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			“This is a poignant and beautiful book about Japanese culture and spirituality. As prayer leads into play and vice versa, the book connects the lighthearted and delightful aspects of Japanese culture to the more serious and deeply felt elements of Japanese spiritual belief. I look forward to sharing this beautiful book with friends and colleagues.”

			—Susan Napier, author of Miyazakiworld
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			“This intimate, often moving reflection on Japanese folkways promises a welcome guide to organizing messy feelings and finding joy in the larger world around us. Given the ongoing global upheaval, I was excited reading about her experiments in healing and self-care, through traditions we might otherwise never hear about.”
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			“Through her own spiritual development, Yoda skillfully unbundles the philosophical and habitual foundations of Japanese people. Most Japanese don’t consider themselves religious, and yet their way of life manifests Shinto and Buddhist belief systems.”
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			As the leaves began to fall from the trees one autumn, I found my own spirits sinking in turn. It was 2008, and it was supposed to be a celebratory time. My husband and I had just finished a book, a richly illustrated guide to creatures from Japanese folklore that took us years to create. But a few months after it was published, my mother passed away. I placed the very first copy we’d received from the publisher in her coffin. She had been so happy when she first saw it, even though she couldn’t read English. She even told me that she was proud. When she was cremated, it went along with her to the land of the dead.

			Shortly thereafter a close childhood friend passed without warning. Then Luke, our beloved family dog, died. In the space of a few months my string of farewells became almost too much to bear.

			In my head, of course, I knew that everything that lives is destined to die. But that was, or had been, pure abstraction. I never thought about my parents’ deaths, because the subject was unthinkable. Call it denial, call it what you will: It was so painful to contemplate seriously that I never thought seriously about it.

			“If you want to do something nice for someone, you have to do it while they’re still here,” my mother once said to me during some long-ago argument. “It doesn’t do any good to spread a comforter on a grave.” We tussled so regularly that I can’t even recall what we were fighting about, but the memory bubbled up from the depths after her passing. I think she was trying to tell me, in her own way, that we only had a limited amount of time together and so I should make the best of it. I knew she had lost her own mother when she was young, and she missed her greatly. But I wasn’t ready to hear that then, and quickly shrugged it off, or rather, buried it deep within. Through thick and thin, anger and happiness, health and sickness, she and my father were just there, like the firmament above or the ground below, and I couldn’t imagine otherwise. And if it (always it, my refusal to name the thing a kind of taming) did eventually happen, well, that would be a long way in the future. Until it wasn’t.

			My mother was an old woman who had been sick for many years, but even still, her death roiled me like nothing I had experienced. Day to day, I felt as though the flames of my soul had been snuffed, as though the world had drained of color. I began to question my own identity. I realized for the first time how much I had defined myself through my relationship to my mother. Sometimes, I felt that I knew myself through my dutifulness and affection toward her. Other times, perhaps more often than I liked, I seethed under a pall of injustice, anger, and opposition. But I always saw myself as part of a bigger system, a satellite in thrall to a star with an inescapable pull. Now that star was gone. In its place was a void with an even stronger, more dangerous gravity.

			The subsequent deaths of my old friend and my dog only added to the disorientation. Loss became the lens through which I saw the world. I knew I would have to find a new way to define myself, but I had no idea how. I grew exquisitely sensitive. Words of comfort from well-meaning friends brought only pain; nobody could fill the new holes in my heart. Somehow, I sensed that only I could bring myself back together.

			At some point I decided to take a long walk in the park. I had recently grown interested in photography, and carried my camera, a heavy digital single-lens reflex model that I’d purchased in hopes of refining my techniques. Sunk in my sorrow, however, I had no energy to see things through the lens. My walk was brief. I went out, head down, shuffled my feet, came home, and cried.

			The cycle repeated over days and weeks. Gradually, I decided to make my walks a little longer. Then I resolved to keep my face up, looking ahead instead of looking down. Or I tried to, anyway. One day, I don’t know how many later, I managed to do it. I looked up. And I saw something amazing.

			A young raven rested on a branch, looking up to the sky. Its eyes looked sad to me, yet it kept its beak up, mesmerized as though looking at something magnificent. And it was: the sky, as large and free as it had ever appeared to me. It felt like the world stopped turning for a moment. Instinctively, I raised the camera and clicked the shutter. The frame was perfect, to me at least: sweet, bitter, sorrowful, beautiful, all at once.

			The raven perched above a small but very old shrine. It was Shinto, with a series of tori’i gates standing astride the path leading inside. Once painted a fiery scarlet, the gates had faded to a dull vermilion from years of exposure to wind and rain. A series of stone slabs, their centers worn smooth from countless steps, led to the place of worship: a small roofed structure, just large enough for one person to enter, open to the elements, its pillars the same auburn hue as the gates.

			Much later, I learned from old maps that the little shrine had been standing on this spot for more than 350 years. It must have been rebuilt over the centuries, as is custom, but not recently, judging from the condition of the stone, paint, and wood. This was a tiny, humble local spot for prayer, like countless others found throughout Japan. I’d passed by so many times before. Yet this time, I found myself transfixed. Boughs of Japanese maple swayed overhead, delicate leaves backlit by the autumn sun, dappling the stepping stones below with dancing sunlight. A soft breeze rose at my back, as though ushering me inside.

			I raised my camera and took a shot. As a photographer, or more accurately someone who harbored aspirations of being one, I knew that this beautiful moment was an artifact of light. Light is the soul of photography; it is what imbues a two-dimensional image with drama and life. Outdoors, photographers are at the mercy of the sun, of the earth as it rotates on its axis, transforming the angle of light, degree by tiny degree throughout the seasons, never to repeat twice in precisely the same way.

