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The torii gate marks the threshold between ordinary and sacred.
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Introduction

Shinto is Japan's oldest sacred tradition — a way of relating to the sacred dimension of the natural

world that predates writing, predates organized religion in any Western sense, and predates the arrival

of Buddhism from China in the 6th century CE. It has no founder, no founding scripture, no formal

theology in the doctrinal sense. What it has is a living, practical recognition that the world is saturated

with sacred presence — that specific natural features, specific phenomena, specific people, and specific

moments carry an extraordinary concentration of divine force — and a set of specific practices for

approaching, honoring, and maintaining relationship with that presence.

This guide is built for the visitor who wants to participate genuinely rather than merely observe. Shinto

shrines are open, welcoming, and designed for respectful engagement by anyone who arrives with

sincerity. The practices are learnable in minutes. The experience of doing them correctly — standing

before a shrine, executing the specific sequence of bows and claps, feeling the quality of the space

change — is available to any visitor who takes the tradition seriously enough to learn the protocol.

For the Haligricity practitioner, Shinto is one of the most directly resonant traditions in the world: its

foundational recognition that the earth, the mountain, the ancient tree, the waterfall, and specific human

beings all carry concentrated sacred presence is the Japanese articulation of what Haligricity holds

about the sacred dimension of the living world. The kami are everywhere. You just need to know how

to look — and how to greet what you find.
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Part One

What Shinto Is
Not a Religion in the Western Sense

Shinto (literally 'the way of the kami' — kami no michi) is the indigenous sacred tradition of Japan. It

differs from most of the world's religious traditions in several important ways that determine how a

visitor should approach it.

No Founding Scripture
Shinto has no equivalent to the Bible, the Quran, the Vedas, or the Pali Canon. The Kojiki (Record of

Ancient Matters, 712 CE) and the Nihon Shoki (Chronicles of Japan, 720 CE) are foundational

mythological texts that recount the creation of Japan and the genealogies of the kami — but they are not

scripture in the sense of being authoritative guides to belief and practice. Shinto practice is transmitted

through direct participation in the shrine community, through festival attendance, through the

performance of specific ritual acts — not through reading or doctrinal instruction.

No Required Belief
Shinto does not require belief in specific theological propositions. What it requires is respectful

participation in specific practices — the purification at the temizuya (water trough), the correct

bow-and-clap sequence at the shrine, the proper approach to the sacred space. A Japanese person who

would describe themselves as not religious at all will nonetheless visit a shrine at New Year, perform

the correct rituals, and feel that the relationship with the kami has been properly maintained. Shinto is

more about doing than believing.

Shinto and Buddhism
For most of Japanese history (roughly from the 8th century through 1868), Shinto and Buddhism were

thoroughly intertwined in a synthesis called shinbutsu shugo (the combination of kami and Buddhas).

Kami were understood as Buddhist beings in Japanese form; Buddhist temples and Shinto shrines

occupied the same compounds; priests served both traditions. The Meiji Restoration in 1868 forcibly

separated them for political reasons — creating the myth of a 'pure' Shinto separate from Buddhism that

had never actually existed. Contemporary Japanese practice often flows between both traditions

without perceiving contradiction.
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SHINTO AT A GLANCE

ORIGIN: Indigenous to Japan; predates writing SACRED BEINGS: Kami — divine forces

inhabiting specific natural features and phenomena SACRED SPACES: Shrines (jinja) — not

temples PRIMARY PRACTICE: Purification, offering, and the two-bow-two-clap-one-bow

ritual NO REQUIRED BELIEF: Participation in practice is the tradition OPENNESS TO

VISITORS: Generally very welcoming — the outer areas of most shrines are public spaces

MOST IMPORTANT CONCEPT: Musubi — the generative, connective power of the kami

that sustains all life
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Part Two

The Kami
What They Are and Where They Dwell

The kami are the sacred beings of Shinto — but 'sacred beings' is an imperfect translation because the

kami are not gods in the Western theological sense. The 18th-century Shinto scholar Motoori Norinaga

offered what remains the most honest description: 'I do not yet clearly know what kami are. In the most

general sense, kami refers to extraordinary beings — the deities of heaven and earth described in the

ancient texts, and the spirits enshrined in their honor. More broadly, anything with extraordinary

quality and power that evokes awe and reverence is kami.'

