
 
 
Japan Learning Journey 
When We Cannot See The Future, Where Do We Begin? 

October 30 – November 12, 2016 
	

	

 

 

	
	
	

	

 
 
Pathways open and close after disaster… 
What happens when catastrophe fundamentally shifts the world we know? On March 11, 2011, the 
triple disasters of earthquake, tsunami, and radiation leak devastated the Tohoku region of north-
eastern Japan. What’s happened in five years? How has it happened? What has the impact been 
across Japan? 
 
Bob Stilger, Co-President of NewStories, has been working with people in the disaster area and all 
around Japan since April, 2011 and will co-host the journey with Susan Virnig, who has also been 
supporting people co-create the future they want across Japan since 2010. We will learn with and 
from business people and activists in Tokyo, residents of the disaster area in Miyagi and Fukushima 
Prefectures, founders of Japan’s first Transition Town founders as well as from artists and priests 
and monks in Japan’s spiritual center, Kyoto. 
 
NewStories Learning Journeys are an opportunity for people to reflect on their own lives and 
their work in the world. This journey into what happens after things fall apart opens up a space for 
those big questions about what’s important now. We will create a spacious circle in which people 
learn about Japan, themselves and each other. 
 
How do I sign up? 
We can accommodate 20 people. To learn more or to sign up, please contact Bob Stilger at 
learningjourneys@newstories.org or (509) 835-4128. 
 
 



 
How do I get there? 
Participants should arrive in Tokyo no later than October 29. Those who come for just the 
Tohoku portion of the journey can depart from Tokyo on November 7. Those who come for the 
entire journey can depart on November 13, or stay on longer to explore more of Japan. All travel 
within Japan is included in the Learning Journey price.  
   

   
 
How much does it cost? 
The price of this journey will be $5450/person. Those wishing to come for the 9 days of the 
journey in Tokyo and Tohoku will pay a price of $3950. Payments may be made by check or bank 
transfer. Payments may be made by credit card through PayPal with a 3% increase to cover PayPal 
fees. The price includes lodging, most meals, transportation in Japan for the journey and entrance 
fees into planned venues. It does not include your international flight or trip insurance.  
 
Program Itinerary 
We will begin our journey in Tokyo, and then travel to Tohoku where the disasters hit. We will 
visit Fujino, Japan’s first Transition Town, then make our way to Kyoto, Japan’s cultural and 
spiritual home. Have a peak at our 2014 Detailed Itinerary and some stories from the Journey at 
http://www.newstories.org/our-offerings/learning-journeys/  
 
Tokyo 
We will come together as a learning community to learn about each other and the gifts we have to 
offer. We will spend time both with business leaders and with younger social activists to get a 
sense of what’s happening in Japan as seen from the safest urban area in the world. 
 
Tohoku 
We will spend a total of five days in the Tohoku Region. The first two will be in the coastal areas 
of Miyagi and the next three will be in Fukushima. We will not visit any areas with high levels of 
radioactivity. We’ll meet the people who are building a new future together and talk with them 
about their accomplishments and challenges. We will spend our last day reflecting on what we are 
seeing and experiencing at Renshoan, a wonderful learning center being built around the hermitage 
of a famous Fukushima artist. 
 
Transition 
On our way from Tohoku to Kyoto, we’ll spend a day and an evening with residents of Japan’s first 
Transition Town, Fujino. 
 
Kyoto 
We’ll arrive in Kyoto in autumn’s beauty. We’ll explore temples and gardens, experience 
traditional arts like Ink Brush, Tea and Noh Drama and explore Japanese spirituality. 



 
The Hosting Team 
The	journey	will	be	hosted	by	NewStories’	Co-President,	Bob	Stilger	and	NewStories	Team	Member	Susan	
Virnig.	
 

  

Bob	Stilger,	Ph.D.	is	a	conversation	host,	teacher,	speaker,	consultant,	facilitator	and	coach	who	has	
spent	40	years	building	strong	and	vibrant	organizations	and	communities.	Since	the	triple	disasters	
he	has	spent	4-5	months	a	year	working	in	Tohoku	and	other	parts	of	Japan.	For	25	years	he	was	the	
Executive	Director	of	Northwest	Regional	Facilitators,	an	innovative	community	development	
corporation	in	Spokane.	From	2005	–	2009	he	served	as	the	Co-President	of	The	Berkana	Institute,	a	
nonprofit	institute	that	works	with	communities	and	pioneering	leaders	in	learning	centers	
throughout	the	world–Zimbabwe,	South	Africa,	Senegal,	Pakistan,	India,	Greece,	Brazil,	Mexico,	
Canada	and	the	U.S.	His	current	work	is	to	support	those	who	are	stepping	forward	to	provide	critical	
leadership	in	these	times.		
	

