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Temples, Shrines, and Churches

Before coming to Japan, I knew of many famous
Japanese temples and shrines: Meiji Shrine, Sensoji,
and Yasukuni Shrine in Tokyo, Todaiji in Nara, and of
course Kinkakuji in Kyoto. They were beautiful and,
to a foreigner from America, mysterious. After all, in
America, we don’t have many Japanese shrines. There
are 10 total, and 8 of those are in Hawaii. The other two
are in Washington and Colorado, on the west coast, far
from my home. If I were to drive to the closest shrine
from my hometown, it would take 29 hours, driving 3200
kilometers.

In Shichikashuku however, the nearest shrine is
Mikumari Shrine, which takes about 5 minutes to walk
to. Maybe there’s even one closer that I don’t know
about. In Japan, there are shrines everywhere. Estimates
are as high as 100,000, which is very believable.

In America, where the dominant religion is Christianity,
there are over 350,000 churches. So, I saw churches
everywhere. They were very normal. I drove past three
different churches on my way to school. I had friends who
went to church most Sundays, and even though I only
went to church a few times every year (Christmas Eve
and Easter) , I knew essentially what happened inside
one. Pastors reading bible passages and explaining them.
Everyone singing hymns. Dishes for donations being
passed around. Kids trying not to fall asleep. Old people
praying. Churches were normal for me. Even other
places of worship, like Jewish temples, Muslim mosques,
and Hindu temples were everywhere, and I had some
experience with them.

When 1 first came to Japan, I saw Meiji Shrine and the
many people visiting it. I saw marriage ceremonies
taking place, and people washing their hands, and
money throwing and bell shaking. It was different, but
it was very visible and obvious. Signs said that the
shrine was dedicated to the spirits of Emperor Meiji and
his wife Empress Shoken. “Ok. I think I understand,” I
thought.

So when I saw Mikumari Shrine for the first time during
a walk in 2013, I was confused. What was it for? Was
Mikumari a person like Emperor Meiji? And who came
here? I looked at the shrine, with closed doors, and
wondered what was inside. What was it for!?

In November 2013, I was invited to participate in the
Mikumari Shrine annual festival. I got to put on special
clothes and walk with the shrine as we visited different
locations and blessed them. It was interesting and fun!
My head was bitten by a lion. I saw a archer shoot
some wood while riding a horse. I didn’t understand the
meaning, but it was still wonderful.

This year, I participated again, and I finally understood
the purpose of these festivals. In many ways, it’s not
so different from people going to Church, like I did,
once a year. People coming together as a community.
Sure, there’s something religious, but it’s a backdrop to
togetherness.

I also know that Mikumari wasn’t a person. Probably.
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A World Spiritual Trip
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