			On a moment-to-moment basis the shifts in the light are almost imperceptible. But the more time you spend behind a camera’s viewfinder, the more you realize just how quickly the seemingly solid ground beneath our feet is moving. We are spinning through the cosmos on a journey plotted out long before any of us were born, or humans even walked the earth. So when I clicked my shutter in front of the tori’i gates, I was struck by the beauty of it all: not only the image, but the whole of it, the timing, the subject, the framing, the composition, the lighting. A combination of countless variables, a few under my control, a great many more not. The time of day and season, the wind’s caress of the leaves, the subtle wear on the pillars and the checkerboard of light playing across them. Everything aligned for a split second. Then it was gone. As a photographer, I felt lucky to have captured a great shot. But deep inside I realized how much more was at play. That moment wasn’t something I’d captured, not really. It was more like a gift from nature itself.

			The maples stood amid a grove of cherry trees whose boughs wove an intricate canopy overhead. That tangled web led back down to gnarled trunks, beautifully contorted in ways that had inspired countless inkbrush scrolls and woodblock prints, corrugated skin flecked with amber knots of sap that glimmered like jewels when the sun hit them just right. Here and there I spotted coats of tiny mushrooms blooming on the bark, an unmistakable early sign of decay. As if to remind the old-timers of their dwindling lifespans, moss-covered stumps dotted the floor of the grove, remains of trees that had been culled after reaching their inevitable ends: graves of the sakura. Yet as I looked closer, I saw shoots sprouting from these supposedly dead places, too, tiny lives questing through carpets of moss toward the nourishing light. The raven had called my attention to this shrine, and the shrine to the trees, and the trees to their predecessors, and to the shoots rising from the loam—a subtle reminder of the cycle of life but also that death isn’t truly an end. It is a beginning for other lives. Just like the new one I was trying to forge, after my mother died.

			A warm sense of appreciation spread through my body, and tears filled my eyes. At that moment, I knew I wasn’t alone, and never would be again.

			In the traditional beliefs of my country, everything has a spirit. The heavens above, the ground below, the trees, the rocks, the rivers, the seas, even the words we speak. That is the fundamental essence of Shinto, the belief system native to the islands of Japan. The kami are the avatars of every aspect of the natural world, and Shinto is a method of interacting with them, which is to say a method for grappling with the never-ending cycles of life, birth, and death, and everything that came before, and everything that will come after.

			That was the first time in my life I sensed the presence of the kami, the many-faced multitude of gods that once guided Japan. But wasn’t that ancient history? Like most people, busy with studies and school, then work, I had never really paid them much mind. Now, I was beginning to realize, the kami were everywhere, if you knew where to look.

			

			• • •

			Legend holds that the islands of Japan are home to “yaoyorozu-no-kami,” or “eight million kami.” This idiom, widely used even today, is in fact poetic license, less a concrete accounting than an awed description of an uncountable multitude. Kami are invisible avatars of awesome forces beyond human control. They are the faces of a multifaceted complexity that would otherwise boggle the human imagination. And “eight million” is a gentle shorthand that suggests there’s always room for more.

			The title of this book has used a bit of poetic license, too: one name for a world of spirituality that offers countless potential journeys. The kami are but the beginning.

			Eight million ways to happiness sounds like a tall order. Even more so if one treats eight million as an unfathomably large number. But “happiness and unhappiness can’t be considered objectively,” said the celebrated sumi-e ink artist Toko Shinoda when asked about the subject in 2020, at the age of 107. “One who abhorred the brush would feel nothing but torment in the life I have led. A thousand people will have a thousand different values as regards the matter.” To Shinoda, happiness was a question of perspective. And there are as many of those as there are people alive, and people who have ever lived. An unfathomably large number indeed.

			What is happiness? Some of the greatest Japanese minds of the past century have wrestled with the question. “The notion that one’s goal in life is to be happy, that your own happiness is the goal?” asked anime director Hayao Miyazaki. “I just don’t buy it.” The author Yukio Mishima was even more ambivalent, declaring the contemplation of happiness a “risky matter.” Others have taken a more pragmatic approach. In Afternoon in the Islets of Langerhans, the novelist Haruki Murakami suggests that happiness can be found in the minutiae: tearing into a freshly baked loaf of bread with one’s hands, wearing a clean new shirt, or even the sight of neatly folded underwear in a drawer. Which happens to sound a lot like another purported path to happiness: Marie Kondo’s cleaning magic.

			As I stewed in misery over so much loss so quickly, I, too, questioned what happiness was. I recall a lunch with a mutual friend of the classmate who had passed away. “You’re so lucky you can feel sadness over your mother’s passing,” she said. “You must have had such a happy life together.” Perhaps she meant these words as comfort, but they twisted in me like a knife. “I envy you so much,” she continued, before launching into a tirade about her own mother, offered, I suppose, as a foil to the happiness she imagined I’d experienced with mine.

			Except: She knew nothing about my relationship with my mother. Nothing about how I’d struggled with her, how I’d craved her recognition even as I fumed over the way she compared me with my younger sister, constantly and inevitably unfavorably. Or the terrible fights my mother and I had had, the terrible words exchanged, words that haunted me even still. Maybe my friend had similar “mom problems.” But there was a big difference between the two of us.

			Her mother was still alive. I’d just buried mine, and there were no more conversations to be had.

			In my fragile state, words could cut as deeply as any blade. My friend’s clumsy projection of happiness onto my grief, no matter how well intentioned, only served to push solace even further away.

			I continued walking in the park every day. Slowly, over days and weeks, I noticed my senses return. I started feeling the warmth of the sun again. I started noticing little things. The light dancing across the surface of the lake I circled on my walks. Calico koi fish nosing for food beneath floating islands of fallen maple leaves. Birds chattering in the canopy, sparrows, kingfishers, and the occasional squawk of a blue heron, soaring overhead like a pterodactyl. The trees, having long since shed their autumn hues, budding once again. All of it quietly but firmly reminding me that the park was filled with life.