 

Susan	Virnig	has	been	working	with	organizations	and	communities	for	forty	years,	helping	them	
come	together	to	tackle	tough	problems	and	to	create	new	possibilities.	She	co-founded	Northwest	
Regional	Facilitators	with	Bob	She	co-founded	NW	Regional	Facilitators	with	Bob	and	has	specialized	
in	design	and	facilitation	of	gatherings	ranging	from	2-hour	futuring	sessions	to	year-long	citizen	
involvement	programs	to	multi-stakeholder	conflict	resolution	processes.	Susan	helps	people	use	a	
variety	of	participatory	processes	–	dialogue	pairs,	world	café,	structured	work	groups,	circle	practices	
and	more	–	to	listen	deeply	to	each	other	and	begin	to	set	aside	old	stereotypes	and	barriers	to	
collective	action.	She	first	came	to	Japan	as	a	student	at	Waseda	University	and	has	returned	to	Japan	
many	times	over	the	last	45	years.	She’s	conducted	workshops	and	dialog	sessions	all	over	Japan.	
	

Tokyo’s	Eiji	Press	published	Bob’s	book	When	We	Can’t	See	the	Future,	Where	Do	We	Begin:	Finding	Hope	and	
Rebuilding	Communities	in	Post-Disaster	Japan?	in	Japanese	in	June,	2015.	The	English	edition	will	be	out	in	mid-2016.	
He	co-authored	a	chapter	on	Enspirited	Leadership	in	Japan	in	Leading	with	Spirit,	Presence	and	Authenticity	
published	by	Jossey-Bass	in	2014.	Download	Bob’s	article	on	Japan	in	the	Society	of	Organizational	Learning	
Reflections	Journal	at	http://bit.ly/SoL_Stilger.		
 
Past Learning Journey participants’ reflections:  
“I	have	studied	change	theory	in	business	for	years.		However,	nothing	can	compare	to	hearing	the	profound	story	of	
another,	reimagining	a	new	future	in	the	place	they	call	home.	Japan	and	the	stories	of	Tohoku	offer	a	place	for	
learning	about	change	and	resiliency	that	far	exceeds	what	one	will	get	from	an	article,	book,	classroom.	Plus,	Bob	is	a	
wise	and	insightful	teacher	to	add	much	richness	to	the	experience..” – Jennifer Smith, Salt Lake City 
 
“How	do	I	respond	to	people	whose	lives	have	been	devastated	by	natural	disaster	or	calamity?	Do	I	protect	my	heart	
or	open	to	the	vulnerability	of	listening	to	their	pain?	The	Japan	Learning	Journey	taught	me	about	bearing	witness	to	
the	intensity	of	lives	torn	apart	by	Fukushima	radiation	and	tsunami	destruction.		Just	listening	made	an	enormous	
difference,	as	their	stories	need	to	be	heard--and	told.	The	world	is	calling…”	–	Rick Paine, Freeland, WA 
 
“Our	Learning	Journey	to	Japan	took	us	into	the	heart	of	the	Triple	Disaster	area,	where	we	were	deeply	touched	by	
witnessing	both	unbelievable	disaster	and	awesome	resilience.	What	a	sacred	privilege	it	was	to	listen	to	many	
survivors	as	they	shared	their	incredible	stories	and	their	profound	learnings	with	us.	They	taught	us	so	much,	and	
have	so	much	more	to	teach	the	whole	world.”	–	Carolyn Treadway, Lacey, WA	
 
“I	experienced	deep	connection	with	a	place	and	a	people	very	different	from	my	own,	and	yet	not	so	different.	The	
power	of	bearing	witness	to	people's	stories	is	profound,” – Judy Parnes, Columbus  

“I	was	able	to	experience	so	many	things	about	Japanese	culture	and	resilience.	Intense	beauty	stands	alongside	real	
volatility.	I	was	able	to	listen	and	learn	of	the	enormous	hardships	they	have	faced	as	well	as	their	commitments	to	
work	together	for	solutions.”		–	Kathryn Kylee, Bangalore, India  



Visit	our	Facebook	Page:		https://www.facebook.com/NewStoriesLJs	 


