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Samantha Mosher (United States)

2025 “Ise” and Study Program Final Report

During my time in Ise, Japan, I had the unique opportunity to be part of the Ise and Japan
Study Program at Kogakkan University. The program was designed to immerse us in the culture,
rituals, and history of Ise City and the Ise Grand Shrine, two places that hold spiritual and
historical significance in Japan. Over the course of the program, I gained a deeper appreciation
for how ancient traditions are still a part the daily lives of many of the people in Ise, offering me
a sense of connection with Japan’s past.

One of the most fascinating topics we explored was the story of the Saio, the priestess
chosen from among the emperor’s unwed daughters to serve at the Ise Grand Shrine. These
women would travel from Kyoto to Ise with a grand entourage, where they would take on a
significant spiritual role. It was inspiring to learn about their journey and the responsibility they
carried, acting as a bridge between the divine and the human in a time when religion and politics
were deeply intertwined in Japanese society. This exploration into history made me appreciate
the importance of the role women played in shaping Japan’s spiritual landscape.

We also had a chance to learn about the development of transportation in Ise, particularly
how trains helped shape the region’s infrastructure. Understanding how the evolution of train
routes facilitated easier access to Ise and boosted its local economy added an unexpected layer to
my appreciation of the city. It was interesting to see how modern technology and the city’s
ancient rituals coexist in a place where history still feels so alive. Trains may seem far removed
from the sacred rituals of the Ise Grand Shrine, but they’re an integral part of the region’s
continued growth and connection to the rest of Japan.

In addition to our academic explorations, I had the chance to experience some of Ise’s
sacred spaces firsthand. We visited the Ise Jingu Naiku and several others shrines and temples
where we were able to take part in purification and special ceremonies. The calm and spiritual
atmosphere there was overwhelming, and the ceremony felt like a deeply meaningful way to
connect with the history and traditions of Ise. It was a moment of reflection and reverence, one
that left a lasting impression on me and made me feel like I was part of something much larger
than myself.

The program also gave us the opportunity to explore more of Japan, like a trip to Nara
where I experienced a rare snowfall. People were saying that it only snows that much once every
ten years, making it a memorable experience. These outings allowed me to appreciate not just the
history of the places we visited, but also the beauty of Japan’s landscapes. Whether it was the
snowy temples in Nara or the tranquil shrines of Ise, I found myself often in awe of how nature
and spirituality are intertwined in Japan.

Reflecting on my time in Ise, I'm incredibly grateful for everything I learned and
experienced. The Ise and Japan Study Program wasn’t just about gaining academic knowledge—
it was about experiencing Japan’s culture in a way that felt authentic and personal. I’'m thankful
for the connections I made with people from all over the world, and I’1l carry the lessons and
memories of this program with me for years to come.



