
Child Seeking Truth 
 

Good Afternoon – Konnichiwai – Haisai!  
 

 
I’d like to begin by bringing our attention to this incredibly beautiful land that we are on...  To 
take a moment and honor the hills and the lakes, the mountains, the seasons, this place...  and 
I’d like to recognize the indigenous people of this land.  I recently learned from Abenaki Chief 
Don Stevens that they called this land N’dakinna, which translates to ‘our land’.   

 
Why begin with an acknowledgement to Vermont’s indigenous people?  I feel a similar need for 
acknowledgment around the island of Okinawa – where my mother is from.  Okinawa, the 
largest island in the Ryukyus, is roughly 400 miles south of Japan, and is actually geographically 
closer to Taiwan than to mainland Japan.  Okinawa is a tropical island, approximately 70 miles 
long, and 7 miles wide – and home to 1.4 million residents.   
 
I often use Hawaii as a parallel for those unfamiliar with Okinawa, as both were once 
independent kingdoms, with their own language and vibrant island culture, a center for trade, 
and strategic location for military outposts.  Okinawa was annexed by Japan in 1879 without the 
voting consent of the indigenous people,  and mainland Japan systematically began to eliminated 
the Ryukyan culture, language, and religious practices.   
 
After World War II, Okinawa became a strategic location occupied by the United States Armed 
Forces and it was at this point that Shinto was removed as Japan’s state religion.  Currently, 
about 20% of Okinawan land is occupied by US military bases and is frequently a source of 
conflict and tension. 
 
I also want to take a moment to acknowledge those persons who have fought for our country - 
the United States of America.  To honor those whom have both served and sacrificed their lives 
so that we can have the lifestyle, privilege, and freedom we enjoy today. 
 
Though much of Okinawan history is marked by wars and struggle – there is incredible beauty, 
resilience, healing, and deep spirituality that came from these hardships.   My mother, a native 
Okinawan and my father, a native Vermonter and now retired US Navy Captain, met while he 
was stationed in Okinawa.  They were able to overcome significant cultural differences, 
language barriers, and societal adversities – and their coming together brought my brother and 
me into the world.  My father chose my name ‘Mariko’ from the novel ‘Shogun’ by James 
Clavelle – set in 1600s feudal japan – where the character Mariko serves as a translator and key 
bridge between the Japanese and Jesuit missionaries.  Mariko translates to ‘Child Seeking Truth’. 
 



And I’ve come to find that the name they chose for me has been an apt roadmap for my life 
journey.   A Child of two worlds – (The Japanese literally call children like me “Halves”) – my 
dual identity as Okinawan Japanese and American – my Island family and my New England 
family – The ‘felt’ and intuitive experiences of connection to land, family, and nature versus the 
logic, fact, and scientific reason that seemed to govern the western ways of life and learning.  
Only after years of study, self-reflection, exposure to non-duality and weaving my experiences 
together have I begun to see the influences of Shintoism that has found it’s way into my life.    
 
Now, let me take you on a journey... I was a wide-eyed and curious 6-year-old when my family 
moved to Okinawa from the Untied States. Upon arriving, I was immediately mesmerized by 
the vibrant culture and very different looking people of this tropical island where my mother 
was from...  Okinawa.  Technically ‘Japan’, but so very clearly its own unique identity.   What 
was this place we had moved to?  Who were these people that were my “family”, people who I 
have never met and don’t even speak the same language as?  Everything was new and 
mysterious.  Everything was waiting to be explored and made sense of.  This was so different 
from anything that I had experienced in my whole six years of living in Maryland and in South 
Carolina. 

 
I found myself entranced by the rituals that my Okinawan family practiced.  I started to become 
aware of symbols and sacred spaces that were so present in everyday Okinawan life.  For 
example, why where were fierce-looking terracotta lions that stood at the entry way to every 
house?  Very curious!   
 
There was a mysterious black and gold lacquer shrine in my uncle’s house where incense and 
food was offered regularly.  I wonder what that’s about.  
 
My Okinawan family was to hold the annual picnic in front our family tomb in the spring.  Wait, 
did I hear that right? Family picnic in the graveyard? Now that’s different. My six year old mind 
was being challenged in so many ways as to what was ‘normal’.   
 
