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In America we have festivals, but not like Aki Matsuri. I have
been on Iwagi for over one year now, enough time to see it
twice, and to know that Aki Matsuri is the most lively festival
on the island.

I didn't understand this festival well when I first experienced
it last year. That is because in America, religion and culture
are usually separate. There are many religions in America, and
different religious days for Christians, Jews, and Muslims. But for
community festivals, if the day is not religious then everyone can
participate.

Aki Matsuri starts out very religious. Inside of Hachiman
Shrine there is a dance, and an opening ceremony. Similarly in
America, on religious days there are rituals and prayers, often
inside of a church. So, my first impression seeing Aki Matsuri
was that it was a very religious day. But as the Omikoshi
descended from the shrine, down to the streets where people
drank and talked casually, I became very surprised. Because on a
religious day in America, there would be absolutely no drinking.

So I came to understand that the festival is religious, and also
cultural. Especially during lunchtime, the religious aspect of
the festival is put aside and people simply come together to eat
and talk. I love this part of the festival, and I could not imagine
it ever happening in America, for safety concerns and other
reasons. And from my conversations with people living in other
parts of Japan, it seems Iwagi is unique in having this custom.

There is one more difference between Aki Matsuri and other
festivals in America. And that is the amount of work that goes
into it. Japanese people work extremely hard at their jobs, but
they also work hard at festivals. Of course Americans have
jobs that are difficult too, but in America festivals are usually
times to be free. America is famous for the image of ‘freedom’.
People want to be able to make choices for themselves about
how to spend their time. I think that this is a positive aspect
of American culture, if people use their time well. But I also
see value to working hard with others, in order to improve
relationships within a community. And that, I think, is the
strength of Aki Matsuri on Iwagi.
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