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October 31st is Halloween in the United States. Children
dress in costumes and ask their neighbors for candy.
Last year I had a very different Halloween experience
volunteering in Shinchi Town (Fukushima Prefecture.)

A non-profit called Miraito held a special zazen and
Halloween event for kids at a Buddhist Temple. Many
people experienced trauma after the 2011 tsunami, and
this temple especially helped support children and families.

When I arrived at the temple, elementary school-
aged children were playing everywhere. Boys wrestled
and girls played tag inside the temple. I tried to greet
everyone, starting with the shy kids who hid when you
ask their names.

Finally it was time for zazen. The young_i: priest, Kazuya
Honda, told us all to sit still and cross our legs. He sounded
the bell and we started to meditate. A few minutes later
heard the thump of little feet on the tatami as child after
child escaped to the bathroom. A few minutes must have
felt very long for them. The bell sounded again and zazen
meditation ended. Kazuya exhorted the kids to “be good
to each other.”

Then the fun began.

On this warm fall night, the kids enjoyed a picnic-style
dinner. A few adults slipped away and changed into
Halloween costumes. I put on black clothes and a scary
ghost mask. Others dressed as monsters and skeletons.
We dlsa%peared into the dee;;1 shadows of the temple’s
graveyard and found places to hid

At first the parents brought the kids into the cemetery
in small groups. Scared, the kids demanded to be in
blgﬁer groups. The first group entered the cemetery
with flashlights. They passed by a big gravestone, and a
monster jumped out and let out a big scream. A few kids
shrieked in fear. However I was the last hidden monster,
aﬁd when they got to me, one kid said “you’re not scary at
all.

The Mayor of Shinchi told me the town's challenge is
not to rebuild but to create a new Shinchi Town. That
is not just the work of overnment but everyone. I think
children’s events like this send a message that people
of Shinchi are commltted to working together for their
town’s future.
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Halloween and Zen in Shinchi
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