Where Kami Dwell
Kami inhabit: specific natural features of extraordinary character (a particularly ancient and massive

tree, a waterfall, a mountain summit, a peculiarly shaped rock), specific phenomena (lightning, the

wind, the rising sun, the sea), specific forces that sustain life (the kami of rice, of the harvest, of water,

of the forge), specific ancestors of particular significance (the imperial family traces its descent from

Amaterasu, the sun kami), and — in the specific context of certain shrines — the spirits of specific

historical figures who were deified after death because of their extraordinary virtue, service, or tragic

circumstances.

The 8 Million Kami
The Japanese tradition speaks of yaoyorozu no kami — eight million kami. This is not a precise count.

It is an expression of the Shinto recognition that the sacred is inexhaustibly present in the world — that

everywhere you look with the right quality of attention, there is sacred presence. The eight million is

the Japanese way of saying: the kami are everywhere, more than can be counted, present in everything

that has extraordinary character.

Musubi — The Kami's Generative Power
The most important concept in Shinto theology is musubi — the generative, connective, life-sustaining

power of the kami. Musubi is what causes growth, what creates connection, what sustains the web of

relationship among all living things. The word is related to musubu (to tie, to connect, to produce) and

to the concept of birth and becoming. When Shinto speaks of the kami's power, it is primarily speaking

of musubi — the kami's capacity to generate, sustain, and connect life.
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CONNECTION TO HALIGRICITY

The Shinto understanding that the kami inhabit specific natural features — the ancient tree, the

waterfall, the mountain summit — and that the quality of sacred presence concentrates in

places and things of extraordinary character is the Japanese articulation of what Haligricity

holds about the sacred dimension of the living earth. The Haligric earthing and grounding

practices, the recognition that specific natural sites carry specific sacred qualities, the honoring

of specific stones and natural materials in sacred practice — all express the same recognition

as the Shinto kami tradition: the earth is alive, specific features of the earth carry concentrated

sacred presence, and the properly oriented practitioner can perceive, approach, and receive

from these presences.
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Part Three

Shrine vs Temple
The Critical Distinction

The distinction between a Shinto shrine and a Buddhist temple is one of the most important things to

know before visiting Japanese sacred sites — and one of the things most commonly confused by

visitors.

SHRINE VS TEMPLE — HOW TO TELL THEM APART

SHINTO SHRINE (JINJA or O-YASHIRO): • Marked by a torii gate — the distinctive red or

orange gateway • Fox statues (kitsune) often present — especially at Inari shrines • Lion-dog

guardian pairs (komainu) at the entrance • Shimenawa (sacred rope, often with hanging zigzag

paper strips) marking sacred areas • The main building is typically simple, natural wood, with a

thatched or bark roof • No Buddhist imagery (no Buddha statues) • Priests wear white robes

(kannagi) and tall black hats • Shrine maidens (miko) in white and red BUDDHIST TEMPLE

(TERA or JI): • No torii gate • Large entrance gate with guardian figures (Nio — fierce warrior

guardians) • Buddha images clearly present • Incense cauldron in the courtyard • Monks in

gray, brown, or black robes • A pagoda may be present WHEN YOU'RE NOT SURE: Look

for the torii. Its presence means Shinto. Its absence means Buddhist (or a combination space

from the pre-Meiji syncretism period). Many large shrine-temple complexes in Japan have

both — the torii marks the Shinto areas, the pagoda or large gate marks the Buddhist areas.
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Part Four

The Architecture
Reading the Shrine as Sacred Text

Shinto shrine architecture is among the most elegant and most philosophically deliberate built

environment in Japan — clean lines, natural materials, deep eaves, and a quality of stillness that is

achieved not through ornament but through proportion. Every element of the shrine communicates

something specific about the sacred order it serves.

