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DianeE. RIGGS

Fukudenkai
Sewingthe Buddha'sRobe in
ContemporaryJapaneseBuddhistPractice

This paper discusses twentieth-century Buddhist robe study and sewing
groupscalledfukudenkaithat wereestablishedafterWorldWarii by the Soto
Zen priest and scholarSawakiKodo (1898-1965)and his disciples.The term
fukudenkairefersto a metaphorof spiritualefficacy(a field of merit) that the
robe embodies,and manyparticipantsbelievethat the act of sewingthe robe
in a context of meditationand formalZen practiceproducesmerit. Sawaki's
promotionof faithin the Buddhistrobe as equivalentto faithin the Buddhist
who is revered as the
teaching is based on two essays by Dogen (1200oo-1253),

founderof the JapaneseSoto Zen lineage.In additionto Soto commentaries
on Dogen'sessays,Sawakialsomadeuse of the textsandpracticalrobesewing
techniques developed by the pioneering Shingon scholar, Jiun Onko
(1718-1804). The form and materials of fukudenkai robes are quite different

from the modern forms establishedby the Soto administrativeoffice,whose
regulationsguide commercialrobe makers.Fukudenkaigroupsthus provide
an alternativeto the centrallycontrolledcommercialcultureof robe making
in contemporaryJapan.

KEYWORDS:Buddhistrobe -fukudenkai -

- nyohoe

kesa- SawakiKod6 - JiunOnk6 - vinaya

Diane E. Riggsis a PhD candidateat the Universityof California,LosAngeles.
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THIS PAPERis primarilyconcernedwithmy fieldworkduring2003 and2004 at
Buddhist robe sewing groups called fukudenkai tfH1; of the Soto Zen 17W
school of Japanese Buddhism but also includes a discussion of the historical
background of these groups. The term fukudenkai (assembly of the field of
merit) is taken from one of the names of the Buddhist robe, as the original
design was said to be based on the pattern of rice fields.' In this paper I use the
term fukudenkaito refer to robe-sewing groups affiliatedwith Soto Zen teachers who see themselves as carrying on the teachings of Sawaki Kod6o1
I
6f 1
(1890-1965).These groups are a small
(188o-1965)and Hashimoto Eko
but growing movement among lay people and priests to reconnect to aspectsof
traditional Buddhist practices such as sewing one's own robe and practicing
meditation.
The set of three robes described in vinaya (monastic regulation) literature
refersto rectangular,pieced cloths designed to wrap around the body in much
the same way as the sarithat is currentlyworn in India, and is referredto as kesa
in Japanese.When Buddhism spreadto colder climates such as China and
Mgik
Japan,accommodations for culturaland climactic differenceswere made in the
Indian clerical dress. Chinese monks wore Chinese style robes underneath the
rectangular Indian-style garments, which were subsequently introduced to
Japanas Buddhist clothing. The layered syncretism of these religious garments
(Indian, Chinese, and Japanese)encourages the view held by many in contemporary Japan that the Buddhist robe is a symbolic remnant from the ancient
India of 5akyamuni Buddha's time, a kind of Buddhist decorative cloth.2 As a
step toward developing English terminology for these garments in this paper I
refer to the rectangulargarment as "Buddha'srobe" or simply "the robe," as a
translationfor the Japaneseword, kesa.Although sewingthe Buddhistrobe is an
ancient practice described in early vinaya and sutta (scriptural) sources, these
sewing groups are creatingnew traditions that address contemporaryJapanese
religious and social concerns. The fukudenkai allow mixed groups of lay and
ordained as well as male and female believers to participatein sewing Buddhist
robes together, a practice that almost certainly was unheard of in premodern
*The researchfor this articlewas made possible by a grantfrom the ArataniFieldworkFellowship
(2003-2004) and by the RyfikokuUniversityNumata Fellowship(2003).
1. The vinayasource is Shi songlii (Jpn:Jiijuritsu+AM TenRecitationsVinaya)T. #1435.22, 194c.
See also KYOMA
2000, pp. 9-13.
2. For a discussion of the Japanesekesaas a symbolic garment see FAURE
1995;for art historical
treatmentsof the kesasee TILLand SWART
1997,and KENNEDY
1993.
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times. Fukudenkaialso challengethe dependentrelationshipbetweencommercial
robe manufacturers and contemporary Buddhist institutions. Contemporary
JapaneseSoto Zen clergyroutinelyorderrobes from cataloguesof robe manufacturersat pricesrangingfrom approximately$850to $3200for a seven-panelrobe,
and nine-panel robes used for ceremonialoccasions can cost as much as $22,000
for an embroideredrobe (MATSUMOTOYA 2003, pp. 1-65). The clergy order by
phone and have little if any direct contact with the robe maker, nor can they
alterthe design of the robe or ask for alternatefabricsas the Soto Zen organization (Soto Shamucho W-,~M f) has establishedstrict guidelines for the robe
makers. Fukudenkaipresent an alternative to the commercial relationship to
robes that the Soto organizationrecommends.
The first half of this paper briefly outlines the history, key figures, and texts
that providedthe scholarlygroundingfor two twentieth-centuryteachers:Sawaki
Kodo and Hashimoto Eko. Theirinterpretationof DOgen'silkn (1200-1253)view
of the robe and subsequent Tokugawa-period Soto research on the robe was
implementedand expandedby their disciplesand has become the foundationfor
the practice of hand sewing the Buddhist robe as an integral part of Buddhist
practice.The second half of the paperpresentsthe methodologyand dataof fieldwork conducted at thesefukudenkaigroups over the last year. The data includes
participant-observerfieldworkatfukudenkaias well as interviewswith Soto and
teachersand a visit to a commercialrobe manufacturingbusiShingonsha~
ness in Kyoto.
The BuddhistRobein SotoZen and Backgroundof theFukudenkaiEthos
A centraltenet of contemporarySato Zen fukudenkaigroups is a teaching from
the fascicles Den'e z;-A (Transmission of the Robe) and Kesa kudoku
;ME
of
in
the
(Merit
Robe) Dogen's ShabogenzoEMRA (EyeStorehouseof the True
Law) that the Buddhist robe is one and the same as the Buddha'steaching, eho
ichinyo~-0.3 This teachingwas reinforcedin the late Tokugawaperiod by a
of
group clergywho were convinced that Dogen's understandingof the Buddhist
robe was an essentialelement of his teaching.They supplementedtheir study of
the Shoabgenzowith research into monastic regulations.4Since many of them
lived in the city of Nagoya, this area became a magnet for others interested in
studying Dogen's teaching about the Buddhist robe. Much of contemporary
3. The full four-characterphrase, eho ichinyo,does not appearin Dogen's writings; Dogen uses
ehM,to indicate transmissionof the teaching and the robe (DZZ1: 623). I have included it here, however, because this four-characterphrase often appearsas a teaching in fukudenkai.See also "eho"in
KOMAZAWA DAIGAKUNAI ZENGAKU DAIJITEN HENSANJO 1985, lo4a.

4. The main teachersin this group were Zuik6 Chingyti@
(1743-1822)of BanshojiA* 4,
and Kosen Mujaku$REI
(1775-1838)of Daikoin )%Rt, both of whom encouragedMokushitsu
1984,
Ryoyo and Sok6 Raizento provide a guide to Dogen's teachings on the robe. See KAWAGUCHI
pp. 5-12.
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scholarship on the Buddhist robe continues to come out of universities in the
where Kawaguchi
Nagoya area,especiallyAichi GakuinUniversityQ,
Kofa ) IIFA (1948-) publishesand teaches.5
Most of the first works written on Buddhist robes during the Tokugawa
period by Soto monks were written in Chinese (kanbun), so the study of Buddhist robes remained the province of specialistsand was not commonly known
or understood.6 The 1768 Shakushihoe kun RP
[Regulation of Sakyamuni's robe of the teaching]by Menzan Zuiho
Jffi[L(1683-1769)was the first
work to be written in Japanese (KAWAGUCHI
1984, p. 6). This work was frequently reprinted and became an important introduction to the study of the
Buddhist robe that raised awarenessof the issue for Soto monks. Menzan was
criticized,however,by the Nagoya Shobogenzoscholarsfor having compromised
his understandingof the Buddhist robe to accomodate contemporarystyles.
These early Shobogenzo scholars were concerned about understanding
Dogen's fascicles about the robe in the context of vinaya studies, a project that
could resultin the broadeningof Soto Zen claims to authenticityin regardto the
robe. Dogen's two fascicles on the Buddhist robe are the only two substantial
essaysentirelydevoted to religiousaspectsof the Buddhistrobe before the Tokugawa period. By choosing to emphasize the importance of the robe in Dogen's
thought, the Shobogenzoscholars had hit upon an aspect of Buddhist thought
that had not been addressedas vigorouslyby the foundersof other sects.
Two texts central to the development offukudenkai groups in the twentieth
century came out of this Nagoya group:the HobukukakushoWhftIE [The correct standardfor Buddhist clothing] written in Japaneseby Mokushitsu RyOyO
[Deep meaning of
MyEyy (1775-1823) in 1821;and the Fukudentaisui il:f
the field of merit (robe)] writtenin Chineseby Soko RaizenAYb*14 (1795-?)in
1825(KAWAGUCHI
1984,p. 7). Both authors sought to explicateKesakudokuand
Den'e, using citations from scriptures, vinaya, and treatises, as well as Chinese
texts and commentaries. For the succeeding seventy years, however,
Mokushitsu'swork was kept in privatehands,passeddown to close discipleswho
made handwrittencopies of the text. Only Soko'swork, Fukudentaisui,was publically availablefrom 1825to 1896.7Kawaguchihas recovered some premodern
KAWAGUCHI
5.Thefollowingdiscussionsummarizes
1984,PP.5-12.
6. TheseearlyworksincludeBussokesako tWV J4 [Consideration
of therobeof theBuddhas
andancestors],1703,by TokugonYoson y (?-1703);Den'ezobishdoko6.{A
[Chapter
*
and
on thetransmission
of theelephantnoserobe],1759,byGyakumizu
Toryfi iMkM
I~ (1684-1766);
and
brief
of
the
true
Hobukushogizukairyakushaku
[Illustration
explanation
yIEM
Ey
meaningof the Buddhistrobe],1766,by Sodo iV (fl. 1766).Fora discussionandcompletelist of
1976,
periodresearchon Buddhistclothingin differentBuddhistgroupsseeKAWAGUCHI
Tokugawa
pp.348-74.
7. Kawaguchi
suggeststhatSoka'suseof kanbunindicatesthathe wasmoreinfluencedby Jiun
HobukuzugiMRRUf,thanbyMokushitsu's
work.
OnkO's
1751
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privatestudy books on the Fukudentaisui,which suggeststhat although the text
was readilyavailableand lectured on during this period people could not easily
understandthe text without annotation.
The Fukuden taisui is a short, dense work, studded with citations.8 Soko
explainsthat when he was ordainedas a child, he noticed the differencebetween
the robe he had receivedin ordination,and the robes depicted in ancient statues.
His searchfor the answerto these questions led him to Nagoya where he joined
the group of monks engaged in studying the Shobogenzo.It was among these
monks that Soko first learned that Dogen's teaching was intimately connected
with the Buddhist robe. The Fukudentaisui is a product of his studies with his
fellow students, including Mokushitsu Ryoy6, but it also relies heavily on the
researchon the Buddhist robe conducted by most other sects during the Tokugawa period.9The Fukudentaisui discusses names for the robe, its origin as the
Buddha's teaching, the materials to be used in making the robe, the colors for
dying, and detailsof constructionsuch as the dimensions, the number of panels,
the ties, and how the robe is to be sewn. It also includes instructionsfor putting
on the robe and preservingit as well as illustrations.
The Fukudentaisui continued to influence later generations of people interestedin the Buddhistrobe. SawakiKodo learnedabout the work from his teacher,
Oka Sotanf,,
(1860-1921) who often used Soko'sFukudentaisuiwhen he lectured on the Kesakudoku.In 1922Morie Shoten publishedthe Fukudentaisuiin a
single volume with Kesa kudokufrom an original text included in Oka S6tan's
personallibrary.Both Sawakiand Hashimoto used the Fukudentaisuiwhen lecturing on the Kesakudoku;and Sawakihad the text republishedin 1939.
Mokushitsu'swork,the HIbukukakusha,also drewtogetherearlierTokugawa
period research on the robe. In addition to the categories in Soka's text,
Mokushitsuused a wider definitionof Buddhistclothing (hoeiM) and included
sections on the bowing mat (zagu 4L4A)and the garments such as the jikitotsu
Mr and kimono worn under the rectangularBuddhist robes. Throughout the
HobukukakushaMokushitsuemphasizesthe identity of the robe with the teach(?-1865),
ings of Buddhism. He and his collaborator, Gettan Zenryfi A
(MJ4
consulted with vinaya scholarsin the Nagoya region, including a Tendai vinaya
scholar,GOchoKankai :yM
(fl. 1822).1o
8. Althoughonly twenty-fivepagesof kanbunin the modern edition, the text containsseventy-five
citations from thirty-fourdifferenttexts. KAWAGUCHI
1984,p. 11.
9. The earliestcall for a reform in Soto Zen attirecame in 1703with the publicationBussokesak6
in which Tokugon decriedthe indiscriminantuse of purple and red robes, but researchon the Buddhist robe in the context of the vinayaregulationshad been a featureof nearlyeverymajorBuddhist
sect during the Tokugawaperiod since the latter half of the seventeenthcentury (KAWAGUCHI
1976,
pp. 348-60).
to. Gocho was a member of the Tendai Anrakuritsumovement which was started in the seventeenth centuryby Myorya (1637-1690),Reikft(1652-1739),and Genmon (1666-1752),and lasted until
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Nishiari Bokuzan N~~PiOi (1812-1910)published an edited and corrected
copy of the Hobukukakushein 1896,making this more readablework available
to a wider audience." The two works became important sources for the fukudenkai movement begun by Hashimoto and Sawaki. Hashimoto published a
series of articles on the Hobuku kakusho in the journal Dogen from 1938 to
1940.12Sakai Tokugen j6;i#1e (1912-1996), Sawaki's disciple, published
Sawaki's articles on the Hobuku kakusho as a series in the journal Daihorin
from 1976to 1979,based on Sawaki'slectures on the text during the last
)gaojhiuj
year of his life at Antaiji in Kyoto.'3
Both of these texts sought to inform and correct lapses in the understanding
of the Buddhist robe by referringto Dogen's Kesa kudokuand Den'e fascicles.
These fasciclespromote faith in the religioussignificanceof the robe ratherthan
strictly defining its form. Dogen often uses the device of delivering precise
instructions followed by a proviso that the true robe is without set boundaries
and is not limited to a particularform. For example, in the section on rag robes
(funzoe A ), Dogen lists the kinds of fabric that the vinaya traditionally
defined as appropriatefor making rag robes, but he ends by sayingthat any kind
of cloth, even new cloth is suitable (DZZ1:629). In another section he claims that
since the robe is not limited or definedby its size, there is no contradictionin the
teaching that S~kyamuniBuddhapassed on his own robe to be held in trust for
the future Buddha,Maitreya,whose physicalsize was believedto be much bigger
than akyamuni (DZZ1: 636-637). So although Dogen gives some practical
instructions about the robe in these two fascicles, he does not explicitly define
the manner of construction nor the dimensions of the garment.It is quite likely
that he expected his followers to rely on the instructions in the Chinese translation of the Dharmaguptavinaya,the Ssufen lii yi (Jpn:Shibunritsu)and the
commentaries on this vinaya by the seventh-century Chinese vinaya master,
Daoxuan iM~ (Jpn: DOsen, 596-667) that had been transmitted to Japan by
Chien-chen ,A (Jpn:Ganjin,688-763) in the eighth century.Dogen focused on
issues concerningthe monastic regulationsonly on those points in which he disagreedwith Daoxuan'sinterpretation,such as the time limit for makingrobes, or
whethersilk is appropriatefabricfor robes (KAwAGUCHI
1976,pp. 337;340-43).
For Mokushitsu and Soko, however, the form of the robe was an important
the Meiji Restoration.This faction promoted the use of the forty-eightpreceptsin the Fan-wangjing
%M, (Jpn:Bonmokyo;Brahma-netSutra) in conjunction with the two hundred and fiftyprecepts
used in Chinese Buddhist ordinations and in Japaneseordinations before Saicho's
(766-822)
establishmentof TendaiBuddhism.See NAKAMURA
2002, 25b.
11.For informationregardingNishiariBokuzan'sparticipationin effortsto revivethe preceptsin
2001.
Sota Zen and his resistanceto clericalmarriage,see JAFFE
12.The journal Dogenwas published from 1934-1936by Hyakug6sha_f+V and from 1936-1944
.
-t
by Meicho FukyaLkai
13.The journalDaihOringkojy has been continuouslypublishedsince 1934by Daihorinkaku.