			Before I set foot in that shrine, I saw death as the period on the end of every story, my relationship with my mother’s included. But the sakura grove reminded me how wrong I was. In full bloom, a sakura’s beauty is breathtaking: twisted boughs disappearing beneath a gentle embrace of pink flowers as soft as clouds. Yet even at the spectacular peak of their full bloom, the first cherry petals begin to drift away from the branches, a few at first, then over the days to come, a rain that carpets the ground. Within a week, glory has come and gone. The sakura is a tree, but it is also a metaphor for the bittersweet impermanence of things. We treasure the cherry precisely because its beauty is as radiant as it is fleeting. It is a living poem that reminds us of ourselves.

			My encounter with the sakura in the shrine, even dormant in the fall, reminded me of something when I needed it most. My mother was gone, but I lived on. I lived because of her. Her death wasn’t an end; it was a baton being passed. I had a responsibility to run with it, to treasure the gift she had given me: myself. I can’t say the realization made me happy; the wounds were still too fresh for that. But my brush with the kami kindled embers of gratitude within me, and that was a start.

			

			• • •

			I called kami “gods” above, but that was just shorthand. The word kami resists easy interpretation—for Japanese people or otherwise. God—especially when written with that capital G—is so freighted with Western religious, political, and emotional baggage as to render it almost useless as a translation. Kami are kami, products of a thoroughly non-Judeo-Christian worldview.

			In the eighteenth century, the philosopher Norinaga Motoori defined kami as “anything whatsoever that is outside the ordinary, that has superior and extraordinary power, provoking awe, but not exclusively, for they also encompass the wicked and the strange.” More recently, the cultural anthropologist Dr. Kazuhiko Komatsu wrote that “the word ‘kami’ contains, whether negative or positive, all spiritual beings,” in which he included spirits of the natural world, deities venerated at shrines and temples, yokai goblins, ghosts, and departed ancestors. Kami are the names people of old gave to the features of the world that astonish in their magnificence, or to forces that are deserving of respect or that they thought required some form of appeasement to keep in check.

			I suspect that few Japanese have pondered what kami are at all, because kami are such an integral part of the landscape here, such a part of the fabric of daily life, that the concept of questioning them doesn’t even arise. We use a verb, matsuru, to cover a huge variety of situations in which we interact with kami, ranging from quiet respect to communal services, from solo prayer to official deification and enshrinement. I have never been able to square the generally accepted translation of pray, which feels too vague for the huge spectrum of behaviors matsuru encompasses. Nor worship or venerate, which seem to me to invite biblical imagery of supplication and prostration. The difference between worship and matsuru feels like the difference between a digital on-off switch and an analog dial. We do venerate the kami, but they’re part of everyday life, and we are surrounded by reminders of them: as big as a grand shrine or as small as a paper talisman of the sort many keep in their homes. The kami can’t be seen, but they’re always there. They are avatars of the forces at work in the natural world, big and small.

			Hectic modern lives are filled with noise, literal and metaphoric. When you live a busy life, you naturally find yourself becoming the center of it—or in another sense, the top of it: You, Inc. It’s lonely up there at the top, just you against the world, in a sea of troubles, with no cushion between yourself and the outrageous slings and arrows of fortune. Acknowledging the kami isn’t a form of enlightenment or life-changing magic. It is like a pause, a reminder that you are part of a bigger web in which you play an important, but by no means solo, part.

			After that experience in the park, I began reconnecting with my nation’s spiritual traditions through a long, self-directed study of Shinto. This wasn’t as easy as it sounds. For all its millennia of history, Shinto does not possess a sacred text, à la the Torah or Bible, or the sutras of Buddhism. Still, there are a great many books published on the topic in Japanese, and my newfound interest arrived with impeccable timing. In 2012, the largest Shinto organization in Japan, the Association of Shinto Shrines, inaugurated an official series of Shinto Cultural Examinations, designed to promote knowledge of domestic religious traditions among citizens. I dove into my studies, and I passed my certification the following year. All the while, I traveled throughout Japan visiting holy spots, to see these places, speak with locals, and learn about how we Japanese apply religious traditions in our daily lives, in ways conscious and not.

			You have to understand what a jump this was for me. Before my mother died, I didn’t think of myself as religious. I still don’t, not in any organized sense. I grew up in an average Japanese home in an average Tokyo suburb. I studied abroad, as many young Japanese did then, once in high school and later for university. I lived in America for a decade after, which is when I met the American man who would later become my husband. Those were fun years. The two of us built a small company that specialized in what was, in the nineties, an occupation so arcane that it didn’t have a name yet: producing English translations of Japanese video games. Together we navigated the twin shoals of international marriages, with their inevitable cultural differences, and of going into business with one’s spouse. Somehow, we made it work and carved out a niche for ourselves in what would soon prove to be a booming field known as localization.

			We spent our days working with other people’s ideas but yearned to create our own. In the first decade of the 2000s, that’s exactly what we did. Together we wrote a series of illustrated guidebooks to Japanese folklore, produced in a fun “survival guide” format: one about yokai, which are monsters from myth; then a sequel for ninja, the subject of so much lore in their own right; and eventually a third, about yurei, the ghosts that have haunted Japan’s nightmares from time immemorial.

			Looking back now, I can see how these experiences were like a trail of breadcrumbs leading me to the heart of Japan’s spiritual traditions. I first traveled to America on a homestay program for the simple reason that I wanted to learn to speak English. But I quickly realized that language is more than just a tool. It is a product of its culture. Understanding, true understanding, requires more than simply opening a bilingual dictionary and swapping words.

			One of my earliest conversations with my American host family sticks with me even today. My homestay family had a coffee-table book of Japanese calligraphy, and they asked if I could write like that, too. This was handwriting by true masters of the brush, work so exquisite that it was considered fine art by the Japanese and, if the book was any indication, by Westerners, too.

