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Ordination Barriers  

At a recent study session, I shared my concerns about a sense of ‘specialness’ in the 

hierarchy of Shin Buddhism and cited a specific incident where I heard a high-ranking 

Japanese American priest suggest that those that can read and speak Japanese 

were ‘professional’ priests, and all others were ‘amateur’. This ridged application of 

traditional Japanese Shin ordination creates a barrier that western practitioners will 

find hard to overcome. Sure, there are difference in east/west culture, but linguistic 

should not be a reason for exclusion. 

In search of an explanation to this attitude, we should perhaps look at the nature of the 
priesthood in Japan and ask, why would a westerner wish to become a Shin priest 
anyway?  

In Japan, there are two primary religious traditions: the indigenous Shinto and 
Buddhism, and figures show that 10% of the Japanese population are Shin Buddhist. 
Both traditions allow clergy to marry, have families, and to inherit and run temples, and 
they typically serve as ritual and ceremonial experts for local communities. On the 
other hand, clergy in the west more often provide spiritual counselling, or guide 
individuals through personal hardships.  

And then there is a second reason for us westerners to question the necessity of 

ordination in a Japanese tradition. Shin Buddhism (Jōdo Shinshū) is historically and 

fundamentally a lay practice, and after all is said and done, even Shinran Shonin, the 

founder of the tradition declared himself to be hisō hizoku—meaning "neither monk 

or layman"—and insisted that Shin be a religion for ordinary, working people with 

families and day to day worldly responsibilities. 

Does that previous statement not describe the average westerner? Are we not 

already 100% Shin? If we ‘believe’ in Amida, the answer is categorically YES. 

I end with another tale: On my last visit to Japan, I went to one of the many shops 

that surround the Nishi Hongwanji Shin Buddhist temple in Kyoto, Japan to buy 

some ‘special’ (i.e. very expensive!) cloth to decolorate my butsudan back home. 

The storekeeper seemed puzzled and was reluctant to carry out the sale, and I tried 

to smooth the way by telling her that I was a Nishi Hongwanji Shin Buddhist priest.  

She responded with the short, sharp question: WHY? I could not come up with an 

answer back then, and I still can’t now! 


