
I heard some of you wondered what happened to last 

month’s newsletter. Like anyone who’s had trouble 

sending Christmas cards or letters out on time, the 

holidays were busy and time got away from me. I 

would guess that we can depend on this as a pattern 

and next year, you can expect a newsletter in        

November and then one to follow in January. The last 

two months have been busy enough that I will not be 

able to fit everything into this newsletter that I want. 

For this month, I am going to focus on the holidays 

specifically and I will write about other experiences or 

trips at a later date. 

News from Nihon* 

      *Nihon or Nippon is the Japanese way of saying Japan. 

An evening at the Christmas Market 

Christmas in Japan surprised me in a number of ways. 

First of all, I was surprised to see Christmas decorations 

put out in my local supermarket, even in a country that has 

no religious affiliation to the holiday. Christmas is mainly 

celebrated by children, with a visit from Santa-san and as 

a romantic holiday by couples. My understanding is the 

stereotypical Japanese Christmas Day involves spending 

time with your romantic interest and eating KFC. 

A lovely surprise was that Kumamoto City had a European

-style Christmas Market with food and live music and 

Christmas décor for sale. My friend and I spent an          

enjoyable evening there. 

As a Christian in Japan, there were the familiar               

experiences with services on Christmas Eve and       

Christmas morning as Christmas fell on a Sunday this 

year. After the service on Christmas morning, we shared a 

sandwich lunch as a congregation. And here was another 

surprise. From what I could tell, everyone including single 

adults, went to their own homes. There were no extended 

family gatherings or Christmas dinners that I could tell. 

Even if you are religiously Christian in Japan, it appears 

that Christmas is not a significant cultural holiday. I spent 

my Christmas afternoon eating Christmas dinner with my 

British friend and his family. Afterwards, we decorated  

sugar cookies and played games. 

My Japanese Club Christmas Party 



 

While Christmas is not a major cultural holiday, even for 

people who celebrate it religiously, New Year’s or Sho-

gatsu, which follows a week later is a different story. Sho-

gatsu is the most significant holiday in Japan. First of all, 

there are religious or culturally spiritual traditions that oc-

cur. Most people visit a shrine to pray and draw omikuji for 

the year, sometime in the three days. Omikuji are pieces 

of paper that will give you your general fortune for the 

year. I have been told competing practices by Japanese 

people, so I think the next part might vary based on family 

or generation or what you were taught. If your omikuji is 

very good, you might carry it on your person for the year. 

If it is bad, you will tie it to a certain spot in the shrine and 

leave it behind. Other people have told me, no matter 

what your omikuji says, you will tie it and leave it behind. 

The celebration starts at midnight on January 1st. Some 

people choose to line up and wait to go into a shrine to 

pray as soon as midnight strikes and while they are wait-

ing, they burn any of the decorations or charms they might 

have from the previous year. I went to a shrine in my area 

with some friends and watched as people counted down 

to 2023 and the opening of the shrine. We also ended up 

eating Takoyaki, which are fried balls filled with octopus. 

On New Year’s Day, I went to church. One difference from 

the U.S. is that even when New Year’s Day falls on a day 

other than Sunday, there is always a church service held. 

Culturally, people are used to marking New Year’s in a 

spiritual or religious way and the church has followed in a 

manner similar to the reasoning behind Christmas taking 

place on December 25. After church, I went with friends to 

their home to celebrate.  



Prayer Requests 

 America has been in my prayers with the ongoing issues surrounding gun violence and police 

brutality. 

 For all of the junior high school students taking high school entrance exams (high school isn’t 

compulsory in Japan and the entrance process is a bit like university applications in the U.S.). 

That everyone who wants a place would find one. 

We started with a red sake ceremony, followed by a traditional osechi 

lunch with mochi soup. I was warned about the dangers of eating the 

soup, because the mochi expands upon being swallowed. Apparently 

a number of elders die every year because of the soup. Osechi is a 

special bento put together with the tradition being no stores used to 

be open for three days and no one wanted to cook. 

After eating osechi with my friends, I was feeling relaxed when they 

took me next door to their extended family and another round of 

osechi. I was not aware of this tradition and had not planned to eat 

two dinners within the space of 2 or 3 hours. There were 13 of us alto-

gether and if you imagine your family’s gathering on Thanksgiving or 

Christmas, you have a fair idea of what Shogatsu can feel like. I had-

n’t realized I was missing a family holiday until I had one. 

The following day on January 2, I went with my friends up a nearby 

mountain where I could look down on Kumamoto City from above. I 

also had the chance to feed some local birds. Shogatsu ended up be-

ing a wonderful experience for me and I am glad I had so many awe-

some people to share it with.  

The dangerous soup 

The view of Kumamoto City from Mt. Kinbo 