There were bright red gates that were clearly entry ways to ancient looking temples that seemed 
to spring out of nowhere.  How could something so untouched exist right next to towering, 
modern construction?  What separated the two worlds? Who decided that?  Very curious 
indeed. 
 
Sometimes during family hikes into thick bamboo or banyan forests or along the ocean cliff 
sides, we would find ourselves at a seemingly random rock or tree with a thick braded rope 
round it with pieces of white paper hanging from them... why were they there?   
 



I especially came to love the seasonal festivals – the vibrant clothes, fireworks, street vendors, 
taiko drumming, traditional dancing, parades, and mouth watering festival foods -- a sensory 
and energetic delight.   

 
Exposure to the Okinawan culture as a child allowed me to experience, feel, and accept without 
the hardwired preconceptions that we often acquire as we age into adulthood.    I am grateful 
for being able to experience that type of wonder – some might even call it magic -- at that time 
in my life. 
 
As years passed and my family returned to the United States to Connecticut and finally 
Vermont, I slowly began to understand and process my experiences in Okinawa.  Delving 
further into the abstract concepts of spirituality and religion, I could trace back many of the 
things I was so curious about to Shintoism.   
 
Shinto, literally meaning 'the path of the gods', is a Japanese ‘religion’ dating from the early 8th 
century -- though Shinto is not really seen as a ‘religion’ in the way that we here in America 
might think of it.  It is rather a way of life, with rituals and practices being blended into the 
every day.   It does not try to explain our world in the duality of ‘right and wrong’ – therefore 
Shinto has no missionaries and encourages people to be in touch with kami, or gods, through 
communing in nature, through spirit, and practicing individual ceremony. While there are no 
formal missionaries, there are Shinto priests and priestesses who tend the temples and practice 
forms of ritual blessing and purification, divination, and shamanic healing for the community at 
large.   Blessings can be performed on anything from the union of people and new life, to new 
buildings or even new cars.  
 
How can that be?  At its core, Shinto is animistic - attributing spirit and the divine to all things – 
both animate and inanimate.  Of particular reverence is the genus loci or local nature spirits:  
these spirits can be that of of mountains, sea, trees, rocks, waterfalls, wind, rain, thunder, it goes 
on.  There are kami for concepts such as fertility or luck.  Shinto also practices ancestor 
worship, as even people can go on after death to become kami and protect their families. Kami 
can even exist in things like a cooking stove or even within a grain of rice. 
 
Shinto has no ‘sacred text’ such as a Bible or Quran, and no ‘Supreme Being’, and is often 
practiced in tandem with other spiritualties especially since Shinto has influences from 
Buddhism, Confucianism, and Taoism.  There are, however, primary overarching Kami that are 
worthy of mention –  

Amaterasu okami, the sun goddess,  
Ebisu one of seven gods of fortune,  
Fuujin, the god of wind,  
Hachiman, the god of war and  
Inari okami, the god of rice and agriculture... 



 
As Shinto focuses on the spirit of the land, different geographic regions have different deities or 
spirits they worship as it relates and applies to the lives of the local people.  So naturally, 
Okinawan or Ryukyuan spirituality has some interesting differences than the Shinto practiced in 
mainland Japan.  Two main differences are the belief of  
“Onarigami”, that spiritual power is primarily the domain of women and the concept of  
‘Mabui’ – or an individual’s immortal spirit essence, similar to the concept of soul or to ‘mana’. 
 
The red gates that I mentioned earlier are known as Torii and are the symbol for Shintoism.  
Torii separate everyday space from sacred space.  Passing under a Torii, you usually quiet your 
mind, acknowledging that you are entering a scared area, and walk to one side of the path 
towards the temple rather than down the center, as the center is reserved for Kami.   
 
I confess that sometimes, when driving to All Souls, I often think of the overarching maple 
trees as a sort of continuous Torii gate – marking the entry from the regular world into that of 
the sacred. 
 
If you look closely enough, Shinto themes can be found subtly woven throughout the greater 
world.  You too may have been exposed its influences without even realizing it...  I imagine that 
some of you may be familiar with Marie Kondo – author of the recently popular book and 
Netflix series ‘The Life-Changing Magic of Tidying Up’ – Marie helps people declutter their 
homes through a method that identifies items that ‘spark joy’.   
 