			Of course, I couldn’t write like this. Very, very few could. I tried to convey this. What I’d have said in Japanese was that my handwriting was too “kitanai,” meaning messy, to even attempt calligraphy. I hastily consulted a pocket-size paperback Japanese-English dictionary for a translation. There it was.

			“My writing is too…dirty!” I said with a satisfied smile on my face.

			This really threw my homestay parents for a loop.

			I’d fallen into a classic trap of translation: context. The word kitanai can indeed mean “dirty,” as in the context of a dirty dish or shirt. But while kitanai can also be applied to writing in Japanese, dirty applied to writing in English evokes something completely different—something vulgar.

			It took several back-and-forths, but they finally figured out what I was getting at.

			“Hiroko, what you mean to say is ‘my handwriting is too poor.’ ”

			Now I was the one thrown for a loop. I’d been taught this word in school, but the only meaning I knew for it was someone without any money.

			We eventually figured it out. It was an everyday sort of exchange, and I wouldn’t be surprised if my homestay family had long since forgotten it. But I never did. It was my first lesson that context is everything.

			After founding our company, we spent our days bridging cultures, between mine and those of audiences abroad. And I started realizing that there was a lot of context missing, not of the linguistic but of the spiritual variety. Consumers knew Japan’s characters, even to a degree its history and culture, from cartoons and games and all the other things we were translating for them. But when it came to spirituality, it was as if there were a big black hole. There wasn’t much written about our ways, and the portrayals of them in Western fan circles or even mass media tended to be quite strange. And to be honest, I didn’t think much about the spiritual side of Japan myself, not in any concrete way.

			The irony is that while few Japanese identify as religious, my nation is something of a spiritual wonderland. There are many temples and shrines, of course, but also countless smaller stone effigies and memorials and statues of all sorts to be found, quietly sitting on city corners or countryside roads. Those smaller manifestations of spiritual traditions are really everywhere once you start looking for them, and I often did, even as a young girl. Whenever I found one of these little monuments, I’d always stop and check it out: the shapes, the weathered inscriptions, often too blurred by the decades to read. Who’d put it there, and why? I particularly liked the little “jizo” bodhisattva statues found so often along pathways and at crossings. They were like little children carved of stone, standing watch over their surroundings. Their rounded heads might be pitted by decades or centuries of weather, but they would inevitably be wearing a colorful hand-sewn cloth bib, crafted by some local who cared for them. If I saw a jizo, I’d be drawn as if by a magnet, pressing my palms together and bowing in greeting, even though I had no idea what they represented in a religious sense. Perhaps it was my sensing the tenderness with which someone tended to them, reminding me, even then as a little girl who didn’t know much about the world, that there are good people out there. For if someone would lavish such attention on a such a small stone figure, they must be kindhearted indeed.

			But I didn’t think in such analytical terms back then. I saw nothing special about this, nothing different, really, than my exchanging pleasantries with someone I might pass on the street. There was nothing I’d have identified as religious about this attitude or behavior. I did it because it felt good, and right. As I grew up, I continued doing it. This wasn’t what English speakers call belief or faith. Those words are declarative, definitive, binary: You have them or you don’t. This wasn’t like that. My feelings for these statues seemed to well from someplace deeper, borders uncertain, form diffuse, but no less powerful in its pull.

			After my mother passed, I continued pressing my hands together whenever I’d find a jizo or happen across a shrine or a temple. But something was different. I began questioning the instinct. Why am I doing this? My mother and father hadn’t taught me. Nobody had. Yet all of us did it—parents, friends, strangers. What did it mean? Which led to a question that lingered, like an itch I couldn’t scratch: If I didn’t get to the bottom of it, if I didn’t use all the experiences I’d had and gifts I’d been given to try and explain it, who would?

			I had an inkling that the same things that fascinated me about my nation’s spiritual traditions might be interesting to people outside of Japan as well—even useful. I don’t mean this in a missionary sense, of hoping those abroad take up Japanese faith practices. Rather, I hoped readers could take a page from us when it comes to spiritual thinking.

			My mother’s death in 2008 plunged me into an abyss. My encounter with the raven proved a turning point. Thirteen years later, in 2021, I lost my father. This plunged me back into the depths again. But this time, something felt different. I realized that the time I’d spent reconnecting with my nation’s spiritual traditions helped me re-center myself.

			I believe that our way of interacting with the spiritual world represents more than just heritage. It’s a living culture that can inspire beyond borders. Japan is an advanced nation that wholeheartedly embraces high-tech conveniences. It is home to some of the world’s most advanced medical care, efficient transportation systems, and globally compelling entertainments, from Animal Crossing to Dragon Ball Z. Yet tiny shrines continue to thrive inside crowded metropolises, surrounded by towering skyscrapers—even, occasionally, scraping the sky themselves, perched on top of them. In cities and countryside, the holy sites of multiple faiths can be found side by side, often quietly sharing patches of the same sanctified real estate.

			So many societies seem to treat religion as an all-or-nothing affair. Are you or aren’t you? But when Japanese profess to have little in the way of faith, it is less a declaration of secularity than it is a testament to the way we seamlessly slip in and out of our spiritual traditions. Whether it is to help us make it through rough spots, navigate big life transitions, or simply brighten our day, we pick and choose among philosophies as needed.

			A famous saying describes the Japanese as “born Shinto, married Christian, and buried Buddhist.” In practice, things aren’t that simple; Japan’s population is large, roughly half that of the United States, and there is a huge amount of individual variation. No small number of people do pledge allegiance to specific faiths, domestic and imported, old and new. Nevertheless, to the vast majority of Japanese people, religion isn’t dogma. It is an anchor for all the dramas of our secular lives: big moments such as births and weddings and funerals, and little everyday moments, such as how we express gratitude for food, or each other. This isn’t about identity or ideology but spirituality as a practical tool: Which tradition or ritual works best in this particular life circumstance?

