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The Japanese Buddhist orga-
nization agon shu made his-
tory recently by building the 
first temple in Japan in the 
Bhutanese Buddhist style.

agon shu has close connec-
tions with Bhutan. rev. seiyu 
Kiriyama, founder of the agon 
shu Buddhist association, has 
achieved priesthood ranks in 
Tibetan Buddhism and Bhu-
tanese Buddhism, including 
the Buddhist name of Ngawa-
ng Gyeltshen (guardian of 
Buddhist teachings who gives 
the ultimate sermon) in 2010.

Thus, building a Bhutanese 
Buddhism style spiritual train-
ing facility in Japan has been 
Kiriyama’s dream, which has 
finally become a reality.

“I have long thought we 
needed a Bhutan hall (sangye 
Choeling) as a place for your 
training,” Kiriyama said in the 
June 14 ceremony to formally 
open the Bhutan hall. “and 
today I’m happy because the 
hall has been completed, per-
fectly in line with my idea.”

a great deal of work went 
into designing and building 
the Bhutan hall, located at 
agon shu’s headquarters in 
Kitakazan, yamashina, in the 
hills of eastern Kyoto. That’s 
clear from the meticulous at-
tention to detail evident in 
every aspect of the building 
and the spectacularly colorful 
Bhutanese Buddhist iconog-
raphy that fills the building. 
The focal point of the structure 

is a gleaming gilt statue of 
Buddha on a richly decorated 
altar. 

The Bhutan hall is the result 
of Kiriyama’s dream of taking 
the best elements from the 
three branches of Buddhism 
— Theravada, Mahayana and 
Tibetan Buddhism — and dis-
tilling the essence of Buddha’s 
teachings. Kiriyama has now 
mastered all three branches of 
Buddhism. In 2010, and again 
in 2011, he inherited from 
Bhutanese Buddhism (Tibetan 
Buddhism) various secret 
powers, including the special 
power of late-stage Vajrayana 
(Tantric) Buddhism. 

The dedication ceremony 
began with a solemn proces-

sion of Bhutanese monks and 
agon shu members. The clear, 
bright sound of Bhutanese 
Gyaling six-holed oboes cut 
through the mountain air, 
bringing to mind how Bud-
dha’s teaching slashes through 
the veil of ignorance that pre-
vents us from achieving en-
lightenment. 

Then, a Japanese man wear-
ing the robes of a priest of Ja-
pan’s shinto religion came 
out. he was hideki Togi, Ja-
pan’s best-known gagaku an-
cient Japanese court music 
performer. Togi played a piece 
he composed for the ceremo-
ny, “daichi no Inori,” or 
“Prayer of Mother Nature.” 

The next event was the light-
ing of a goma wooden pyre at 
the altar. It was much smaller 
than the two huge goma that 
form the centerpiece of agon 
shu’s annual Fire rites Festival 
in Kyoto, but no less spiritu-
ally powerful. as the flames 
grew more intense, Bhutanese 
monks began blowing on 
dungchen horns, which re-
semble swiss alpenhorns. 
Their low, solemn tones rever-
berated through the Bhutan 
hall compound and among 
the surrounding hills. Mem-
bers of the faithful closed their 
eyes in prayer to the sound of 
the monks’ repetitive, sono-
rous chanting.

Kiriyama expressed his grat-
itude to those who built the 

hall. “I offer my profound grat-
itude to the builders, the Bhu-
tanese craftsmen for their 
work on the interior, the Bhu-
tanese Buddhist officials who 
gave precious sacred treasures 
for the hall and Mr. dorje 
lopon and the high-ranking 
Bhutanese priests who have 
come to take part in the cere-
mony today.”

The main focus of the event 
was to put all the power of the 
perfect Buddhism into the 
Bhutan hall. high-ranking 
Bhutanese Buddhist priest the 
dorje lopon attended the cer-
emony in Kyoto and gave a 
speech.

he is one of the top disciples 
of Bhutanese Buddhist leader 
Tenjin dendop, who is also the 
68th Je Khenpo, and passed on 
the secret of Bhutanese Bud-
dhism to Kiriyama when the 
agon shu leader visited the 
himalayan country last year. 

“I’m very grateful that rev-
erend Kiriyama and the other 
members of agon shu invited 
us, 17 priests and three gov-
ernment representatives, to 
the Bhutan hall completion 
ceremony in the historic and 
traditional city of Kyoto on this 
very special day,” the dorje 
lopon told those attending the 
ceremony.

he said that he and the 
other members of the delega-
tion from Bhutan prayed the 
new hall would bring peace 
and harmony to the world, es-
pecially to Japan. 

representatives of the com-
panies involved in the design 
and construction of the build-
ing then made brief addresses 
to the audience in which they 
described how honored they 
were to take part in such a 
unique and historic project.

