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Lakshmi Anoosha Pasumarthy (India)

A nation is often recognized by its culture and traditions, and it is this very history that
shapes the country’s identity and global image. While it is common to associate Japan
with concepts such as Zen, reverence for nature, and ikigaij, it is essential to understand
the roots from which these elements grew and how centuries of cultural practices have
nurtured these ideas. Central to this understanding is Shinto; more than a religion, itis a
philosophy that emphasizes a reverence for things "larger than life" and plays a key role
in fostering an appreciation for nature, rebuilding, and welcoming new ideas. The
historical syncretism of Buddhism and Shinto particularly shows how distinct schools of
thought can merge and coexist in harmony. This theme remained central throughout my
time in the Ise and Japan Study Program.

This program provided an invaluable opportunity to witness how deeply rooted Shinto
remains within Japanese society and culture. In addition to visiting the Inner Shrine
(Naikd) and Outer Shrine (Geku) of Ise Jinga, | also had the opportunity to explore several
betsu-gu, including Yamatohime-no-miya, Tsukuyomi-no-miya. The lectures preceding
these visits were instrumental in providing the necessary historical background to make
each sanpai meaningful. A significant highlight of the program was the privilege of being
part of the Tokubetsu Sanpai at the Inner Shrine, an experience that is generally
inaccessible to a typical visitor.

The curriculum extended well beyond the shrines to include sites that showcase the rich
commercial and spiritual history of the Mie Prefecture as well. This included trips to
Futami, the Yamada Bugydésho (former magistrate’s office), and Matsusaka, a once-
castle town that reflects the region's vibrant mercantile past and traditional crafts.
Furthermore, visiting the Saiku Historical Museum allowed for a deeper understanding of
the history of the Saio—the imperial princesses who dedicated their lives to serving the
Ise Shrine as descendants of the Imperial Family. Visiting the Kawasaki Merchant
Museum and the various old warehouses provided a fresh perspective on the trade and
commerce that sustained the region during pre-modern times. The field trip through the
Sanzan route in Kumano not only included visits to temples and shrines that proudly
display Shinto-Buddhist syncretism and exquisite architecture but also provided a
chance to experience the breathtaking nature that truly merits its place in the UNESCO
World Heritage List.

Beyond field trips, the program’s strength also lay in its practical activities. Workshops
led by Shinto priests on ceremonial rites as well as the art of tea ceremony provided a
realistic understanding of Japanese aesthetics. Additionally, the workshops on making
Wagashi and handling precious historical artifacts offered an authentic glimpse into
Japan’s heritage and provided plentiful opportunities to interact with locals and
experience cross-cultural exchange. Ultimately, the Ise and Japan Study Program is a
dynamic initiative that covers everything from religion to living tradition. Thank you very
much for giving me the opportunity to be a part of this wonderful program.