			In a movingly written, bestselling book titled Wintering, the British writer Katherine May depicts her struggles to incorporate spiritual tools into her modern mindset. As she wrestles with the “desire to find life in the world around me, the trees and stones and bodies of water, the birds and mammals that enter my line of sight,” she uses words such as embarrassed and ashamed. Such “atavistic” thinking, she continues, makes her feel as though she were “disingenuously hanging with the rationalists while I furtively seek the numinous.” It reminded me of just how freighted spirituality can be in the West, how the rational and ethereal are competitors, their coexistence a paradox that must somehow be reconciled. Yet when May describes her “personal animism, hushed by my conscious but nurtured by my unconscious,” she might well be describing the mindset underlying much of Japanese culture. Not an either-or but a both.

			My sense is that ritual is inextricably linked with faith in the West—something that is, almost by definition, performed as part of an organized religious service. In Japan, this isn’t necessarily the case. If the average person prays at a Shinto shrine, or bows to a Buddhist jizo statue, few observers in Japan would interpret it as a declaration of faith. They might be devout, but it’s even more likely that they are simply demonstrating a gesture of affection and respect. In contrast to traditions where rituals are used as boundaries, here in Japan, rituals often serve to bond us together. It’s tempting to call this “ritual without belief,” but as we’ll explore in more detail in the pages to come, Belief-with-a-capital-B is actually beside the point. That’s what makes it so easy for us to partake in little rituals borrowed from a patchwork of different ideologies.

			The pioneer of peace and conflict studies, Johan Galtung, calls the blending of worldviews and traditions the building of “a spiritual toolbox.” Creating one can help recenter us, help buffer us against fate. Japan is no mystical Shangri-la: As a nation, we suffer terribly from unhappiness and isolation, so much so that the government actually took the dramatic step of appointing a Minister of Loneliness in 2021. But Japan’s problems are not unique. They mirror those of advanced societies across the globe. That means our spiritual lifestyle, which makes room for both tradition and modernity, for the faith-based and the rational, is more than just a quirk of culture. It’s a potential guide for anyone struggling with a profound sense of disconnection anywhere. No matter how bad things get, no matter how lonely we might feel, we are not victims or hermits, even when it seems the glow of a screen is our only company. We are part of a much bigger story, one constantly unfolding. We and the eight million kami around us.

			

			• • •

			Precious few books are devoted to the topic of Japanese spirituality in English. Most tend to be very old, steeped in artistic abstraction, or highly academic. Way back in 1894, the Japanologist Lafcadio Hearn lamented how “little has been written in English about Shinto, which gives the least idea of what Shinto is.” Not much has changed in the 120 years since. But for those who’ve dipped a toe into Marie Kondo’s tidying philosophy, searched for their “ikigai” (inner passion), or indulged in the Japanese art of forest bathing (as, for instance, Hillary Clinton says she did to get over the trauma of losing the 2016 presidential race)—indeed, for anyone struggling to come to terms with a world that seems more and more confusing and alienating by the day—I believe the time is ripe for a book that explores spirituality the way Japanese experience it.

			My sense is that the West tends to be freer in terms of society and more rigid in terms of religion. Japan, I’ve come to realize, is the opposite: a nation with a rigid society but a surprising flexibility in regard to religion. In the West, religion means embracing a single theology, often connected to a specific institution. It implies strict boundaries and identities. That specificity isn’t something a majority of Japanese citizens seem inclined toward, which is why, in survey after survey, so many of us claim not to have any religion at all. Superficially, this would seem difficult to square with the sheer number of sacred sites that exist in Japan. Buddhist temples, for instance, are some of the nation’s biggest domestic tourist draws. How to explain this seeming conundrum? There are many organized religions active in Japan, but in actual practice, many of our shared spiritual traditions are more like social customs masquerading as religious practices than they are expressions of faith. We perform them less as devotions than because they are simply what is done, and always has been done.

			This often leads to misunderstandings. This is why Western journalists write of religion being “taboo” in Japan, while a Japanese government survey simultaneously reports that the nation’s registered religious organizations claim almost 180 million followers—in a nation whose population is only 125 million. This is a testament to two things: one, that there is no taboo against spirituality in Japan, and two, that Japanese don’t see the lines between theologies as impenetrable as those beyond our borders seem to. You can claim an affinity for multiple traditions at the same time.

			This book is a personal journey, but it’s also a cultural history, and, hopefully, a sort of road map. In the pages to come, I will lend you my perspective, as a cultural bridge between the East and West, to reveal truths about Japanese spirituality in ways few others can. The book’s journey begins with the discovery of a long-forgotten, century-old diary, which leads me to hidden spiritual wellsprings that nourish so much of what people love about Japan, from craftsmanship to cleanliness. Together we will trek into the mountains with practitioners of Shugendo, learning how they make friends of monsters real and metaphorical, all in order to cultivate a positive outlook. We will hold hands through my parents’ funerals to learn the power of curating one’s spiritual practices. We will visit what is widely considered the scariest patch of ground in downtown Tokyo, and come face-to-face with Japan’s most furious kami, who reminds us that all of our emotions, even the seemingly negative ones, have the power to heal. We will ascend to the stage as I learn the sacred dance of the Shinto shrine maiden from an elderly master, a performance art designed not for human audiences but for the kami themselves. And finally, in the farthest reaches of rural Japan, we will meet an itako shamaness, the last of her kind. She is a living embodiment of Japan’s patchwork spirituality, harnessing folklore, local traditions, and aspects of Shinto, Buddhist, and Shugendo ritual to connect people with their loved ones in the hereafter. And then I will see if she might bridge the worlds of living and dead for me as well.

