
 

 
By Dr William E Hamilton, Ph.D.     10 Oct 24 

 

Objective: 

Learn about the cultural and historical significance of Kyoto's temples and gardens, while 
expanding vocabulary and developing reading comprehension and discussion skills related to 
Japanese culture and spiritual practices. 

 

 

Introduce key vocabulary words and phrases related to Kyoto's temples and Japanese 
spiritual practices: 

● Temple [ˈtɛm-pəl] 
○ Meaning: A place of worship, especially significant in Buddhism. 
○ Example: "The tourists visited a temple in Kyoto to learn about Buddhist rituals 

and admire the architecture." 
● Meditation [ˌmɛd-ɪˈteɪ-ʃən] 

○ Meaning: A practice where one uses mindfulness or focusing techniques to 
increase awareness and attention. 

○ Example: "She practices meditation every morning to clear her mind and find 
inner peace." https://www.headspace.com/ Sadhguru AND Inner Engineering 

● Zen [zɛn]: 
○ Meaning: A school of Mahayana Buddhism that focuses on meditation and 

intuition, rather than ritual or study. 
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○ Example: "The Zen garden at Ryoan-ji Temple provides a perfect space for quiet 
reflection and meditation." 

● Shinto  [ˈʃɪn-toʊ]: 
○  Meaning: The indigenous spiritual tradition of Japan, centered on nature and 

kami (spirits). 
○ Example: "During the New Year, many people visit Shinto shrines to pray for 

good fortune." 
● Shomyo [ʃoʊ-myoh]:  

○ Meaning: A form of traditional Buddhist chanting used in Zen and Shingon 
Buddhist temples, intended to create a peaceful, meditative atmosphere during 
prayer and rituals. 

○ Example: "The calming sound of shomyo echoed through the temple as monks 
began their morning prayers." 

○ Listen here.  
● Bonsho [ˈboʊn-ʃoʊ]:  

○ Meaning: A large temple bell struck with a wooden log, traditionally used in 
Japanese temples to mark time and create a meditative ambiance. 

○ Example: "The deep resonance of the bonsho could be heard throughout the 
temple grounds as the ritual began." 

○ Listen here. 
● Sutra Recitation [ˈsuː-trə rɪˌsɪ-teɪ-ʃən]: 

○ Meaning: The rhythmic chanting of Buddhist scriptures, often accompanied by 
bells or wooden blocks called mokugyo. 

○ Example: "The sutra recitation filled the temple hall as monks chanted sacred 
texts in unison." 

○ Listen here. 

 

 

Text: An article or reading passage on famous temples in Kyoto, such as Kinkaku-ji (Golden 
Pavilion), Fushimi Inari Shrine, Ryoan-ji, and Tenryu-ji. 

Focus Points: 

● Kinkaku-ji: Known for its gold-leaf exterior and reflecting pond, representing Zen 
Buddhist teachings. 

● Fushimi Inari Shrine: Famous for its thousands of red torii gates leading up Mount Inari, 
a major Shinto shrine. 

● Ryoan-ji: Renowned for its Zen rock garden, symbolizing simplicity and mindfulness. 
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● Tenryu-ji: A UNESCO World Heritage site, known for its beautiful gardens and 
connection to Zen Buddhism. 

 

Activity: Reading [ Listen here] 

 

Kyoto is home to many famous temples that reflect the rich spiritual and cultural history of 
Japan. One of the most well-known is Kinkaku-ji, also called the Golden Pavilion, with its shining 
gold-leaf exterior. Another popular site is the Fushimi Inari Shrine, famous for its thousands of 
red torii gates that lead up the mountain. Many visitors also come to Ryoan-ji Temple to 
meditate in front of its Zen rock garden. These temples not only attract tourists but also serve as 
important spiritual centers for both locals and visitors. Exploring these sites offers a glimpse into 
Japan's unique blend of Buddhism and Shintoism. 

Kinkaku-ji's unique appearance lies in its top two floors, which are entirely covered in gold 
leaf, giving the temple a brilliant, reflective quality. This golden pavilion is set against a serene 
pond, which mirrors its shining structure, adding to its aesthetic appeal. The temple's golden 
exterior, while opulent, symbolizes the Buddhist concept of impermanence, as the reflection of 
the building in the water constantly changes with the shifting light and weather. The tranquil 
setting, the pond, and the surrounding nature align with Zen Buddhist principles of simplicity, 
mindfulness, and harmony with nature, inviting meditation and reflection on the transient 
nature of life. 

● Comprehension Questions: After reading, students will answer questions about the 
historical significance, architectural features, and spiritual meaning of the temples. 
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○ Example: "What is unique about Kinkaku-ji's appearance, and how does it reflect 
Zen Buddhist principles?" 

 

Further Expansion: 

 

Fushimi Inari Shrine, Kyoto, Japan 

● Have students summarize the reading in their own words, emphasizing key facts and 
their understanding of the temples' roles in Japanese culture. Example answer: listen 
here. 

 

 Listen 
here. 

Here is the intro, dialogue, and epilogue for the lesson, formatted as a real trip for Dr. Bill 
and David:

 

Intro: 

Voice: Narrator (Male or Female) 
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"Dr. Bill and his friend David are visiting Kyoto, Japan, for the first time. They’ve planned a full 
day of exploring the ancient temples that reflect Japan's spiritual history and cultural traditions. 
Together, they’ll visit three famous temples—Kinkaku-ji, Fushimi Inari Shrine, and Ryoan-ji—to 
learn more about Zen Buddhism and Shintoism. Let’s join them on their journey and see what 
they discover." 