The morning ceremony 
concluded with the Japanese 
kagami biraki ritual, in which 
several people use wooden 
mallets to break open sake 
casks in unison, followed by a 
toast. 

The afternoon began with 
an offering of a large mandala 
thongdrol of Bhutanese Bud-
dhism style. Thongdrol means 
“liberation by sight.”

The thongdrol went through 
rituals to infuse it with reli-
gious power by Tenjin dendop 
after it was completed and 
Kiriyama on april 16.

a message from Tenjin den-
dop was read. he said that 
when he learned that agon 
shu planned to build Japan’s 
first Bhutanese Buddhism-
style sacred hall, he offered 
some advice. 

“I proposed that shakyamu-
ni Tathagata, amitayus and 
amitabha be enshrined in the 
hall. Now that the Bhutan hall 
has been completed, I offer my 
congratulations from the bot-
tom of my heart,” he said. 

Events continued with a 
concert in the main agon shu 
building. Ten musicians wear-
ing ancient Japanese court 
costumes formed two groups 
on either side of the stage. as 
they began a gagaku piece, a 
bugaku (court dance and 
music) dancer joined them, 
performing a slow, dramatic 
dance. Togi joined them and 
performed bugaku called 
“batou.” Then Bhutanese 
monks performed a lively cos-
tumed cham dance, which is 
meant to pray for the elimina-
tion of any spiritual obstacles.

amid a solemn atmosphere 
and excellent music perfor-
mances, Kiriyama then offered 
“reiseikaiken shugyojuncho 
himitsukuji” (a secret kuji 
nine-syllable mantra to 
achieve enlightenment that 
only the Buddha can lead to 
the truth and make the jour-
ney to the enlightenment 
smooth) to the ceremony at-
tendees and photos sent by 
people from across Japan.

“receiving kuji from rever-
end Kiriyama with all his 
power in front of the special 
thongdrol, I believe you will 
receive a very strong vibration 
of the enlightenment that only 
the Buddha can lead you to be 
the Buddha,” agon shu monk 
hakuho Kiyokawa, who un-
derwent training in Bhutan for 
10 years, said before Kiriya-
ma’s kuji offering.

To conclude the ceremony, 
the dorje lopon then con-
ducted the “Bhutanese Bud-

dhism shakyamuni Tathagata 
seven Buddha Most Victory 
abhisheka.”

“I hope you will train your-
self further to get the vibration 
of ‘enlightenment power from 
the Buddha to your dienceph-

alon (the brain of spirituality) 
directly’ at this temple,” Kiri-
yama said. 

The construction of the 
Bhutan hall signifies agon 
shu’s further efforts to form 
one Perfect Buddhism. Kiri-

yama pointed out that agon 
shu takes in the ideals of the 
Theravada, Mahayana and Ti-
betan Buddhism, and he says 
that having the Bhutan hall 
brings agon shu closer to its 
goal of finding the truth.

Bhutan Hall opening ceremony

hideki Togi was born in Tokyo 
in 1959 to a family with a tradi-
tion of performing gagaku that 
dates back 1,300 years to the 
Nara period (a.d. 710-794).

Togi studied at the music de-
partment of the Imperial 
household agency and per-
formed in Imperial rituals. But 
after 10 years he decided to 
leave the agency and take the 
risky step of starting a solo ca-
reer to introduce gagaku to a 
wider audience. 

his musical activities have 
taken him all over the world, 
and he performs in many mu-
sical events every year.

“Bhutan is a country where 
Buddhism is still alive,” Togi 
says. “It’s important to them; 
it’s central to their lives.” 

Togi says he noticed the dif-
ference between Bhutan’s liv-

ing Buddhism and the 
often-moribund Japanese ver-
sion of Buddhism. 

since becoming more 
knowledgeable about Bud-
dhism through his work with 
agon shu — along with his 

grounding in shintoism — he 
realizes “all religions look to the 
same place” for spiritual truth. 

Togi composed a special 
piece for the Bhutan hall ded-
ication ceremony. It’s called 
“daichi no Inori,” which trans-
lates as “Prayer of Mother Na-
ture.” It’s a haunting, subtly 
powerful piece dominated by 
the high, plaintive sound of the 
hichiriki double-reed bamboo 
flute. Togi performed solo, ac-
companied by a recorded or-
chestral score. he says he 
blended Western and Bhuta-
nese themes when composing 
“daichi no Inori.”

