articulated in the religious sense. the fears and worries of many, especially young, 

Japanesc". for they are particularly conœmed about the future. especially increa.lling envirorunental 

pollution and the spectre ofnuclear weapons (Rcader,pp.208, 213). Agonshü is rooled in Japanese 

folk religion and sees the present state of affairs as an oUlgrowth of the unhappy spirits of the 
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dead infllcting the living and causing spiritual hindrances which perpetuate the present problems 

in the world. The religion te aches that "Kiriyama's own transgressions are a result of bad kanna 

inherited from the past and hence not his fault as an individual". One needs to "eut his own 

kanna", and" grasp his own desliny" (Reader, p.21O). Already, in fourteen years Agonshû claims 

500,(XXJ members (Ministry of Education, 1991). 

ln Japan al present there is a compulsively competitive political and economic climate 

directly relaled to mitigating the humiliation brought about by military defeat in World War Two. 

Hans Küng calls this exlraordinary drive "Japanism", and its aim is supremacy in the world 

thmugh economic clout. Implementing such an aggressive program has raised many concerns in 

Japan itself, and criticism of the govemment has been voiced during the 1980's up to the present 

as a result of financial and political scandais. Modem Japan is a secular state, no longer driven 

hy Confucian-Shinto or Buddhist ethics. Religion has been divorced from the state and politieal 

expediency has hecome the norm. As Küng says (p. 10): 

ThIs should make 'lS look agam at efficlency wlthoUt other conslderahons, flelUbbhy wlthout 
pnnclples, aulhontl.nan leadership wlthout responslbabty, poblics and economacs wlthoUt a moral 
VISion, trade and busmess wlthout reclproClty, war gualt wlthoul COnsclOUSnesS of gualt. 

Agonshü argues that only going to the heart of the problems through looking al their 

spiritual causes can a remedy be found, not through superficial political solutions (Reader, ,.214). 

There is a millenial flavour 10 the Agonshü ideology, messianie sentiments attached to the coming 

of the twenty-first century when sorne major ehange of fortunes is expected. Reader says (p.215) 

thal in a dr.unatic recent video based on Kiriyama's book, /999: Salvation Irom Karma and 

Spiritual Hindrances il is stated that: 

The rum forelold by Nostradamus could come by the end of the cenlUry as a result of the escalabng 
hordes of ullhappy Spirits unless a rehglous answer IS found. 



CONCLUSION 

We are left, then, with a big question mark regarding Maitreya 's present mie in Jap:ul. 

Omoto's overt Maitreyan ambitions have largely given way to a very secular Soka Gakkai :uul 

the quiet role of Maitreya in Reiyükai. But, quiet or not, MaUreya has not heen türgotten. As 

in the past, the strength of the myth has been its capacity to emerge ail a vessel to conta in the 

aspirntions of the Japanese for a better world. The deepest drive of the JapiU\ese is tu creale and 

restore equilibriurn between all the interlocking and inter-acting aspects of Iife. That the Japanese 

stale is today barrenly secular will most likely change tomorrow as the profoulu1ly spiritual nature 

of the Japanese makes itself felt once again in a "new" and innovative way. Thatthe Japancse 

have to be among the world's most adaptable people has been made amply c1ear. 

Maitreya has come to embody the Japanese ethos of world-mending which. in the 

twentieth century, has become synonymou~ with social rectification. This heing the spirit of the 

limes. and increasingly so not only in Japan, but world-wide, Maitreya will douhtless continue to 

play either a passive role from Tu~ita Heaven or possibly periodic active mies in this world. As 

we have seen, in times of dire stress Maitreya is expected to appear momentarily. Mailreya's 

manifestations are tuned to the limes. a product of the needs of the people, and as such the myth 

has an original and enduring quality not found in any other Buddhist or non-Buddhisi figures. 

Its durability is not due to a fixed static notion, but to the fact that it can evolve and rcspond 

actively within ils own mythical framework. 

One of the greatest reasons for the success of Maitreya in Japan has to he the happy mesh 

of the idea of the powerful kami spirits working through human agencies and the hodhisattva 

principle which allows Maitreya to do so from Tu~ita Heaven. The original concept of wiruling 

rebirth in Tusita Heaven has largely given way to an active mie for Maitreya ID this world . . 
Although Pure Land Buddhism offered sanctuary to millions in the past, the Japanese today arc 
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primarily inlerested in social rectification, not escape. Inherent in the Japanese psyche is the '.>elief 

that humankind CAN effect change for the beller. 

The Japanese are preponderantly concemed about this world. Il is here that their salvation 

is worked out, not in the next world. The happiness of one 's ancestors, and consequently oneself, 

is dependent upon doing the ubnost 10 rectify the wrongs of this world here and now. This has 

never been more apparent than in this last century when the masses suddenly emerged from the 

ma.'lsive grip of feudalism and for the tirst time had a hand in guiding the destiny oftheir country. 