THE COMPLETE SHRINE LAYOUT — FRONT TO BACK

THE TORII GATE (one or more): The threshold marker between the ordinary world and the

sacred precinct. Pass through it with awareness — this is not merely a decorative gate. (See

Part Five.) THE SAND■ (approach path): The gravel or stone path leading from the torii to the

main shrine buildings. Walk to the left or right of the center — the center of the sand■ is

traditionally reserved for the kami. THE TEMIZUYA (water purification pavilion): A stone or

wooden trough with flowing water and wooden ladles. This is where you purify your hands

and mouth before approaching the kami. (See Part Six — complete instructions.) THE

KOMAINU (guardian lion-dogs): Paired stone guardian figures flanking the approach to the

main shrine. One has its mouth open (saying 'Ah' — the first sound), one closed (saying 'Un' —

the last sound). Together they encompass all of existence from beginning to end. THE

HAIDEN (worship hall / outer hall): The building where visitors stand to make their offering

and prayer. This is where you perform the bow-clap-bow ritual. THE HEIDEN (offering hall):

Between the haiden and honden — where priests present offerings to the kami. THE

HONDEN (main hall / inner sanctuary): The innermost building where the goshintai (the

sacred object in which the kami's spirit resides) is kept. This is the most sacred space —

ordinary visitors do not enter. You direct your worship toward it from the haiden. THE

OTORII (inner torii): Some large shrines have additional torii gates marking further thresholds

as you move deeper into the sacred precinct — each one marking an increase in sacred

intensity.
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Part Five

The Torii Gate
Threshold Between Worlds

The torii is the most immediately recognizable element of Shinto — the distinctive gateway, usually

vermillion red or unpainted natural wood, that marks the boundary between the ordinary world and the

sacred precinct of the shrine. There are approximately 80,000 Shinto shrines in Japan, and most of them

have at least one torii.

What the Torii Is
The torii (literally 'bird perch' — the space where sacred birds, messengers of the kami, rest) is not

merely a decorative or architectural element. It is a genuine sacred threshold — the point at which the

quality of the space changes from ordinary to sacred. Passing through a torii is a deliberate act: you are

choosing to enter the sacred precinct, to approach the kami, and to conduct yourself with the respect

that proximity to the sacred requires.

The Thousand Torii — Fushimi Inari
The most famous torii experience in the world is at Fushimi Inari Taisha in Kyoto — where thousands

of vermillion torii gates create a continuous tunnel up the sacred mountain, donated by businesses and

individuals seeking the rice kami Inari's blessing for prosperity. Walking through the thousand torii is

one of the most atmospherically powerful sacred experiences available to any visitor in Japan — the

continuous sequence of gates deepens the experience of transition with each step. The mountain itself is

the kami's body.

HOW TO PASS THROUGH A TORII GATE
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PAUSE BEFORE THE TORII: Stand at the base of the torii for a brief moment. Acknowledge

that you are about to cross a threshold. This pause does not need to be long — five seconds is

sufficient. The intention is what matters. BOW: A brief bow toward the shrine (not toward the

torii itself, but toward the sacred space beyond it) before entering. The bow angle is

approximately 15-30 degrees — a respectful inclination of the head and upper body. WALK

TO THE SIDE: The center of the sand■ (the approach path after the torii) is traditionally

considered the kami's path. Walk to the left or right of center. This is observed by many

Japanese practitioners though not universally required at tourist-heavy shrines. DO NOT

ENTER THE TORII DURING A FESTIVAL OR PROCESSION: If a matsuri (festival)

procession is moving through the torii, wait for it to pass before entering — you are not to

cross the path of the kami's procession. BOWING UPON EXIT: When leaving the shrine, bow

again at the torii — this time facing back toward the shrine (not away from it) as you exit. You

are thanking the kami for receiving you.
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Part Six

The Temizuya
Ritual Hand and Mouth Purification

The temizuya (also called ch■zuya) is the water purification pavilion found at virtually every Shinto

shrine — a stone or wooden trough of flowing water with long-handled wooden ladles (hishaku) for

ritual use. The purification practice performed here (called temizu — ritual hand water, or misogi in its

more elaborate forms) is not symbolic hygiene. It is the specific practice of removing ritual impurity

(kegare) before approaching the kami.

What Kegare Is
Kegare (ritual impurity) is the Shinto concept of a kind of spiritual pollution or heaviness that

accumulates through contact with death, illness, extreme negative emotional states, and other disrupting

experiences. It is not moral pollution in the sense of sin — it is more like an energetic residue that

creates a barrier between the practitioner and the kami. The water purification removes kegare, clearing

the practitioner to approach the sacred with full receptivity.