RC
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religiousquestion that had to be researchedcarefullyin the face of various external pressures. The bakufu government insisted that Buddhist organizations
standardizeclericaldress. At the same time the bakufu had establisheda congewhich included elaboratefuneral cereM$IM)I~t),
grationalsystem (dankaseido
monies and demanded that the robes worn by the priests on these occasions be
properlyformal and of expensive and bright designs, following to some degree,
the newly imported style of Chinese Obaku Zen robes, which were quite gaudy
(KAwAGUCHI 1984, p. 145). Mokushitsu and Soko's approachin using monastic
regulationsand other sources to supplement the Shobagenzo,therefore,was not
simply to return to Dogen's idea of the robe, but to establisha form of the robe
that was as close as possible to the teaching of the Buddha. By joining the Kesa
kudokuand Den'e fascicleswith instructionsabout the robe from the vinayathey
could maintain fidelitywith Dogen's teachingabout the robe as an expressionof
the Buddha's wisdom, while at the same time establishing guidelines for the
physical robe. This notion that by restoring the physical form of the Buddhist
robe one would in turn restore the authenticity of the Buddha's teaching and
that this authentic robe could provide a focal point for transcending sectarian
differences was the prime motivation for the third major author who shaped
Sawaki'svision of the Buddhistrobe:Jiun Onko Th$ %(1718-1804).
One of the characteristicsof Sawaki'steaching about the robe is his intense
personal commitment to his search for the authentic Buddhist robe. As the following biographical section discusses, Sawaki had developed early in life a
physical impression of what such a robe would look like. His efforts to match
reality with this ideal mental picture of the robe led him to study Jiun Onko's
texts about the robe, unlike his contemporaries whose main interest was in
understandingSoto Zen texts about the robe.
/'v school that emphasized
Although a cleric of the Shingon Rissht ,monastic regulations, Jiun Onko's interests were not limited to that sect.14At
the age of nineteen Jiun left his post as abbot of Horakuji to study meditation
for two yearswith Hosen DaibaiGKOJY (1682-1757),a Soto Zen teacher.Even
after returning to his duties, Jiun continued throughout his life to have a high
regardfor the Soto style of meditation and often recommended it to his lay disciples. In 1749Jiun decided that it was essential to revive the true teaching and
practice of the Buddhistway, a movement which he called the Shoboritsu(True
Teaching Regulation). In writing KonponSosei& 1~ClI [Basicregulations for
monks], Jiun placed monastic regulations as the highest authority,followed by
scriptures and commentaries; and finally the instructions of past teachers and
14. The Shingon Risshe branchwas founded by EizonV (1201-1290)who promoted the revival
of the two hundredand fiftypreceptsordinationtransmittedby Ganjin.Eizon also led many precepts
assembliesfor lay people at Saidaiji~W ·. Although the Shingon Risshubranch had languished, it
was revivedin the sixteenth century,and Jiun was an important factor in its continued vitality. The
following discussionof Jiun'sbiographyrelieson WATT1982.
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the advice of the community of monks (Jsz vI, 70-75; WATT1982, p. 87). He
declared that there is no sectarian obstacle to following this movement. Jiun's
stance towards the preceptswas that one should follow the outward practice of
the vinaya with the inner attitude of a Bodhisattva.
In 1750Jiun began a series of lectures on the Buddhistrobe at KeirinjitI#@
that were later assembled into his commentary, Butsumon ebuku shogihen
hyoshakuMPAyIEHM
If~~[Critique of "Correct explanation of Buddhist
to
show
how
Buddhist
apparel"]
garmentsin Chinaand Japanviolatedmonastic
regulations (jsz II, 1-3o6).15Over the next eight years Jiun produced his three
major works on the Buddhist robe, beginning with the 1751text, Hobuku zugi
i~MByAN[Explanations with illustrations of monastic attire], a revision of
HOtan'swork and the most technical of the three major texts (abridged jsz I,
1-83; unabridged, 87-324). In 1756 Jiun wrote Shotoku Taishi kesa kenshoki
MA,
y-t~!W~
[A record of the investigation of Shotoku Taishi's robe],
which concernshis study of robes preservedat Shitennoji,Osaka(jsz I, 329-339).
Becausethe Shitennojiwas believedto be founded by Shotoku Taishiin 593,Jiun
believed that these robes were the original robes of Prince Shotoku. Jiun made
two physical copies of the robes, giving one robe to Shitennojiand keeping one
for himself. A lesserknown work is Jiun'sHobukukasangi MWREM [Versesin
praise of the Buddhist robe], which first introduced Sawaki Kodo to the
significanceof researchon the Buddhistrobe (Jsz I, 341-354).
Other works by Jiun contributed to a broader understanding of how attitudes toward the Buddhist robe were formed by the transmission of Daoxuan's
interpretation of the vinaya to Japan.In 1758Jiun wrote Konponsetsu issai ubu
ese ryakuyotl--!W4
MW
~iy [Brief explanation of the form of the robe
in the Malasarvastivadavinaya] a commentary on the Malasarvastivadavinaya
in regardto monastic clothing (jsz III, 307-339).16Finally, his Nankai kikiden
geransho~I
'J(~i'f y) [Explanationof the record of travelto the Southern Seas] is a commentary on Yi-jing's (Jpn: Gijo -j4f, 635-713)record of his
travelsthat contains some referencesto the Buddhist robe (Jsz Iv, 39-555).Yijing, a contemporary of Daoxuan, was critical of Chinese attitudes toward the
robe, and was particularlycritical of some of Daoxuan's interpretations of the
monastic regulations about the robe. Yi-jing thus provides an alternativeview
that was important to Dogen as well as Jiun. For example, in Kesa kudoku,
Dogen argues that silk, because of its easy accessiblity,is an appropriatefabric
for robes, directly contradicting Daoxuan's prohibition against using silk
15. Jiun was inspired to write about the robe after reading Butsumon ebukushogihen PIOA
IETAX [Correct explanation of Buddhist apparel], written by the Kegon priest, HOtan Am(1654-1738). See WATT 1982, pp. 91-92.

16.Jiun,likea numberof his contemporaries,
studiedtheMalasarvastivada
vinayaas analternative to the Dharmaguptakavinaya (Chn. Ssufen lii). Shayne CLARKE
surveys this literature in his
"MiscellaneousMusings on Mfilasarvastivada
VinayaRevivalin TokugawaJapan."
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because it involves the death of living creatures.Dogen's position is so similar

to Yi-jingon thispoint,thatit is likelythathe reliedon Yi-ching'srecord.
These studies on the significance and the form of the Buddhist robe have

becomethe maintextualauthorityfor the developmentof twentiethcentury
lay-based practice of fukudenkai. Jiun, Mokushitsu, and Soke were primarily
concerned, however, with ensuring that Buddhist robes for ordained clergy
conveyed the authenticity of the early Buddhist tradition. They did not conceive of Buddhistrobes as having possibilitiesfor lay practice.This shift in focus
toward serious lay practice combined with robe sewing is the work of Sawaki
Kodo and Hashimoto Eko, whose lecture tours and serialized publications
interpretedand publicized these works among dedicatedSotwlay people as well
as among the clergy. The following section discusses the biographicaldetails of
SawakiKodo's life that were significantin developing faith in the Buddhist robe
and the practice of sewing robes by hand. I have chosen to concentrate on
Sawaki Kod6 because three out of the four fukudenkai groups where I have
done fieldworkwere founded by either his direct disciples or by the next generation from those direct disciples.
SAWAKI KODO AND THE DEVELOPMENT

OF FUKUDENKAI

GROUPS

SawakiKodo was born in Mie prefecture to a family of rickshawartisans.'7At
the age of seventeen, Sawakidetermined to become a monk and applied to the
head temple of the Soto sect, Eiheiji. After a year at Eiheiji he received clerical
ordination from Sawada Koho RUHR
RN in Kyushu. Although Sawaki was to
receive transmission of the teaching from Sawadasix years later, he only stayed
a few months after his ordination, leaving to study at Ryounji i~'4 in Hyogo
(1845-1923).Fueoka,who had
prefecture,where he met FueokaRyoun ~]~1
been Nishiari Bokuzan'sclose disciple for twenty years,left a strong impression
on Sawaki,who saw this quiet monk as the personificationof Dogen's teaching.
Still an impressionable young man of twenty, Sawaki also deeply admired the
Buddhist robe that Fueka wore. This robe became a model for Sawaki and his
feelings of reverencefor this robe are a key factor in the incident that motivated
him to seriouslybegin his study of the Buddhist robe.
Afterthis formativeexperience,however,Sawaki'scareeras a Buddhistmonk
was interrupted by six years in the army where he served during the Japanese
Russianwar. In 19o6at the age of twenty-sevenhe resumedhis Buddhist studies,
17. Biographical details are drawn from various sources, including the Zengaku daijiten
DAIGAKUNAIZENGAKUDAIJITENHENSANJO1985), 387a; TANAKA1990; SAKAI1984; and
(KOMAZAWA