Togi tries to “bridge heaven 
and earth” in his music — very 
much following shinto ethos, 
in which a sense of the cosmic 
and sacred can be found at 
power spots in nature. 

Ancient court music lives on

Hideki Togi

The ceremony to open Bhutan Hall was held solemnly with Rev. Seiyu Kiriyama, founder of the 
Agon Shu Buddhist Association, playing a leading role in the ceremony. Agon sHu

Bhutan Hall is located at Agon Shu’s headquarters in Kitakazan, 
Yamashina, in the hills of eastern Kyoto. Agon sHu
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Bhutanese monks performed a lively costumed cham dance, 
which is meant to pray for the elimination of any spiritual 
obstacles. Agon sHu

Shuden Teruya visits Nago, Okinawa Prefecture, in June. Teruya owns land used for the U.S. 
Kadena Air Base, but refuses to sign a lease agreement. kyodo

Children and grandchildren of ex-Imperial Japanese Army soldier Shujun Sashida gather in front 
of a banyan tree in the village of Ie, Okinawa Prefecture, in April. Courtesy of mAkoto Hori / kyodo
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shuden Teruya is known in the 
city of Okinawa as an “anti-war 
landowner” and he wouldn’t 
want it any other way.

Teruya, 77, owns some 7,000 
sq. meters of land within the 
huge u.s. Kadena air Base that 
straddles the city as well as the 
towns of Kadena and Chatan 
on Okinawa Island. With two 
4,000-meter-long runways, the 
u.s. air Force base is the larg-
est in East asia.

The land lot owned by Ter-
uya was expropriated by the 
Japanese government as part 
of the Kadena base even 
though he has refused to sign 
a lease contract since 1971, the 
year before Okinawa reverted 
to Japanese rule.

“Owners of assets cannot 
use them as they wish in 
Japan,” Teruya said.

a legal revision in 1997 au-
thorized the government to ex-
propriate land at its discretion 
for use by u.s. forces in Japan.

during diet deliberations 
on the revision, Teruya shout-
ed from a gallery seat, “don’t 
sell out Okinawa!” and was ar-
rested for obstructing parlia-
mentary proceedings. Teruya’s 
resistance to the government 
traces back to the Battle of Oki-
nawa.

u.s. forces landed on the 
main island on april 1, 1945. 
Teruya, who was 7 years old at 
the time, fled to a mountain 
area in the city of Nago with his 
pregnant mother and six other 
family members. his mother 
gave birth to a boy who lived 
less than 20 days because she 
could not breast-feed him for 
lack of nourishment.

The family surrendered to 
u.s. forces a few days after the 
Battle of Okinawa ended. Ter-
uya’s mother died in a make-
shift u.s. prison camp in 
sedake, Nago, refusing to eat 
the u.s. military food.

“I didn’t even feel sad be-
cause I was so desperate to sur-
vive,” Teruya recalled. “War 
dehumanizes people.”

landowners who refuse to 

sign contracts to lease land for 
u.s. military bases receive 
compensation, though at a 
lower rent than those who sign.

Even so, “leasing land to 
military bases is the same as 
contributing to war,” Teruya 
said. “I cannot hold my head 
up before my dead mother and 
younger brother if I agree to 
lease my land to the (u.s.) 
base, which leads to war. I can-
not sell my soul.”

Teruya was among more 
than 3,000 people who gath-
ered in sedake in late March to 
protest the planned relocation 
of u.s. Marine Corps air sta-
tion Futenma to Nago from Gi-
nowan within the island.

“I will continue my cam-
paign (against military bases) 
so as not to waste (the) sacri-
fices made during the Battle of 
Okinawa,” Teruya said, looking 
far out to sea from sedake 
along Oura Bay. It is near 
where his mother died 70 years 
ago and the site where the Jap-
anese government’s prepara-
tion work is underway for the 
Futenma replacement airstrip.

‘anti-war landowner’ stands 
firm, refuses to sign base lease
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The children and grandchil-
dren of a former Imperial Jap-
anese army soldier visit Ie 
Island in Okinawa Prefecture 
by ferry from Okinawa Island 
every spring.

The journey is both spiritual 
and ceremonial: to attend a 
memorial service for victims of 
fierce fighting between Japa-
nese and u.s. forces on the 
small isle seven decades ago, 
and to thank a banyan tree for 
saving their relative’s life.