THE COMPLETE TEMIZU PURIFICATION — EXACT SEQUENCE
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1. APPROACH the temizuya. Take one of the hishaku (ladles) from the trough with your

RIGHT hand. 2. FILL the ladle with fresh water from the flowing source (not from standing

water). 3. POUR water over your LEFT hand — rinse the left hand thoroughly. 4. TRANSFER

the ladle to your LEFT hand. 5. POUR water over your RIGHT hand — rinse the right hand. 6.

TRANSFER back to your RIGHT hand. 7. CUP your LEFT hand and pour a small amount of

water into it. 8. BRING the cupped water to your mouth and rinse — do not swallow. Turn

slightly and spit the water to the side (not back into the trough). 9. RINSE your left hand again

with any remaining water in the ladle. 10. RETURN the ladle handle-down to its rest position

on the trough edge. IMPORTANT: Do all of this with a single ladleful — do not refill during

the process. The sequence must be completed with the one scoop of water. WINTER/COVID

VARIATION: Some shrines provide sanitizing alternatives during health emergencies, or have

limited the mouth-rinsing step. Follow the shrine's current posted instructions. THE

MEANING: Your right hand (the giving hand) washes your left (the receiving hand). Your left

hand washes your right. Then your mouth — the vehicle of speech, of prayer, of the words you

are about to direct to the kami — is purified. You have now cleaned the primary instruments of

sacred action (hands) and communication (mouth) before approaching the divine.
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Part Nine

The Complete Shrine Visit
Step-by-Step

COMPLETE SHINTO SHRINE VISIT — START TO FINISH

STEP 1 — APPROACH THE TORII: Pause at the torii. Brief bow toward the shrine. Walk

through to one side of the center path. Begin your conscious transition from ordinary to sacred

mode. STEP 2 — TEMIZUYA PURIFICATION: Perform the temizu sequence described in

Part Six. Right hand first, left hand second, mouth, left hand again. Return the ladle. STEP 3 —

APPROACH THE HAIDEN: Walk to the outer worship hall. If there is a queue, join it

respectfully. STEP 4 — THE OFFERING: At the haiden, there is a large wooden offering box

(saisen-bako) with a slatted or mesh top. Approach it. Take a coin from your pocket. Toss it

gently into the box — do not throw hard. Any coin is appropriate; 5-yen coins are particularly

auspicious because the Japanese word for 5-yen (go-en) is a homophone for 'good

connection/relationship.' Never give 10-yen coins for shrine offerings as the pronunciation of

10-yen (to-en) has an unfortunate association with 'far away.' STEP 5 — THE BELL (if

present): Many haiden have a large bell hanging from the eaves, with a thick rope or cord for

ringing. Grab the rope and shake it firmly to ring the bell — this alerts the kami to your

presence and drives away any lingering impurity. Ring it two or three times, firmly. STEP 6 —

THE NIREI-NIHAKUSHU-ICHIREI (See Part Ten): This is the central ritual act of a Shinto

shrine visit. Two deep bows. Two hand claps. One final deep bow. Exact instructions follow in

Part Ten. STEP 7 — YOUR PRAYER: In the brief silence after the second hand clap and

before the final bow, state your prayer or intention. This is the moment of most direct

communication with the kami. STEP 8 — THE FINAL BOW: The single deep bow that closes

the ritual sequence. STEP 9 — OPTIONAL PRACTICES: Draw an omikuji (fortune strip).

Write on an ema (wishing plaque). Visit secondary shrines within the compound — each has

its own kami and deserves its own acknowledgment. STEP 10 — EXIT THROUGH THE

TORII: When departing, bow at the torii facing back toward the shrine — thanking the kami

for the reception. Exit to the side of the center path.
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Part Ten

The Nirei-Nihakushu-Ichirei
Two Bows, Two Claps, One Bow

The nirei-nihakushu-ichirei — two deep bows, two hand claps, one deep bow — is the foundational

ritual act of Shinto practice. It is simple, learnable in thirty seconds, and when performed with genuine

intention, one of the most direct and most complete acts of sacred address available in any tradition.

Every motion has a specific meaning and a specific sacred function.