SAWAKI
1938and 1956,on which much of Tanakaand Sakai'sbiographiesrely. These biographiesare
widely available:Tanaka'sbiography was in its third printing by 1995;Sakai'sbiography has been
published as part of Kodanshabunkobunseries; and Sawaki'ssemi-autobiographicalZendan Wk,
originallya seriesof essayspublishedin the magazineDaihOrin,is in its sixth printing.
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receiving transmission from Sawada,and attending lectures at Horytiji hksy
and Eiheji7-11f4 for the next four years.In 1908Sawakivisited Jiun'sShoboritsu
temple, Kokiji ~Aii, in Mt. Katsuragi M~h , Osakaprefecture,where for the
first time he saw Jiun'srobes. Not long after this Sawakihad an encounter with
two nuns from Katsuragiwho were in the fourth generationin the line of Jiun.
Sawakioften uses the story of this meeting as an illustrationof mysterious connections (en Yft)through which he came to value the study of the Buddhistrobe.
In his autobiographySawakientitles this incident, "Thetwo beautifulnuns and
robe research"(SAWAKI1956, pp. 120-29).
This event occurred when Sawakiwas attending a wake for a friend's father
who had been a Shingon priestat Kichidenji'MRF@.
At the wake he saw two nuns
wearingBuddhist robes. The robes of these Shingon nuns so resembledthose of
his old teacherthat Sawakifelt a great shock of recognition. In spite of the gravity of the situation, he could not help asking the two nuns about their robes.
When the nuns explainedthat they were the fourth generationof Jiun'sline and
that they had made these robes themselves,Sawakiresolvedto learn all he could
from them. The nuns were interestedin Dogen's teachingsand invited Sawakito
lecture at their retreat temple. Sawaki lectured on the Gakudo yojinsha
PBflLA[Summaryof essential attitudes in studying the Way] fascicle of the
Shobogenzoand the ZuimonkiFMUE,a record of Dogen's talks about Zen practice traditionallyattributedto Koun Ejo A~~R (1198-1280), Dogen's close disciple. It was the firsttime that Sawakihad delivereda lectureserieseven to such a
small group. Aftersome time, one of the nuns brought a copy of Jiun'scollection
of songs of praise about the Buddhist robe, the Hobukukasangi, and askedhim
to lecture on this text. Thinkingthat he could simply readthe text and lecture on
it, Sawakibrought it home and tried to readit. But the text was nearlyincomprehensible to him, so Sawakibegan to searchthrough Jiun'sworks for guidance.It
was at this point that Sawakidiscovered the extent of his ignorance about the
robe and began his studies in earnest.He realizedthat these nuns, althoughthey
had not studied the texts, understood the Buddhist robe very well and he
absorbedas much of their practicalknowledgeas he could.
Shortlyafterthis, in 1913,Sawakimet Oka Sotan Fr_5, (1860-1921)and joined
the Shobogenzostudygroupin 1915that Okawas leadingat Eiheiji.Sawakifollowed
Oka until his death in 1921.During these years Sawakigraduallytook on more
responsibilitiesas a teacher,includingleadinga meditationgroup for high school
students.Sawakicontinuedhis studiesof the Buddhistrobe with such enthusiasm
that the high school studentshe taughtin Kumamotoand Kyotobeganto referto
him as the "JapaneseCarlyle."'8Becausehe moved around so frequently,leading
was widelyreadby Japanesestudentsduringthe Taishoera,and this
18.ThomasCarlyle(1795-1881)
appellationwas in referenceto Carlyle'ssemi-satiricalphilosophic essayon clothing, SartorResartus,
translatedinto Japanesein 1922as Ishono tetsugaku 0a'1fV4
. Some scholarsof dressrecognizeCar2001.
lyle as havinglaid the theoreticalfoundationfor contemporarytheoriesof dress.See KEENAN
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meditationgroupswhereverhe travelled,Sawakialso came to be calledthe Itinerant Temple (id0 sdrin410Ytt). In 1935Sawakibecame a teacher at Komazawa
University%9U00# in Tokyo about the same time that he was appointed to the
high rankingposition of Godo _9 at SojijifiM, one of the two head temples
of the Soto sect.
Throughoutthe 1930sSawakilecturedon the Shobogenzo.But it washis lectures
at the Nagoya convent on the Shoabgenzoand the Hobukukakushothat inspired
the women thereto begin sewingtheirown ordinationrobes.The activityseemsto
have attractedsome resistance,however,from the Sowtheadquarters.19
Duringthe
a
between
and
the
Eiheiji
Meijiperiod dispute
Sojijiimpelled Soto organizationto
attire.
This
effort
continued for some years;directives
to
standardize
try
priest's
were issued frequentlyduring the late-nineteenth and early-twentiethcenturies
and graduallytaperedoff duringthe mid-twentiethcentury.20
Sawaki'sstudy of the Buddhistrobe came during a period of intense realignment of competing factions about the Buddhist robe in SowtZen. It is not surprising, therefore, that his promotion of hand sewing Buddhist robes and his
claim that these were closer to the Buddha's original intention than commercially-maderobes would have been met with some suspicion by Sot6 headquarters. SawakiKod6 was outspoken in his belief that an authentic Buddhist robe
had to be made by hand with a mind of faith, and that it would therefore be
impossible to buy such a robe at a commercialrobe makers.In present day Soto
thesefukudenkaigroups have been allowed to continue, but the Sowtheadquarters insists that priests attending ceremonies at the main temples of Eiheiji and
Sojiji must wear robes bought at commercial robe retail stores that have been
made accordingto officialregulations.
Sawakicame to be well known for a few phrasesabout the importance of the
Buddhistrobe, "Shavethe head, wear the robe, that's all";and "my school is the
robe school."These phrases,repeatedfrequentlyat meditationgroups and public
lecturesalso appearin his writings,usuallyset in an autobiographicalcontext. His
commentarieson fasciclesof the Shobogenzocombine scholarlyexegesiswith personal accounts;many of these collectedworkswere initiallypublic talksthat were
laterpublishedseriallyin Daihorin.SakaiTokugen,Sawaki'sdisciple,editedthese
talks and published them as Sawaki'scollected works. One exception is Zendan
4i, published originallyin 1935as a seriesof articlesin Daihorin,including one
7C-M[Talkson the robe]. These articleswere
chapter,"Okesano hanashi":s
as
an
volume
in 1938,and have since been republisheda
published
independent
19. TANAKA (1990 vol. I, pp. 64-65) relatesbut questionsthe validityof the storythat an officialof
the Sato head organizationwent to the convent in Nagoya and told them that making such robes was
a violation of sect regulations,and that soon afterwardSawakistopped his lecture series at the convent.
20. KAWAGUCHI
(1984, pp. 167-249) lists the contents for proclamations issued in 18i0, 1858,
186o-1861,1886,1888,18961903,1905,1913,1925,1952,and 1982.

This content downloaded from 196.21.233.64 on Mon, 3 Jun 2013 16:07:39 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

322 1 JapaneseJournalof ReligiousStudies 31/2 (2004)
number of times. In 1997a modern edition was published and is now in its sixth
printing. This collection of lectures about Zen practice is quite readable and,
given the number of times it has been republished,appearsto be the most popular of Sawaki'swritings.
Sawaki'sdisciples rather than Sawaki himself are primarily responsible for
extending the practiceof sewing robes to lay believersand expandingthe activity
offukudenkaigroups. Sawaki'sstudents establishedmeditation and robe sewing
groups in the cities of Tokyo, Kyoto, Nagoya, Obama, and in Hokkaido and
Kyushu and many other small locations as well as in Europe and the United
States.The guide for manyfukudenkaigroups is Kesano kenkyoi
7lCJOfpublished by KYOMA
EchtaN,,141, (1934-) in 1967under SawakiKodo's editorial
direction.
In 1964 Kytima established a fukudenkai group in Ichinomiya city near
Nagoya. The group, which meets twice a year,has continued without a breakfor
over thirty years. Kyama lectures once a day during the five-dayretreats,either
from the Kesa kudoku or from the Hobuku kakusho. In addition to Kesa no
kenkyia,books aimed at a more popular audience include Kesa no hanashi
VV l-8L (1989) and Kesa to zazen M7L^K* (2003) by Kyama'sson, Kyaima
Eida NVM.i (1959-) under Kyima's editorial supervision. Kyfima has also
published articleson Jiun and robes. He was brought in as a consultant and his
book Kesa no kenkyawas used by Shingon robe sewing groups who wished to
commemorate Jiun's two-hundred-year memorial by making one thousand
robes.21Kyama's work guides long-standing Soto groups and the more recent
Shingon groups that have become interestedin sewing the Buddhistrobe.
Another important, though less conspicuous figure in the development of
fukudenkaiis KawaseGenko ) IIitiAYA(1908-1988).22 Kawasehad alreadydetermined at the age of twelveto become a nun and receivedordinationat the age of
twenty one. Her first encounter with Sawaki was in 1931when he lectured in
Nagoyafor a week on the Hobukukakushaas partof the one-hundredyearmemorial for Mokushitsu Ryoyo. The lectureswere very popular among Nagoya temples; one account says that five-to-six-hundredclergyfilled the lecture hall each
day. On the last day Sawakiwrote on the blackboard, "Religion is daily life."
Kawasewas so struckby this statementthat she became Sawaki'sdevoted student
and continuedto ponderthis statementfor the restof her life. Kawasebecame the
21. Jiun'slifelong vow was to make one thousand robes based on his researchabout the robe and
distributethem to other monks so that they would understandthe robe made accordingto the Buddhist teaching. The Jiun Sonja Two-Hundred-Year-Memorial-RobeSewing Project (~1y-4_E iMlJ)involved Shingon temples throughout Japan.Participantsgatheredat their
FFAtf~lW~i
local temples to sew Buddhistrobes, producingover one thousand robes in honor of Jiun.In January
2004 I sent out a two page surveyto the nearlyiooo participantsin the projectand am currentlyanalyzing the results.
22. Biographicalinformationon Kawasecomes from MYOGENJI
1990.
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# whereshe publisheda smallnewslettercalled
head nun at Myogenji
Henshaim-, which includedwritingsby Sawakiand his followers.Kawase
begansewingrobes,makinga namefor herselfin robestudiesduringherlifetime. Shetrainedmost of the nunswho latercameto leadfukudenkai,suchas
OkamotoKobunrj] Z
(1925-), who currentlyteachesat Ichinomiya,and
KasaiJoshin ,
h~~,
(c. 1920-1985).
SakaiTokugen 1i#f~ (1912-1996),
who editedSawaki'scollectedworks,
establishedafukudenkaiat Kannon-inin Tokyo,whichis now led by Kuruma
Shogyo.Thisgroupmeetsone Saturdayafternoona monthfor meditation,a
talkby the headpriest,and a two-hoursewingperiod.Oncea yearin Novemberthereis a formalceremonyof receivingtherobes(jue-saho)in whichparticipantsreceivesixteenprecepts(jukai)andthe robestheyhavemadeduringthe
year.
The spreadof robesewingto the Westhasbeenprimarilythroughdisciples
of SawakiKodo.KasaiJoshintaughta numberof disciples,includingMizuno
Yaoko7A*+'f (1921-), who establisheda sewinggroupin Tokyoin 1964.23
Joshinalso taughtrobe sewingat SanFranciscoZen Centerduringthe 1970S
and 198os.Her instructionsfor makingrobeswererecordedunderher direction by studentsat the Zen Center.The abbot,RichardBaker,insistedon the
practiceof makingone'sown robebeforereceivingthe preceptsandthe practice continuesto thisdayat thisZencenter,aswellas in otherNorthAmerican
Zencentersfoundedby its alumni.EuropeanZencentershavealsobeenactive
in makingtheirown robes,due in partto the fact thatReverendDeshimaru,
who is describedby his disciplesas havingreceivedtransmissionfromSawaki
Kodo,encouragedhis studentsto sewtheirown robesat the Zenmeditation
groupshe foundedin France.Kyamahasmadea numberof tripsto Germany
and Franceto teach groupsthere so SawakiKodo'sinstructionsfor making
Buddhistrobes have thereforespreadamong us and EuropeanBuddhist
groups.24
AlthoughtheseWesterngroupsaredoingthe practice,theirawareness of the historyof the originof theserobesandhow theydifferfromguidelines of the Soto headquartersaboutclericaldressis low. Withthis historical
backgroundforthe developmentoffukudenkaiI willnextdescribethe kindsof
robesthataremade.
23. Mizuno Yaoko has published annotated modern languageeditions of most of the ninety-five
fascicleShobogenzo.Her modern edition of the Kesakudoku,(1987)with notes and commentaryis a
popularstudy text amongfukudenkaiparticipants.
24. The website of the Deshimaru'sZen groups contains a biography,photographsand excerpts
from lectures by Sawaki translated into French (www.zen-deshimaru.com/FR/sangha/kodo/
sawaki.htm). This group has established Zen practice centers throughout Europe, South America,
North America,and the Caribbean.Some sites list robe sewing groupsas a featuredactivity.
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A TaxonomyofFukudenkaiRobes
The kinds of robesmade atfukudenkaifallinto five categories:the smallfive-panel
robe worn on a strap around the neck called the rakusuthat is worn by lay people during formal practice such as meditation and lectures and by clergy in
informal situations;the seven-panelrobe worn by newly ordainedclergyand, in
some groups, by the laity;and the nine-or-more panel robes worn by clergywho
have undergone a ceremony called the transmissionof the teaching (shihori )
and can take on more teaching responsibilities;a set of three miniaturizedrobes
that function as a reminderor a preserverof one's religiousdis(shosane _'-H-A)
and
cipline;
finally,the rag robe (funzoe~1-i) made from pieces of discarded
cloth. These five categoriesof robes indicatedifferentlevels of religiousresponsibility and serve as a kind of graded acquisition of knowledge about making
robes. The first three categories of robe correspond to the set of three robes
allowed by the vinaya as necessities for the Buddhist monk. Some fukudenkai
participantsmake the whole set of three robes in preparationfor a ceremony of
I).
lay ordination (zaiketokudotV
The first project that a newcomer to fukudenkaiundertakesis the five-panel
rakusu.Measuringapproximately35 centimeterswide by 24 centimetershigh in
finished dimensions, the rakusu,althoughsmall, is a complex sewing projectthat
requiresconstant guidancefrom the teacher.Often undertakenat the suggestion
of their meditation teacher, the laity make a rakusuto wear during meditation
and when attending Buddhist talks or religious services. After completing a
rakusuthe participantmay go on to make a seven-panelkesaor, in some groups,
to make the miniaturizedset of robes, but in many cases,participationends with
this firstproject.
The practice of making a set of three small robes is based on the monastic
regulationthat a monk should not be separatedfrom his robes for even a night,
except under a strictly defined set of rules. During the Tokugawaperiod some
prominent Soto Zen clergy, such as Manzan Dohaku F~MtlJ (1636-1714)and
Menzan Zuiho, became interested in reviving the practice of carryinga miniature set of three robes on one's person at all times. Based on records that both
Keizan Jokin yi&i23

