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I think it is important to understand the uniqueness of what foreign students learn on the Ise and
Japan Study Program. In particular, | would like to say a word about the lectures and tours offered to us
by Shintogaku professors. Shintogaku is an approach to thinking about spiritual culture that exists only
in Japan. The primary purpose of Shintogaku is to train students to become shrine priests. But
Shintogaku professors, through writing books about shrines and educating the general public, also
create a common standard for practices at shrines across the country. When Japanese people go to
shrines, they know what to expect. In this way, even as shrines are non-sectarian and welcome freedom
of belief, they can continue to maintain their traditions for future generations.

When foreigners want to read about Shinto, it is very rare for them to run into Shintogaku. It is
far more common to encounter the personal opinions of priests, new religious leaders, or foreigners
who have been to Japan. Even the authors of textbooks about world religions can be led astray by these
opinions. Japanese people may be surprised by what foreigners read about Shinto in English. My
experience on this program, and during my other trips to Japan, has shown that true quality in talking
about Shinto is best obtained by reading, talking, and thinking about why shrines exist in the way that
they do.

From the Kogakkan professors who participated on this study program, | learned that Shinto has
a very deep and complex history. Shinto has a unique perspective on how to preserve traditions and
spiritual culture. Religious studies and theology are ill equipped to confront the types of discussion that
take place within Jinja Honcho. In the 21 century, culture clashes, based on misunderstanding of the
culture of other countries, are resurfacing and are already the cause of serious international conflicts.
This is an important time for foreigners interested in Japan to collaborate with Japanese Shintogaku
professors in order for the world to gain a new and enlightening perspective on human diversity.
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