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Figures and Places that Produce Power

YORITOMI Motohiro

International Research Center for Japanese Studies

During the past three years since 1999, numerous study sessions were held at the International
Research Center for Japanese Studies to discuss the “figures and places of the sacred”. To sum up
the observations that were made, an international symposium was sponsored last autumn. I would
like to discuss one of the most important attributes of the sacred which is its power and authority.

The word sacred can even be found in the earliest accounts of the Old Testament. It seems that
the sacred signified a being who transcended ordinary mortals in his supreme power and authority.

Sacred things can exist as ideas or actions that arise from supreme beings, but both are
manifested in the complex relationships of numerous Buddhas and Bodhisattvas contained within
the mandala. In this study, we will examine the Heart Sutra and the Shikoku pilgrimage as
examples of figures and places that produce the power and authority of the sacred.

If Buddhism can be viewed as a religion that hopes to save us from worldly sufferings, which is
more than an elaborate philosophy, then it will inevitably involve the problem of power. The Heart
Sutra which continues to be worshiped by numerous believers is considered to be sacred, because it
contains enlightened teachings. Although the first and second half of the Sutra have vastly different
contents, it still exerts a considerable amount of sacred authority. While the first half expounds
upon the intellectual power that comes from the wisdom of investigating the emptiness of
subjectivity, the second half depicts how shingon is directly related to the transcendental wisdom
which is manifested through a sacred incantation. Furthermore at the end, the texts itself is deified
as the Prajiia Bodhisattva and its sacredness and authority are manifested.

The sacredness and power of the Shikoku pilgrimage is constructed as two levels. As the first
significance of the pilgrimage, the main Buddha at each temple symbolizes the central point of
sacred space. During the medieval period, the island of Shikoku itself was conceived as being
surrounded by the sacred universe of Kobodaishi’s dharma body In other words, this phenomenon
can be understood in terms of sacred lines or the roads of the pilgrimage.

In esoteric Buddhism, our merit that comes from below and Buddhas’ mystic power that comes
from above meet in the intermediary space of the dharma world. In the case of the Heart Sutra, the
sacred is manifested as descending from above as forms and words, while the Shikoku pilgrimage

serves as sacred space that functions effectively by attracting numerous believers.



