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Mind...wandering...

Japan is a unique place. There is an island however that
claims a particular cultural and historic uniqueness. Off the
beaten track, far from the sensory chaos of Tokyo, lies Shikoku,
the island of The 88 Temple Pilgrimage.

In the days of old, this arduous 1200km trail inspired by
the legendary Buddhist monk, Kobo Daishi, was emulated on
foot by followers from all walks of life. These days many of the
traditions of the pilgrimage remain, but they have like many age
old practices not completely escaped the 21st century.

I live in Ehime, which numbers the most temples on this
tour, and I cycle to school every day. On my journey I often find
myself battling morning fatigue alongside white clad pilgrims,
who can be seen marching, cycling, flocking to bus tours,
towing carts. By whatever means they can they are determined
to complete this quest. It’s this type of experience, progressing
from one goal to the next that I often liken to my time on the
JET Programme.

The 88 Temple Pilgrimage is still understated in terms of
global recognition. It can seem as mysterious and enigmatic to
travelers as Japan may seem at times to a foreigner — but it is a
pilgrimage that opens itself up to incredible variety: pensioners,
Buddhist monks, couples, young hippies, families and more, all
taking part for many different reasons. Now, I am not going to
exhaust this parallel too much and claim the JET Programme
to be some sort of analogous Shikoku pilgrimage, but JETs of
many backgrounds come to Japan to live, travel and make a
journey for many different reasons.

The Shikoku pilgrimage is unusual in that it has no set
route; you can approach it in whatever sequence of temples you
like but to complete it you must arrive back at the place you
started. No one JET experience is the same and people fulfill
their time in a variety of ways. When we finish, we return to the
place we started, fundamentally the same person, but invariably
changed in some way.

“Why did you come here??” is a question we JETSs routinely
answer. In addition to the obvious response (i.e., teaching) we
are often motivated by other personal interests, goals or career
aspirations. Many of us start our trip, bright eyed and full of
enthusiasm, wanting to prove what we have to offer. After
setting out however I discovered that you begin to learn from
the journey as much, if not more, than you give to it.

What am I learning so far? Honestly, there are so many
things I don’t know where to begin!

So I want to speak about something I have learned that has

been very important for me in overcoming the biggest challenge
I face here as a non Japanese speaker: verbal communication.
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For me, cultural heritage, conservation and cross cultural
understanding are my passions. The Shikoku pilgrimage
therefore became a particular area of interest for me as an
example of the power of intangible heritage to change people.
However, I realize now it is not always something of epic
“pilgrim” proportions that is necessarily required to influence
minds. I quote my chugaku-sei (junior high school students),
who are keen on the phrase “simple is best!”

When foreign language communication can be difficult,
confusing and intimidating, it is non verbal forms of even the
simplest kind that work best. A performance of a local singer
in a bar, cooking with friends in a family home, the origami
propped up on your desk at the end of a school day — art, music,
festivals, customs without words, can form the base for and
effect bonds of friendship and understanding.

Struggling to relate to my students at first, such things as
joining the school art club, painting, sketching together and
laughing at our funny creations have established a common
ground. When feeling disconnected from Japanese peers, times
spent listening to music performances together have revealed
personalities and feelings in individuals that I otherwise would
not perceive. Wanting to feel a part of the community, an
English tea party with the ladies in my town lifted my spirits
through our shared enjoyment.

And one of the most memorable moments will always be
the time my parents visited Japan only two weeks after the
tragic Tohoku disaster. In the run up to their trip tensions were
high! They had understandably worried no end about me living
here. After their arrival they were welcomed in many wonderful
ways, but one experience stands out for me in particular.

At a party of eikaiwa students in my town, a local lady
produced an impromptu piece of calligraphy to transform their
names into kanji before their eyes. Honestly — I thought my
mum was going to cry she was so moved! They took this art
away with them, and they also took away very warm feelings of
Japanese culture and a new found peace of mind.

This is just one of the learning experiences that helped
me to see where I would like my travels to take me — working
in a career for international exchange and cultural heritage.
Like a pilgrimage, the journey we take is often difficult and
we encounter many struggles. But, I know now that if I go out
looking for adventure, I should look at what I can learn from the
road first and then show it what I can do!
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