history of christianity in japan

The story of Christianity in Japan is a compelling narrative of faith, resilience, and adaptation,
spanning centuries of encounter and exclusion. From its dramatic initial arrival and subsequent
suppression to its quiet resurgence and integration into modern Japanese society, the history of
Christianity in Japan is a rich tapestry woven with threads of both persecution and perseverance.
This comprehensive article delves into the fascinating journey of the Christian faith on Japanese soil,
exploring its early missionary efforts, the periods of severe prohibition, the challenges faced by
hidden Christians, and its eventual re-establishment and evolution. We will examine the key figures,
pivotal events, and enduring impact of Christianity on Japan's cultural and religious landscape.
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The Dawn of Christianity in Japan: The Jesuit Missions

The history of Christianity in Japan officially begins in the mid-16th century with the arrival of the
Portuguese traders and, shortly thereafter, the Jesuit missionaries. The most prominent among these
early evangelists was Saint Francis Xavier, who landed in Kagoshima in 1549. Xavier's initial efforts
were marked by a degree of success, as he and his companions were granted permission to preach
by local daimyo, or feudal lords, who saw potential economic and political advantages in establishing
relations with European powers. The missionaries employed a strategy of inculturation, attempting
to adapt Christian doctrines and practices to Japanese customs and sensibilities, which initially
facilitated a degree of acceptance.

The early decades of missionary work saw a significant number of Japanese converts, particularly in
Kyushu, a region with active trade relations with Europeans. Daimyo in areas like Omura and Arima
embraced Christianity and actively supported the missionary efforts. The Jesuits, led by figures like
Father Gaspar Vilela and later Alessandro Valignano, focused on building churches, establishing
schools, and converting influential individuals. Valignano, in particular, was instrumental in
developing a more sophisticated approach to evangelization, emphasizing the importance of
understanding Japanese culture and language. The conversion of prominent figures, including some



samurai and merchants, lent further legitimacy to the nascent Christian communities.

However, the rapid growth of Christianity also began to raise concerns among the Japanese
authorities. The missionaries' association with foreign trade, their criticism of Buddhist monasteries,
and their uncompromising monotheism were viewed with suspicion. The increasing influence of
Europeans and the fear of foreign domination, especially after Spain's conquest of the Philippines,
contributed to a growing unease. The Oda Nobunaga, a powerful feudal lord who initially tolerated
Christianity, eventually began to impose restrictions. His successors, Toyotomi Hideyoshi and later
the Tokugawa Shogunate, would ultimately implement policies that would drastically alter the
course of Christianity in Japan.

The Period of Sakoku and the Persecution of Christians

The early 17th century marked a dramatic turning point for Christianity in Japan with the
implementation of the Sakoku, or "closed country" policy, by the Tokugawa Shogunate. This policy,
enacted in stages between the 1630s and 1640s, aimed to isolate Japan from foreign influence,
particularly from European powers and their religious agendas. The Shogunate viewed Christianity
as a destabilizing force, a threat to the established social order, and a precursor to foreign
colonization. Consequently, all foreign missionaries were expelled, and Japanese Christians faced
severe persecution.

The edicts against Christianity were uncompromising. Missionaries who remained in Japan were
hunted down and executed. Japanese Christians were forced to renounce their faith or face torture
and death. Public apostasy ceremonies, known as "fumie" (stepping on images), were conducted,
requiring individuals to trample on images of Christ or the Virgin Mary to prove their adherence to
the state-sanctioned religions, primarily Buddhism and Shinto. Those who refused were subjected to
brutal punishments, including crucifixion, burning at the stake, and being thrown into boiling
springs.

The city of Nagasaki, which had been a center of Christian activity, became the focal point of intense
persecution. The Shimabara Rebellion of 1637-1638, although primarily an uprising of peasants
against oppressive taxes and feudal lords, had a significant Christian element, further fueling the
Shogunate's resolve to eradicate the faith. The suppression was incredibly effective; for over two
centuries, Christianity was officially banned, and the practice of the faith went underground, driving
it into secrecy and forcing its adherents into hiding.

The Hidden Christians (Kakure Kirishitan) and Their
Survival

Despite the ruthless suppression, Christianity did not entirely disappear from Japan. A significant
number of Japanese Christians, known as "Kakure Kirishitan" (hidden Christians), managed to
preserve their faith in secret for over two centuries. They developed unique ways to practice their
beliefs while outwardly conforming to the dominant religious norms. This remarkable feat of
religious resilience is a testament to the deep devotion and ingenuity of these individuals and



communities.

The Kakure Kirishitan maintained their faith through a blend of clandestine rituals, oral traditions,
and the adaptation of Christian symbols and practices to resemble Buddhist or Shinto forms. For
instance, they might pray to statues of the Virgin Mary that were disguised as Kannon, the Buddhist
goddess of mercy, or incorporate elements of traditional Japanese art and music into their worship.
The baptismal records were kept secret, and prayers and catechisms were passed down through
generations by word of mouth. Many communities developed a distinct jargon and coded language to
communicate their faith without arousing suspicion.

