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Teaching Japanese Religions to International Students

‘What Happens When We Study Religion in Japan? Reflections from ISJP
“Skeptics and Admirers”: Navigating Demographic Gaps in Teaching Japanese Religion = OMoORI Hisako
How to Spark Interest in Japanese Religions Across Diverse Classrooms

Teaching Japanese Religions to International Students at the Graduate Level

Convener : KOBAYASHI Naoko

Esben PETERSEN  (Kwansei Gakuin Univ.)
(Akita International Univ.)
Tim GRAF (Kanazawa Univ.)
Caleb CARTER (Kyushu Univ.)
Commentator : KoBAyAsHI Naoko  (Aichi Gakuin Univ.)
Chair : Caleb CARTER (Kyushu Univ.)

Annual reports published by the Ministry of Education, Culture,
Sports, Science and Technology (MEXT) indicate that, as of 2025,
there are approximately 2.6 million undergraduate students and
277,000 graduate students in Japan. Among the 2.6 million
undergraduates, about 107,000 are international students, while
65,000 of the 277,000 graduate students are international students
(Basic Statistics on Schools).

Given this situation, many universities have developed special
programs for international students to deepen their understanding of
Japanese culture and society. A number of institutions, for example,
have established programs in international Japanese studies, global
Japanese studies, or related fields. In some cases, these programs
include courses on Japanese religions. Certain institutions also offer
specialized programs dedicated to teaching Japanese religions to
international students, such as the Ise and Japan Study Program,
jointly organized over the past decade by Ise City and Kogakkan
University.

In this panel, presenters from four universities located in different
regions of Japan will share their experiences of teaching Japanese
religions to international students within their respective programs.
The panelists will introduce and discuss: (1) the background, history,
and current status of their programs (Akita International University,
Kanazawa University, NCC Center for the Study of Japanese
Religions, and Kyushu University); (2) the characteristics of their
students; (3) course content and pedagogical approaches; (4) teaching
materials and technologies; and (5) insights and lessons learned.

The first presentation is by Esben Petersen, who coordinates the
Interreligious Studies in Japan Program (ISJP), a semester-long
academic program in Kyoto offered by the NCC Center for the Study
of Japanese Religions, an institute affiliated with the National
Christian Council in Japan. The program brings together students of
theology, religious studies, and related fields for intensive engagement
with Japanese religious traditions in both classroom and field settings.
Participants take courses on Shinto, Buddhism, Japanese Christianity,
new religions, theology in dialogue, and Japanese language, while
also visiting religious sites and meeting with practitioners. Students
come from diverse international and denominational backgrounds,
creating a dynamic context for interreligious learning and dialogue.
As coordinator, Petersen designs and teaches courses, organizes field
trips, and accompanies students throughout the semester. He will
share his experience teaching and directing ISJP, reflecting on the
challenges and possibilities of teaching Japanese Religions to
International Students in Japan.

The second presentation is by Hisako Omori, who teaches
“Religions in Japan™ at Akita International University. She argues that
teaching Japanese religions in English in Japan has its advantages and
drawbacks.

One thing that impacts her university’s classroom the most is the
demographic traits of the students. As an institution that sends the

entire cohort of students to overseas partner institutions every
semester, a quarter of Omori’s student body is constantly made up of
short-term exchange students. “Religions in Japan” is most popular
among exchange students who admire a different outlook of religion
from their own traditions, while the degree-seeking students are
coming from a place of skepticism towards “religion” in Japan.
During the fifteen weeks of learning, these two cohorts of students
exchange their views, ask questions, and share their own stories of
rituals, myths, and ways to mourn for the family and the collective.
This paper illustrates that the diverse populations in the classroom
present the instructor with challenges, as the knowledge each cohort
of students has about Japanese religions differs, but the gap between
the two cohorts of students and their interactions in class can yield the
most fruitful results.

The third presentation is by Tim Graf, who has designed and taught
courses on Japanese religions at universities in Germany, the UK, and
Japan. By using film as a method, he has also been actively promoting
the teaching of Japanese religions beyond the classroom. To
overcome disciplinary boundaries and knowledge barriers in
undergraduate education, he produces videos that aim to show how
religious beliefs and practices in Japan today relate to global and local
challenges and changes in society more broadly. The first part of
Graf’s presentation will reflect on the application of this approach in
courses on Japanese religions for Japanese Studies students in the UK,
taught before and after their year abroad in Japan. The second part will
focus on his current teaching as an Assistant Professor in International
Studies at Kanazawa University. Besides teaching and researching
religion-related topics, he serves as International Student Advisor,
which involves a range of extracurricular activities, from planning a
prayer room to organizing field trips for international students to
temples and shrines on the Noto Peninsula.

The fourth presentation is by Caleb Carter, who teaches Japanese
religions for two connected graduate programs—the International
Master’s Program (IMAP) and the International Doctorate (IDOC) in
Japanese Humanities—in the Faculty of Humanities at Kyushu
University. He is one of five faculty in the program who each teach
within their own specialization (religion, history, literature, art history,
and visual culture). There are typically fifteen to twenty graduate
students (almost all international) enrolled in the program as well as
visiting graduate students and researchers. Each faculty member
designs seminars for their advisees and other interested students,
teaches a required survey course specific to their discipline, takes
students into the field, and advises culminative research projects
(theses and dissertations). Carter will share his experience teaching
and advising for IMAP/IDOC as well as a course he teaches on
Japanese religions to undergraduate students (in English) every other
year.

Following these four presentations, Naoko Kobayashi, who has
taught Japanese religious studies at a Japanese university for many
years, will provide commentary as a discussant.
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