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Change of the Meaning of Funeral Services from a Religious Rite
to a Farewell : Case Study of Matsumoto City and Its Surrounding Areas
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Change of the Meaning of Funeral Services from a Religious Rite
to a Farewell : Case Study of Matsumoto City and Its Surrounding Areas

FUKUZAWA Shouji

Recently in Japan, a new word “final activity” (Shu-katsu) has appeared, derived from “job hunting
activity” (Shu-katsu). This is a coined word which means “preparation for the end of one’s life” and
represents an urgent issue facing Japan as its society is rapidly aging. The focus of final activities
is to prepare funeral services and graves, which have changed drastically in recent times. This
article specifically examines these changes in Matsumoto City and its surrounding areas in Nagano
Prefecture over the last two to three decades, and uses the case study to analyze the responses to the
changes from three parties concerned: those approaching the end of their life, temples, and funeral
directors.

In Matsumoto City, funeral services were held at temples, community centers, or homes 20 years
ago. Then, the venue was shifted to funeral halls managed by funeral directors for the next decade,
and now the style is rapidly changing to a family funeral and a cremation service without a funeral
ceremony. The factors behind this include the weakening of communities that used to organize funeral
services, the nuclearization of the family, the aging of family members, and economic sluggishness.
In brief, the funeral style has been forced to change due to altering situations. These transitions have
received different responses from each party concerned. For example, those approaching the end of
their life have started final activities, through a variety of means, to play a responsible role in funerals,
which used to be arranged by following the local customs without any question and entrusted to the
local temples and communities. Moreover, in parallel with the trend of simplification, family funerals
and cremation services without funeral ceremonies have become more and more common. Driven by
this trend of downsizing of funerals, undertakers that expanded their businesses by increasing their
own funeral halls have enhanced their efforts to secure customers, such as holding seminars on how
to prepare for the end of life. On the other hand, most temples have remained unchanged, relying on
the temple patron system, in spite of the trend of downsizing and simplifying of funerals. Only some
temples, including Jingu-ji Temple in Matsumoto City covered in this study, are increasing users,
besides their patrons, by offering distinctive funeral services with less cost than funeral directors. The
reason why funeral services of Jingu-i Temple have become so popular seems in part because of the

reasonable cost and the personality of the chief priest but mainly because the temple anticipated the

253



Bulletin of the National Museum of Japanese History
Vol.191 February 2015

changing meaning of funeral services and emphasized the concept of farewell to the deceased instead

of their religious logic.

Key words: nuclear family, aging population, family funeral, cremation service without a funeral

ceremony, social obligation
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