(1268-1325) and his disciple Daichi Zenji +

aiN~TI

(1290-1336)had kept such a set of miniature robes, Manzan had a set made for
himself in 1714,stating that the purpose in carryingthis set of robes was first to
remind oneself of having received the teaching of the Buddhas, and second, to
preserve the monastic regulation against being separated from one's robes
(KAWAGUCHI 2002, p. 187). Not all fukudenkai groups make this set of small
robes; some teachersencouragethe laity to make a set and carryit with them as
a reminder of their Buddhist practice, or as a kind of talisman;others consider
that making the set of three robes, which includes a nine-panel robe, should be
limited to ordained clergy. The minature set of three robes, each of which
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measure io centimeters in width by 17 centimeters in height, are folded up
together and placed in a small carryingbag.
The sewing design for rakusuand kesa developed by the Sotworganization
during the last century are remarkablydifferent from the robes made in fukudenkai(See FIGURES
la and Ibfor an example offukudenkairakusu;FIGURES2a
and 2b for an example of commercial rakusu).The third kind of robe
is the kesa,which can be from seven
to as many as twenty-five panels.
The seven-panel robe, uttaraso
014,yMI, and nine-or-more panel
robes, sogyari{~ZftI or dai e ) V,
are much larger projects and can
often take a year or more to complete.25 These robes are usually
made from new cloth that has been
cut into pieces and resewn into
identical panels. For robes of seven
to thirteen panels, each panel has
two long pieces and one short piece;
in robes of fifteento nineteen panels
each panel is made of three long
pieces and one short piece; in robes
made of twenty-one-to-twenty-five
panels each panel is made of four
long pieces and one short piece. The
individual panels are constructed in
such a way that the pieces at the top
of the panel overlap each successive
lower piece. These panels are then
sewn togetherso that the two vertical
seams of the middle panel overlap
the panels flanking either side and
each successive panel is overlapped
from the panel closest to the center
toward the outer edge of the robe.
FIGURES la & lb. A fukudenkai style hand-sewn
rakusu.Photos by author.
The overlapping of the horizontal

25.The five-panelrobe, sometimes referredto as the anda e %lgh was a kind of undergarmentin
Indian Buddhism. It was worn around the waist and next to the skin, for informal occasions in the
monastery.Although made of five panels,the rakusudoes not properlycorrespondto the originaluse
of the anda e as it is worn (like other kesa)over the koromoand kimono.
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seams of each panel from top to bottom and on the long vertical seams
from middle to the edges provides
the characteristicwet-rice-paddypattern (denso F8OH).
In this metaphor,
the water of the teaching of the Buddha flows from the upper to the
lower edge and from the centerto the
periphery of the robe, just as the
water flows in the rice paddy. In the
Hobuku kakusho Mokushitsu presents the metaphor as a simile:just as
the waterin the rice paddy nourishes
the growing plants, the shape of the
robe illustratesthe Buddha'steaching
nourishingthe aspirationof the practitioner (KAWAGUCHI1976, p. 140).
The sewing design for rakusuand
kesadevelopedby the Soto organization during the last century are
remarkablydifferent from the robes
made in fukudenkai.The individual
panels of this official garment are
not of a uniform size. Often the middle panel alone or the middle and
the two end panels are the largest
size, with the panels flanking the
center panel being middle-sized and
FIGURES2a & 2b. A black rakusupurchasedfrom
the panels closer to the edge being
a commercial robe store. It shows the style of
sewing determinedby the Soto shamucho. Photos the smallest.The pattern of overlapby author.
ping seams as describedabove in the
metaphor of the rice paddy is also
not consistent. This is especiallyapparentin the five-panel rakusuin which the
center panel and two flankingpanels nearlyobscure the fourth and fifth panels.
The metaphor of flowing water does not apply to the design of these robes. In
addition, the Soto organization requires that the left strap of the rakusu be
outfittedwith a largeplasticor wooden ring. A largering used to fastenthe robe
around the body is a common feature of kesa depicted in statues and portraits
during the Kamakuraperiod, but the use of the ring in the rakusuis not functional, and varied from teacher to teacher throughout the Meiji period
(KAWAGUCHI 2001, pp. 233-38).By insistingthat this ring be affixedto the rakusu
the Soto organization has ensured that the garment can be easily recognizable
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even from a distance as a robe that conforms to the form prescribedby the Soto
organization. Interestingly,the illustrations accompanying the articles on kesa
and rakusuin the Zengakudaijiten, the authoritative encyclopedia published
with the approval of the Soto organization, depict a typicalfukudenkaistyle of
construction without the ring in the rakusuand with evenly sized panels whose
seams are sewn overlappingfrom the top down and from the center outward in
the wet rice paddy pattern (Zengakudaijiten1985,268d and 1259a).
The last of the five types of robes is the rag robe.26It is considered by many
participants to be the highest level of robe sewing achievement and is usually
undertaken only after one has made a number of robes. Contemporaryfukudenkaigroups draw on a rich textual tradition in Buddhism about the religious
significance of such rag robes. Making and wearing the rag robe is associated
with Mahakadyapa,the ascetic and spiritualheir of the Buddha, and appearsin
the early Buddhist sources as an ascetic practice.27The robes themselves were
thought to concentrate the spiritual power of the practitioner.The practice of
making such robes by gathering pieces of cloth that had been discardedby lay
people at gravesites or along the roadside is described in the monastic regulations.28The lists of fabricsuitable for such robes usually refernot to the kind of
material, but rather to what has happened to the cloth, such as having been
gnawed by mice or cattle, or used for menses or wrapping dead bodies.
Although these descriptions suggest that the impurity of the cloth arises from
the uses to which it has been put, in fact the term impure refers rather to
whether or not one is in conformity with monastic regulation.Thus, in a sense,
all fabric is impure until it has been made into a robe according to the regulations. The final purification of any robe takes place when the teacher marksthe
robe with an inkstain, usually on the back of the garment, called the tenjo.This
mark,by "soiling"the cloth, indicatesthat the robe is now Buddha'srobe and is
not a personal possession. Buddha has used it and stained it, so it is now pure.
These layered definitions of purity and impurity in robes reach an even greater
complexity in the rag robe. Contemporaryfukudenkai teachers focus first on
the selection of suitable fabrics, usually fabric obtained by raiding grandmother's stock of old kimono and second on the merit acquiredby undertaking
26. The termfunzdeAfWA is simply a transliterationof the Sanskritterm for ragrobe,pamnukala.
Since the Chinesecharactersused to transliteratethe term, however,translateliterallyas, "excrementwiping cloth robe"it has been misunderstoodto be a robe made of cloth used for cleaningfilth. For a
discussion of the SanskrittermpamZs'ukala
see SILK2004.
27. Wearing the three robes was listed among the thirteen ascetic practices. See "zuda" Pit in
NAKAMURA2002, 592b.For the exchangeof robes betweengakyamuniBuddhaand
Mahakafyapasee
SILK2004.
28. Monastic regulations that define the kinds of cloth are:Shibun ritsu T.22, 85oa;Gobunritsu
l
T 23, 195aand 413b;Konponsetsuissai ubu binayat
T19#, T 22, 143b;Jiajuritsu
T
23, 715c.
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the sewing project. The social structureof the project is also a significantaspect
of making the rag robe and will be describedbelow in the fieldworksection.
Detailed instructions for suitable kinds of cloth, methods of measurement,
cutting, and sewing the cloth for each of these categories except the miniaturized robes is given in Kytma's Kesa no kenkya,but eachfukudenkaihas developed their own practices and distributes informal sets of written instructions.
The foliowing section describes my fieldwork at the Ichinomiya fukudenkai
with supplementary information from other groups I have attended. It is in
these groups where the ideal of the robe as an expression of the Buddha'steaching is brought to life byfukudenkaiparticipants.
FukudenkaiFieldwork
My fieldworkbegan in September2002 when I attended three days of a five-day
fukudenkai in Ichinomiya, Aichi Prefecture. I have since then attended two
more of their five-dayfukudenkai.For this report the Ichinomiya group is the
base, although I have included information from other groups I visited in
Tokyo, Obama, YamanashiCity, and Nagoya, all of which were establishedby
disciples of Sawakior Hashimoto. In all of these situations, I have entered the
fukudenkai as a full participant, following the same schedule and undertaking
the same responsibilities as other participants. Very few foreigners have
attendedfukudenkai,and none for an extended period. These groups have not
yet been studied by Japanese or Western academic researchers. Both being a
foreigner and an academic would naturallydistance me from the other participants, but this potential distancing was mitigated in my case by my training in
Soto Zen practiceforms at San FranciscoZen Center from 1970to 1986.
My training as a Zen priest in the United States was invaluable in gaining
trust from other participantsbecause I was alreadyfamiliarwith the daily routine of a practice retreat. During the 1970s and early 1980s members of San
Francisco Zen Center attempted to reproduce Japaneseforms as faithfully as
possible. In addition, I had studied robe sewing under SakaiJoshin (1914-1984),
who was invited to San FranciscoZen Center in the 1970s.Although she had a
minimal English vocabulary, Joshin was a skilled communicator, and what I
learned from her was very similar to the teaching of Okamoto Kobun, the current sewing teacherat Ichinomiya.29
I was not accepted as completely as a Japaneseparticipant,but this training
helped me to establishan empathetic relationshipwith other participants.I also
developed relationships with other participantswho served in the role of local
informant, and helped to confirm my understandingof conversationsthat had
taken place. These informants continue to be valuable participants in my
29. Okamoto Kobun studied under SawakiKod6 at the same time as Joshinand considersJoshin
to be her "elderDharmasister"(anedeshi iiM-f). Both nuns studied with KawaseGenk6.
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research.As I explainbelow,the rathercomplexrelationshipsof insider/outsiderrolesin thesegroupscanbe usedto good effectin gatheringinformation
the ethosoffukudenkai.
andunderstanding
withparticipants
Formallectures,informalinterviews
andteachers,overheard
andgeneraltalkaroundtheteatablearethesourcesforthisreport.
conversations,
Someconversationswereprivatebut most took placesemi-publiclyas people
sewed.Theylook downas theysew,andwith littleeye contactthe situationis
relaxedandnotconfrontational.
Thereis no prohibition
duragainstconversation
of
the
hours.
Control
the
floor
is
and
loose
conversation
ing sewing
linguistic
any
invitescomment.Usuallyonlyseniorpeopleor the teacherwillactuallyaddress
the speakerovera distance,whileothersmightcommentto theirneighbor.This
fortheteacherto guidepeople,
opennessprovidedmanyinformalopportunities
andofteneveryonein theroombecameinvolvedin theconversation.
The followingsection discussesaspectsof the dailylife of thefukudenkai,
includingthe dailyscheduleand the teachingstructure;the typesof participantsandtheirmotivation;issuesaboutBuddhistbeliefsandpractices,suchas
meritmakingandtakingthe precepts;the educationof taste;andfinally,hand
sewingrobesversuscommercialproduction.Thecategoriescomedirectlyfrom
theseconversationsandwouldbe recognizedby the participants
themselvesas
Becausethe majorityof my fieldworkto datehasbeenat
aspectsoffukudenkai.
one site,this articleis primarilya casestudyof thatgroupwithsupplementary
and comparativedatafromresearchat othersitesthatsharemanybeliefsand
practices.Thesimilarityis duein partto the factthatalmostallthe groupsgrew
out of the teachings,bothoralandwritten,of SawakiKodo.
Twoof the teachersareSawaki'sdirectdisciples;othersaresecond-or thirdgenerationdisciples.These similaritiesare not, however,entirelydue to the
influenceof one teacher.AlthoughSawakiKodo'steachingsarea vitalpartof the
sourcematerials,
themembersarealsoawarethatthereis a longhistoryof making
Buddhistcommenone'sownrobesbyhandandthattherehasbeenconsiderable
seethemselvesasthelivingrepretaryon monks'attire.Fukudenkai
participants
sentativesof thislargertraditionthathasbothperformative
andscholarly
aspects.
I
in
have
not
heard
it
discussed
these
is
it
that
Although
groups, quitelikely many
of thesecategorieswouldappearwheneverpeoplegatherto sew religiousgarmentsandobjectsby hand,believingthatthesehandsewnobjectswillbecome
imbuedwiththe sacred.30
A:STRUCTURE
OFTHEFUKUDENKAI
TheIchinomiyafukudenkai
is heldtwicea yearin MayandSeptember.Participants follow a schedule similar to a Zen meditation retreat (sesshin],7), with
30. The roleof cloth and garmentsin religiouslife hasbeen the subjectof a numberof recentpublications. SeeespeciallyWEINER
and SCHNEIDER
1989,ARTHUR
1999and2000.
1999and2000, and KEENAN
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sewing replacingthe hours of meditation. The daily schedule of the fukudenkai
is posted prominently over the dining room entranceas follows:
4:45Wake-upbell
5:00Zazen
5:50Morningservice:chantingscripturesand the templeteachinglineage
6:oo Formaltea, followedby breakfast
7:ooCleaningthe temple
8:ooInformaltea
8:30Sewing
9:oo Lecture
10:30Sewing
12:ooLunch
13:ooSewing
14:30Tea
15:00Sewing,bathtime
18:ooEveningmeal
21:ooSleep
Every participant who stays overnight at the temple is required to attend
morning meditation. It is a small temple with a Buddha Hall, dining room,
kitchen, two bedrooms on the main floor, and two rooms on the second floor
that can be opened into one large room. During the fukudenkai the rooms in
the main part of the temple have multiple uses. The men sleep in the Buddha
Hall, hanging their clothes up to the left of the main altar. This room is also
used for lecture, sewing, zazen, and morning service. The women sleep in the
sewing room on the second floor. When the morning bell rings everyone gets
up and puts their sleeping mats away in closets. Zazen begins fifteen minutes
later in the Buddha Hall where the men have alreadyset up the mats and cushions for meditation. The chanting speed is regulatedso that lay people who are
not familiarwith the chants can follow it, unlike the usual fast chanting in temples. Communal meals are at long tables where participantskneel in two long
rows facing each other. These meals are in formal Zen monastic style with
chanting before the meal and at specific points during the meal. Ordainedparticipants use their set of three monks' bowls, utensils, and cloths called oryoki
)J:W while lay participantsreceive a similar set for the duration of their stay.
Although in principle the meals are silent, using only hand gesturesto communicate, in fact there is a sense of camaraderieand the silence is often broken by
more seasoned participants or priests showing the newcomers how to use the
bowls and utensils. Young priests who have not done monastic training as well
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aslaypeoplehavedifficulty
learningtheformalstyleof eating,andbothare
corrected
but
bluntly kindlybyseniors.
Temple cleaning afterbreakfastlasts for about forty minutes but this time is
flexible and peopleoften relax for a few minutes before the teaheldat 8:00 AM.

