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  Tomoe: The Sacred Swirl

  The Tomoe, often referred to as Mistu-Tomoe, is one of the most visible symbols of Shinto today. Tomoe (pronounced ‘Toh-moay’) can be translated as ‘comma’, with Mitsu-Tomoe as ‘three commas’ or ‘triple comma’. The word also has the connotation of ‘swirl’ or circular motion, sometimes rendered as eddy or whirlpool.

  Each comma shape represents an aspect of the cosmic life force and the circle uniting them represents the interaction and interdependence of the processes that give rise to life. In Shinto, the concept of life includes both the material and spiritual dimensions, between which there are no fixed boundaries.

  The three commas depict the ‘visible’ manifestations of the soul: its creative, calm and turbulent aspects. The spaces between the commas signify that which is hidden, mysterious and abstract in the universe. They mark the meeting point: the place where the different aspects of the soul (or the universe) interact and overlap. The circle represents perpetual motion, the constant cycles of life, death and renewal that govern all aspects of the universe, including divine forces.

  Therefore it follows that the Mitsu-Tomoe also represents the High Plain of Heaven, the Earth and the Underworld. The spaces between them denote contact and overlap between these three levels of existence. The circle the process of interaction, and the center is the eternal source of creativity and wisdom, the point of origin for all life. In Shinto, the heavenly plain and the shadowworld, or Underworld, can be interpreted as aspects of consciousness, or as parallel universes.

  The Tomoe has profound roots in Japanese culture. It is a development of the Magatama (‘curved ball’ or benevolent force, soul or spirit), a comma-shaped ornament found in burial mounds as early as 13000 BCE. The Magatama was a talisman of good fortune and the banishment of evil, possibly connected to similar Korean symbols for the embryo in the mother’s womb, thus representing blessings and life. The Magatama became associated with Amaterasu, the Shinto sun goddess, who is the ancestor of humanity and the source of life on Earth.

  The Tomoe can itself be seen as a solar symbol, related to the svastika of the Hindus and Jains, with its many European and Native American counterparts. The Mitsu-Tomoe closely resembles three-headed Celtic variants of the svastika. Tomoe images also exist in four-headed form, very similar to the Basque Lauburu, which signifies prosperity and health. Two-headed versions also call to mind the Yin-Yang symbol of Daoism. The Tomoe can be seen as the Shinto version of a universal life symbol. Ultimately, it represents Musubi, the cyclical process of organic growth, contraction and regeneration that governs everything in the cosmos.

  Tomoe image courtesy of the Japanese Dutch Shinzen Foundation.
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  Introduction



  It is often said of Chinese and Japanese painting that what is not there is at least as important as what is. The broad brushstrokes convey with great sensitivity the idea of the snow-capped mountain, or the mist-shrouded valley, or the fields, streams and trees below. They give the viewer the essence of the scene, but the imagination is left to supply much of the detail. And yet the painting is far more than an outline. It explores the inner reality.

  This book attempts to do the same with Shinto, the native faith of the Japanese. For in Shinto, as in its better known Chinese counterpart, Taoism (or Daoism), what is omitted is also as important as what is specifically included. Shinto is a sensibility before it is a philosophy. It is a way of looking at the world that allies ethics with aesthetics. The way of nature is inherently benign and works for our benefit when we understand and accommodate ourselves to it. Therefore the purpose of all ethics, all spiritual practice, is to understand the way of nature and work with it.

  That philosophy of life is very different from the mainstream western approach. Over the last five hundred years especially, the west has has viewed nature as something external and threatening, something ‘other’ that human beings must confront, suppress or shield themselves from. ‘Conquering’ nature has been seen as an indication of human strength. However this view is increasingly challenged by the physical and psychological effects of environmental pollution, evidence of growing and dangerous climatic instability and a diminution in the quality of life, despite rising living standards for some. It is realized increasingly that Great Nature (as Shinto calls it) is stronger and wiser than humanity on its own and that our ‘conquest’ or mastery of the natural world is a dangerous illusion.

  More than that, it is sensed that humanity’s attempt to separate itself from nature is the result of misguided political and religious dogmas. Far from being set apart from nature, we are a part of it. When we attempt to separate ourselves, we make ourselves more vulnerable rather than gaining in strength. True development or progress, we now know, means finding a new accommodation with the rest of nature and being aware of our limits as well as our potential. Within this framework, we have the possibility of living more creative and satisfying – and more ecologically sensitive – lives than in a society where economic growth and competition (with each other and with nature) have become ends in themselves. And, ironically, the science that has been used for so long as evidence for humanity’s special status and right to dominate nature is showing us the extent to which all life is interlinked. The destinies of all life forms (including micro-organisms which have previously been dismissed as primitive and inconsequential) are bound up with our own fate as a species.

