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Role of Shrines in the Hospital

Iyo KANEDA

Graduate School of Human and Environmental Studies,

Kyoto University, Kyoto 606-8501 Japan

Summary The treatment of illness has had a close relationship with religion since ancient times, and
Japanese history shows that Buddhism and Christianity have been involved in medicine and welfare. Yet
Japan’s traditional religion Shinto, has not developed social programs like them.

Some hospitals and nursing homes throughout in Japan have shrines. In order to clarify whether modern
medicine, which assumes modern science, and shrines, which assume the existence of gods and spirits, can
coexist, this study conducted a survey of shrines located within hospitals and welfare facilities nationwide to
determine how they were founded and their actual status. We also explored what role shrines play and could
play for people with illnesses and disabilities.

As a result of the survey, we found six shrines located within medical and nursing homes. These shrines
were found to serve the following roles: as an environment where people can come into contact with nature,
like a Chinju forest; as an opportunity to remember the founding of the facility; as bringing people involved in
the facility together through festivals; as spiritual support for patients, families, and staff with illnesses and
disabilities through prayer; and as a link to psychiatric treatment. Prayer played a role in bringing together
people involved in the institution, in providing spiritual support to sick and disabled patients, their families,
and staff, and in connecting them to psychiatric treatment.

From these examples, it became clear that medical welfare facilities, which are in the realm of science, and
shrines, which are in the realm of religion, coexist. They may also serve as devices that unconsciously connect
human life to nature and to things beyond the human hand, rather than to artificiality.

Keywords: hospitals, nursing home, shrines