Thetea,usuallymadewithpowderedgreentea,is madeindividually,
so people
come in and out informally.The men preparethe BuddhaHallby settingout
cushionsandlowtablesforthelecturedeliveredby Kyamawhichbeginsat 9:oo
AMand continuesfor about two hours. Afterintroductorychants,Kyama
sonorouslyreadsout the sectionthatwillbe the focusof thatday'slecture.Each
person is seated in zazen posture at a low table with a copy of the main text and

textsthatKyamais introducingthatday.Themaintextusedin
supplementary
the lectures during 2002 and 2003 was Dogen's Kesa kudoku. In September
2003, Kyima announced his intention to begin lecturing on the Hobuku
kakusho.Supplementarytexts include shorterpieces, such as poems on the robe
by the Soto priests RyokanctA (1758-1833)and Daichi, short commentariesby
Menzan Zuiho and Jiun Onko, and a short inscription by the Jodo Shinshi
founder Shinran Shonin V 1A (1173-1262). These selections show the
emphasis on the premodern JapaneseZen understandingof the religious value
of the Buddhist robe. All the texts were written either in the Kamakura
(1192-1333)or the Tokugawa (1603-1867)periods.
This emphasis on Japaneseand especiallyJapaneseZen texts means that the
vast materialconcerning the robe in vinaya texts and commentariesfrom other
Buddhist traditions are ignored. Even ordained participants have little to no
awareness of major Chinese Buddhist figures such as Daoxuan and Yijing
whose interpretationsof the robe were so important to Dogen himself. The fact
that there are no texts that precede Dogen or postdate Mokushitsu means that
participants learn about Dogen's attitude toward the robe through his Shabogenz6, and through the poems and commentaries of Tokugawa-period Soto
Zen Buddhists,whose goal was to illuminate Dogen's attitude toward the robe.
The texts chosen from these two periods support faith in the Buddhist robe as
an aspect of Dogen's teaching. Also, the focus on premodern texts reinforces
the belief that participantsare helping to preservea Buddhist practice that was
all but destroyed by the commercial and manufacturingpower that accompanies modernity. Kyima refersto twentieth-century commentaries on the Kesa
kudokuby SawakiKodo and Mizuno Yaoko, but these are not studied as texts
themselves: rather, he uses them to supplement his lecture remarks. Sawaki
Kodo's role in promoting kesa sewing is rarely mentioned in lectures. Kyaima
does not tell stories about his experience working with Sawaki,nor is Sawaki's
life held up as exemplary. Lecturesat fukudenkaiare therefore almost entirely
focused on Dogen, directly or indirectly, as the interpreter of the religious
significanceof the Buddhist robe.
On the other hand, a great deal of practical, material-oriented teaching
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about the Buddhist robe takes place in the sewing room. Okamoto Kabun, the
head nun of the temple, teaches participants how to sew the garments and
choose appropriatefabric, as well as giving impromptu instruction about historical changes in the garments.The sewing room functions as a kind of laboratory that allows the textual studies of Kytima's lecture to be tested in the
materialworld through the production of a garment. The result of the synergy
between these textual and material worlds is an attitude of respect and reverence for the Buddhist robe as embodying the teaching of the Buddha.
B: PARTICIPANTS

AND MOTIVATIONS

Participantsin the Fukudenkaiinclude men and women, ordained and lay people. The group is self-limiting to the Soto Zen faithful, since participation
includes sitting periods of meditation, and lectures on Soto texts. Motivations
for attending the robe sewing retreatrange from casual social interest in sewing
to the intention to deepen one's connection to the Soat Zen lineage by sewing a
garment in preparationfor taking the precepts. The following three categories
are based on how participants informally classified themselves: local women
who have formed a Buddhist robe sewing group that meets once a week;
ordained men and women; and lay believerswho come from a distanceand stay
overnight at the temple.
Localwomen.Most of the local women stay at home during morning zazen, lecture, and formal meals, attending only the hours of sewing. Unlike the other
groups who gather only every six months, these women meet one afternoon a
week throughout the year to sew Buddhist robes together under Okamoto's
guidance. Over the years these women have become very close, and during the
retreatsthey often sit together.Although many of them are working on individual projects, often for a husband or a son, they have also worked together on
group projects. In one notable example, a local woman who was beginning a
project of a rag robe learned that she had cancer. She had barelyenough time to
assemble the materials and decide on the pattern in which they were to be
assembledbefore she died. The local women took on the project and finished it
together in her memory.
The motivation of these local participants appears to be largely social but
there are aspects of their activity that one could define as altruistic and religious. Participantsin the other categories who define their own motivation as
more religious or studious appeared to consider the local women's commitment to Soto teachings to be somewhat weak. I overheard conversations
between local women about their unwillingness to attend lectures, sit in meditation, or do other activitiesnot relatedto sewing. Conversely,overnightparticipants occasionally remarked on the fact that some local participants rarely
participatedin these activities. The fukudenkaiinterruptsthe settled pattern of
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the local women's weekly robe sewing group but they clearly enjoy the weeklong availabilityof the teacher and the stimulus that the fukudenkaiprovides.
The local women are attracted to Okamoto who embodies a dedicated nun's
life, but whose gentle sense of humor and inclusivenessmakes these women feel
welcome. Okamoto feels that it would be a good thing if the women took more
of an interest in sitting zazen, but she insists that the temple has always been
open to whoever wants to sew robes, regardlessof their intention toward formal Zen practice.
Okamoto also pointed out to me that women who have a morally questionable personal history are often attractedto sewing robes because they feel that
this will help atone for their past. The idea of robe making as a merit building
activitycan be misleading,however, if one thinks of it as an abstraction,a piling
up of good deeds to outweigh one's past. Ratherthan abstractmerit making,the
activityof sewing robes itself has an effect on the person. Okamoto observesthat
the sewing helps calm people and accept their life with more equanimity, producing a psychological state which is similar to meditation. For example, in
response to my survey of Shingon robe sewing groups, some participantswrote
that they felt while they were sewing the robe that they had experiencedselflessness (muga IR) and a mind without thought (mushin ,Lb).People who sew
robes consider this to be the merit of sewing robes that can be experienced
immediately.
Okamoto seems somewhat bemused by the interest of the local women in
sewing Buddhist robes and their professedresistanceto textual study and zazen.
She notes that recently there seems to be an upsurge in interest in sewing Buddhist robesby hand and speculatesthat the easilyobtainedluxuriesof contemporarylife have made people seek out a more modest aestheticand an activitythat
allows them to experience how things are created. Studying robe making with
Okamoto involvesthe local women in developinga sense of tastefor the relatively
dull colored robes, an importantaspectoffukudenkaitraining.They are thus in a
better position than other participants to learn about this difference in taste
because as a group they spend more time with Okamoto and discuss among
themselvesthese questions of taste. The local women also act as a supportgroup
for Okamoto. When the temple receiveda gift of lotus root fibercloth in May of
2003, Okamoto discussedwith them the choice of lining materialsand she gaveit
to them as a group projectto complete the robe, which they finished by the following Septemberfukudenkai.Sewingthese robes becomes a kind of meditation
practice,even for those who do not think of themselves as particularlydrawn to
meditation. The activity of sewing robes thus is a combination of socializing,
meditative practice, artistic skill and discrimination and generosity that is very
attractiveto these women.
Ordainedparticipants. A core group of male clericscomes to at least a few days
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of the two fukudenkai held each year. Since Kytima'sheart attack in February
2003, he has been unable to lead the earlymorning meditation, service,and formal meals so one of these core members has taken on this responsibilities of
head monk in these formal practice situations. These clergy have also begun
teaching newcomers, usuallythe lay women participantsand generallyassisting
Okamoto's sewing instruction.
They come from a variety of locations: Tokyo, Kyoto, YamagataPrefecture,
and Akita Prefecture, and they became involved in sewing Buddhist robes by
hand during their training as monks. One was ordained by SakaiTokugen and
made his own set of three robes for his ordination. Another clergy learned to
sew robes at the training temple of Hokyoji Mh4i . One incident that highlighted the responsiblity these ordained priests feel toward the fukudenkai
involved a clergywho has been making robes on his own for fifteen years, having learned how to sew when he trained as a monk. He has begun attending the
Ichinomiya fukudenkai in order to learn from Okamoto. The core group felt
uneasy with his presence, however, not because his backgroundwas from a different robe sewing teacher,but in their own words, he acted as though he knew
more than anyone else. His behavior was much closer to a researcher:coming
for a short period of time and gathering information from Okamoto rather
than sewing with the others, in short, acting like an outsider.
The criticism of this newcomer's intention was clearly stimulated by his
behavior, but this kind of attitude is not a common feature of the Ichinomiya
group. The two main teachers,Kyamaand Okamoto,continue to promote a very
open environmentfor robe sewing.The core group playsan importantrole, however, in maintaininga consistencyin the practice.As mentioned in the previous
section, these seasoned clergy help the laywomen and newer priests master the
formal meal practiceand watch over newcomers,giving them tips about sewing,
encouragingthem to feel relaxedand accepted.This is particularlyimportantto
newcomers because learning how to sew the robes is challengingeven for those
experiencedin needlework.As people sew togetherthey help each other over the
difficultpartsand show each other new skills.This group of clergyappearsto feel
some responsibilityto guardthe integrityof the Ichinomiyafukudenkai.For this
core group the fukudenkaiis not only an occasion for receiving instruction in
robe sewing, it is also an occasion for refreshingsome aspectsof monastic training in a relaxedenvironment.That is, the formalpracticeelements offukudenkai
evoke nostalgiafor the monastic environmentamong ordainedparticipants.
The local women and the ordained men have a lasting and consistent relationship with the Ichinomiya temple fukudenkai, but they are in some ways
polar opposites. The local women value the sewing and social intimacy of
sewing the robes over everything else, and generally do not participate in the
zazen or lectures that the fukudenkai provides. They provide consistency and
continuity to the temple as a center of robe sewing practice that attractsother
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laywomen who would not otherwise show any interest in the formal aspects of
Zen practice.
The ordained men, on the other hand, are concerned about maintaining the
continuity and consistency of Zen practice forms in addition to seriously
sewing Buddhist robes. They show much more interest in studying historical
forms of robes in order to understand Dogen's teaching. They continue this
practice at the fukudenkai, and as part of their daily schedule at home. One
clergy told me that he usually sews for a few hours each day. From conversations among the priests it was clear that although he is a particularlydedicated
example, the other priests also spent a fair amount of time sewing robes at their
own temples. For example, another clergy explained to me how he had washed
his robes with ashes according to Dogen's instructions in the Kesakudoku,following the ritual Dogen lays out as closely as possible. For some of these clergy,
the fukudenkaiprovides an opportunity to practice zazen and monastic forms
with others, but more importantly, it confirms the practice of sewing and taking care of Buddha'srobe as part of Dogen's teaching.
Lay believers. The contrast between the motivations of these two core groups
provides a very rich environment for the third group of lay participants who
have come to the practice of sewing robes usually through word-of-mouth or
sometimes through readingKesano kenkya.During the three five day retreatsI
have attended, from three to eight lay women at a time stayed overnight at the
temple, usually for one or two nights, but a few for as long as the full four
nights. They travelled from Kyushu, the Tokyo metropolitan area, Fukui prefecture, the Osaka and Kyoto metropolitan areas, and Shizuoka. In contrast to
the local women described above, these lay women follow the entire schedule
without variation, getting up early for meditation, chanting service, attending
lectures, and eating formal meals. They also contribute a customary donation
of 500ooo
per night.
During the three retreats at Ichinomiya I never saw a male lay participant,
although other fukudenkai groups attract quite a number of male lay participants. All the men who stayed overnight to attend the Ichinomiya fukudenkai
were ordained; and although occasionally a nun attended, by and large the
women were all lay practitioners.Few people come the first day, but for the second through the fourth days, more participantsassemble, and the proportion
of ordained to lay participants (thus, male to female participants) shifts from
approximatelytwo to five to a proportion around eight to five. This proportion
shift would not be noticeable to most participantsbecause few stay the entire
time, but it is especially dramatic to see how the composition of the group
changes over the full five days. While the chanting is thin on the first morning,
dominated by the loud voice of the single male leader,by the third morning the
chanting is quite strong, supplemented by the voices of the ordained men.
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This peculiar demographic becomes obvious during meal times because
people sit in approximateorder of rank, with the eldest ordained people at the
head of the table, descending in rank down to the most inexperienced lay
women at the foot of the table. Here the cook, Eko, one of the two resident
nuns, guides them through the intricacies of the meal, while constantly checking the supply of food. The lay women participants who have no experience
with this style of eating learn not by formal instruction, but by observing the
more experienced people, just as a newly ordained person would at a training
temple. When they go astrayin the formal procedurethey are correcteddirectly
and firmly, but not unkindly. Mealtimes, more than any other activity, introduce lay women to aspects of life in a training temple. Nothing preparesthem
for this kind of formal eating;even women who are familiarwith formal meals
in tea ceremony were at a loss when faced with formal Zen eating utensils and
procedure.Everyoneis encouragedto follow the forms as meticulouslyas possible; in this sense there is no difference in the way the lay women and the less
experienced ordained men are treated. Perhaps the fact that the fukudenkai is
run by the two nuns in residence contributes to this even-handed treatment of
the lay women, who are expectedto participateas fully as ordainedparticipants.
One woman remarkedto me that the most challengingaspect of the fukudenkai
was not the early morning meditation or the sewing or lectures, but ratherthe
formal meals that requiredher to eat in a strict and unfamiliarmanner.
Lay women who stay overnight and participate fully have a very different
experience of the fukudenkaifrom participantswho come only during the day.
For these temple wives and lay practitionersit is a chance to experience aspects
of Zen training in a supportive environment. Their varied motivations for
attending the fukudenkai come out as they tell the story of how they became
interested in sewing Buddhist robes. They develop bonds to the group by presenting their own Buddhist autobiography,telling about the circumstancesthat
brought them there, often in terms of a kind of series of mysteriousconnections
). Nearly everyone has such a chain of connections and
(fushiginaen T,82
is as eager to tell their story as they are to listen to others tell theirs. For example, my own connection through Joshin, Okamoto's elder sister in Buddhist
practice, was seen as a truly mysterious connection: that a Japanesenun would
travel to the United States and teach despite almost no English is practically
unbelievable. My photos of Joshin and of Americans sewing robes were much
appreciated.Having heard this story people were much more willing to accept
me as a viable participant.
Although this expectation that one has a story to tell about how one became
attracted to robes makes the researcher'sjob somewhat easier, I found social
rules that subtly controlledaccess to the stories. First,women tended to seek out
others of their own age to exchange stories. Older women in their seventies, for
example, rarely shared stories with women in their forties and fifties. This is
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partlydue to the fact that people seek out a sympatheticlistener.A widow in her
late seventies who is sewing the set of three robes in preparationfor lay ordination may feel that a marriedwoman in her forties making a robe for her newly
ordainedson will not be an understandinglistener.This hesitation shows that in
spite of the bonding involved in sleeping in the same room and following the
same schedule, the norms of ordinaryJapaneselife continue to control people's
behavior. Second, local women rarely exchanged stories with those staying
overnight. In fact, interactionbetween these two types of participantwas rather
low. At first this was hard to discern because as a foreigner I was so exotic that
everyone wanted to interact with me. Gradually,however, I have come to see
how the local women tend to band together and not reach out to the visitors.
Basedon overheardconversations,local women apparentlyfeel somewhat challenged by the visitors who are following the full schedule of Zen practice.
The motivation for some of the lay women to join the fukudenkai often
comes directly from a Soto Zen priest, usually the leader of their meditation
group who might encouragethem to sew a robe in preparationfor receivingthe
precepts. A somewhat less direct, but related motivation is aesthetic. One
woman told me that her Zen teacherhad brought their meditation group to an
exhibition of handmade robes. She was so moved by the sight of the robes that
she wanted to begin making them herself and her teacher had recommended
the Ichinomiya group. Another woman explained to me that she is employed
by a embroidererof commercially manufacturedSoto robes. Her Zen teacher,
however, often wore handmade robes and noticing the difference, she asked
him where she could learn this style of robe making. She told me that she was
quite concerned that her employer not find out about her interest in making
these robes, because, as she put it, he would see her action as disloyal and
become angry, perhaps even fire her. Yet she felt drawn to making these robes
because their muted colors and hand sewing seemed to be more authentically
Buddha's robe. These stories both point to the intersection between religious
practice and aesthetic sensitivitythatfukudenkairobe sewing addresses.
I have included temple wives in the categoryof lay participants,although in
many cases they take somewhat more responsibility for religious matters than
most other lay people.31Many of the temple wives attend fukudenkai to sew
robes for their own husbands and sons, often for the ceremony of formally
becoming an abbot of the temple which usually takes place after the priest has
been in charge of the temple for many years. These robes become part of the
property of the temple. One woman I spoke with told me that her son was
attending a training temple that did not teach robe sewing and she wanted him
31.For a history of the status of temple wives from Meiji through modern times see JAFFE 2001.
For information about organizations for temple wives and their status in the contemporary Soto
2002.
organization,see KUMAMOTO
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to have an authenticfukudenkairobe. A temple wife in Obamahas organizedthe
congregation'swomen to make a rag robe to celebratethe opening of their newly
rebuilt temple. Their sewing teacher explained to me that it was fairlycommon
for temple wives in that area to make a rag robe for such important occasions.
Although high rankingclergyfrom Eiheijiare invited to the opening ceremony
for the temple, because the ceremony takes place at the local temple, the rules
against wearing any robes but those prescribed by the Soto organization are
ignored. These examples show that the temple wives' interest in sewing fukudenkai robes not only influences the way their husbands and sons understand
the robe but also can function as a device to bring together the temple membership for group practice.
The rag robe is one such medium for gatheringpeople together to work on a
single project together, usually as a gift from the lay members of the temple to
the head priest. The leader of the project chooses the fabrics and plans out the
design of the piecework. Each panel, made up of three or four sections, is
worked on individually by volunteers. The leader solicits the participants,
invites a teacher to come instruct them, and orchestrates the assembly of the
completed panels into a robe. Each of the three or four sections that make up a
panel requires a great deal of sewing to first sew the patches onto the background cloth, and then cover the whole piece in dense lines of straightstitching
(sashikoOlf--) that reinforce the fragile fabrics as well as provide an additional
design motif. One fukudenkaiteacher tells participantsthat making such a rag
robe produces greatmerit because each stitch representsthree bows to the Buddha. Since even one section of a panel requiresmany stitches, the merit resulting from this activity is correspondingly greater than other kinds of robe
sewing.
Working on a large project such as this brings the members of the temple
community closer to the temple and closer to each other. One group of participants explained their feeling about making the robe as a way to make a connection to the teaching of the Buddha. Each of the three women, one of whom was
the temple wife, had made a set of three robes for themselves and received a
Buddhist name. The rag robe project, organized by the temple wife, had
brought together about ten participants from the temple membership.
Although not all of the participants had made the commitment that these
women had, these two laywomen provided a model of sewing robes for oneself
and receivingthem in a ceremony with a Buddhist name.
C: BUDDHIST