WHAT EACH ELEMENT MEANS

THE TWO BOWS (NIREI): The deep bow (approximately 90 degrees — a full, genuine bow

from the waist, not a head-nod) is the physical expression of humility and reverence before the

kami. Two bows are performed: one to acknowledge the kami, one to express your sincere

desire for connection. The deep bow is not servile — it is the dignified, voluntary lowering of

the self before what is greater. THE TWO CLAPS (NIHAKUSHU): The hand claps are not

applause and not a summons. They are the sound offering — specific sound frequencies

directed toward the kami to alert them to your presence and to clear the space between you of

any remaining impurity. The claps should be firm and clear — not tentative pats. The hands are

raised to chest height and brought together sharply twice, fingers aligned. After the second

clap, the hands are held pressed together briefly while your prayer is directed toward the kami.

THE ONE BOW (ICHIREI): The final single bow that closes the ritual sequence — the bow of

conclusion, of gratitude, of closing the direct communication channel properly.

NIREI-NIHAKUSHU-ICHIREI — EXACT PHYSICAL SEQUENCE
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STAND: Face the haiden (and through it, the honden) directly. Stand with feet together or

slightly apart, hands at your sides. FIRST DEEP BOW: Bend forward from the waist

approximately 90 degrees — a genuine, deep bow. Hold for two seconds. Rise. SECOND

DEEP BOW: Immediately bow again to the same depth. Hold for two seconds. Rise. RAISE

HANDS: Raise both hands to chest or shoulder height, palms facing each other, fingers

pointing forward. FIRST CLAP: Bring hands together firmly — a clear, audible clap. Separate

hands. SECOND CLAP: Bring hands together firmly again. HOLD: After the second clap,

hold hands pressed together (in a prayer-like position). This is the moment of prayer — direct

your sincere request, gratitude, or intention toward the kami. Take as long as you need.

LOWER HANDS: When you have completed your prayer, lower your hands to your sides.

FINAL BOW: Bow deeply one more time — again approximately 90 degrees, held for two

seconds. Rise. COMPLETE: The ritual sequence is done. Step back from the offering box.

NOTE ON VARIATION: Some shrines (particularly those for specific kami) have variations

— four claps instead of two, or different numbers of bows. The standard is two-two-one. If you

observe practitioners performing a different sequence, follow their example.
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Part Eleven

The Omikuji
Fortune Telling Paper Strips

The omikuji (sacred lot paper) is one of the most popular and most participatory elements of a Shinto

shrine visit — the drawing of a random fortune slip that provides the kami's guidance on the

practitioner's current situation and prospects. It is the Japanese parallel to the Chinese fortune sticks

(qian), operating on the same principle: a randomizing process serves as the channel through which the

kami's guidance is transmitted.

How to Draw Omikuji
At most shrines, omikuji are available from a small shop or vending machine near the main shrine for a

small fee (typically 100-200 yen). You shake a hexagonal container of numbered sticks until one

emerges from the hole in the top, note the number, and exchange the stick for the corresponding

omikuji slip. At some shrines, omikuji are drawn from drawers in a cabinet directly, or from a

dispenser. The slip contains an overall fortune rating and specific guidance about various life areas.

OMIKUJI FORTUNE LEVELS

DAI-KICHI (■■): Great blessing — the most auspicious outcome. You may receive this and

still face challenges; the kami's blessing does not remove the need for your own effort. KICHI

(■): Blessing — good fortune overall. CH■-KICHI (■■): Middle blessing — generally

positive. SH■-KICHI (■■): Small blessing — good in small matters. KY■ (■): Misfortune

— warnings or challenges ahead. DAI-KY■ (■■): Great misfortune — the least auspicious

outcome. WHAT TO DO WITH AN UNFAVORABLE OMIKUJI: If your omikuji is ky■ or

dai-ky■, tie it to the designated wire or branch at the shrine (there are typically metal wires or

designated tree branches for this purpose). The tying of an unfavorable fortune to the shrine

leaves it in the kami's hands — you are releasing the difficulty rather than carrying it with you.

Some people tie all omikuji, favorable or not, for the same reason. KEEPING A

FAVORABLE OMIKUJI: A dai-kichi or kichi omikuji can be kept in your wallet as a

continuing blessing — its fortune stays with you until the next visit.
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Part Twelve

The Ema
Wooden Wishing Plaques

The ema (literally 'horse picture' — horses were historically offered to shrines as sacred gifts, and the

ema is their affordable substitute) are small wooden plaques on which visitors write their wishes or

prayers, then hang on a designated rack at the shrine for the kami to read and receive.

