David Rands(USA)

As an older participant on the Japan-Ise Study Program | was a bit unsure how | would fit in and what
the program would have for me. As a faculty member of a regional state university, | have the
opportunity to annually take students to Japan, and make it a point to visit Ise. The reverence of the
shrine always makes an impact on my students, and | felt it was important for me to learn more about it
in order to share it properly with them. The program was amazing and succeeded in fulfilling my
objectives. Not only did | learn about the shrine, and Shinto’s place within Japanese society, but | was
able to learn about Ise and interact with both the scholars of Kogakkan and those who were
participating on the program with me.

The Japan-Ise Program provides for participants to learn about the shrine and the relationship it has
with Ise in particular and Japan in general. | was very fortunate that my current employer, Austin Peay
State University allowed me to take the time away mid-semester to participate. As a result, | was able to
learn about the details of shrine reconstruction and the relationships between the grand shrine in Ise
and all the other shrines throughout Japan. Kogakkan, as one of the two Shinto universities in Japan,
was an ideal sponsor for fulfilling this mission.

Nearly every morning, participants met for classes. Instructors primarily came from Kogakkan University,
and provided specialized instruction on both Shinto and Ise. Classes included discussions on the history
of the city and the place of the shrine in Japanese archaeology. | really enjoyed learning about the
relationships between the different parts of the city. Uji, which encompasses the Naiku Shrine, and
Yamada, which houses the Geku Shrine have a complex relationship. Adding to this was the commercial
area of Kawasaki. Kogakkan professors expertly described the ways that these areas interacted and how
the city developed within the larger sphere of Mie and Japan. Additionally, classes on the onshi, who
acted in roles akin to religious tour guides were highly enlightening. The opportunity to attend classes
with such knowledgeable instructors and inquisitive fellow participants meant that even after classes
ended, the questions and discussion continued.

Afternoons were filled with fieldwork. Visiting the shrines, the shrine workshops, and an onshi residence
were among the activities. My favorite afternoon activities were instruction on the different matsuri
that were performed. Because Kogakkan University is centered around Shinto, it has facilities for
practicing these rituals. We were able to watch these being practiced, and because they were not official
rituals, we could take pictures, ask questions, and learn the processes. We even were able to wear the
traditional clothing and learn the steps of the matsuri. The experience of tea ceremony was likewise
very informative. The university has a teahouse, that was transported from Kyoto, inside a large room
where students can study and practice the tea ceremony. Our instructor provided much insight into the
preparations for the ceremony, and | was excited to learn the mental aspects of the ceremony as much
as the ritual components.

This year was somewhat unusual due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Some of the scheduled activities were
either amended or canceled. Organizers worked through these difficulties and we were still able to have
amazing access, including visits to Kasuga Taisha, Yasaka-Jinja, and Iwashimizu Hachimangu shrine.

These visits provided fascinating insight into the relationship between Ise and the wider world of Shinto.
The organizers provided plenty of masks, sanitizer, and continually checked on us to ensure our welfare.



Even in the difficult circumstances of this truly epic situation, we were able to learn and have an
amazing experience.

At the end of the day, and the Japan-Ise Program is not an exception. From the organizers to the
participants, each relationship was provided nurturing and time to grow. With participants from a wide
range of geographical, generational, and experiential backgrounds, many close friendships were formed
and | do not doubt that they will continue. With the geo-political news filled with controversy between
nation states, it was refreshing to see scholars from Russia, the Ukraine, Poland, Germany, Slovakia,
Italy, Hong Kong, India, Iran, and the United States all becoming friends based on studying Ise.
Additional dynamics such as young scholars, those in the latter-stages of their doctorates, and scholars
with more experience in the field proved to be fertile grounds for friendships to form. These personal
relationships, and the opportunities they bring, are an amazing component of the Japan-Ise Study
Program, and | will forever be grateful for the opportunity to participate.
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