  These insights are merely a beginning. They require a change in philosophy and a change in the way we organize our lives. That includes a questioning of some of the most basic assumptions we have made about society, politics, economics and faith. Our civilization has turned full circle as reasoned science confirms our spiritual intuitions. At the same time, the obsession with consumption and material possessions, fuelled by growthbased economics, is proving increasingly to be a dead end. Dissatisfaction with the over-emphasis on material aspects of life has induced an increasing hunger for the spiritual dimension. These intuitions, ecological and spiritual, have not yet been translated into significant action. We know, or rather feel, that we must change direction, but we are far less clear about how to do so. Shinto does not provide a blueprint for action or tell us what to do. But where it can help us, in the west, is in providing a structure or loose framework that enables us to approach human problems in a different way. This is so whether the problems are social, spiritual or environmental. From the perspective of Shinto, these categories have the same origin. They are not distinct but overlap and shade into each other.

  Increasing anxiety about where we are going as a civilization has prompted a resurgence of interest in the indigenous faith traditions and spiritual pathways. Throughout the industrialized world, there is widespread interest in the traditions of Native Americans and Australian Aborigines, in African traditional traditions and the nature-centered, polytheistic faiths of ancient Europe. All these hold up a critical mirror to our civilization as well as profound ecological and social insights. They can teach us much about where we have gone wrong and what we have lost in our rush towards technological development and material gain. Yet Shinto has, perhaps, one advantage over them. The advantage is that it is a living tradition, which has evolved without interruption over millennia of human existence. Unlike other indigenous traditions, it has not been destroyed or interrupted. It was never frozen in time but has become an integral part of one of the most technologically advanced societies on Earth. Shinto reminds us that society of its ancient roots and the continuities between urban men and women and the world of Great Nature. In that sense, it is like the blades of grass that arise between the cracks in city paving stones, a reminder that everything made by humans is transient but that the principle of life is constant and continuous.

  Shinto is, in a literal sense, a celebration of life. It has little to say about death and the afterlife, far less than Buddhism or Christianity, for example. It is concerned with the processes of life, from the life cycle of each individual being to the evolutionary cycle itself. If there can be said to be a founding principle of Shinto, it is the relationship between the two. That is to say, the individual life form is unique and worthy of respect in its own right, but it is also a part of the collective life of Great Nature. The same is true of the relationship between the individual and the rest of human society. Each human life is sacred, but cannot exist or fulfill itself without the rest of humanity. There is no distinction or ‘choice’ between individual freedom and social responsibility, individual fulfillment and the welfare of the whole. All human beings, like all other living systems, are interconnected. Human society is itself an ecosystem, which remains viable only when it is in tune with natural principles.

  In the west, we are beginning to grasp more clearly that the workings of the natural world, including evolution, involve cooperation and connectedness at least as much as competition or dog-eat-dog struggle. It is the former that ensures the continuity of the life process, whereas the latter is usually detrimental. Our present ecological problems are triggered largely by human beings behaving as if they were in competition with the rest of nature, and each other. Shinto has always understood this, which is why its spiritual practice is primarily about aligning humanity with nature. Rather than preach original sin or induce guilt, it aims to induce a sense of wonder, humility and openness.

  This book is not a history of Shinto. Instead, it seeks to introduce the reader to three of the most important ideas associated with the Way of Kami, as Japan’s native faith is more often known. The aim is to present an alternative way of thinking, from which we can draw inspiration as we change our social and environmental priorities. It presents a holistic vision of spirituality in which the sacred is found within and around us, rather than only in other dimensions. There is, doubtless, much that is left out which further reading – and intuitive power – can fill in.