			I struggled with how to explain my journey. The rationalist in me wanted a linear story. But I soon realized that wouldn’t work. As living things, we may forge through time in a straight line, but our minds certainly don’t work that way. In our thoughts, in our hearts, we are constantly flitting back and forth, ruminating on what came before, imagining the roads ahead. I’ve come to think of my grief in the form of a pond, deep in the forests of my mind. It is fed by a spring of tears. Sometimes they well up in a trickle, at other times, a flood. Sometimes it’s easy to understand what triggered a deluge; other times, it’s a mystery. Whenever I notice changes, I peer in, hoping to fathom why I am feeling what I am feeling. Just as in a real pond, I see myself reflected there. But unlike in real waters, I don’t always see the me of the moment. More often than not, I see myself in the past, sometimes younger, sometimes older, always against the backdrops of the memories from those different ages. This book is like a series of glimpses into that pond of my heart.

			By its end, I hope to give you a sense of spirituality the Japanese way—and to awaken you to the idea of a spiritual flexibility that can nourish you through life’s inevitable ups and downs, wherever you might be, whether you possess a personal faith or not. We are all subject to many forces beyond our control, but we are also part of a bigger natural system that can fortify us, if we know how to plug into it. Japan’s spiritual toolbox is filled with “adapters” to help make those connections. It is a philosophy that celebrates spiritual differences, a lifestyle where one can engage with numerous traditions rather than being compelled to identify with just one. This isn’t seen as a compromise, because nothing is lost, only gained. And we are richer for it.

			In closing, several caveats. The first is that while I do touch upon history ancient and modern, this book is not intended as a comprehensive overview of Japan’s religious development. There are many excellent academic texts available on that topic, and I highly encourage those wanting a deeper dive to seek them out. I should also stress that religions are not static, and there is a constant evolution of beliefs and practices among the devout. The modern incarnations of Shinto, Buddhism, and Shugendo can be subdivided into a great many independent schools of thought. I personally hew to no particular sect, and neither does this book.

			Which leads me to stress another key point. Japan’s traditional beliefs are not evangelical. I am not a missionary, nor do I have aspirations of being anyone’s guru. I don’t claim to have any solutions to the world’s problems. In the broadest strokes, I talk about reconnecting with nature, calming yourself so that you can cultivate a sense of gratitude, and re-centering yourself. But these are simply methods for settling heart and mind so that you can take the right action, whatever it might be. These aren’t escapes from reality; they are mental tools to help you navigate it. Grounding yourself in this way can help you deal with the world, and the people in it, in the way that is best for you.

			This book is simply the chronicle of my journey, my experience of finding another way of looking at the world. That said, I do not think it is a coincidence that I had my initial epiphany outdoors, in a park, surrounded by water and trees and life. Many of Japan’s spiritual traditions are in effect ritualized forms of interacting with nature, to put you back in tune with nature’s rhythms and “language.” Consider the way of praying at a Shinto shrine, for instance. One approaches the altar, bows twice, claps twice, puts hands together in prayer, and then bows again. (There are variations, but that’s the basic formula.) What is this process doing? In essence, the act of praying at a shrine compels us to go outdoors, to take a moment of silence, and to acknowledge that we are part of a greater system. But you don’t need a shrine to do these things.

			I have seen a man bowing in deep reverence to the waves crashing before him, on a beach on the island of Amami Oshima. There was nothing human-made around, only sand and stone and sea. This place is known for its typhoons, but the islanders are well aware that these fierce storms are part of the cycle of the seasons and nature as a whole, which provide them with their livelihoods. This is why they pray to the sea itself, the source of all their fortunes, and occasionally their suffering, too—a power greater than themselves.

			When I am outdoors, whether in my garden, my local park, or hiking in the mountains, I always make sure to take a quiet moment—to stop, absorb the sounds, the sights, the scents, even the tactile feel of the things around me. When I do this, I feel as though I am listening to the world again. And time and again I have been surprised at the insights this practice reveals.

			This book will take us to some far-flung places, and we’ll meet a host of fascinating folks, some dwelling in our human world, others in realms beyond. But you don’t need to know anything about Japan to benefit from the lessons I learned. These takeaways are applicable to everyone, everywhere. I hope that through reading about my experience, you’ll see that forging your own spiritual path, however you personally choose to define it, doesn’t mean forging ahead by yourself. The kami speak—not in words but in quiet codes that are everywhere, if you know how to look and listen for them. I promise that if you open your heart to those messages, you’ll realize, like I did, that you’re never truly alone.
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					Omiwa Jinja shrine in Nara, Japan.
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					[image: ]
				

				
					Itsukushima Jinja shrine in Hiroshima.

				
			
			That intimate sense of relation between the visible and invisible worlds…is the special religious characteristic of Japan.

			—Lafcadio Hearn, Kokoro, 1895

			Ever since I was a little girl, I have liked to press my palms together in contemplation. Nobody showed me how to do this. Nor did I have any concept of prayer as a ritual. My parents weren’t particularly religious, nor was anyone else in my tiny circle of family, friends, and schoolmates. I don’t remember when, exactly, I tried it for the first time. But an early memory suggests that communicating with invisible people came naturally to me. At the age of about six, I invented a little game. The only participant was myself. I called it playing grave.

