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The Shikoku pilgrimage route and faith in Kobo Daishi

Masaaki OISHI
Professor, Vice-President of Naruto University of Education

The Shikoku pilgrimage route is a religious journey to sacred sites founded by Kikai
(Kobo Daishi) (774-835) and was formed and developed due to the faith towards him. The
history of the Shikoku pilgrimage route can be divided into large two parts. The first part is
when it was known as "Shikoku Heji" or when priests made the pilgrimage as part of ascetic
training. The second part is when it was known as "Shikoku henro" or when common people
made the pilgrimage for various reasons such as religious purposes or for sightseeing. It was
after the Edo period when the pilgrimage really became full-scaled.

Esoteric Buddhism (Mikky6), which Kukai brought from China in the early gth
century, was widely accepted in society as practical Buddhist teachings that would save
people suffering from epidemics and natural disasters. Furthermore the inner sanctuary of
Mt. Koya became a sacred place where Kikai entered eternal meditation to save all living
things and faith towards the Great master Kobo Daishi was formed and spread. The land of
Shikoku, where Kukai was born and spent time in ascetic training, had been a place for
priests to practice ascetism until the end of the Heian period, but after this period it became
to be known by people in the cities and mention of the route appeared in such books as
"Ry6jinhisho" and "Konjaku monogatarish?." As well, such people as the poet Saigyo (1118-
1190), the restorer of Todaiji temple Chégen (1121-1206), the traveling saint Ippen (1234-
1289) and other famous priests regardless of their religious affiliation visited Shikoku. Then
during the Edo period not only priests, but also common people came to make the Shikoku
pilgrimage and popularity increased to such a degree that guidebooks such as the "Shikoku
Henro Michishirube" by Shinnen were published in the early Edo period.

The culture of support towards pilgrims first began as a form of charity towards
ascetic monks who begged along their journey. Then, in the second phase which focused on
common pilgrims, the tradition of ascetic training continued on and support was given just
like the phrase "dogy6 ninin" expresses the meaning of Kukai watching over one’s actions.
One example from early modern regional society that I introduced was the assistance and
burial of pilgrims who had collapsed along the way. I also explained about village Daishi
groups assuming the role of providing support during the 20th century. The action of support
when looked as a charitable action towards ascetic monks does not stop with them, but also
spreads to the salvation of those who provided such support. In other words those who are
making the Shikoku pilgrimage and those in the local communities who are offering support
are connected within the culture of support and the thought that both of them will be saved
is in the background.
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