  The first of the three Shinto concepts explored in this volume is Kami. This is a more subtle and complex, and yet in other ways far easier idea than gods or God. Shinto is the Way of Kami, because Kami power is found in Great Nature and within each one of us, if we allow ourselves access to it. Kannagara, the second concept, is the process of tuning in to that Kami power and learning to live with the principle of nature. The third concept, Musubi, is the most important because it encompasses both the others and gives them life. Musubi is the principle of organic growth, according to which everything in the universe behaves, including Kami. It is the cycles of life themselves and the principles that animate them. Musubi represents continuity, from epoch to epoch, generation to generation, and at the same time the continuous processes of adaptation and improvement, dying off and rebirth in new forms. Musubi is the threads that connect everything in the web of life and the principle of cooperation that binds human beings together. Musubi is integral to Shinto and yet exists independently of it and is accessible to people of all cultures and faith. It is a survival of the earliest human insights, but is also an effective spiritual counterpart to modern science.

  Today’s ‘green’ awakening is really an awareness of Musubi and an understanding of this ancient idea would give greater strength and substance to ecological consciousness. Finally, Musubi is the spiritual union of humanity and Kami. This is not an abstract or other-worldly idea, as it might initially sound. For this union takes place through all forms of human creativity, whether they are artistic or musical, philosophical or literary. Musubi is expressed equally through friendship, fellowship and love, in other words all that makes human existence truly worthwhile.

  Shinto is a life-affirming faith that embraces tradition and innovation equally and helps us to reconnect with nature. It is a spiritual pathway for our time.


  Chapter One: The Unbroken Thread

  
    Shinto offers a path to Kami to men and women of all traditions and backgrounds.

    Yamakage Motohisa, 79th Grand Master of Yamakage Shinto

  

  An Indigenous Faith, A Universal Pathway

  Shinto is the native faith of the Japanese people. It has ancient roots, being descended directly from spiritual practices dating back to at least 14,000 BCE. Therefore as long as there has been human habitation of the Japanese islands, there has been ‘Shinto’. But it was not always called ‘Shinto’ and even today the term is more often used in the west than in Japan. The original Shinto was a wide variety of folk practices associated with region, tribe, extended family and community. These remain the most authentic expressions of Shinto practice. This is because in Shinto a rock formation, a freezing waterfall, a snow-capped mountain, a forest or even an ordinary-looking tree can be points of connection with divine power or the spirit world. The original Shinto was highly local, but it was also universal – an aspect of primal spirituality that saw nature as the gateway to something higher than oneself and reminded humanity to live as if nature mattered.

  Shinto became a more unified system as Japan itself became a more centralized power. The earliest Chinese historical accounts of Japan, from 57 CE, refer to it as the land of Wa, a loose federation of more than a hundred tribal communities without a written script or a central government. This situation changed quite dramatically over the next five centuries, much of that change arising through Chinese and Korean influence in cultural and religious as well as political and economic spheres. The foundations for the imperial state were laid in those centuries and this process is reflected in the two publications of greatest importance to Shinto: the Kojiki (Record of Ancient Matters) in 712 and the Nihongi (Chronicles of Japan) of 720.

  These two volumes are not equivalents of the Bible, Torah or Koran, or even the Bhagavad Gita. They are more like the Norse Eddas, in that they are compilations of myths, tales and descriptions to act as points of cultural reference rather than as articles of faith. In the Nihongi especially, these are linked to the history of Japan and its emergence as an empire. Shinto is established as a cultural background as much as a spiritual tradition.

  This version of Shinto is thereby very different, at one level, from the tribal forms of spirituality from which it emerged. It is hierarchical, centered on the Emperor as a spiritual unifier as well as Head of State – the Emperor has, famously (or infamously) at times been regarded as deity in his own right, descended from the Sun Goddess Amaterasu. ‘State Shinto’ has been associated with national identity, as opposed to ‘Folk Shinto’ which is associated with local cultures and identities – and beyond that universal human spirituality.

  But at another level, Shinto has remained the same. For example the Sun Goddess, who has for many centuries been seen as the center of the Shinto pantheon, is the personification of solar power, which gives life to the Earth. Her worship is the continuation of an ancient solar cult, and it also marks the deep affinity with the natural world that has persisted through the development of a literate culture and urban economy. Also, she represents the continued centrality of the feminine principle in spiritual practice, and the association of that principle with nature and life. The ancient converges with the modern in a way that is now highly relevant to us, from a western standpoint. Scientific evidence, along with the problems caused by pollution and over-consumption which we all feel in our daily lives, has made us realize that we must re-evaluate our relationship with the environment. A parallel imbalance in human relationships is making us see the need to move towards a post-patriarchal society. Shinto shows that both male and female principles can be honored and valued, and that the most ancient forms of religious worship are compatible with a modern, technologically advanced civilization – indeed more relevant than ever.

