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Huijia Teh (Malaysia)

Shinto, Ise, and Kogakkan University: Past, Present, and Future

As a researcher focusing on higher education’s engagement with sustainability, and seeing how
indigeneity is increasingly valued in the body of knowledge, I applied for the Ise and Japan Study Programme
hoping to discover the nexus between Shinto, Ise, and Kogakkan University as one of the only two universities
in Japan that train future Shinto priests and priestesses. The programme included lectures on the history,
development, and changes through time of Shinto and Ise, field trips to the sites, as well as hands-on activities
that expose us to Japanese culture and way of thinking. This amalgamation of deep learning experiences led

me to consider sustainability through three perspectives: time, environment, and people.

Sustainability through Time (Yori Dokoro)

Learning about the ritual of Shikinen Sengu that has happened every twenty years since more than 1300 years
ago, reshaped the way I thought about sustainability. At first, I thought sustainability meant reducing the use
of resources and protecting the environment, but after learning about the traditions and forest management
through lessons and discussions with other participants, I realised that to co-exist with nature in modern times
also means to not only conserve but regulate timber, a major resource in the rebuilding of the Ise Shrine. With
the spirit of maintaining the tradition of the Shikinen Sengu, the authorities also planned for the replanting of
trees that were cut down, aiming to eventually replace trees at a higher rate than the trees chopped down for
timber. This shows how certain traditions could enrich sustainability efforts and stimulate innovative solutions
in order to maintain them. The various museums around Ise display the craftsmanship and efforts needed
during the Shikinen Sengu processes, guarding the tradition from getting lost in this globalised, fast-paced
world situated within Japan’s aging population. The rich, long history of Shinto, Ise, and Kogakkan University,
narrated and explained passionately by the professors, Shinto priests, and the locals reflect how knowing and
understanding the history of the space we are in can help us comprehend ourselves better. History, passed
through countless generations, underscores the foundations of our ‘yori dokoro’, or spiritual support, anchoring

us to our existence as the culminated outcomes of past wisdom and experiences.

Sustainability through the Environment (Ichi Go Ichi E)

Although the definition of Shinto still remains elusive, the way shrines were and are built for waterfalls, rocks,
mountains and such reflects Shinto’s reverence for nature. Indeed, field trips to the Ise Inner and Outer Shrine,
the Nachi Waterfall, Kumano Pilgrimage Route and other sites left a profound impact. It is difficult to verbally
express the interrelatedness between humans and nature, but being immersed in forests and mountains brings
an inexplicable awareness of how we are all interconnected and should be more respectful and responsible
towards each other. Contrasting the metropolitan Tokyo where I attend university and the Ise region’s deep-
rooted connection with nature and the local community, I realised how precious it is to receive spiritual
nourishment through slowing down and coming into contact with nature. Perhaps, the ‘Ichi Go Ichi E’
experience of being fully present in the moment and feeling the gratitude and appreciation for nature could

inspire human action towards better coexistence and protection of the natural world.



Sustainability through People (Peace)

Apart from the scheduled lectures and field trips, we were fortunate enough to also participate in the special
worship ceremony at Ise Grand Shrine, followed by a sacred Kagura ceremony. Also, there was an optional
tour to Kashihara Shrine, where we visited a katana exhibit and the Mausoleum of Emperor Jimmu, Japan’s
first emperor. What made these site visits more meaningful was meeting the people in charge of continuing
and maintaining the traditions and environment, combined with our own understandings of the spaces. The
priest at Kumano Hongu talked about how he hopes that people visiting the UNESCO World Heritage Site
could understand that the shrine representing Shinto is not only a travel destination or a bucket list. Through
the simple act of two bows, two claps, one bow, people of different faiths and backgrounds could momentarily
connect through the ritual and understand that despite our differences, we are all interdependent beings sharing
the same world. Therefore, intercultural and interfaith dialogues could enhance our appreciation of ourselves

and the diversity that exists around us, bringing us closer to the intangible notion of peace.

To tie it all together, Kogakkan University is the space where scholars from different disciplines and
origins came together to interact and share in the unique experiences gained through the Ise and Japan Study
Programme. It is indeed an invaluable experience to immerse in the everyday life, sacred traditions and
extensive history of Ise and Shinto. We are in an era where global governance materialises through competing
international organisations such as the UN, UNESCO, World Bank, OECD, with their rhetoric on SDGs, global
citizenship, global competencies often being onto-epistemologically Western and neoliberal in nature. Hence,
as a researcher, | wish for future opportunities to collaborate with other researchers through our shared ties
with Kogakkan University. Through collaboration, we could potentially leverage Kogakkan University’s
distinctive position as a university with close ties to the Ise Grand Shrine, the local community and the
sometimes-elusive Shinto world to discover, shape and disseminate our outlook towards sustainability to the
outside world, not only within Japan but also globally. To move forward in a world facing complex global
challenges, academics, the government, and civil society and the community with Ise and Kogakkan University
at the centre could and should proactively engage with each other and the global society to transform

knowledge for a more sustainable future.

Last but not least, I would like to reiterate my gratitude and appreciation for the professors,
international exchange department staff and students of Kogakkan University, Ise City government, Ise Shrine
priests, and everyone who was involved in organising this wonderful programme. I will certainly treasure the
experiences and knowledge I have gained here on my journey to be not only a better researcher, but also a

better human being.
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