			Lest you think I grew up among the Addams Family, I should explain a few things. As in many Asian cultures, in Japan it’s common to maintain a family gravesite and visit several times a year, cleaning the stones, burning incense as an offering, and sharing stories about your loved ones. To us, visiting a cemetery isn’t a macabre or even necessarily a sad occasion. And in my case, my paternal grandparents and my maternal grandmother died before I was born; my mother’s father passed when I was just four. I have many pleasant memories of visiting his and my grandmother’s grave. They were buried in a leafy suburb on the west side of Tokyo. My father and mother would pack my sister and me in the car for the hour-long drive to the memorial park, where we’d meet aunts, uncles, and cousins. First we would all pitch in to scrub moss and grime off the family marker: a squared obelisk of smooth granite standing about three feet high, inscribed with kanji, characters I could then barely read. Next, the grown-ups would place small bouquets of chrysanthemums and light sticks of incense, and we would lower our heads in silent prayer as the smoky perfume swirled around us. Then came the fun: a leisurely picnic lunch under the sakura trees, adults gossiping about adult things while we young ones darted off to play badminton. Even today, decades later, cherry blossoms conjure up dormant memories of those long-ago graveside gatherings. The taste of my mother’s bento boxes: rice balls with tart pickled plum, the sweet softness of tamago-yaki omelets. The smell of wet stone and of freshly cut lawn, kicked up by my tiny legs running for, and usually missing, the shuttlecock.

			I didn’t get to experience growing up with a grandpa and grandma in my life. When you’re a kid who doesn’t have grandparents yourself, you sense just how much other kids talk about theirs—especially after a holiday.

			“We took the bullet train to see my grandparents!”

			“Grandma took me to the beach!”

			“My grandpa gave me otoshi-dama,” cash-filled envelopes doled out by relatives to kids at New Year’s.

			All of which was inevitably followed by others asking, “Oh yeah? How much did ya get?” and finally, once they’d exhausted their comparisons, the dreaded “…So how about you?”

			My answer, of course, was “nothing.” Every time I found myself entangled in this kind of conversation, the same thoughts ricocheted through my head: I don’t have grandparents. I never did. I said this outright the first few times I was asked, but this would so obviously quash the mood that I quickly learned not to say anything at all. I’d shake my head and smile shyly and hope the focus shifted quickly, as it always did with kids. But the truth was that their stories weighed on my heart.

			“Playing grave” emerged spontaneously one sunny suburban Tokyo afternoon. My mother was hanging laundry on the second-floor balcony. My baby sister was down for her nap, so there was nobody to play with. Wandering the house in my boredom, I found an empty shoebox on my father’s side of their bed. It was brand-new, and shiny white. I sat down next to it, opened the lid, and lifted it up to examine. This stirred something in my six-year-old mind, and I was hit with an epiphany: “It’s a grave!”

			I carried the empty box outside and set it down on the opposite end of the balcony from where my mother was working. Then I took out a pencil and an orange paper flower I had found in my parents’ closet, a poppy made of yellow paper folded and twisted over a piece of wire. I placed the bottom of the shoebox upside down in front of me like a table. On the lid, I used the pencil to carefully print grandpa and grandma’s grave. It was an innocent, generic epitaph. No names, no specification of maternal or paternal; in my young mind, grandparents were grandparents, regardless of which side of the family they came from. Then I stood the lid up vertically along the side of the box. Finally, I laid the orange flower atop the makeshift altar.

			There it was. My grandparents’ grave. Proud of my handiwork, I put my hands together and closed my eyes, just as I’d seen my family and relatives do whenever we visited our family plot.

			“What on earth are you doing?” came my mother’s voice from behind.

			“Playing grave,” I replied without missing a beat. “You can pray here, too, if you want.”

			“No, thanks,” she replied. Her face was a mask of studied indifference.

			The problem with my ad hoc grave play was that there wasn’t much to actually do; once you crouched down and pressed your palms together in silence, that was pretty much it. I quickly grew bored, and even felt a little silly. So I disassembled my grandparents’ grave and put it away. I wonder what my father must have thought when he found his shoebox newly decorated with a generic epitaph penciled in a child’s hand.

			I laugh to myself whenever I remember this moment. What a strange child. My mother must have really wondered what was going on in my head. But over the years, as I’ve dusted off the memory from time to time, I’ve come to feel that it was about more than simply child’s play. That it was telling me something, something important. I was, in effect, creating a space where I could mimic and experiment with Japanese traditions of communicating with invisible people.

			With no memories of spending time together with my grandparents, I didn’t have any concept of having lost them. My sadness wasn’t caused by their death. It wasn’t the anguish of loss but the disconcerting emptiness of something never having been there. All my friends seemed to have grandparents who cherished them. I didn’t. So I did the next best thing: I imagined them. How they would play with me. How it would feel to hold their hands. Because I’d never met them, their faces were always blurred out in these fantasies. But in those moments they were glowing with an aura of love and kindness. In my mind they were like what a Westerner might call guardian angels. And on that one day when I was six, the fantasy crossed over into reality when I tried to reach out to them using nothing more than a pencil, a flower, and a new shoebox.

			In his aptly titled 1894 book Glimpses of Unfamiliar Japan, Lafcadio Hearn noted that “in Japan there are two forms of the Religion of the Dead—that which belongs to Shinto and that which belongs to Buddhism.” He was one of the first foreign visitors to pick up on differences in the ways death was handled between Buddhism, the religion imported to Japan from India by way of China and Korea some fourteen centuries ago, and Shinto, the native beliefs with a much longer lineage in Japan. Today, Japan’s funeral traditions are almost entirely Buddhist in nature, and my game of pretend unconsciously incorporated motifs from my family visits to my grandparents’ grave: the headstone inscribed with the names of the departed, the placing of the flowers, the prayers, the incense, all of it intended to ease their transition into the afterlife, all of it Buddhist in origin. At the time, I didn’t think about things in those terms, of course. I wasn’t even really conscious of the concept of religion, let alone ritual. All I wanted, hungered for, was contact. Contact with something I couldn’t sense or see but knew, somehow, was there, something that I loved and that loved me. Years later I’d realize: Imbuing the invisible with a spiritual presence represented something altogether different from funerals, or from Buddhism. It was the fundamental essence of Shinto.

