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The origin of Higan, a seven-day festival marking the vernal equinox, Shunbun-no-hi is unknown, but it
was widely observed in Japan in the eighth century. In 806 CE, the Emperor issued an ordinance
concerning its observance, and during the Meiji Era (1868-1912 CE) the government made the day of

the equinox a national holiday.

The word higan means “the other shore,” a Buddhist term that comes from the idea that there is a river
marking the division of this life from the world of salvation. This river is full of illusion, passion, and
sorrow, and only by crossing to the other shore can one gain enlightenment and enter nirvana.

It is said that, when night and day are equal (as
occurs on the equinox) the Buddha appears on earth
to save stray souls and help them make the crossing.
Thus the visit to the family cemetery on this occasion
is a happy event.

The ritual of offering food and sake to the ancestors
developed into another custom typical of the Higan
observance, that of giving specially prepared
food-most commonly Ohagi, a ball of soft rice
covered with sweetened bean paste-to friends and
neighbours.

In Japan it is said that the chill of winter finally
disappears after Shunbun-no-hi, a time that cherry
blossoms-the most popular symbol of spring-first
start to appear.
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Sit down with the children and show them the
series of pictures overleaf. You may wish to lay
the sheets out either on a table or the floor,
and then read the story.

Ask the children the following questions and
discuss them:-

Which pictures do you like?
Which pictures don’t you like and why?

Compare two pictures of a tree showing
different seasons. Let the children decide
which season is shown.

Talk about the people who help you. How do
they help you?

Think about people long ago and find out
some one who has discovered something
special that has made your life happy.
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The Story of Shunbun-No-Hi

This spring festival is to
help us appreciate nature
and all living things.
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Spring marks the
beginning and the
reawakening from
winter and the cold.
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The trees now begin to
grow their new leaves
and blossom appears
and its time to look
forward to new things.
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It is also good to
remember lessons we
have learnt in the past
and remember people
who have helped us.
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Japanese Buddhists give thanks for their ancestors.
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