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Final Year of Buddha Statue Unveiling 

Last chance to see this rare artifact before it’s gone for 30 years  

 

KINOSAKI ONSEN: A COZY HOT SPRING TOWN FOR THE MOST AUTHENTIC JAPANESE EXPERIENCE 

 

Onsenji Temple stands on the western end of Kinosaki along a mountain slope, 

away from streets embellished by the click-clack of geta sandals. According to 

Dochi Shonin, the Buddhist saint who founded Kinosaki Onsen, this temple was 

initially opened in 738 AD and, since its opening, has shared a millenia-long 

history alongside the town. The temple not only acts as a place for devotion, but 

is also said to provide prosperity for the onsen’s gushing spring water.  

 

Legend has it that Dochi Shonin desired to cure humanity of suffering, and, upon 

arriving to this area, resolved to pray for 1000 consecutive days. His prayers were 

answered, and water suddenly rushed from the ground. Thoroughly inspired by 

this miracle, Onsenji Temple and Kinosaki Onsen were both opened.  

 

Onsenji Temple is notable not only for its history, but for what’s enshrined as well. At the center of 

the temple’s inner sanctuary stands its principal statue juichimen kanzeon bosatsu (Eleven-Headed 

Bodhisattva of Compassion and Mercy). This figure was made 1,300 years ago and has been 

designated an Important Cultural Property by the nation. Additionally, the principal statue’s hands 

are tied with five different colored threads known as the “Strings of Virtue” (zen no tsuna). By 

touching these threads, you can directly connect your whole being with the universe, thus tightly 

tying your fate together. The strings even extend down to the bottom of the mountain, for visitors who 

are unable to make the trek up to the temple.  

 

Ordinarily, this statue is hidden away in an altar case and is only visible to the public for 3 years at 

a time every 33 years. The statue is currently on display from 2018 to 2021. This is the last year for 

people to be able to see the statue for another three decades, and it will only remain displayed until 

October 31st! This is a rare opportunity, as most people only have the chance to see it a maximum of 

2 or 3 times during their lifetime. 
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A small 11-headed bodhisattva which is 

also displayed in the main hall 

The sacred 1300-year-old Kannon statue  The Strings of Virtue stretch from the statue, across the room, 

to outside of the temple 

https://visitkinosaki.com/things-to-do/onsen-ji-temple/)
https://visitkinosaki.com/
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There is even a wooden ladle that one can get from Onsenji Temple to “prove” one’s visit. Historically, 

visitors would not be allowed to enter the waters before paying their respects at the temple. They 

would then receive a “yu-shaku”, or hot spring ladle that would serve as an entry ticket to the hot 

springs. Today the ladle is not needed, but can still be purchased at Onsenji Temple. In this way, too, 

the temple and town are symbolically intertwined.  

 

Onsenji Temple is cherished by residents of and 

visitors to Kinosaki, and has become the centerpiece 

for various holidays in the area. Perhaps the most 

distinct of these holidays is the Kinosaki Onsen 

Festival held in spring. 

This period coincides with a memorial service 

immortalizing the memory of founder Dochi Shonin on 

the anniversary of his death. Alongside this solemn 

ceremony, the rest of town celebrates the Onsen Festival as a way to express its gratitude to the onsen.  

The monks of Onsenji have a procession through the streets, visiting each public bath to offer their 

blessings. There is a mochi-throwing tradition, and the rare principal statue at the temple is partly 

shown to the public. In the evening, food and game stalls are set up along the Otanigawa River, and 

a stage is placed in the center of town for performances.  

“It is clear that the Kannon statue possesses some kind of power. 

Since its unveiling, it has been visited by The New York Times 

and other famous media and television crews, and has had 

many unexpectedly amazing encounters with people who do not 

normally come to the temple. There is a fair amount of local 

people who frequently come, too, and those people feel an  

extremely tight bond with the statue. 

 

I have only been able to see the standing statue twice in my entire life, and the first time was when I 

was in elementary school, so the emotions I am experiencing now are quite different. There are a lot 

of taxing daily tasks that I must do for the three-year period, since I need to make sure the statue is 

protected.  

 

However, I think that I will feel quite sad once it comes time to shield the statue once again, because 

the distinctiveness of this special period will be over. I am thankful for the onsen – for all of it – 

because the statue has continued to serve Kinosaki for the past 1,300 years.”  

Colorful stalls alongside the river during the festival** 

**These photographs were taken before the COVID-19 pandemic. Outside activities have been canceled 

for the festival, but will return once the population is vaccinated and case numbers are stabilized.  

Visit Kinosaki had the opportunity to interview the head monk at Onsenji Temple, Yusho Ogawa, 

who had the following to say about the statue’s unveiling period: 

 
© igaki photo studio 
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Kinosaki Onsen is a town of time-honored 

hot springs dating back 1300 years ago. It is 

home to seven public bathhouses, all located 

within walking distance of each other and the 

train station. Guests are encouraged to wear 

yukata and geta, stroll through the town, and 

go onsen-hopping. 

Toyooka is a downtown area home to the 

Oriental White Stork, a bird that was revived 

from extinction in this very town. The city’s 

efforts restored the Oriental White Stork 

population, and now over 200 fly the skies of 

Japan. Toyooka is also known for the Genbudo 

Caves. 

Izushi is the resident castle town, popular for 

its nostalgic atmosphere of Edo-era Japan. It is 

home to many interesting attractions such as 

castle ruins, a samurai house, a kabuki theater, 

and a clock tower. The town’s specialty is Izushi 

Sara Soba, buckwheat noodles served in small 

portions on small plates. 

Kannabe is a mountainous area with fun 

activities year-round. In the winter, one can go 

skiing, snowboarding, snowshoeing, and 

sledding. In the warm months, one can go 

camping, paragliding, fishing, tree climbing, 

and more. Kannabe is the perfect destination 

for adventurers. 

Takeno is a quaint fisherman town that is a 

hidden gem among the northern coast of Hyogo 

Prefecture. The beach has clear, blue waters 

while the mountains surrounding it offer great 

hiking opportunities. It is encouraged to stroll 

through the peaceful town, where one can find 

small shops and traditional landscapes. 

Tanto is a quiet countryside town with 

magnificent nature—including a giant field of 

tulips in the spring and brilliant red-leaved 

trees in the fall. 

https://visitkinosaki.com/places-to-go/kinosaki-onsen/
https://visitkinosaki.com/places-to-go/toyooka/
https://visitkinosaki.com/places-to-go/izushi/
https://visitkinosaki.com/places-to-go/kannabe/
https://visitkinosaki.com/places-to-go/takeno/
https://visitkinosaki.com/places-to-go/tanto/
https://www.instagram.com/visitkinosaki/
https://www.facebook.com/visitkinosaki/
https://visitkinosaki.com

