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Lecture 2

Changes in Religious Practices and Ideas and in Academic Understanding of
the Sacred: Theories and Methods

Fabio Rambelli Professor, University of California, Santa Barbara

teachings codified in texts, centered on a transcendent deity,

Introduction o ) ]
and focused on individual salvation or damnation. As

The religious heritage of Munakata and Okinoshima Brent Nongbri (2013) has shown in Before Religion: A

represents more than a local or national tradition—it History of a Modern Concept, this understanding of
reflects Japan’s long-standing capacity to absorb, religion is a post-Protestant construction, with few
transform, and creatively integrate external cultural precedents elsewhere in the world. 2

elements. As I stated in my lecture last year, the true value Before this, people were classified not by their “religions”
of this World Heritage site lies in its “openness to the sea and but by their customs and ritual practices. The seventeenth-
to international exchanges.”! This openness symbolizes a century Dutch jurist Hugo Grotius, for instance, categorized

creative adaptability that has shaped Japanese culture from humanity into four types—Christians, Jews, Mahometans
its beginnings. Yet, paradoxically, such flexibility suggests (Muslims), and Pagans.> Japanese scholar Arai Hakuseki, in
a certain continuity: if everything constantly changes, dialogue with Jesuit Giovanni Battista Sidotti, adopted

perhaps something essential remains unaltered. My similar distinctions, describing “three main teachings-laws
objective here is to examine this dynamic tension —how (kyoho): Christians, Heathens, and Mahometans.”* Such
religious practices and ideas change over time, and how categories circulated globally, reflecting an early modern
academic methods for understanding the sacred have exchange of ideas about belief and civilization.

evolved in relation to such changes. In this context, “paganism” was understood as the world’s

first and primordial religion, originating in ancient Egypt

and spreading to Greece, Rome, Africa, India, East Asia,

1. The Concept of “Waorld Religions”

and the Americas. Some authors saw paganism as a

The modern concept of “world religions” emerged in the degenerate doctrine replaced by Christianity; others
late nineteenth century when Western scholars, viewed it as embodying profound spiritual truths. > Thus,
missionaries, and ethnologists began labeling belief European pre-modern thought de-facto divided humanity
systems with the suffix “-ism” — for example, Buddhism, into only two camps: Christians and Pagans. (Jews and
Hinduism, Judaism, and Shintoism. This classification Muslims could be included in either category; atheists were
established “religion” as a system of doctrines and moral included among the Pagans.)

L7y eAd TNyl N B, fix AA—BARORE L EBRRR O] ThifE 2581 5Mg - i B & B R Ars
thif= ed., [HEHROXR Y U —2 -2 400 - BN @ E] #HiE] i, 4 2 5, fh : TeE 2 5 =g -
J i & B pERECRATIS a2, 20254F, Fabio Rambelli, “Sea, Islands, Kami, and Buddhas: Japanese Religions and the Impact of
International Exchanges”, in Preservation and Utilization Council of “Sacred Island of Okinoshima and Associated Sites in the Munakata
Region, ed., Maritime Networks: Exchange and Changes in Rituals and Beliefs, p. 44. Fukuoka: Preservation and Utilization Council of
“Sacred Island of Okinoshima and Associated Sites in the Munakata Region.

o

Brent Nongbri. Before Religion: A History of a Modern Concept. New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2013.

w0

Quoted in Brent Nongbri. Before Religion, p. 108.

-~

Arai Hakuseki, Sairan igen, p. 834; Seiyo kibun, pp. 42-43.

o

On this subject, see Partha Mitter, Much Maligned Monsters: A History of European Reactions to Indian Art, especially pp. 27-29. Seer also
Iyanaga Nobumi, Genso no toyo: Orientarizumu no keifu, pp. 37-48, 87-105.
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2. Transcendentalism and Immanentism

Italian philosopher Giambattista Vico (1744) offered a
productive framework for understanding this division. He
described three historical ages: the Age of Gods, when all
institutions and activities were seen as divine; the Age of
Heroes, when humans still acted through or along with
divine agency; and the Age of Men, when people thought
they could take full responsibility for their destinies under
a distant, transcendent God. This progression encapsulates
the Western move from an immanent worldview—where
divinity permeates the world—to a transcendental one,
where God is detached from nature.

Modern religious studies have typically prioritized
transcendentalism: religions centered on a single, distant,
moralistic deity. Yet, as anthropologist Marshall Sahlins
argues in The New Science of the Enchanted Universe
(2022),° most of humanity has lived under an immanentist
order of reality. In transcendentalist systems, “a god abides
in a transcendent reality, leaving the earth to humans,”
while in immanentist systems, “gods and countless
metahuman agents are present in all human activities.” 7
Alan Strathern further explains that in immanentist thought,
“the capacity to achieve any worthwhile objective is
dependent on the approval or intervention of supernatural
forces or metapersons.” ® Thus, the boundary between the
material and the spiritual collapses—everything is
animated by indwelling spirits or “metapersons.”

