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[Abstract]

Forms of the Sacred and Mandalas

TACHIKAWA Musashi
National Museum of Ethnology

The concept of “sacred forms” was originally nurtured in studies of the Old Testament, and in the
twentieth century, R. Otto and others in the field of religious studies have shown it to be a valid
operating concept. Furthermore, M. Eliade and R. Caillois, using the contrasting concepts of “the
sacred” and “the profane,” have attempted to explain religious phenomena in general terms. Today,
one can think of these contrasting concepts as being suitable for understanding not only the Jewish
and Christian traditions, but also Hinduism and Buddhism. These two concepts are particularly
effective in religions where many diverse forms are unified into one, such as Mikkyo (Tantrism).

Mikkyo is not just Buddhism, but also contains components of Hinduism and Jainism. It is a
synthesis of pre-existing divergent religious forms. For example, esoteric Buddhism is a blend of
pre-Buddhist regional forms of worship centering on non-Aryan rites involving blood, bones, and
skin. Mandalas are products of this synthesis.

One could say that religion is the mixed practice of being conscious of the distinctions between
“the sacred” and “the profane.” Religious acts can be divided into two types: individual religious
practice seeking spiritual bliss, as the repetition of sacred names (nenbutsu) or Zen, and group
religious acts such as homa (J. goma; making offerings to fire) and funerals. In the case of
individual religious practice, the practitioner is to be negated as an “impure” profane thing, and
gods and Buddhas, as well as safori, are to be acknowledged as “pure” sacred things. However, in
group religious practices, in general both impure and pure things exist among the sacred; the
profane signifies what is not worshipped-the ordinary. For example, at funerals, by the fact that the
deceased person comes into existence, everyday, profane time becomes extraordinary, sacred time.
In the course of a funeral, the impure things originating in the deceased are cleansed away, and as
the living beings return to the profane world, the deceased is sent off to a separate sacred world.

Mandalas are formed of two parts: the forms of Buddhas and Bodhisattvas and the receptacles in
which they reside. It is assumed that early mandalas consisted of small Buddhist images placed on
plates, but in later ages came to signify the world centered upon Mt. Sumeru and the Buddhist
worship hall built at its summit. In addition to being tools for individual worship to realize the spirit
of ancient India in which the “great universe” (the world) and “small universe” (the heart of the
practitioner) are originally united, mandalas are also symbolic devices for group worship practices

such as memorial services and pupils’ initiation rites.
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