 

Dialogue: 

Voice: Dr. Bill (Male), David (Female) 

Robert: "Dr. Bill, I’m so excited to be in Kyoto! I’ve read so much about these temples. Where 
should we start?" 

Dr. Bill: "I think we should begin at Kinkaku-ji, the Golden Pavilion. It’s one of the most iconic 
sites here. The gold leaf covering the temple shines beautifully in the sunlight, and it symbolizes 
the Buddhist idea of impermanence." 

David: "That sounds amazing! I love how the temple reflects in the pond below, it must be so 
peaceful." 

Dr. Bill: "Absolutely. After that, I thought we could head to Fushimi Inari Shrine. You know, the 
one with thousands of red torii gates leading up the mountain?" 

David: "Yes, the pictures of those gates are incredible! I’d love to walk through them and learn 
more about the Shinto belief in kami, the spirits of nature." 

Dr. Bill: "Exactly! And for our final stop, how about Ryoan-ji? It’s famous for its Zen rock 
garden. We could spend some time meditating there and reflecting on what we’ve learned about 
Buddhism." 

David: "That sounds like a perfect way to end the day—peaceful meditation in the heart of 
Kyoto. I can’t wait to see the garden and experience the calm that Zen brings." 

Dr. Bill: "Let’s get started then! It’s going to be an unforgettable day." 

[Background sound of distant temple bells and soft chanting begins as they approach 
the temple.] 

David: [In a quieter, reflective tone] "Can you hear that, Dr. Bill? The sound of the temple bells 
and the chanting… It’s so calming." 

Dr. Bill: "Yes, that’s the bonsho, the large temple bell. It’s usually rung to mark time or to start a 
ritual. And the chanting is called shomyo, a form of traditional Buddhist chant. The monks use it 
to create a peaceful, meditative environment." 
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David: [Taking a deep breath] "I can feel the difference already. Just listening to it, I feel my 
mind slowing down. I think it’s helping me focus on the present moment, almost like all the noise 
from my busy life is fading away." 

Dr. Bill: "That’s exactly the point. These sounds are meant to bring you into the here and now, 
to help clear your mind and focus on being present. It’s part of Zen Buddhist practice." 

David: "I think I’m starting to understand. It’s more than just being quiet or still—it's about 
clearing your mind of all distractions and just being in tune with what’s around you. This is really 
helping my mindset, Dr. Bill. I feel lighter, calmer, like I’m ready to take on things with a clearer 
mind when we get back home." 

Dr. Bill: "That’s the beauty of places like this. They’re not just spiritual centers for 
meditation—they’re also reminders to slow down and connect with ourselves. I’m glad it’s 
having that effect on you." 

David: [Smiling] "I think I could sit here all day and just listen. It’s exactly what I needed." 

 

Epilogue: 

Voice: Narrator (Male or Female) 

"After their day of exploring Kyoto’s temples, Dr. Bill and David left with a deeper understanding 
of Japan’s spiritual and cultural traditions. They experienced the beauty and serenity of 
Kinkaku-ji, walked through the red torii gates of Fushimi Inari Shrine, and found a moment of 
peace in the Zen garden of Ryoan-ji. Their journey not only deepened their knowledge but also 
brought them closer to the philosophy of mindfulness and harmony that is at the heart of these 
sacred places." 

 

 

Discussion Prompt: 

● How do temples like Kinkaku-ji and Fushimi Inari Shrine reflect key aspects of Japanese 
culture, such as Buddhism, Shintoism, and mindfulness? 

Guiding Questions: 

● What role do Zen gardens and meditation play in Japanese spiritual practices? 
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● How do the architectural styles of these temples reflect the values of simplicity and 
harmony?[Tori Gates symbolism] 

Activity [time permitting]: 

● Small Group Discussion: Students discuss in small groups, then share insights with 
the class. Encourage students to draw connections between spiritual practices and 
everyday life in Japan. 

● Personal Reflection: Have students reflect on how visiting such temples might influence 
their understanding of mindfulness and spirituality. 

 

 

Prompt: 

● Write a short essay (150-200 words) about which temple you would most like to visit in 
Kyoto and why. Include details about the temple's significance, what you would do there, 
and how it would help you understand Japanese culture. 

Criteria: 

● Encourage the use of newly learned vocabulary (meditation, zen, Shinto). 
● Students should demonstrate an understanding of the cultural significance of the 

temples and how they reflect Japanese values. 

 

 

Technology Integration [virtual tour here (9:37 min)]: 

● Use an online resource like Google Earth or YouTube to explore virtual tours of 
Kyoto's temples. Students can visually engage with the architecture and landscape of 
places like Kinkaku-ji, Fushimi Inari Shrine, and Ryoan-ji. 

Activity: 

● After watching a virtual tour, have students write a brief summary or share their 
impressions with the class. 
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This expanded lesson on exploring the temples of Kyoto integrates cultural and historical 
learning with language development. Students will: 

● Expand vocabulary related to temples, meditation, and spiritual practices. 
● Read and comprehend information about key temples in Kyoto. 
● Dialogue about a visit to explore the temples, using new vocabulary and cultural 

understanding. 
● Engage in a discussion about how these temples reflect Japanese culture and 

spirituality. 
● Virtual walk, guide, and reflection on the learning through a writing assignment, 

encouraging critical thinking and personal engagement with the material. 

 

 
Japanese garden with pond 
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