AI the same lime, ascelic cuits and monasticism have given way to the lay community as the 

malrix for religious expression. A massive movement is underfoot, a revolution, and Maitreya. 

one way or another, can be seen as a guiding principle leading onwards to the day when society 

as a whole will have reached the happy state warranting bis descent 

There are fascinating tensions at wortc in the Japanese manifestations of Maitreya. These 

arc directly rclated to the relationwp between the believer on the one hand and Maitreya on the 

nther. There are differing active and passive roles. In the past it is fair to say that the masses 

took a very passive mie in the world as a whole, being servants of the ruling c1ass. and they 

relaled to Maitreya in a more passive mode. 1be rulers, on the other hand, were in the active 

mode. They definitely saw Maitreya as empowering them to act. Today, in a more democmtic 

milieu, the power resides in society as a whole, and consequently Maitreya has been seen as an 

ac:ivalor for world-mending or social rectification, and empowerer of the masses. There is less 

of the (lassive l'unaur; world-mending attitude of leuing fate take care of things and more of the 

HIlIllOShi world-mending attitude that one must take things in hand or nothing will ever improve. 

Tu what extent do we (lCrceive the tariki notion of dependence on a higher power and the 

j;riAi notion of self-power in the Maitreyan manifestations in Japan? The jiriki notion of self

(lower holds that no one can alter anyone else's kanna and no one can come and empower us to 
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do what we know we ought to do ourselves. On the other hand, the lariki notion holds thal il is 

possible for an outside agency to alter one's kanna and to empower one to change. 

Here we have two potentially competing views of Maitreya. If Maitreya is going tu enter 

an essentially jiriki world and say "here is the medicine, lake it", then it is not yel lime, hccause 

we know what the medicine is, we just aren 't willing to lake il. Maitreya doesn '1 have the puwcr 

to enlighten, il is up to us. In the tariki sense, Maitreya empowers us to lake the medicine, :ut 

infusion of grace, a change of kanna, which can melt the most recalcitmnt of sinners. 

Since on the popular front in Japan there have traditionally never cxisted purely Buddhisl 

beliefs, but rather a fortuitous amalgam of folk-Shinto and Buddhist idea.", il is hard ln son nUI 

the puzzle. It is perllaps fair to say that the notion which best responds to the Japanese mentalily 

is the tarik; notion, for in kannic terms, the Japanese most definitely do wish tu effect change, 

and they do see Maitreya as a powerful kami-bodhisattva spirit, endowed with the power to effect 

change through human agents. This does not differ radically from the original Indian idea 01 the 

striving that would be necessary to emerge from the c1aws of mappO in order to hring ahnui the 

necessary conditions so that finally Maitreya could indeed slep out fmm behind the veil and hand 

the remedy to a ready jlriki audience. 

Today the battle being waged is skewl'A more towards self-power without religion, namely 

secularism, versus other-power embodied in the New Religions. The Japanese, on the whole, do 

not consider themselves "religious" today, at least not in the formai sense. The modem urban 

Japanese have been uprooted from the settled rural Iife of Tokugawa days. A pattern has 

emerged of being rom Shinto and dying Buddhist in lerms of riluals, possibly, hui there is /iule 

time left in industrialized Japan for old ways, and hence the powe rfu 1 altrdClÎon of the New 

Religions and their simplicity in responding to the individual and social needs of loday. Many 

consider their work as their religion and are virtual "workaholics". But, as Han.<; Küng ha.<; poinlcd 



( 

( 

68 

out, there is a danger here, a vacuum which needs to he addressed. Agonshü is one example of 

a reccnl movement trying to bring the spiritual needs of the moment home to l'OOst Reiyükai 

sponsors pilgrimages for weary souls 10 travel to Mirokusan to renew themselves spiritually, to 

change their kanna, to remember Maitreya and work with him to change the world. 

One is slruck by the distance this mylh has travelled in the twenty-five centuries of its 

existence, and we have only looked at the ramifications of the myth in Japan. The fact that 

Maitreyan themes of hope and renewal have conflated with a pan-Japanese phenomenon of world

mending has led to the adoption of the myth by non-Buddhist Shinto-folk movements in the past 

and particularly by Omoto in the twentieth century. (gnoring the fondamental concept of cyclical 

renewal which dictates a lengthy process of world-mending before Maitreya's arrival, these folk 

trdditions tend to collapse time and optimistically expect a compassionate Maitreya's intervention 

al any lime, and especially in times of crisis. 

On the whole Japanese Buddhism is pessimi!.1ic about the immediate future, helieving that 

a discouragingly long, uneven, and uphill batlle still faces humanity before Maitreya's advent. 

This is slill the period of mappO. The New Religions. including the Buddhist Nichiren 

lIlovements, battle lhis negative, rather defeatist attitude. By bringing Maitreya back into focus, 

Reiyükai again inlroduces this theme of hope and assurance, a positive note about the future, 

instilling a desirc to persevere. There is a resilience in the new movements which makes them 

hy far the mosl dynamic and overriding sector of religlOus aetivitj in Japan. 

The Japanese psyche carmollong endure or succumb to pessimism. In limes of crisis the 

overriding. quite compulsive reaction is to somehow mend the situation; not simply to survive, 

hut 10 rchuild. Fmm earliesl times this ethos of world-mending has been a spiritual goal. Based 

on our hislorical data. it is probably fair to conclude that in Japan the myth of Maitreya will 

continue to develop and appear in new guises in the future in answer to the exigencies of the 
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limes. and that the reality of the myth within the Buddhist scriptures will continue to inspire 

world-mending themes in Japanese religion beyond the confines of Buddhism itself. 
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