Issei Buddhism in the Americas: An Integral
Aspect of the Asian American Experience

Issei Buddhism, a branch of Mahayana Buddhism brought to the Americas
by Japanese immigrants in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, has
profoundly shaped the cultural and religious identity of Asian Americans.
This article explores the history, beliefs, and practices of Issei Buddhism, its
impact on the formation of Japanese American communities, and its
enduring legacy in the Americas.
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Historical Context

The arrival of Japanese immigrants in the United States began in
significant numbers in the late 1800s, primarily for agricultural work in
Hawaii and California. Many of these immigrants brought their Buddhist
beliefs and practices with them, and the establishment of Buddhist temples
became an essential part of their community life.
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Issei Buddhists faced numerous challenges in the new world. They
encountered discrimination, cultural barriers, and language difficulties.
However, their faith provided them with solace, support, and a sense of
belonging in a foreign land.

Beliefs and Practices

Issei Buddhism is rooted in the teachings of Shakyamuni Buddha and
incorporates elements of Zen, Pure Land, and Nichiren Buddhism. It
emphasizes the importance of compassion, mindfulness, and striving for
enlightenment through daily practice.

Central to Issei Buddhism is the concept of bodhisattva, a person who
vows to attain enlightenment for the benefit of all beings. Bodhisattvas
serve as role models and inspire practitioners to engage in acts of service
and kindness.

Common practices in Issei Buddhism include:

= Meditation (zazen)
= Chanting of sutras (sacred texts)
= Participation in temple ceremonies (hoyo)

= Pilgrimages to sacred sites (meguri)

Impact on Japanese American Communities

Issei Buddhism played a crucial role in the formation of Japanese American
communities in the Americas. Temples served as social and cultural
centers where immigrants gathered to celebrate festivals, share news, and
connect with their heritage.



Buddhist teachings provided guidance and support in times of adversity.
They emphasized the importance of perseverance, resilience, and
maintaining a positive outlook despite the challenges faced by Japanese
Americans, such as wartime incarceration.

Enduring Legacy

Issei Buddhism continues to be an integral part of the Asian American
experience. Today, there are over 1,000 Buddhist temples in the United
States and Canada, serving a diverse population of Japanese Americans
and other Asian immigrants.

Issei Buddhism has influenced the wider American religious landscape. Its
emphasis on compassion, social justice, and interfaith dialogue has
resonated with non-Buddhists and contributed to a greater understanding
of Asian American religions.

Issei Buddhism is a testament to the resilience and adaptability of
Japanese immigrants in the Americas. Its teachings continue to guide and
inspire Asian Americans today, providing a sense of cultural and religious
identity and fostering a commitment to compassion and social harmony.
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