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Text and the Contextualization:
Socio-Cultural Appreciation of the Lotus Sutra during
the Heian Period (794 — 1185) in Japan

Shinobu Apple-Arai

This article deals with the socio-cultural appreciation of Buddhist texts, especially
the Lotus Sutra, during the Heian period in Japan from the perspective of
“contextualization.” The perspective of “contextualization” consists of two different, yet,
complementary approaches: Japanese cultural contextualization of the Buddhist texts,
and the contextualization of cultural activity into Buddhist/religious discourse.

The former approach, Japanese cultural contextualization of Buddhist texts, includes
recitation, as well as copying practice, of Buddhist texts in Japanese “kun” reading and
the recitation of Buddhist texts as cultural and entertaining activity. The latter approach,
the contextualization of cultural activity into the Buddhist/religious discourse, includes
composing “the Lotus waka poems (waka poems composed based on the Lotus Sutra)”
as religious activity for the deceased, as well as accumulating ones’ own merit, and the
religio-cultural practice called “the letter sutras (shosoku kyo).”

In sum, this paper is an attempt to explain the prevalent notion of “Buddhist
assimilation to Japanese society and culture” in a manner in which both “Buddhist texts”
and “socio-cultural activity” are interactive in a bilateral direction and that they both have
created distinctive religious and cultural phenomena in the historical landscape of Heian

Japan.
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