  There is a pattern within Shinto of continuous adaptation while maintaining its essential characteristics. Through the centuries, it has absorbed many ideas from Buddhism, Daoism and Confucianism, imported from China and Korea, as well as from secular science and art. These influences are seen as enriching and part of spiritual evolution, rather than a challenge or a threat. Since the introduction of Buddhism to Japan in the 6th century CE, the relationship between these two faiths, in particular, has been one of creative tension and interaction. Down the centuries there have inevitably been instances of conflict and rivalry, but the overall history has been one of co-operation and cross-fertilization. The persistence and durability of the relationship offers us a model for religious diversity and mutual acceptance between faiths. The whole Shinto world-view is about adaptation, tolerance and pluralism: circularity, rather than polarity, both/and in place of either/or.

  Like almost all spiritual paths, Shinto has on occasion been abused or manipulated for sinister ends. During World War II, especially, Shinto imagery was used by an oppressive and expansionist regime, much as images from ancient Germanic religion were expropriated by the Nazis. In Europe and North America today, both Christian and pagan imagery are routinely manipulated by the political right to justify racial and other prejudices. This process of defiling does not in itself invalidate those traditions. The propaganda produced by the right has nothing really to do with Christianity or paganism, except for a superficial resemblance created by stolen images. In the same way, there was nothing ‘Shinto’ about Japanese militarism, just as there is nothing ‘Buddhist’ about the military dictatorship in power in Burma at this time of writing. The Japanese martial tradition has, if anything, a closer relationship to Buddhist practice, as a development of the ascetic ideal, the cultivation of inner discipline and the tradition of the spiritual warrior. Shinto is associated with an aesthetic rejection of these values in favor of ‘softer’ virtues, such as appreciation of natural beauty as a value in itself.

  One of the practices of greatest importance to Shinto practitioners is known as Misogi or purification. This involves the purifying of the body: many Shinto rituals revolve around bathing and the Shinto ethos has made strict cleanliness very much a part of Japanese popular culture. Yet these purification rituals are symbolic of the purification of the mind and heart, a process of washing away spiritual pollution and through that reinventing oneself, which means surrendering to the true self. There is perhaps a parallel with Christian baptism, especially the baptism of mature adults by some Protestant denominations. The crucial difference is that in Shinto there is no concept of ‘sin’. Pollution, both physical and ethical, is merely an error to be put right through purifying the body. Nobody and nothing is ‘damned’.

  Another way of looking at purification within Shinto is that it recognizes and accepts the imperfections of life as much as its goodness, and our weakness and fragility as much as our creativity and strength. Nature might be great, but greatness is not the same as perfection, and one of our main errors as humans is to try to perfect everything, including ourselves, according to whatever transient and flawed vision of perfection is fashionable at the time. Misogi is a recognition at one level that ‘to err is human’ – we have mistaken ideas and make wrong decisions and choices at various stages of our lives, and this is just as much part of the process as spiritual growth as our positive choices. False values often coexist with life-affirming values, our motives are often mixed, and our compassionate feelings give way to anger and frustration. Misogi acknowledges the complexity of human nature, its great qualities and also its vulnerability. It allows us gracefully to accept the ‘impurities’ of accumulated error so that we can also appreciate our good qualities and bring them to the fore. By –literally – washing away our impurity (the physical process symbolizing the parallel spiritual process), we are able to clear our minds of destructive thoughts, regrets and, above all, a sense of guilt that is pointless and counter-productive. As the source of life, Kami contains all the positive and negative qualities associated with life, and Kami deities perform purification rites as much as the earthly beings who invoke them.

  At a second level, Misogi recognizes that the process of life can make us physically and mentally exhausted, just as much as it can uplift and inspire us. Shinto is eternally conscious of the continuous cycles within nature, and cycles are characterized by downward and upward movements. Without the latter, the former become impossible. Purification is a means by which, as living systems, we renew or refresh ourselves. It is a means by which we ‘recharge our batteries’ at the spiritual plane, as well as mentally and physically. Misogi can be seen as a form of holiday for the spirit, which in Shinto is our life-force, our animating principle or Kami within. The spirit is purified through the cleansing of the body and the purging from the mind of toxins such as anger, resentment and delusions of grandeur. Shinto is free of neurotic sexual puritanism or the view of the body as a vehicle for ‘sin’: the body and sexuality are both held to be valuable, life-affirming and so inherently good. Equally, Shinto is free of neurotic fears about death, which see the body as a source of ‘decay’. The death of the body is part of the overall process of life which continues in manifold forms. A dead body sinks into the earth, from which new life will spring. Misogi teaches us, as conscious, reasoning human beings, to ‘accept the rough with the smooth’, be aware of the negative aspects of being human (such as exhaustion, illness and death) and integrate them in our experience. At the same time, it allows us to renew and work with our most creative powers and above all to live more lightly, with fewer fears and unrealistic expectations, greater acceptance and equanimity.