BELIEFS IN THE PRACTICE

OF FUKUDENKAI

GROUPS

Sewing robes as a form of merit making. Some fukudenkai leaders are quite
explicit about the notion that the activity of sewing robes produces merit. One
leader explains the merit of the Buddhist robe by using two models. The first
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model dividesthe meritof the robeinto threestages.First,one sees the robe
madeaccordingto the instructionsof the Buddhaand is movedby the sight.
Thenone hearsabouthow one can makesuchrobes,and developsthe intention to do it. Finally,one sewsthe robeaccordingto the Buddha'steachingand
therebyproducesthe garmentof merit.The secondmodel is thatthe person
sewingthe robethinksof eachstitchtakenas threebowsto the Buddha.Thus,
garmentsthattakemorestitchessuchas the ragrobeproducemoremeritthan
otherrobes.
Oneteachercharacterized
sewingrobesas a stagedprocesstowardfollowing
the Buddhistpath.He explainedthatwhena personbeginssewingrobes,they
areoftendistracted,but graduallythe actionof sewingteachesthemthe "manner"of a Buddhistpractitioner.Theirbehaviorbecomescalmer,theiractions
moregraceful.Evenif theyshowno interestin zazenmeditationor in studyor
takingthe precepts,sewingrobesallowsthemto approachBuddhistpracticeat
their own pace. He notes severalstagesin sewingrobes:first the approach
throughhearingaboutthe robe sewinggroupand decidingto do it. Second,
learningthe skill,anddroppingone'spreconceptionsaboutsewingin orderto
learnthisparticulartechnique.As the projectcontinues,the skillis refined,but
one experiencesvarioussetbacksand difficultieswhilemakingit. Finally,the
robeis finishedandone feelsrelievedandfullof satisfactionat completingthe
robe, no matterhow inept. If one stops there,however,it is only partof the
meaningof sewingrobes.Onethinksof the robeasa possession,somethingone
hasmadeandtakespridein. Thenextstep,of receivingthe robein the precepts
ceremony(discussedbelow) is what makesthe robe Buddha'srobe, and is
essentialto understanding
the realmeaningof the robe.
Thisstagedcharacterization
of the practiceof Buddhistrobesewingshould
be temperedby lookingmorecloselyat how the localwomen,most of whom
haveno intentionof receivingthe precepts,viewtheiractivity.Meetingonce a
weekoverthe courseof a yeartheymakea numberof robes,not allof whichare
fortheirown familytemples.Oneof the womenwho usedto sewkimonofor a
livingtold me thatpartof the appealof robesewingwasthatone couldgiveit
away.Shehadtriedthe practiceof copyingBuddhafigures,butaftera whileshe
feltweigheddownby the growingpile of her artisticefforts.Withrobesewing,
however,therewas alwayssomeone who would be happyto receivea hand
sewnrobe.Thejoy of producingandgivingawaythe robesappearsto be quite
strongamongthe localwomenandthereis somesensethattheproductionand
comgivingawayof robesbecomesan endlessactivityin itself.Oneparticipant
mentedthateveryrobeshe madeled herto the nextrobeandthatif she sewed
for the rest of her life she would never exhaust her intention in sewing the robe.
Lay ordinationand fukudenkaigroups.The ceremony of receiving the robe (jue
saho ;TI f) is practiced in varying degrees among fukudenkai groups. For
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example, at an Ichinomiyafukudenkaithat I attended, one of the participants,a
widow, receivedthe precepts,her three robes and a Buddhistname, but the ceremony took place on the last day when most participantshad alreadyleft, and it
was not generallyknown that the ceremony was to be held that day. In contrast
to this low-key approach, one fukudenkai group in Tokyo makes their yearly
ceremony of receivingthe robe the culminating event of a year of sewing meetings. During this two hour ceremony, participantsreceive the sixteen precepts,
a Buddhist name, and the Buddhist robe they have made. The sixteen precepts
of this Soto ceremony comprise the three refuges or expressions of faith in the
Buddha, the Buddhist community and the Buddhist teaching; the three pure
precepts to do no evil, to do good and to benefit all beings; and finallyten serious prohibitive precepts against lying, stealing, and so on. Soto teachers view
these sixteen precepts as the direct transmission of wisdom from Sakyamuni
Buddha to Mahakadyapathat have been passed down through twenty eight
Indian and twenty three Chinese masters to Dogen's teacher, Ru Jing O7kf
(1163-1228).Dogen introduced this set of sixteen preceptsto Japanand the ceremony for receivingthese preceptswas recordedin the BussOshodenbosatsukai
saho ({LIE
UFA (Zengakudaijiten 1985,lo89a). The provenence and
of
implementation the sixteen preceptsin SotoZen is a topic of recent scholarly
discussion (BODIFORD1993,164-73; FAURE1996, 55-57; RIGGS2002, 177-90).
Kuruma, using SawakiKodo and Sakai Tokugen's notes about the ceremony,
emphasizesthat for realfaithto develop in the Buddhistrobe, sewingthe robe by
hand should be part of a whole practice of sitting meditation and receiving the
precepts. Through this ceremony the robe one has made is transformedfrom a
personal accomplishment and possession into the Buddha'srobe. Most participants receive the rakusuthey have sewn during the year, but senior lay participants can also make and receive a seven- and a nine-panel robe or a set of three
miniaturerobes. I askedthe head priestwhat the differencewas between lay and
priest if lay people can receive the same robes and precepts as ordained clergy.
His answer was that in Dogen's thought, lay and clerical ordination uses the
same precepts and that Dogen's thought supported the practiceof laity wearing
the Buddhist robe, citing the fascicles JukaiBM [Receiving the precepts] and
ShukketokudoM1
t [Meritof ordination] from Dogen's Shobogenzo.
Thisfukudenkaimeets once a month to sit in meditation and listen to a lecture on the robe. The proportion of lay male participantsis higher than in other
groups, often exceeding 50 percent. One of the senior participantsof this group
speculatedthat the men are attractedto the meditation and the lectures,but the
annual ceremony of receivingthe precepts and the robe may also be a factor. It
is a confirmation of the recipient's commitment to Buddhist practice, and
reaffirms the commitment of the observers as they repeat the vows as a supportive chorus even if they are not receiving robes. The ceremony reinforces a
sense of community among the members, but they understand the underlying
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meaning of these activities as making a personal bond to the Buddha'steaching
through the ancient practiceof sewing Buddhist robes.
The practice of receiving the precepts and robe in a public ceremony is one
difference between this group and the Ichinomiya group, but there are others
that seem to come from this key difference. The Tokyo group puts more
emphasis on serious study and practice, in the context of which some sewing
gets done each month and participantsslowly complete their projects.The participants get to know each other well from the frequentmeditation retreatsheld
each year with participantsmainly coming from Tokyo and its suburbs.In contrast, the Ichinomiya group does not expect that a participantis making a commitment to receiving the robe and precepts at that temple. The Ichinomiya
fukudenkaimeets only twice a year for extended periods of time, which allows
people from all over Japanto gather together to learn how to sew robes. Here
they can learn advanced levels of robe sewing and develop close practice relationships to each other through living and meditating together. Kytima's
enthusiasm for the robe and his sense that there is still much to do in robe
researchis inspiring. In spite of these differenceson the subject of preceptsand
robe sewing, however, allfukudenkaigroups that I visited felt that an important
mission of hand sewing robes was to re-educate the senses and the intellect to
reject the gaudy expensive commercial robes of contemporary JapaneseBuddhism to return to what they consider to be the proper Buddhist robes.
D: EDUCATION