Sahlins defines animism as the recognition that within
physical entities—whether animate or inanimate—reside
subjectivities endowed with intentionality, will, and
communicative power. ° Such beings include guardian
spirits, ancestors, totemic figures, and gods. These
categories, rather than abstract doctrines, constitute the

primary framework of religious life for most societies.

3.Japan and the Persistence of Immanentism

Japan stands out as a developed nation that has preserved a
pervasive animist—or immanentist—order. The religious
culture of Okinoshima and Munakata illustrates this
vividly. These traditions transcend modern categories like
“Shinto” or “Buddhism.”

Modem Shinto, formed after the Meiji Restoration,
combines immanentist elements (gods and ancestors
interacting with humans) with transcendentalist ones,
centered on the divine figure of Amaterasu and the emperor.
Yet, historically, the sacred culture of Munakata reflects a
world populated by diverse metahuman beings associated
with seafaring, trade, and natural forces. Offerings and
rituals at Okinoshima were most likely ways to maintain
reciprocal relations with these entities.

Immanentist orders are dynamic rather than static. Deities
appear and disappear, functions shift, and representations
evolve alongside social change. In Japan, the rise of
Buddhism profoundly restructured local religious practices,
ultimately becoming the overarching framework for
Japanese immanentism. Buddhism itself, however,
contained transcendentalist tendencies—such as faith in
Amida’s Pure Land—but also preserved immanent
elements through its pantheon of bodhisattvas, local deities,

and spirits.

4. Historical Transformations in Munakata

The Munakata region provides a clear case of the interplay
between local immanentism and external religious systems.
The Buddhist temple Chinkokuyji, serving as the jingiiji of
Munakata shrine, was not established until the thirteenth
century, much later than similar institutions elsewhere.

This may suggest the local preeminence of kami cults even

6 Marshall Sahlins, The New Science of the Enchanted Universe: An Anthropology of Most of Humanity. Princeton and Oxford: Princeton

University Press, 2022.

7 Marshall Sahlins, The New Science of the Enchanted Universe, p. 106.
8 Alan Strathern, Unearthly Powers: Religious and Political Change in World History, pp. 36-37.

9 Marshall Sahlins, The New Science of the Enchanted Universe, p. 85113 passim.
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after amalgamation with Buddhism—a countertrend in
Japan’s religious history deserving further study.

During the Heian period, offerings on Okinoshima
gradually declined, likely due to shifts in maritime routes
and changes in votive practice influenced by Buddhist
thought. Buddhism often viewed seafaring as a dangerous
intrusion into the realm of sea deities or dragon kings
(ryii0). Texts from ancient India already mention sailors
appeasing sea spirits by throwing cargo overboard—an
idea that spread across Asia and reached Japan. Over time,
maritime offerings were replaced by rituals conducted at
coastal temples and shrines before departure.

These transformations illustrate how local traditions were
reshaped, not erased, by global exchanges. The island itself
retained its sacred status but became increasingly restricted,
accessible only after elaborate purification rituals.
Okinoshima’s sanctity thus evolved into something akin to
hibutsu—hidden Buddhist icons—whose inaccessibility
enhanced their sacred power. 1 Similarly, the island may
have been treated as a separate space (kekkai), a space set
apart from ordinary human presence.

Such shifts did not abolish the immanentist worldview;
rather, they expanded it, making the spiritual landscape of
Munakata more complex. Even after Buddhism’s decline
in influence during the Edo period, the region’s animist
ethos persisted through various reinterpretations within

Shinto and Confucian frameworks.

5. Modernity and the Reconfiguration of the
Sacred

In modern times, technological progress and scientific
rationalism have weakened humanity’s dependence on
metahuman beings. Yet in Japan, transcendence has never
replaced immanence. Instead, new dimensions of animism
have emerged—especially visible in popular culture,
where spirits, deities, and sentient landscapes continue to
play central roles.

There is, however, a potential danger: the substitution of a

rich immanentist order with a transcendentalist system
centered on the nation-state. In such contexts, religion
becomes subordinated to political ideology, and immanent
traditions are either suppressed or distorted. This occurred
during the formation of State Shinto in the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries, when sacred power was
centralized in the imperial institution and partly detached

from local practices.

6. Conclusion

The study of Japanese religiosity reveals the limitations of
certain Western-born categories in religious studies. The
concept of “religion,” shaped by modern European thought,
often fails to capture the fluid, embodied, and relational
nature of Japanese sacred practice.

To understand Japan’s religious history—particularly that
of Okinoshima and Munakata—we must move beyond the
framework of “‘world religions,” intrinsically transcentalist,
and explore local immanentist traditions as living systems.
This does not mean seeking an “original spirit of Japan,”
as in nationalist folklore studies, nor dismissing these
traditions as relics of a backward past. Instead, it means
recognizing them as expressions of creativity, resilience,
and participation in global flows of cultural exchange.

The immanentist order of Munakata demonstrates how
religious life can remain vibrant precisely through
transformation. By acknowledging this dynamism, we can
better appreciate the complex interactions between local
practices and transnational currents—and, ultimately,

rethink what we mean by “religion” itself.
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