  In Japan, organized Shinto has reinvigorated itself over the past half century by returning to its roots - decentralized and based around self-governing shrines loosely linked by the Jinja Honcho or Shrine Association. However a Jinja that is not part of the shrine association is no less ‘Shinto’ than one that is. Shinto allows for copious amounts of experimentation and borrowing. Being more a sensibility than an ideology, it has no centralized list of beliefs that have to be accepted or rejected. For example, many Shinto practitioners use Yin-Yang imagery, based on the Daoist concept of two polarities or complementary principles, such as hot and cold, hard and soft, masculine and feminine, light and dark, positive and negative, mountain and valley, Heaven and Earth. Yang represents the harder, and at the same time more abstract energy, associated with mountains, heavenly power and pure intellect. Yin represents the softer, more earth-centered energy, associated with valleys, subtle powers and intuition. Each of these principles, crucially, contains an element of the other and together they make up the whole. Neither polarity makes sense or is complete on its own. An overemphasis on one (at the expense of the other) produces imbalances, whether physical and psychological within individuals, or social and political within the larger human community.

  Yin and Yang are not hostile poles, but complements that continuously and creatively interact. This is why they are represented in a circular symbol that has become increasingly popular in the west, as it is understood increasingly that we have emphasized the Yang to the detriment of the Yin, and that this is reflected in our ecological and spiritual imbalance. Yin and Yang are a Chinese concept, but they match Shinto’s emphasis on balance between material and spiritual, reason and intuition and its belief in a continuous, organic creative process operating at all levels of the universe. Musubi, the principle of creative union leading to organic growth, can be interpreted as the fusion of Yin and Yang. Yet it is distinctively Shinto in that it goes beyond such classifications, which serve only to explain or put into words the feeling experienced by Shinto practitioners when they make a connection with Kami.

  Other Shinto shrines will freely draw upon Buddhist ideas of reincarnation – the cycle of samsara: birth, death and rebirth until the moment of enlightenment. This is not a part of the ‘original’ Shinto, but it is in many ways compatible with Shinto’s belief in each life as part of the wider natural cycle, with Dai Shizen (Great Nature) as the source. Therefore, when an individual life ceases, it returns to nature and is recycled in a new form. Thus Shinto is capable of taking an idea widely perceived as life-denying, or at least turning away from nature, and transforming it into something life-affirming and nature centered. That flexibility is Shinto’s underlying strength, which has enabled it to persist despite the arrival of continuous waves of new ideas, religious and secular, over many centuries. These ideas might have challenged Shinto, had it been a less flexible – and more abstract or ideological – faith. As it is, they have co-existed with Shinto and been influenced by it towards a greater love of nature and respect for life as it is, rather than life as some believe that it should be.

  The word ‘Shinto’ itself derives from two Chinese characters adapted to the Japanese language. These are the ideograms ‘Shin’, signifying deities or the divine principle, and ‘To’, or Way, the same as the more familiar Chinese ‘Tao’ or ‘Dao’. Shin is itself a Chinese translation of Kami, the Japanese word for anything connected with the divine spirit, anything that inspires a sense of the sacred or the extraordinary. Therefore we have ‘the way of divine power’. The translation ‘Way of the Gods’ is frequent but misleading. It dates back to literal interpretations of Shinto by Christian and secular-rationalist westerners as a purely polytheistic religion consisting of many individual deities. Kami includes the concept of gods, both as beings that exist and function independently and as representations of forces within nature or the human psyche. However these beings, and the forces they represent, are linked by the underlying life force, which is the ultimate expression of Kami. And so it would be just as valid to call Shinto the ‘Way of Life’. Its aim is harmonious living in which humans co-operate with each other and work with instead of against the rest of nature. That is the Way of Kami, because co-operating with nature is obedience to divine power.
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