What a lot of people don’t know about her is that her method is very much rooted in 
Shintoism.  In fact, she spent five years as Shinto shrine maiden tending to her local Shinto 
shrine.   In what ways does this show up in her practice? Take for example, when she begins her 
work in a home -- she kneels on the ground and bows to ‘greet the spirit of the house’?  That is 
a Shinto practice.  When she touches every item to see if it ‘sparks joy’ with the owner?  That is 
connecting with the spirit of the object.  When she ‘taps an object “to wake it up”? She is 
conjuring the spirit of the item.  When getting rid of an item, she encourages people to ‘thank 
the item for what it brought into the individuals life.’  All very much Shinto. 
 
Perhaps some of you are familiar with the popular animated films by Studio Ghibili.  Movies 
such as Princess Mononoke, Spirited Away, Nausicca Valley of the Wind, or my Neighbor 
Totoro all have themes exploring the sacredness of the Earth and nature, the impact humanity 
has upon it, and the importance of maintaining our connection to spirit as a way to preserve the 
Earth.  

 
Also making its way into western popularity is Shinrinyoku – also known as Forest Bathing.   
This practice of ‘taking in the forest atmosphere’ as medicine for good health is rooted in Shinto 
and Buddhist traditions. 



 
Anyhow, let’s shift back to some of those curiosities that I had picked up as a child.  I had 
earlier mentioned terracotta lions marking the entryway to every home in Okinawa.  These are 
known as Shisa and are specific to Okinawa and Ryukyuan religion.  The Shisa are often found 
in pairs outside entryways or on roofs and serve as a ward against evil spirits and to retain good 
spirits. 
 
The mysterious shrine in my uncle’s house is our family’s Butsudan.  This is a Buddhist shrine 
that is kept at the oldest male’s residence within which the family ancestors and kami are 
enshrined.   When paying our respects we would make an offering of fruit, tea, or sake, clap 
twice to begin prayer, and finish with a final bow.  These offerings are made to appease the gods 
and our ancestors, to bring about good fortune and ward off any evil. 

 
The graveyard picnic I mentioned is called Shimi, and takes place around April.  It is different 
than the usual ‘Ohaka-maeri’ which are regular visits to the Ohaka, or family tomb.  Okinawan 
Ohaka are house-like structures with doors so that the cremated ashes of the deceased can be 
put inside – The Ohaka also have a courtyard space that allows for family gatherings and 
festivities. 

 
For me, Shinto was an essential stepping-stone into my current Earth-based spirituality.  
Something I was exposed to when I was young, that I continued to explore and test out in my 
life, confirming its truth and validity through my experience, and has since become something 
that I hold as fundamental to my identity today.   
 
There are many reasons why people make Vermont their home – and for me I’ve chosen it 
because I resonate with its spirit.  Perhaps some of you have felt it – At the top of Camels 
Hump, floating down the cold rivers in the summer, or kayaking out on Lake Champlain.  Even 
here at All Souls, driving down the road with the maple trees canopied above and the expansive 
view from this Sanctuary.  It is when I am in connection with these things that I feel most alive.  
And it is through my relationship with the Earth that I feel purpose and belonging. 
 
I could talk about these practices forever – but I’d like to leave you with the idea of seeking 
your own truth.  With the Vermont winter rapidly fading, I know may of us will be finding 
ourselves increasingly out in nature.  I hope you will take a moment to tune into the feeling of a 
season, to the feeling of place -- Noticing the similarities and differences in what arises for you. 
 
I encourage you to explore your family legacy and ancestors.  What might it be like to think of a 
great grandparent or loved one as a Kami that watches over and protects you? 

 



I challenge you to redefine the way you see every day items as containing the divine.  How 
might this shift how you show up in the world, how might it change your relationship to 
consuming things or the way in which you treat your possessions?   

 
More than anything, I hope that you will see the divine in all, especially in yourself, that we are 
all part of this circle that is endlessly connected and fundamentally intertwined... and by 
honoring the spirits, kami and those that came before us we keep them alive just as they gift our 
lives with context and meaning.  
 
Arigatougozaimashita 
Nifuē Dēbiru 
Thank you very much. 
 
 
 