How to Use an Ema
Purchase an ema at the shrine office or shop — they are typically 500-1000 yen and usually come in the

shape associated with the particular shrine (the zodiac animal of the year at new year shrines, a fox at

Inari shrines, a heart at love shrines, a ship at Sumiyoshi shrines for safe travel). Write your wish on the

blank side in any language (the kami understand intention, not specific scripts). Hang it on the

designated rack with the picture facing outward. Your prayer is now in the kami's care.

What to Write
Be specific and be sincere. 'Health' is less powerful than 'Complete healing of my mother's illness.'

'Success' is less powerful than 'That this specific project reaches completion in the way it should.' The

ema is a material prayer — write it as you would speak it to the kami face to face, with honesty and

specificity. Many ema include the writer's name and sometimes their age — this is traditional but not

required.
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Part Thirteen

The Ofuda and Omamori
Sacred Talismans to Take Home

Two types of sacred objects are available at most Shinto shrines for purchase and use at home —

extending the kami's protective presence beyond the shrine into the practitioner's daily life.

OFUDA — THE SHRINE TALISMAN

The ofuda (o-fuda — honorable charm) is a flat paper or wood tablet bearing the shrine's name

and the specific kami enshrined there, stamped with the shrine's seal. It is the kami's 'address

card' — the material object through which the kami's presence extends into the home. WHERE

TO PLACE IT: The ofuda belongs on the kamidana — the home Shinto altar (a small shelf,

ideally placed high on the wall, at eye level or above, in a clean central area of the home). The

ofuda faces outward (south or east ideally, away from the wall) and is renewed annually

(usually at New Year when the old ofuda is returned to the shrine for ritual burning and a new

one obtained). IF YOU DON'T HAVE A KAMIDANA: Place the ofuda on a high, clean

surface in a place of honor — on top of a bookshelf or a clean shelf, facing outward. Treat it

with the same respect as the shrine itself. Do not place it in a bedroom, a bathroom, or

anywhere below waist height.

OMAMORI — PROTECTIVE AMULETS
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The omamori (o-mamori — honorable protective charm) are the small cloth pouches

containing a sacred inscription, available in dozens of varieties for specific purposes: traffic

safety (for drivers), academic success (for students), love and marriage, health, business

success, childbirth safety, general protection. HOW THEY WORK: The omamori contains a

specific sacred written inscription and has been blessed by the shrine's priests. The kami's

protective power is specifically directed toward the purpose printed on the pouch. WHERE TO

KEEP IT: Carry your omamori with you in your bag or on your person for the purpose it was

designed for. Traffic safety omamori go in the car. Health omamori stay near the body. Love

omamori are kept close to the heart. RENEWAL: Omamori are typically renewed annually —

returned to the shrine at the end of the year and replaced with a new one. Do not throw old

omamori in ordinary trash — return them to the shrine (most shrines have a box for old ofuda

and omamori), or if you cannot return to that shrine, to any shrine.
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Part Sixteen

The Major Kami
You Will Encounter

With 80,000 shrines in Japan and thousands of distinct kami, it would be impossible to cover all of

them. The following are the kami you will most frequently encounter at accessible shrines in Japan and

at Shinto-associated spaces worldwide.

AMATERASU ■MIKAMI

Sun Kami, Ancestral Kami of the Imperial Family

Enshrined primarily at Ise Jing■ (Ise Grand Shrine) — the most sacred site in all of Shinto,

where the Great Shrine of Amaterasu has been continuously worshipped for over 2,000 years.

Amaterasu is the supreme kami of the Japanese pantheon — the kami from whom the imperial

family traces its divine descent. She governs the sun, the light, and the divine order of the

cosmos. The inner shrine at Ise is so sacred that only the imperial family and specially

designated priests may enter the innermost precincts; even the outer approach is one of the

most atmospherically powerful experiences in all of Japan.