OF TASTE

In the introductionto this articleI suggestedthat for many contemporaryJapanese, the Buddhistrobe, particularlythe rectangularkesaworn drapedover the left
shoulder, has come to be viewed as a kind of Buddhistdecorativecloth worn by
priests. This view is supported by the fact that only the kesaremains from what
was once a full set of three rectangularrobes that were draped in layers on the
body. The five-panelrobe worn next to the skin and the seven-panelrobe worn at
intra-monasticceremoniesdescribedin the vinayahave essentiallybeen replaced
by the koromoand kimono, garmentsdevelopedfrom Chineseand Japanesesecular robes. The same vinaya sources describethe nine-panel robe, known as the
"greatrobe"as a garmentworn when preachingto the laity,or when on begging
rounds, the implication being that contact with the laity requires a certain
amount of dressingup on the part of the monks. From a structuralpoint of view,
the use of kimono and koromoin functionalroles originallyoccupiedby the fiveand seven-panel robes has forced all forms of the rectangularrobe into the role
originally occupied only by the nine-panel great robe. Because this rectangular
robe is all that remainsof the originalthree robes, it is difficultto see the robe as
anything but a symbolic remnant. Since the robe has alreadymade the fundamental shift from functional garment to symbolic remnant, it is a small step to
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make this symbolic remnant as gorgeous as possible to reflect the glory of the
Buddha. In fact, stories from Pali Buddhist texts suggest that the tendency to
acquirebeautifulrobes and the desireof the laity to donate such robeswas just as
much an aspectof the earlymonastic communities as the rag robe.32
The ethos of the fukudenkaito provide simple robes made by hand from discardedor plain cloth in muted colors is thus based on an ideal of earlyBuddhist
frugalityand simplicity, which may alwayshave been more of an ideal depicted
scripturesand in vinayatexts ratherthan a realityconsistentlypracticedby Buddhist monks (SCHOPEN
1997,p. 2). In addition, becauseof the structuralshifts in
the garments peculiar to East Asian Buddhism, the rectangularrobe has been
forced into a symbolic role that has made it even more appealingas a canvason
which to hang more symbols such as the wheel of the teaching, imperial crests,
and mythical beasts such as the phoenix. The fukudenkai thus confronts and
resists two established tendencies in Buddhist history, one towards finery and
gorgeousapparel,and the other more difficultproblem of the symbolization,and
therefore marginalizationof the rectangularBuddhist robe in East Asian Buddhism. It is in this context that Sawaki'steachingof "Justput on the robe and sit
meditation, that's all,"acquiresa deeper significance.Sawaki'sgoal is to return
the robe to its functionalrole as the garmentof one who employsbody and mind
in seeking the Buddha'steaching.As one teacherremarkedto me when we were
discussing lay people who sew robes but do not sit in meditation or study, "For
us, the kesais alwaysa partof meditation,but for others,it is a matterof faithand
the idea that one earnsmerit by sewingthe robe developstheir faith."
Training participants to understand color and a sense of design that conforms to this ideal of the robe thus becomes an important part of the fukudenkai teaching. The appearance of the robe and one's response to it requires
special vocabulary:first, technical color terms from vinaya texts translatedinto
a specialized Japanese Buddhist vocabulary; second, contemporary Japanese
terminology for color and overallappearanceof the robes that derive from contemporaryspeech and Japaneseaesthetics.
Kyt~maand Okamoto regularlyintroduce color vocabulary from Buddhist
monastic regulationsinto their discussion. The term kesais a transliterationfor
the Sanskritterm, kasaya,which refers to the dyed color that Buddhist monks
commonly used (NAKAMURA 1981, 298b-c). Origin stories about the robe from
the monastic regulationsdiscuss the problem of having to distinguishthe clothing of disciples of the Buddha from that of other social groups (Shi song lit T.23,
194c). Since the laity commonly wore white robes, these were against the
32. The most famous of these stories concerns a set of robes made for the Buddha by his aunt,
Mahaprajapati,from golden threads or embroidery.The Buddha refused the robes for himself and
insisted that she give the robes to the community of monks instead. SILK(2004) cites Chuyao-jing
MtI- T 4, 691b,14-16.
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monastic regulation, but also the color of the robe had to be an intermediate
color (ejiki*1), not a primarycolor (NAKAMURA1981, 107c). A further stipulation was that the color should be one that did not attractattention. There are
also specific color terms in the vinaya for a range of colors such as brownish
mulberrycolors or darkblue or pine colors. Although we cannot know exactly
what colors the Buddha'sdisciples dyed their robes, these stipulations function
fairly well as a set of guidelines that can be applied in any culture. The color
should be neither white, nor a clear primary color, rather a mixed somewhat
muddy color, and it should not excite envy and greed.
An important teaching in the fukudenkaiis how to apply these vinaya color
terms to contemporarycloth. At this point the teacher often shifts to terminology derived from Japaneseaesthetics.One such pair of aestheticterms are hade
-R-fandjimi iMI, which contrastbrightlycolored and festive colors on the one
hand with muted and subtle colors on the other. For example, when I showed
Okamoto photos of robes made by a student who had worked under another
teacher,she commented that in general,these colors were not correct,that they
were too bright (hade sugiru).
The education of color sense is not limited to fukudenkaiparticipants.The
temple congregation of the clergy who receives or makes the robes also must
become accustomed to these fabrics and colors. If these robes are to have any
practical use outside of the confines of fukudenkai, the congregation must
accept them as well. The muted colors, and plain cotton, linen, or silk fabrics
are in stark opposition to contemporary Buddhist priest's robes. Since the
Kamakuraperiod there has been a tendency in all Buddhistsects towardbrightcolored kesaand koromo.In the Kamakuraperiod Japanesemasteredthe technique of making cloth with gold threadsinterwoven (kinran IN) and brocade.
For the first time these fabricsbecame availabledomestically,ratherthan being
limited to imports, and were swiftly incorporated into Buddhist priest's robes
havecometo expectsuchrobes
(MATSUMURA 2000, pp. 20-22). Congregations
at funeral ceremonies and consider it an expression of respect toward the dead
that the priest wears such an obviously expensive and decorative robe. Priests
who had sewn their own robes often expressed their disappointment that the
congregation did not support them in wearing these garments at ceremonial
occasions. Some had begun to train their congregation to appreciatethe subtle
colors, and one way to introduce hand sewnfukudenkairobes to the ceremonial
life of the temple is by initiating a rag robe project.A ragrobe made by the congregation that requires so much effort and fine stitching and expresses their
feeling and support for the head priest can overcome the barrier.
Participantsatfukudenkaimust also learnhow to pay respectto the robe in the
properway. This includesnot letting the cloth touch the floor or tatami, not piling other objects on top of the work in progress, not drinking liquids at the
sewing table, offering incense before beginning to sew, and many other small
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details of behaviorthat place the robe, even the unfinishedrobe, in a position of
respect. This expectationthat participantstreat the robe with respectand reverence extends to the appreciation of the aesthetic qualities of the robe. There is
often a kind of collective gasp when finely made robes are displayed, and
inevitably someone will say suteki,which translatesroughly as "how lovely!"or
"how divine!" Such a response is invariably met with a quick retort from the
teacher"do not say suteki."When pressedon what would be the properresponse,
one teacher said, "not saying anything is best," but it was clear that other
responses were appropriate,for example, "impressive"(sugoi) or "magnificent"
(rippa)did not elicit a rebuke.One woman in her eighties,however,appearedto
offer the ideal response.Kneelingin front of the robe that was being held in front
of her, she murmured, "how fine" (subarashii)and admiredthe work that went
into makingthe robe. Then she placedher palms togetherand made a bow to the
robe. Her manner was quiet and thoughtful, showing no hint of greed, and she
did not saysutekior admirethe robe as an objectof beauty,but ratheras an object
of the Buddha. Thus, teachersat the fukudenkaitry to retrainparticipant'saesthetic appreciation of the handmade robe to conform to the rule that the robe
should not excite the senses and evoke greed and envy.
Turning the expectationsof participantsthat Buddhist clericaldress are necessarily fine and beautiful toward an appreciation of the quiet colors of the
fukudenkai robes requires constant attention. Both the teachers and the students are negotiating a little trodden path between seeing the robe as a work of
art and seeing it as a garment that represents the teaching of the Buddha.
Because in fact these robes involve skill and attention to detail and harmony of
colors, they are aestheticallypleasing. But the teacher has to highlight the danger of allowing the aesthetic aspects of the process to overshadow the religious
significance and use of the garment, and the student must learn to perceive
when he or she has crossed the line. Since the perception of color and appropriateness is quite subjective and by no means standardized, most fukudenkai
gatheringsinclude a fair amount of discussion on this point.
E: SEWING ROBES BY HAND VERSUS PURCHASED,

COMMERCIAL

ROBES

A common reactiontowardhandmaderobes is the surprisedremark,"Ithought
kesawere something you buy."The idea that a robe could be made by a nonprofessional and that this would be done as a component of religious practice is
startlingto many people. In part this perception is based on the belief that Buddhist robes must be made of fine brocades with elaborate embroidery, accomplishments that are out of the reach of the ordinary person. The remark also
shows a general attitude towards commercial versus handmade clothing that
highlights how contemporary Japaneseculture is wedded to commercial production and mass consumption. My own hypothesis,confirmedby interviews,is
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that the elderly and middle aged women who are particularlyattractedto fukudenkaiand robe sewing represent,respectively,the last generation and a transition generation between those who make all their own clothing and those who
have bought commercial clothing all their lives. Women in their late seventies
and older rememberwhen kimono were all made by hand; women in their forties and fifties have some experience sewing kimono and Western-style clothing. Sewing is still taught in many schools, but for the younger generation
sewing is no longer a necessarylife skill.
My fieldwork has shown that experienced seamstresses are just as likely to
have difficulty making Buddhist robes as people with little expertise in sewing.
From the comments of teachersand participantsalike, sewing Buddhistrobes is
challengingand frustratingfor these experiencedpeople accustomedto a different style of needlework. One of the leaders in the Shingon robe sewing groups
found that people often had trouble on two counts:first,the requiredback stitch
(kyakushi P11')is used neither in kimono sewing nor in other kinds of household sewing, which uses a straightforwardin and out stitch. She observed that
these people felt suddenly awkwardand unskilled,unable to control their hands
in what they believed to be a familiaractivity.Second, she noted that the quality
of the stitchesin kimono makingis unimportantas all stitchingis hidden within
the garment,but in Buddhistrobes nearlyeverystitch is on display:the evenness
of the distancebetween the stitches and the fineness of the stitch is immediately
visible. In many groups I attended participantsthought that the quality of the
stitches reflects whether the person was concentrated on the work or not. For
newfukudenkaiparticipantsthis is particularlydismayingbecausethe small fivepanel robe called the rakusu,usuallyone's firstproject,is hung over the chest by
straps around the neck, and the stitches are quite visible. Many people express
embarrassmentabout the appearanceof their rakusu.
This is often the context in which the phrase,"sewstitch by stitch with heart"
(hito harihito harikokoroo komete-tty
,i'i -ft C ) is used, often by a teacher
or older participantto reassurethe newcomer. It is a well-known phraseamong
participants, and it appearsto provide some impetus to the belief that making
robes by hand can be consideredan offeringto one's deceasedparentsbecauseof
the merit gainedthroughthis activity.But Buddhistliteratureaboutthe robe does
not support the notion that sewing robes createsparticularmerit. The focus in
the vinaya is ratheron whetherthe robe is pure, that is, in accordwith monastic
regulations,which includes choosing an appropriatelyknowledgeableleader to
directand complete the work within set periods of time. The leadermust declare
his intention at each stage of dyeing, cutting, and sewingthe cloth. At no point is
there any mention of sewing as a religiouspracticethat accruesmerit.33
33. The kathinavastu describesthe rules for the period afterthe three month rainy season retreat
(1957,PP. 19-34).
duringwhich new robes are made and distributedto monks. See CHANG
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Discussions about the merit of the Buddhist robes in most scripturalsources
are largely based on the robe's status as a Buddha relic.34Yet teachers at fukudenkai often mention the merit of making robes using encouragementssuch as
"seweach stitch with heart"or "eachstitch is equal to three bows to Buddha"or
its corollary, "becauserag robes have so many stitches they have great merit."
Similarly,some groups in the United States silently chant "I take refuge in the
Buddha" (namu kie butsuMy2MWI
L) with each stitch, but I have not yet been
able to trace this practice to any current Japaneseteachers or groups. This last
point is noteworthy because it attests to the desireto provide a religiouscontext
for sewing the robes even if there is no direct scripturalsupport for it.
The expression "stitchby stitch, sew with heart"does not appearin the main
texts used byfukudenkai groups such as commentaries on the Shobigenza by
Sawaki Kodo, and the afterwordby SakaiTokugen, KYtMAEchi's two books
(1967, 1989) on the kesa, or Mizuno Yaoko's study of Kesa kudoku. TANAKA
Tada's (1990, vol.

