Exploring Shinwa:  Amaterasu Oomikami

All cultures have embraced some sort of mythology, dating back to the Greeks and Romans and continuing today.  Whether it be the pantheon of Zeus and Hera or the Judeo-Christian God and angels, mythology helps form a basis for social mores, art, and literature.  After residing in Japan for an extended period, one might perhaps be curious about the legends of this country.  Despite being a largely secular society today, Japan's link to spirituality is difficult to miss.  Whether one passes monks while walking the grounds of Nanzenji in Kyoto or passes under the Kaminarimon in Tokyo's Asakusa, traces of the gods abound.  This article seeks to explicate one particularly important deity who occupies a preeminent place in the history of the Japanese islands.

Amaterasu Oomikami, the sun goddess, is considered the most important deity in the Japanese pantheon.  She is the lord of the heavenly plane (takamagahara), and the first emperor, Jimmu, is purportedly a direct descendant of her.  Several stories regarding both her birth and her gender exist.  The Nihon Shoki and the Kojiki, two early histories, give somewhat differing accounts.  The prevailing belief is that she was female (thus a goddess), but some accounts claim that she was in fact male.  In addition, while one account claims that she was born when the god Izanagi no Mikoto rubbed his eye, another account claims that she was formed by a mirror in his left hand.  Another account claims that Izanagi no Mikoto and Izanami no Mikoto (his wife) created Amaterasu Oomikami together to rule over the heavens after they had created the Japanese islands.  Tsukiyomi no Mikoto, the moon god, was her brother who was created next.  The goddess actually is the sun providing light and warmth in six directions (North, South, East, West, above, and below).  Over 18000 temples throughout Japan are dedicated to Amaterasu Oomikami.  The most famous one may be the temple at Ise. The earliest writings of Amaterasu Oomikami are in the Kojiki of 712 C.E..

The mythology of Japan is known as shinwa, and most of these deities are recognized formally by Shinto, Japan's native religion.  One of the interesting aspects of living in Japan is to learn a bit about the religion and history which are in your midst wherever you go.  Even in the burgeoning metropolises of Tokyo and Osaka, no neighborhood is without its temple or shrine.  The legends and dogma presented in Shinto, and even to some extent Buddhism, offer the Westerner fresh insights into the indigenous culture of Japan.  As illustrated in the story above, the tales of Shinwa also provide some historical teachings as well.  A spontaneous visit to a shrine, whether it be a jinjya (Shinto) or an otera (Buddhist), can be an educational experience that enriches your daily life in Japan.
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