INARI ■KAMI

Kami of Rice, Agriculture, Foxes, Industry, and Prosperity

The most widely worshipped kami in Japan — Inari shrines number over 32,000,

approximately 40% of all Shinto shrines in the country. Inari is the kami of rice (and by

extension of all food abundance), of agriculture, of fertility, of foxes (the kitsune are Inari's

sacred messengers — their statues guard Inari shrines in pairs), of industry, and of worldly

success. Fushimi Inari Taisha in Kyoto with its famous thousand torii tunnel is the most visited

Shinto shrine in Japan. Inari's ema often feature fox imagery. Abura-age (fried tofu) is Inari's

sacred food.
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TENJIN — SUGAWARA NO MICHIZANE

Kami of Scholarship, Learning, and Examinations

Sugawara no Michizane (845-903 CE) was a scholar, poet, and official of the imperial court

who was wrongfully exiled and died in disgrace. Natural disasters following his death were

interpreted as the expression of his resentful spirit (onry■), and he was deified as Tenjin to

pacify his spirit. He became the kami of scholarship and learning — the patron of students and

academics across Japan. Tenmangu shrines (of which there are over 12,000, the most famous

being Kitano Tenmangu in Kyoto and Dazaifu Tenmangu in Fukuoka) are visited primarily by

students praying for academic success and examination passage.

HACHIMAN

Kami of War, Warriors, and the Bow — Also a Patron of Japan

Hachiman is the second most widely enshrined kami in Japan — associated with the warrior

class (samurai) and historically with the protection of Japan as a nation. He is syncretized with

the semi-historical Emperor ■jin and with the Buddhist Bodhisattva Daibosatsu. Hachiman

shrines (Hachimangu) are found throughout Japan, the most important being Usa Jing■ in ■ita

and Tsurugaoka Hachimangu in Kamakura. Despite the war-association, contemporary

practitioners primarily visit Hachiman shrines for general protection and success in

competitive endeavors.

IZANAGI AND IZANAMI

The Creator Kami — Father and Mother of Japan

The divine pair who, according to the Kojiki, stood on the floating bridge of heaven and stirred

the primordial ocean with a jeweled spear until the first island (Onogoro-shima) coagulated

from the brine below. They descended to this island, performed the marriage ceremony, and

from their union came the islands of Japan, the other kami, and ultimately all of creation.

Izanami died giving birth to the fire kami and descended to Yomi (the underworld). Izanagi's

attempt to retrieve her — and his failure (looking back at her decomposing body despite her

prohibition) — is the Japanese parallel to the Orpheus myth.
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Part Eighteen

Shrine Festivals
Matsuri

The matsuri (festival) is the most complete expression of living Shinto — the occasion when the kami's

presence is most fully manifested in the community, when the boundary between the sacred and

ordinary worlds is thinnest, and when the entire community participates in the maintenance of the

sacred relationship that sustains collective life.

What Happens at Matsuri
A matsuri typically involves: the formal opening ceremony (shrine priests perform specific liturgical

rites within the honden to invite the kami's full presence into the festival space), the procession of the

mikoshi (the portable shrine — an ornate palanquin in which the kami's goshintai is temporarily placed

so that the kami can travel through the community, blessing it with their direct presence), specific

sacred dances and music (kagura — sacred dance performed by shrine maidens and priests for the

kami's entertainment and delight), street food stalls (yatai) selling festival foods (takoyaki, yakitori,

kakigori), and in many cases specific folk entertainment.

MAJOR ANNUAL MATSURI
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HATSUMODE (First Shrine Visit of the New Year — January 1-3): The most widely

participated-in Shinto practice — virtually every Japanese person visits a shrine in the first

three days of the new year. The most popular shrines (Meiji Jing■ in Tokyo, Naritasan

Shinshoji, Fushimi Inari) receive millions of visitors during this period. SETSUBUN

(February 3): The traditional end of winter — beans are thrown at shrines (and homes) with the

cry 'Oni wa soto, fuku wa uchi!' (Demons out, good fortune in!) to drive away evil spirits and

invite blessing for the new season. HANAMI (Cherry Blossom Viewing — March/April): Not

strictly a matsuri but deeply connected to the Shinto recognition of the sacred in nature — the

transient beauty of the cherry blossoms (mono no aware — the pathos of impermanence) is

celebrated as a sacred natural event. GION MATSURI (Kyoto — July): One of the most

famous and most elaborate matsuri in Japan — a month-long festival at Yasaka Shrine

featuring the spectacular Yamaboko Junko procession of ornate festival floats. OBON

