
Issei Buddhism in the Americas: Unveiling the
Asian American Experience

Issei Buddhism, a vibrant strand of Buddhism introduced to the Americas
by Japanese immigrants in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, has
played a profound role in shaping the Asian American experience. This
comprehensive article delves into the intricate history, beliefs, practices,
and cultural significance of Issei Buddhism, offering a deeper
understanding of its impact on the lives of Japanese Americans and the
broader American society.

Historical Roots
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The arrival of Japanese immigrants in the Americas in the late 19th century
marked the beginning of Issei Buddhism. These immigrants, known as
Issei, brought with them their Buddhist beliefs and practices, which they
continued to observe in their new homeland. Early Issei Buddhist
communities were primarily established in urban centers, such as San
Francisco, Los Angeles, and Seattle, where Japanese immigrants
congregated for work and support.
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Buddhist Beliefs and Practices

Issei Buddhism, rooted in the Jodo Shinshu tradition of Japanese
Buddhism, emphasizes the importance of faith in Amida Buddha, the
Buddha of Infinite Light. According to Jodo Shinshu teachings, all beings
are capable of achieving enlightenment through Amida's grace, regardless
of their past actions or present circumstances.

Issei Buddhists engage in various practices to cultivate their faith, including:
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Nembutsu: The repeated invocation of Amida Buddha's name, which
is believed to bring forth Amida's saving power.

O-Bon: An annual festival honoring deceased ancestors, during which
families gather at temples to pay their respects and offer prayers.

O-higan: A semi-annual observance honoring the Buddha and
departed loved ones, marked by temple visits and special services.

Cultural Significance

Issei Buddhism has played a crucial role in preserving and strengthening
Japanese American identity in the Americas. Buddhist temples served as
community centers where Issei immigrants could socialize, maintain
cultural traditions, and receive support during times of hardship.

Buddhism also provided Issei Americans with a sense of belonging and
continuity, especially in the face of discrimination and prejudice. By
practicing their faith, Issei Buddhists were able to connect with their
heritage and find solace in the midst of adversity.

Contemporary Expressions

Issei Buddhism continues to thrive in the Americas today, with many
temples and organizations actively serving Japanese American
communities. However, the Buddhist landscape has evolved over time,
reflecting the changing demographics and cultural experiences of
subsequent generations of Japanese Americans.



Today, Issei Buddhism is increasingly influenced by American cultural
norms and values. Temples offer a blend of traditional Japanese Buddhist
practices with more Westernized activities, such as English-language
services and youth programs.

Issei Buddhism is a testament to the resilience and adaptability of the
Japanese American community in the Americas. Through its emphasis on
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faith, community, and cultural preservation, Issei Buddhism has played a
vital role in shaping the Asian American experience. Its legacy continues to
inspire and guide Japanese Americans today, providing a meaningful
connection to their heritage and a source of strength and support in the
face of life's challenges.

Further Reading

Issei Buddhism in the United States: A Reader (edited by Duncan
Ryūken Williams)

Building a Buddhist America: Asian American Faith and the Politics of
Race (by Duncan Ryūken Williams)

The Spirit of Manzanar: Buddhist Experience in America (by John
Tateishi)
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