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In early June I went to Koyasan by myself, to eat
shoujin ryori and stay at a temple. I have been many
places in Japan since coming to Iwagl, but I had never
actually slept in a temple, eaten there, and attended
morning prayers, so I was very excited to try this new
experience.

I had wanted to go to Koyasan for a long time; I heard
about it two years ago and it sounded fascinating. But
what really motivated me to go was becoming vegetarian
this year. (I have since become vegan, but in early June
I had stopped eating meat and fish completely). Shojin
ryori is of course vegetarian, so I wanted to try this
world of new flavors and also meet people who I thought
were vegetarian.

The local train towards Koyasan went through the
mountains—from the window I could see tiny villages and
deep valleys of fog. Almost all of the trees, unlike Iwagi,
were evergreens, so the atmosphere was very different.
And when I arrived at the temples of Koyasan, it felt
very far from the villages and the life of society below.

Koyasan is a place of peace. I took a long walk around
the still ponds, and the dark wooden temples in the
afternoon and later at night. There was one enormous
orange pagoda that was illuminated in the darkness, and
as I walked around it, I could hear priests chanting in the
distance.

I also ate shoujin ryori that night, which was delicious.
I think it is really a unique taste in Japanese cuisine, and
I want to try more of it. After eating I talked to the
priests about their lives, and I learned that most priests
are in fact not vegetarian. At that particular temple,
priests must eat shoujin ryori while they work—usually
for breakfast and lunch, but after going home they can
eat whatever they want. It was interesting talking about
the history of Buddhism in Japan, and how it has changed.

Overall, Koyasan made a big impression on me, and
gave me much to think about. After attending prayers
the next morning, I left the temples, descended a cable
car, and took the train back through foggy valleys and tall
evergreen mountains.
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