ii)

biography of Sawaki Kodo, however, uses this expression

in describing Sawaki'sefforts to promote what he calls the robes according to
the Buddha's teaching, nyohoeM2yA. In this paper I have avoided using this
term because it has come to imply that robes made according to the instructions laid out by Mokushitsu and interpreted by Sawaki are more authentic
than the design of robes establishedby the Soto organizationand manufactured
at commercial robe makers.I have instead used the descriptivetermfukudenkai
robes. Tanakacomments:
Knowledgeof the robeaccordingto the teaching(nyohoe)graduallyspread,and
when it eventuallyhad spreadto nuns all around the nation, (professional)
robe makerswerethe firstto opposeit. Thisis becauseto makea robe according to the teaching,one fills each stitchwith faithin the (Buddha's)teaching,
and it must be sewnwith what is commonlyknown as the backstitchand one
must not let one's hand strayfrom this stitchin even a singlepartof the robe.
Professional robe makers who do not have faith are not capable of such
painstakinglabor-intensivework.So even if monks and nuns ordereda robe
to be made accordingto the teaching,the workshopscould not respondto
such a request.
(TANAKA 1990, vol. II, p. 62a)
Interestingly,Tanakadoes not claim here that people sew the robe for merit,
rather, that the authenticity of the robe requires both the faith of the person
making the robe, and conformity with the rule to use the kyakushistitch. He
supports Sawaki'scomments that a robe made without faith is not a real Buddhist robe. In another passage, Tanaka observes that other monks criticized
Sawaki's promotion of the nyohoe because they took the matter of monks'
clothing lightly. They opposed the idea that each stitch should be imbued with a
34. See, for example,SHINOHARA 2000, FAURE 1995 and 1996, KIESCHNIK 1999.
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) and would
religious spirit (hito hito hari seikono komete +-t--fMit-~4
)-i
not accept the importance of using the backstitch. Tanaka quotes Sawaki's
response, "Everyonewho is unwilling to put his body on the line when it comes
to the true matters of the Buddha dharma and cannot follow the thread of
events no doubt considers the robe according to the teaching to be troublesome," and "Wherethere is no true kesamade according to the teaching, there
is no Buddha teaching. Where there is no Buddha teaching there is no true
robe" (TANAKA 1990, vol II, p. 63).
In these passages Tanaka combines the core phrase "stitch by stitch" with
phrases indicating a religious attitude, such as "with faith" or "with spirituality," but I did not hear this in the fukudenkai I attended. Only the expression
kokoroo kometewas used, and this is a common Japaneseexpressionthat covers
a wide range of uses. It particularlyrefersto handmade things, usually made by
a friend or relative, and is often used to refer to food gifts. Workers at a local
convenience store chain named "Heartin" confirmed that this name is a translation of the expression, kokoroo kometeand is meant to convey a welcoming
warmth to the customers. Thus it is a common expression in Japanese,not a
specificallyBuddhist expression.This may explain why, in spite of having heard
many people use the expression, "stitchby stitch, sew with heart,"I was unable
to find any examples in the writings of SawakiKod6 and his disciples. Okamoto
explained that when Japanesepeople hear this expression it inspires them to
put effort into their work, and she sees that it encouragesfaith in the robe. The
phrase provides an alternativeto the stricter ethos of SawakiKodo's message,
"Wearthe robe and sit zazen, that is all." Sawaki Kodo's position is that one
should honor the robe as the body of Buddha and as the mind and heart of the
Buddha and that the best way to honor the robe is put it on and sit zazen. The
activity of hand sewing in itself does not make the robe a holy object. A proper
robe is to be made with faith, using the kyakushistitch.
With this background we can consider what differences there are between
hand sewn robes and commerciallyproduced robes. I visited KaginagaHoeten,
a commercial robe workshop that makes Buddhist robes for Jodo Shinsha
clergy. For over four hundred yearsthis commercial robe makerhas had a close
relationship to the Jodo Shinsha Nishi Honganji temple in Kyoto. In 1927the
head of the business, KaenEicho, published HOeshi,a history of Buddhistrobes,
in which he makes numerous references to vinaya texts. Sawaki Kodo refers
favorably to this book in his commentary on the Kesa kudoku, although he
comments that the book is more properly classified as a history of Buddhist
costume (SAWAKI
1964,p. 38).
The workshop I visited in Uji city in an agriculturalarea near the mountains
is a single story building that looks more like a residence than a factory. The
robe workshop itself is about fifteen-by-thirty feet long and contains rolls of
brocade and other cloth, a large open worktable,an ironing area,two industrial

This content downloaded from 196.21.233.64 on Mon, 3 Jun 2013 16:07:39 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

348

JapaneseJournalof ReligiousStudies 31/2 (2004)

sewing machines and worktables about three-by-five feet for each of the two
tailors, aged about twenty-six to thirty-five,who sit cross legged at the tables as
they sew. The managerdoes not have his own desk or table, but is constantlyin
motion, preparingcloth and planning out the work.
A major difference between commercial and fukudenkaisewing is that in a
commercialworkshopthe robes arepartlymade by machine.This workshophas
used machines since the Meiji period and the machines are operated by oldfashioned foot pedal that, they said, give better control over the fabric and the
eye-foot-hand coordination. In spite of these two old-fashioned sewing
machines, however, more than half of each robe is made by hand. As in fukudenkai robes, each seam is sewn twice: first to join the two pieces of fabric by
machine and next to bind down the raw edge of the seam by hand in a construction that is similar to the flat fell seam found in Western jeans. Both tailors are
men because, the managerexplained,the brocade is so stiff and thick that only a
man has hands strong enough to push a needle through the cloth. Most of their
work time is spent sitting at their low worktables,stitchingby hand, and ironing
each seam as it is completed. Women are sometimes employed on a part-time
basis to do some of the lighter work, which they do as piecework at home. The
tailors use traditionalJapanesemeasuringsticks, not the centimeter sticks used
in most contemporary sewing. Instead of chalk markersthey use a traditional
markingimplement calledthe heraM, which scores the cloth ratherthan leaving
a chalkmark.As in traditionalkimono sewing, the men often use their fingersto
fold and compress the cloth during constructionratherthan the iron.
The brocade used in making these robes is highly decorated with gold
threadsand elaboratedesigns. Two kinds of kesaare made with brocade. One is
made of an overall design of brocade cloth, the other uses a "picture"format,
usually a phoenix bird, framedby the seams in the robe. Illustrationsare woven
into the brocade and must be carefullyincorporatedinto the constructionof the
robe to give the appearanceof an uninterruptedline of design between the individual verticalpanels of the robe. The weaversoffset the design of the illustration
so that it when it is folded the proportions of the bird will be correct.Thus there
is a very close working relationship between the weavers and the robe makers.
The managerexplainedthat it takesmany yearsbefore a workercan be entrusted
with choosing the manner of framing such brocade illustrations. He proudly
pointed out that the older of the two workers was just completing his first
attempt at planning and executing a robe from beginning to end.
The workshop visit demonstrated that robes made in commercial robe
workshops are far from what one usuallythinks of as a factoryproduction line.
The robes are treated with great respect and never allowed to touch the floor
even though it is quite clean. The five-panel robes are made from right to left,
each panel referredto by a particularname, including the center panel that is
referred to as the shaka or akyamuni panel. Although there was no sense of
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rush or pressurein the room, the managerpointed out that they have calculated
the amount of time it takes to make each garmentdown to the minute and they
keep to that schedule in order to maintain planned labor costs. In addition to
making new robes, they repair old robes and fulfill other requests, notably,
requeststo have robes made out of old cloth that outlived its purpose but is still
viable, such as the treasuredobi of a grandmother.Each of these projects must
be carefullypriced accordingto the labor involved. When askedwhetherhe had
heard offukudenkaior of people making robes in groups as a religious practice,
the managerreplied that he had not heard about it, but that as a professionalhe
had to be concerned about producing a standardizedproduct within a certain
amount of time.
An alternativeto the fukudenkaiapproach is that taken by a member of the
Shingon clergywho is concerned about continuing Jiun'sprescriptionfor Buddhist robes. Instead of making the robes himself, he has taught his local commercial robe maker about Jiun's rules and orders such robes from them. He
participatesby getting the right fabric, the natural dyes, the dyer, and the robe
maker willing to do this work. This means that he is completely engaged with
the problems of how to realize the ideal of Jiun's robes in the modern age of
commercial robe manufacture. When asked if the robe maker seems to have
any religious feeling or faith connected to these kinds of robes, the member of
the clergyreplied that the robe maker had told him that compared to the usual
robes they make, these robes give them the sense of doing something that is
truly connected to the practice of Buddhism. Although having the robes made
by hand means that they cost somewhat more than ordinarycommercialrobes,
he considers it a worthy contribution to further the understanding of robes by
producingmodern replicasaccordingto Jiun'steachings.
Conclusion
The practiceof sewingrobesby hand in fukudenkaiderivesits authorityfrom premodern Soto Zen texts of the Kamakuraand Tokugawaperiodsthat arestudiedin
fukudenkaias one aspectof an integratedpracticeof sewing robes,sittingmeditation, and doing other elements of formal Soto Zen practice.Although the fukudenkaiclaimthese texts as theirbasis,thereis a substantialgapbetweenthe clerical
audienceto whom these texts were addressedand contemporaryfukudenkaiparticipants.Dogen's essaysand scholarshipon the robe in the Tokugawaperiodpresume acquaintancewith Buddhistthoughtand scripturalsources.The Soto clerics
who studied the robe in the Tokugawa period supplemented their study of
Dogen's essayson the robe in the Shobogenzawith citations from scripturaland
vinayasources,thus deepening and broadeningthe connection between Dogen's
thought on the robe and the earlierBuddhisttradition.Eventhe relativelyreadable
Hobukukakushois difficultfor contemporaryJapaneselaypeople and Jiun'sworks
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on the robe have not yet been renderedinto modern, annotatededitions, so they
are virtuallyinaccessibleto the modern reader.The scholasticside offukudenkai
thereforereliesalmostsolelyon Kyama'sKesano kenkya,and Mizuno'sannotated
text of Kesakudoku.
Sawaki Kod6 and Hashimoto Ek6, both born in the 188os, are primarily
responsible for making these premodern texts available and for interpreting
their message to meet the religious needs of contemporary audiences. Their
serialized articles in popular Buddhist magazines such as Dogen and Daiharin
gradually introduced twentieth-century audiences to the importance of the
Buddhist robe in Dogen's thought. The development and spreadoffukudenkai,
however, was the work of their disciples. As Sawakitravelledthroughout Japan
he gathereda following of lay students who seriously practicedmeditation and
studied with him when they could. The enthusiasm of these lay students for
Sawaki's message about the Buddhist robe motivated Sawaki's ordained students to institute the fukudenkai.The oldest of these groups that are still active
date back to the last year of Sawaki'slife, and were in fact establishedby his disciples, not by Sawakihimself, and some aspectsof contemporaryfukudenkaiare
somewhat at odds with Sawaki'sapproach.Sawakialwaysemphasized the Soto
Zen practice of wearing the robe and sitting meditation, and the contemporary
fukudenkai emphasis on sewing robes as a means of producing merit is not
apparentin his written works.
The formation of such lay and clerical groups developed in the context of
modern conditions and concerns. The fukudenkaihand sewn robes present an
appealing alternativeto commercially bought robes. Contemporary Soto Zen
clergy must purchaseexpensive robes in a system that is costly and provides little chance of contact with the robe maker. The Sato Zen organization established firm guidelines for the robe in order to resolve conflicts between various
Soto factions. Well awareof how divisive an issue the style of robes can be, this
governing organization has insisted that when clergy attend formal functions,
especiallyat the two head temples of Sojijiand Eiheiji,that they wear robes purchased at approvedcommercialrobe workshops that meet these guidelines. But
the requirementthat a Soto monk must buy expensive and elegant, sometimes
gaudy robes appearsto be somewhat inconsistent with Dogen's portrayalof the
robe as ideally made of rags like the Buddhawore. Fukudenkaiparticipantsfeel
strongly that the robes of contemporary JapaneseBuddhism violate the prescription that they should be of muted color and not excite greed or envy. In
contrast to commercially availablerobes, fukudenkaiparticipantschoose simple and plain fabrics and work under the direction of a teacher to produce a
handmade robe. The person making the robe knows the origin of the cloth, and
has a practicalunderstandingof the design and execution of the robe. In almost
all cases the robe maker has a close relationship to the recipient. Fukudenkai
participantsoften remarknegativelyon the contemporaryrobe purchasingsys-
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tem, and they are aware of their role in providing an alternative. Participants
welcome the chance to have a direct experience of making robes within a context of faith in the Buddhistteaching and serious religiouspractice.
The fukudenkaiis simply not a school for teaching people how to sew robes.
All the groups I attended had an expectation of respect for the Buddhistrobe as
an expression of the Buddha'steaching. In some groups sewing one's own robe
and taking the precepts is an integralpart of the process and a primarymotivation for sewing the robe. Being part of a group in which some people are serious
about these matters is part of the appeal, whether or not everyone takes the
opportunity to meditate or study. Fukudenkaileaders confirmed that sewing
robes provided access to Buddhist practice for people who feel intimidated by
meditation or study.
Participantsin thefukudenkaiconsiderthat their handmaderobesaresuperior
to commercially made robes because they were made by hand in a context of
Buddhist practice,but commercial robe makersare not large impersonal factories, and behaviorin these workshopsis not so differentfromfukudenkaigroups.
The workerstreatthe robeswith respect,partsof the robes arereferredto by Buddhist names, and much of the robes aresewn by hand. They also have a close relationship to the weavers who provide the brocade and embroidered fabric.The
workersfelt their responsibilityas part of a tradition of sewing Buddhist robes.
Yet,they made it clearthat holding to the scheduleof productionwas paramount.
A middle position is taken by the Shingon monk who trains his robe maker
to produce robes accordingto Jiun'sguidelines. He spends a greatdeal of effort
and time in training these professionals and in searching for the right fabrics
and dyes. He does not especially value the making of the robes as a religious
practice,rather,what mattersto him is that the robes conform to Jiun'srules, a
task best left to professionals under the guidance of a knowledgable ordained
person. His approach is much closer to the description in vinaya sources that
stipulate that a trained monk should be chosen to organize the making of the
robes rather than leaving this important task to ordinary monks. Sewing the
robes is not seen as producing merit, rather,the focus is on whether the leader
followed the correct procedures,and whether the product conforms to the correct design and color.
The ideal image of a Buddhist monk wandering through town and village
and gatheringbits of cloth to dye and sew into simple robes continues to hold a
fascination for many people, but in this paper I have arguedthat the practiceof
making Buddhist robes in contemporary JapaneseBuddhism offers a fascinatingly complex and rich field of enquiry.
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