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THE STATE OF MUSIC IN HAWAII

Francis Okano
Music Committee Chairman

In Hawaii, we are optimistic about music in the Hongwaniji. Dating from when
the Honpa Hongwanji Hawaii Betsuin was reportedly the only Buddhist tem-
ple in the world equipped with a pipe organ in 1918, the Hawaii Mission has
steadfastly focused on developing English gathas. Early contributors inclu-
ded native English speakers whose tunes and lyrics understandably resem-
bled Christian hymns. With the coming of age of nisei, sansei, and yonsei,
both lyrics and music gained a more “local” voice. In 1990, the new edition of
Praises of the Buddha, Hawaii’'s English service book, contained English
gathas in over half of the selections. More than two dozen English-lyrics mu-
sic have been created since then. Today, new music written in Japan can be
usefully translated, and non-sectarian spiritual music is gaining acceptance
within the temple.

Singing at Sunday services consists usually of two gathas, in addition to the
Vandana and Ti-Sarana and Nembutsu. Most temples have an organ or pia-
no, while temples without regular organists use taped music. About a fourth
of all temples have adult choirs that brighten special services with song.
Some choirs, such as at the Hawaii Betsuin, sing as frequently as twice a
month. Children’s choirs at fewer than half a dozen temples perform on spe-
cial occasions.

Participation in music events in Hawaii is both informal and enthusiastic. Now
in its thirtieth year, the annual Songfest of the Big Island (Hawaii) brings to-
gether members from temples island-wide each February for song and fel-
lowship. For the past twenty years, the Hawaii Betsuin has held an annual
Songfest for its clubs and organizations for enjoyment and friendship. Occa-
sional trips to a neighbor island, such as the recent visit by Maui's Wailuku
Hongwanji Choir to Kauai, provide fun outings for choir members and famil-
ies. In November 2000, the Hawaii Betsuin Choir participated as the first
overseas contingent in Honzan’s celebrated Midou Ensoukai.

While the nisei and sansei are accustomed to singing Japanese lyrics, the
yonsei, gosei, and Buddhists of non-Japanese heritage generally regard Jap-
anese as a foreign language. This reality dictates that future music in Hawaii
be entirely in English, either as translations of Japanese works or as original
English lyrics.
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