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Shashi and Prayers of Kasuga Shrine in the Middle Ages

MaTsuMUrA Wakako

Religious studies research on Kasuga Shrine has tended to focus on ceremonies and rites. However, every-
day religious activities such as prayer and purification rituals are important when considering relations between
priests and society.

It has recently come to light that from the latter part of the Middle Ages, lower ranking priests of Kasuga
Shrine called “jinin” established strong relationships through the offering of lanterns and prayers with worship-
pers who served as “oshi”. The formation of this relationship between priests and lay people began with higher-
ranking priests called shashi and dates back at least to the end of the Heian period. This paper describes in as
much detail as possible the activities of everyday worshippers through their relationship with the personal prayers
of Kasuga Shrine priests, primarily shashi, in the Middle Ages.

The first two chapters discuss the emergence and development of oshi activities in connection with shashi.
From the end of the Heian period, a shashi would recite prayers as an intermediary when members of the nobil-
ity worshipped or made offerings. This established a relationship between priests and lay people and at the same
time there emerged shashi who began to fulfill distinctive roles as priests. Their activities are also described in
“Reikentan” (miraculous tales). “Reikentan” were also produced by shashi and in some cases they became wide-
ly known through reports in written records and shrine chronicles.

From the time of the Kamakura period onward, the importance of nobles as oshi increased and there were
even cases where they had an influence on the appointment of shashi. Their activities extended beyond the
shrine, as they sometimes officiated in small shrines situated in the compounds of noble persons. A similar trend
also existed in other major shrines.

The third chapter examines the development of activities and offerings by oshi in the Early Modern period.
While the involvement of shashi in oshi activities continued during the Early Modern period, the involvement of
jinin in oshi activities most probably went back as far as the early part of the Middle Ages. The chapter also dis-
cusses the possibility that offerings made in the form of “gohei” or “ohake” were part of a religious practice that
can be linked to the Early Modern period as well.

The fourth chapter looks at visits to other shrines and frequent visits to Kasuga shrine and the fifth chapter
discusses officiating in Nanendo through to giving recitations in Nanendo. Before frequent purification rituals

became established as prayers at Kasuga Shrine at the end of the Middle Ages, it was popular to make frequent
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visits to shrines belonging to Kasuga Shrine and to make return trips between the main shrine and minor shrines.
Moreover, this became an important religious practice and also became a form of prayer which continued into the
Early Modern period.

When Kasuga Shrine priests officiated at Nanendo, they made frequent return journeys between Nanendo
and Kasuga Shrine. They also visited the grounds of Kofuku-ji Temple and recited prayers. This was an important
part of the acceptance of Buddhism by Kasuga Shrine priests, which preceded that of pilgrams to Kasuga Shrine,

and also led to an increase in people offering prayers.
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