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The Custom of Remembering Maritime Accident Victims in the Tonegawa River Mouth
Area
—A Case Study of Rissho Kosei-kai in Choshi City, Chiba Prefecture, and

Hasakimachi in Kamisu City, Ibaraki Prefecture——

Abstract : Rissho Kosei-kai is a new religious movement founded in Japan in 1938 by Nikkyo Ni-
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wano and Myoko Naganuma, both of whom separated from the Buddhist sect Reiyukai. Accord-
ing to the FY2018 Religious Yearbook published by the Agency for Cultural Affairs, the organiza-
tion has some 2.6 million members and 605 churches and missionary offices around the country.
Among the new religious movements, Rissho Kosei-kai officially ranks third in membership after
Happy Science and Soka Gakkai, and is the largest Reiyukai-affiliated sect.

The organization’s churches and dojos (training halls) in Choshi City, Chiba Prefecture, and the
town on the opposite bank of the Tonegawa River, Hasaki (former Hasaki-cho) in Kamisu City,
Ibaraki Prefecture, hold monthly memorial rituals for people who died in water accidents. This
area, located at the mouth of the Tonegawa River, is a famous fishing spot with the nation’s high-
est annual landings. It saw significant development as an important eastbound marine traffic cen-
ter during the latter part of the Edo period. On the other hand, the coast of Choshi facing the sea
of Kashimanada is an infamous stretch of water prone to fatal accidents, and has long been feared
as one of Japan's three most dangerous waters, which, besides Kawaguchi of Choshi, include
Naruto Strait in Awa province and the Strait of Irago-doai.

While the area prospered thanks to the shipping and fishing industries, its history has been in-
extricably linked to tragic maritime disasters. As such, various folk customs are practiced to
commemorate those who lost their lives at sea. These customs are influenced by a number of fac-
tors related to the area’s seaside location, such as the history of maritime accidents typical of riv-
er ports and the geographic characteristics marked by a large fishing industry population.

At memorial services for water accident victims, Rissho kosei-kai members honor their own an-
cestors or relatives who died at sea, based on the idea of takuchi innen (land connection from the
past) underlying the group’s ancestral commemoration philosophy, but our study found that they
readily commemorate shipwreck victims who are not their kin as well.

Religious groups affiliated to Reiyukai have their own distinctive views on ancestor worship
and ritual teachings, while their religious practices incorporate traditional elements, such as faith
in family temples or local Shinto deities. However, there are few studies or reports covering these
topics as an example of folk tradition. Referring to the commemoration rituals for maritime acci-
dent victims practiced in the Tonegawa River mouth area, this paper will focus on the memorial
rituals for water-related deaths performed by Rissho kosei-kai's church in Choshi and the Hasaki

South branch of the Kashima Church to examine for whom the rituals are performed and why.
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