(August): The Buddhist festival of the dead — but deeply integrated with Shinto ancestor

practices. Ancestors are welcomed back to the home for three days, honored with specific

offerings, then returned to the spirit world with the t■r■ nagashi (floating lantern) ceremony.
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Part Nineteen

What Not to Do

SHINTO SHRINE — PROHIBITED BEHAVIORS

DO NOT walk through the center of the sand■ (approach path) — walk to the side. The center

belongs to the kami. DO NOT skip the temizuya — the purification is not optional if you

intend to approach the haiden. Do the water purification before proceeding. DO NOT enter the

honden (inner sanctuary) — this is not a tourist attraction. Only priests and authorized persons

enter the inner sanctuary. DO NOT touch the shimenawa (sacred rope) — the rope marks what

is sacred, not what is available for public touching. DO NOT photograph the inside of the main

shrine buildings — the goshintai (sacred object of the kami) is never photographed. When in

doubt, ask before photographing anything inside the haiden. DO NOT be loud or use phones

loudly — the shrine is a sacred space requiring the quality of attention that silence supports.

DO NOT enter a shrine when in a state of acute mourning (within the first days after a close

death) — the presence of death's energy (kegare in its most concentrated form) is not

appropriate in the kami's space during this immediate period. This is a traditional prohibition

that many contemporary practitioners observe more loosely. DO NOT throw coins hard into

the saisen-bako — toss gently. A coin thrown with force is not more offering; it is just

disruptive. DO NOT perform the bow-and-clap in a way that is deliberately performative for

other people's observation — the ritual is between you and the kami.
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Part Twenty

The Haligricity Lens
Shinto and the Living Sacred World

Shinto's foundational recognition — that the world is saturated with sacred presence, that specific

natural features carry concentrated divine force, that the practitioner's primary task is to maintain

proper relationship with these presences through specific ritual acts of purification and offering — is

the Japanese articulation of what Haligricity holds about the sacred dimension of the living earth.

The Temizuya and Haligric Cleansing
The temizuya practice — specific water purification of the hands and mouth before approaching the

sacred — is the Shinto parallel to the Haligric pre-ceremony cleansing practices. The recognition that

approaching the sacred requires prior preparation — that you cannot simply walk from the ordinary

world into the kami's presence without transition — is universal across traditions. Shinto formalizes

this transition with a specific, learnable, always-available practice. Any Haligric practitioner can

incorporate a simplified temizuya practice into their own sacred preparation: water over the hands,

water briefly to the mouth, the explicit internal acknowledgment that you are transitioning from

ordinary to sacred engagement.

The Kami and the Living Earth
The Shinto kami tradition's recognition that specific natural features carry concentrated sacred presence

— that the ancient tree, the waterfall, the mountain summit are genuinely inhabited by divine beings —

is the Japanese formulation of the most ancient and most universal recognition in human sacred

experience: the earth is alive, the natural world is saturated with intelligence and presence, and the

properly oriented practitioner can perceive and receive from that presence. The Haligric earthing and

grounding practices, the recognition that specific stones and natural materials carry specific energetic

qualities, the ancestor altar's relationship with the living earth through offering — all express the same

recognition that Shinto has formalized in the kami tradition.

CONNECTION TO HALIGRICITY
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Standing at a torii gate — pausing, bowing, choosing to enter the sacred space — is one of the

most accessible sacred threshold practices in the world. The torii does not care about your

nationality, your religious affiliation, or your doctrinal beliefs. It marks a threshold. You

choose whether to cross it with awareness or to walk through it as if it were merely a gate. That

choice — the moment of awareness at the threshold — is the Haligric recognition that the

sacred and the ordinary are not two different places but two different qualities of attention

given to the same world. The kami are here. They have always been here. The shrine is the

place where the community has remembered that, over and over, for thousands of years. Grand

Rising.
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"Kannagara no michi.

Walking the way of the kami —

in harmony with the divine nature of all things."

— Shinto expression

Two bows. Two claps. One bow. The kami notice. They have always noticed — the ancient tree at the

forest's edge, the mountain that catches the first light of the rise, the waterfall whose sound has been the

same for ten thousand years. Stand before them honestly. Tell them your name. Tell them where you

come from. Tell them what you need. Then bow, and listen. Grand Rising.
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