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Koyasan Beigoku Betsuin of Log Angeles
- Vuju Matsumoto

We had a very valuable talk with Bishop Yuju Matsumoto, the current director of
LA Koyasan.

He grew up in Izumi City, Kagoshima Prefecture, with a father who was a
businessman for Kyushu Electric Power Company and a mother who was a music
teacher at Izumi Junior High School. After graduating from high school, he studied
Shingon Esoteric Buddhism at Koyasan University under the recommendation of a
monk he met at the end of his high school years.

Q: Why did you come to the U.S.?

When I was in high school, | spent most of my time playing soccer. The coach of
the soccer team at my high school was a Japanese language teacher, so [ was
interested in the Japanese language, even if only somewhat. I think it was signifi—
cant that the coach was a dream for a soccer boy like me, and that was what |
was aiming for. Because of this influence, I also thought, “I want to be a Japanese
teacher.” Since my interest in Japanese was in ancient literature, [ was very
interested in the words of classic medieval literature such as “Tsurezuregusa,
The Pillow Book, and Hojoki.” In addition, since medieval literature was greatly
influenced by Buddhism (especially the view of impermanence), | even became
interested in sutras by the way.

The first sutra book I picked up was a sutra book of the Jodo Shinshu sect. In it,
there is a letter written by a priest named Rennyo Shonin called “Gobunsho”
which begins with the words, “When I look at the transient nature of human
beings, | realize that all transient things are like illusions during the beginning,
middle and end of this world...” I loved the indescribable phrases of ancient
Japanese literature, but I had not yet thought of becoming a monk. When I was in
the final stages of high school and had to decide on my career path, | had a
chance to meet a monk. His name was Ekan lkeguchi, and he was to be my
teacher.

Ikeguchi—sensei was a huge man with a doughty voice that he had developed
through his training. As [ mentioned earlier, I was a poor student who played
soccer all the time and could hardly keep up with my schoolwork, so I did not
know where Koyasan was located, what Shingon Buddhism was, and what esoteric
Buddhism was! What is that? I had no idea what they were talking about. Still, I
mustered up the courage to ask, “What is esoteric Buddhism?” I asked him, and
he replied, “Esoteric Buddhism teaches us to become one with the universe.” |
became more and more confused.

He began to meditate in front of me, sitting zazen on the sofa, with a seal in his
hand and a mantra in his mouth. It was the first time in my life that I had seen the
esoteric Shingon method. lkeguchi—sensei then asked me, “If you want to become
a Japanese teacher, why don’t you go to Koyasan University? The school is small,
but the professors will give you close guidance. If you go all the way to Koyasan,
why not go on to the Department of Esoteric Buddhism? The study of esoteric
Buddhism is unique to Koyasan. And why don’t you become a monk, go to Ameri—
ca, and see the world!” He said. This led me to Koyasan University, where I
studied esoteric Buddhism, completed the prescribed training, and upon gradua—
tion, I received a certificate as a full-fledged monk and a university diploma.
(Note: “tying a seal on one's hand” refers to the attitude of trying to listen to the
wishes of others.

There is a saying that “the Dharma is spread by people,” and I believe that we
need people to guide us in life. At the end of the 52nd episode of Tsurezuregusa,
“The Dharma Master at Ninna—ji Temple,” there is a line that says, “In all things,
a pioneer is a person who has done something before you.” I met Mr. Ikeguchi
when he was 37 years old and [ was 17. After graduating from college in 1979, |
worked as a Koyasan Shingon Shu missionary for two and a half years at the
Koyasan American Betsuin in Los Angeles, and later as the chief missionary for
the Seattle Koyasan Buddhist Association. After eight years of missionary work in
the U.S., I returned to Kagoshima when I was almost 30 years old and served
under Ikeguchi Sensei for 20 years. The 20 years after my return to Japan was a
period of training in the true sense of the word, and it was a tumultuous and
eventful period of my training. That period was also the time when I received a lot
of training from Sensei.

[ arrived in the U.S. for the second time in January 2020 as a Kaikyoshi. This time,
I came to the U.S. as the head of the U.S. branch of the Koyasan Shingon Sect,
but I also served as the Koyasan Shingon Sect North American continental
mission president and as the head of the Koyasan Shingon Sect corporate
headquarters in the U.S. | have been given a slightly more important post than

during my previous Kaikyo Shishi period. (I have been given a slightly more
important post since my last Kaikyosha.)

Q: Are there any differences between the work you did when you were in another
state and after you became a priest in LA? (I received a very thoughtful answer
from Superintendent Matsumoto to my ignorant question.)

Basically, we, as ordained priests, are not titled “abbots”. That is the big differ—
ence between Japanese temples and temples overseas. In both Japan and the
U.S., the management of a religious corporation is basically discussed and decided
by a council system at meetings such as the “Board of Responsible Officers” or
the “Board of Directors”.

In Japan, the “chief priest” may differ slightly from one temple to another, but
basically the rules stipulate that a representative officer is to be elected from the
responsible officers, and that the chief priest is to serve as the representative
officer. The temple is operated on a 24—hour basis, and the temple is managed,
religious events are held, accounting and financial reports are made, etc. The
temple is a religious corporation (public interest corporation). Since temples are
religious corporations (public interest corporations), they are obligated to submit
an annual inventory of property, event activity reports, photographs to prove their
activities, and a list of members of the congregation to the government. The chief
priest is in sole charge of these matters and is the representative officer.