			Shinto, written with characters meaning “The Way of Kami,” is the name for the native spiritual beliefs of Japan. You’ll note I said spiritual rather than religious. The reasons for my reluctance to use the R word will become more apparent later on, but I can tell you this much now: Growing up, we never heard about Shinto in class, we never went to the equivalent of a Sunday school. We went to shrines mostly as a sightseeing habit, saying, Well, we’re in Kyoto—maybe we should check out so-and-so shrine. I doubt any among our friends and family could have articulated in any concrete detail what Shinto meant to us personally, let alone historically or culturally.

			Yet we absorbed aspects of Shinto nonetheless, as if through osmosis. I remember a fad for colorful “omamori” in my all-girls high school. They are charms that are sold at shrines, made of cloth embroidered with glimmery lamé thread, with cord toggles that allow them to be hung on things for luck. There are many kinds: talismans for safe births, for safe travel, for successful studies, for finding a partner in marriage. All sorts of things. They aren’t substitutes for caution or hard work. But no matter how hard you study or carefully you navigate traffic, accidents can happen. They are hopes for things to go well, and an admission that we can’t control everything. Omamori are like packaged wishes.

			But that’s my grown-up hindsight talking. When we were girls, none of us treated omamori as sacraments. We simply loved them for their kawaii cute factor, with their embroidery and colors and beautifully knotted cords. We wore uniforms throughout middle and high school, dark blue blazers and skirts. The skirts fastened on one side, and we would hang an omamori from an open buttonhole as a decoration. Looking back, I guess that was a way for us to express a little individuality. Omamori were cute and colorful enough to catch attention, yet not so much so that they would trigger a dress-code infraction. Everyone wore different kinds, some received as gifts from family or friends, others purchased for their fortunes: charms for academic success, safety in commuting to school, or even just luck in general. I wore several over the years, but tellingly, I can’t remember what specific protection any of them were supposed to confer. All I can remember is my favorite, which I bought on a school trip to Kyoto. A few girlfriends and I went to a shrine in Arashiyama, where we bought omamori featuring embroidered images of a beautiful lady-in-waiting in a kimono, a scene from The Tale of Genji. To me, omamori are like Shinto in a nutshell. They are quiet reminders of the forces out there beyond our control—and they’re also simply nice to look at.

			So we went to shrines and carried amulets, but none of us ever actually spoke of Shinto. One of the reasons for this was that the imperial government co-opted Shinto in the long lead-up to World War II, incorporating it into a colonialist ideology. Today, academics call it State Shinto. It ended abruptly with the arrival of the American occupiers in 1945, who rewrote our constitution to strictly separate church and state. Teachers in particular took this secular mandate very seriously.

			But there is another, even bigger reason, I think. Shinto was always just there. And in many ways, this is how it always had been. Shinto didn’t even get a name until well after the arrival of Buddhism in the sixth century. Until that point, there wasn’t anything with which to compare it—it just was. I think this might well be the most fundamental aspect of Shinto. It isn’t flashy or pushy. It doesn’t call attention to itself. It’s always in the background, existing patiently, waiting to be discovered—as I had, in the park with the raven and the shrine.

			I don’t think it’s any coincidence that the spiritual journey that began after my mother’s death led me to these native beliefs first. It is like a spiritual substrate for everything that came after, the foundation of so much of Japanese culture as a whole. I didn’t consider myself Shinto then, and I don’t consider myself to be Shinto now. But none of that matters. When you visit a shrine, you don’t have to believe or disbelieve. You don’t have to swear any kind of loyalty, or refuse any affiliations. That inclusivity, without any obligation other than showing commonsense respect, energized my explorations.

			Shinto has no holy book, no scripture, no sermons, no evangelism. This is precisely what can make it so difficult to explain to those not raised here—because we would have equal difficulty explaining it to ourselves. When I started to reconnect with Shinto in a more serious way after my mother’s death, I struggled with where to begin.

			What helped me were stories. Stories that can be interpreted in many different ways, about the deities we call kami—kami that often behave a whole lot like people.

			Let me tell you about the first of them.

			

			• • •

			Everything begins, of course, at the Beginning: the genesis of the heavens, the coalescing of the Earth out of the primordial void, and the creation of the islands of Japan by a pair of kami. One, Izanaki, was male; the other, Izanami, was female. Next, they invented sex. From her womb Izanami bore a multitude of kami, one after the other. The first to arrive was the kami of ambition: a symbol of commitment to their task. The very last to emerge was the kami of fire.

			It burned Izanami terribly, mortally. In her death throes she vomited, producing a kami of mining and a kami of minerals. As she released her bladder and bowels, more kami sprang into existence: a pair of water kami from her urine, and the kami of soil and clay from her feces.

			I should mention that all of this was news to me when I first decided to read the Kojiki. Translated as Records of Ancient Matters, it is Japan’s first book, composed in 712 CE on commission from the emperor. It retells local legends already centuries old at the time, dispatches from a prehistory in which the membrane between the visible and invisible was thinner, and we saw spirits everywhere: in plants, animals, natural phenomena, even the very terrain itself. By respecting and venerating these presences as divine spiritual beings, inhabitants of the Japanese archipelago had always positioned themselves as part of something much bigger: a universal, natural order. This worldview is called animism, and it is the fundamental concept underpinning the traditional Japanese system of beliefs.

			I turned to the Kojiki simply because, after my experience at the shrine in the wake of my mother’s death, it seemed a natural place to start. Every Japanese learns about the existence of the Kojiki in school, but that’s about the extent of it. The archaic text is hard to read, for one thing, and as I said, the constitution forbids public schools from engaging in religious education. Before reading it, what few kami names I did know came mainly from vague memories of explanations posted outside shrines, plaques detailing which or another of the kami were venerated there. Whenever I prayed at a shrine, it was always to a generalized kami-sama, or “honored kami,” plural, multiple, rather than singling out any one in particular. I
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