“This Gajumaru tree was 
possibly our savior because my 
father was able to return home 
thanks to it, though I can 
scarcely imagine his strange 
experiences,” Mitsuru sashida, 
67, said during a visit april 21 
to attend a ceremony marking 
70 years since the u.s. military 
declared Ie Island occupied in  
the Battle of Okinawa in the 
last weeks of World War II.

Mitsuru, a former worker at 
the Naha city office, is the sec-
ond son of shujun sashida, 
who managed to climb up the 
tree after being shot in the leg 
during the fierce six-day fire-
fight on the island.

u.s. forces landed on Ie Is-
land on april 16, 1945, and bit-
ter fighting with Japanese 
garrison forces ensued. The 
u.s. military declared its cap-
ture of Ie Island five days later. 

an estimated 3,500 Japanese 
were killed in the fighting on 
Ie, and 1,500 of them were local 
villagers, according to the Ie 
Village Office.

shujun, who was born on 
Okinawa Island and drafted to 

take part in the defense of the 
tiny isle, was initially engaged 
in building up battle positions. 
But his unit faced u.s. airstrikes 
and naval bombardments even 
before the enemy’s landing, ac-
cording to his personal notes 
and other materials.

Climbing a big Gajumaru 
tree in a desperate attempt to 
survive, shujun laid out tree 
branches so as not to be seen 
from below. at night, he 
climbed down and ate food left 
over by american soldiers and 
emptied his bowels.

The most difficult part of life 
in the tree was when it rained, 
because he had no other 

choice but to dry his clothes 
with his own body heat and the 
wind. he also endured ty-
phoons and a malaria infec-
tion, as well as encounters with 
u.s. soldiers.

although World War II 
ended some four months later, 
shujun continued hiding in the 
tree until March 1947 — for a 
total of nearly two years — 
without knowing about the 
war’s end.

another Japanese soldier, 
shizuo yamaguchi, of Miyaza-
ki Prefecture, was in a nearby 
tree, and the two encouraged 
each other to keep going. The 
two soldiers’ experiences later 

became the subject of a stage 
drama by playwright hisashi 
Inoue.

after the war, shujun led a 
happy life with his wife and five 
children in Okinawa, farming 
and managing a public bath-
house in a city now called 
uruma.

But on June 30, 1959, a u.s. 
military jet crashed into an el-
ementary school building near 
his home, killing 17 people, in-
cluding 11 schoolchildren. al-
though Mitsuru and two other 
children from the sashida fam-
ily, who were students at the 
school, were unharmed, a girl 
who often visited the bath-

house died, recalled Kazumi, 
63, one of shujun’s daughters.

local children, including 
members of the sashida fam-
ily, were shocked and plagued 
by nightmares. “We couldn’t 
talk about the accident after 
seeing friends totally burned,” 
Mitsuru said.

For Mitsuru, however, that 
changed after he turned 50. he 
believed he must tell younger 
generations about what hap-
pened. his siblings followed 
suit.

although Okinawa returned 
to Japanese rule in May 1972, 
it still hosts some 74 percent of 
the total acreage used for u.s. 
military bases in Japan.

despite local opposition, the 
Japanese government is push-
ing ahead with a plan to relo-
cate u.s. Marine Corps air 
station Futenma within the 
prefecture. “The forced burden 
of hosting military bases on 
Okinawa is unfair,” Mitsuru 
said. “The postwar period has 
probably ended for Japan, but 
not for Okinawa.”

a series of accidents, includ-
ing the 1959 crash, feels like 
experiencing the war again, he 
said.

shujun, who would say “no 
war under any circumstances,” 
used to visit Ie Island to fulfill 
his “duty of consoling the souls 
of comrades fallen there.” after 
he died at age 91 in 2009, his 
oldest son, Tsutomu, 75, as-
sumed the visits on his behalf.

People in Okinawa consider 
that a spirit locally called Kiji-
muna resides in Gajumaru 
trees. The big tree used by shu-
jun as his hideout has been se-
lected as one of the 100 
“noblest trees” in Okinawa. The 
village purchased land around 
it to preserve the 100-year-old 
tree. “We directly listened to 
our father’s experiences and it 
is our duty to pass them down 
to new generations,” Mitsuru 
said. “We shouldn’t let future 
generations experience the 
fears our father went through,” 
Tsutomu added.

Giving thanks to an old banyan tree
Relatives recall 
how ex-soldier 
hid in its branches 
in World War II
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