American temples, on the other hand, have a strong connection with the history
of Japanese immigration. Japanese immigrants gathered together and sought a
spiritual home, eventually establishing Buddhist associations. They brought in
monks from Japan, and religious activities began. Issei immigrants donated what
little they had to the temple, built the halls, and were directly involved in the
temple's operation. Of course, the temple was managed by a council system, but
some of the monks invited from Japan returned to Japan after a certain period of
time. Also, compared to Japan, religious organizations in the U.S. place much
more importance on the council system, so religious people themselves did not
become chairpersons of religious organizations. (This is not to say that there are
no religious leaders in the U.S.).

Furthermore, when the management of a religious corporation goes wrong or
some problem arises, when a priest, a clergyman, is serving as the representative
of the corporation, the priest will be in the line of fire and may be accused of
being a priest. In terms of protecting their own clergy, it is common practice to
say that the religious corporation is managed by the president, who represents
the congregation, and the religious priests serve as priests. In this sense, the
head of the religious corporation is not the representative of the religious corpo—
ration, and naturally, he/she is not called “abbot.”

Q: You asked what is the difference between a kaichoshi in other states and a
kaichéshi in L A Betsuin.

Basically, since each religious corporation hires a seikyoshi, I think the job of a
seikyoshi in other states and L A is the same. Monks from Japan come to the
U.S. under the category of R visa, which is issued on the premise that each
religious corporation sponsors and supports monks in their daily lives, so as long
as they are working under that visa, there is no transfer to another religious
corporation. If you do move, the religious corporation to which you move will need
to reacquire the R visa. However, if you then obtain a green card, you can
transfer without any problem. However, if the sponsor of the green card is a
temple, you owe a debt of gratitude to the temple, so you can't do anything
without their permission. In the case of Jodo Shinshu (Nishi Hongwaniji), however,
there is an organization called BCA (Buddhist Church of America) in the U.S. The
missionaries of Jodo Shinshu (Nishi Hongwaniji) temples belonging to BCA in the
U.S. are all from this organization, and they are dispatched to each temple or
Buddhist association from BCA. We, the Koyasan Shingon sect, would like to
establish such a system, but it will take a long time to get there.

Q: Is it possible for an English—speaking person to become a Kaikyoji at Koyasan?

Jodo Shinshu is a Kaikyosha. Other religious orders use a Kaikyosha. Soto—shu is
an international missionary.

* %k k *k %k

LA Koyasan has various events throughout the year. There are 15 events a year,
including New Year's goma burning, prayers for the exorcism of bad luck, car
purification, and prayers for the 753rd birthday, among others. Koyasan is also the
only place in Japan that has been selected as one of the “World's 20 Best Places
to Visit” along with Corsica and Mont Saint—Michel in France. This interview
made me want to start the new year with a visit to Koyasan.
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Thoughts on the Year of the Dragon

The Voice of
Renwva Era

There is a saying that goes, "Even a rock will pass
through the power of your will.” This phrase is used
to mean that even something that seems impossi-
ble can be accomplished if done with a sin-
gle-minded effort. “Power of mind” is not some-
thing to be trifled with.

The writer Chiyo Uno (d. 1996) wrote an essay
titled "Sumo is the power of mind” in her book "My
Happiness in Life.” “Whenever sumo Wakashimazu
appeared on television, | would involuntarily say,
"Wakashimazu, win!” and when he won, | would
jump up and clap my hands as if he had won by my
own power of mind. There is nothing more believ-
able for sumo than the power of mind. When you
think you will win, you win. If you think you will
lose, you will lose."

There is a very interesting way of looking at this. It
is common for rikishi, sumo wrestlers, to believe
that they can exert more power than they are
capable of by thinking that they will win, but Ms.
Uno believed that the victory or defeat was deter-
mined by her own power of mind as she watched
the match on television. From the lyrics of the song
"Yawara" by Hibari Misora, "Don't think you will
win, if you think you will win, you will lose," it says
that someone who reminds you that you will win is
more effective than you, yourself, who thinks of

By Bishop: Yuju Matsumoto

winning.

In a sense, the power of belief is similar to the
"Kajiriki" that is used in temples to pray for amulets
and talismans, and to bestow them on believers
who visit the temple. The power to "hold fast to
one's beliefs" or the power to "Nenriki" is even
stronger than a "strong will". The power of belief is

the power of mind.

In the essay, Ms. Uno tells an episode when two
Sumo wrestlers were walking together before a
competition, and she was surprised to hear the
smaller one suddenly shouts to the other, "You only
live once.” What a deeply meaningful phrase to say,
“You only live once.” It is the greatest encourage-
ment to the other person. How difficult is it to
express such thoughts to another.

Wishing that everyone in the family to have
another good year, grandpa to live a long and
healthy life or the grandchildren to pass the schools
of their choice, are some thoughts that come in
mind. By sending "cheering thoughts" to those you
love, your thoughts will surely pierce through the
rocks. “If you wish, flowers will bloom. What you do
not wish for will not come true" is the catchphrase
of my temple in Japan. This year is the Year of the
Dragon. Let us all earnestly hope that it will be a
year full of power and vigor like a “Rising Dragon!”

S

Reiwa is the current era of Japan's
official calendar. It began on 1 May
2019, the day on which Emperor Akihito's
elder son, Naruhito, ascended the throne as
the 126th Emperor of Japan.
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