The "discovery" of the Kakure Kirishitan in the mid-19th century, shortly before the end of the
Sakoku policy, by French missionaries from the Paris Foreign Missions Society (Missions Etrangéres
de Paris) was a remarkable event. In 1865, when the Oura Church was built in Nagasaki, a group of
hidden Christians approached Father Bernard Petitjean and revealed themselves by reciting prayers
in Latin, a language they had learned from hidden texts and oral transmission. This encounter
marked the re-establishment of direct contact between the hidden Christian communities and the
broader Catholic Church after centuries of isolation.

The Meiji Restoration and the Re-emergence of
Christianity

The Meiji Restoration in 1868 brought about profound political and social changes in Japan,
including the eventual lifting of the ban on Christianity. The new Meiji government sought to
modernize Japan and engage more actively with the international community, leading to a
reassessment of the Sakoku policies. While the ban on Christianity was not immediately lifted, the
atmosphere gradually shifted, allowing for a more open approach to foreign religions.

In 1873, the government officially abolished the prohibition edicts, although some restrictions and
social prejudices persisted. This period saw the return of foreign missionaries and the establishment
of churches, schools, and hospitals by various Christian denominations, including Catholic,
Protestant, and Orthodox missions. The Protestant missions, in particular, gained a significant
foothold, with denominations like the Presbyterian, Methodist, and Baptist churches establishing a
presence. They focused on education and social welfare, often building schools that became highly
respected institutions.

The re-emergence of Christianity also coincided with a period of significant social and intellectual
ferment in Japan. Many Japanese intellectuals and reformers were drawn to Christianity, seeing it as
a source of Western modernity, moral guidance, and social progress. Notable figures converted to
Christianity, contributing to its growing acceptance and influence. The establishment of educational
institutions by Christian missions played a crucial role in this process, providing a platform for
disseminating Christian teachings and values.



Christianity in Modern Japan: Challenges and
Contributions

In contemporary Japan, Christianity represents a minority religion, with Christians making up
approximately 0.7% to 1% of the population. Despite its relatively small numbers, Christianity has
made significant contributions to Japanese society in various fields, particularly in education,
healthcare, and social welfare. Christian institutions continue to operate schools and hospitals that
are highly regarded for their quality of education and compassionate care.

The challenges faced by Christianity in modern Japan are multifaceted. The deeply ingrained
influence of Shinto and Buddhism, along with a general trend towards secularism and the growth of
non-religious beliefs, presents an ongoing challenge for evangelization. Many Japanese people are
not actively religious, and conversion to Christianity can be perceived as a significant departure
from cultural norms. The association with foreignness, though diminished, can still be a subtle
barrier for some.

However, Christianity has also found unique ways to integrate into Japanese culture. Japanese
Christians often blend their faith with traditional cultural practices and values. The focus on
community, social justice, and personal ethics resonates with many, and Christian teachings have
influenced aspects of Japanese thought and aesthetics. Notable figures in arts, literature, and
politics have been Christians, contributing to a more diverse and dynamic Japanese cultural
landscape. The interfaith dialogue and collaboration between Christian communities and other
religious traditions in Japan are also important aspects of its modern presence.

The Enduring Legacy of Christianity in Japan

The history of Christianity in Japan is a remarkable testament to the enduring power of faith and the
complex interplay between religion, culture, and politics. From the initial fervor of the Jesuit
missions to the silent perseverance of the Kakure Kirishitan and its eventual re-emergence,
Christianity has left an indelible mark on Japan's spiritual and cultural heritage. The resilience of the
faith in the face of extreme adversity is a compelling narrative of devotion and survival.

The contributions of Christianity to Japanese society, particularly in education and healthcare, are
widely recognized and valued. Christian institutions have played a vital role in shaping modern
Japan's social fabric and in providing essential services. While Christianity remains a minority
religion, its adherents continue to contribute to the pluralistic religious landscape of Japan, often
finding ways to express their faith that are both deeply rooted in Christian tradition and
meaningfully integrated into contemporary Japanese life.

The story of Christianity in Japan highlights universal themes of belief, persecution, adaptation, and
the persistent human quest for meaning. It serves as a powerful reminder of the diverse paths faith
can take and the profound impact it can have, even in the most challenging of circumstances. The
ongoing presence and evolution of Christianity in Japan ensure that its historical legacy will continue
to be a relevant and fascinating subject of study and reflection.



Conclusion

The journey of Christianity in Japan is a profound historical narrative, demonstrating incredible
resilience in the face of adversity and a unique capacity for adaptation. We have explored the initial
arrival and enthusiastic reception by the Jesuit missionaries, the subsequent, brutal suppression
under the Tokugawa Shogunate that drove the faith underground, and the remarkable survival of
the Kakure Kirishitan through centuries of secrecy. The article has also detailed the re-emergence of
Christianity following the Meiji Restoration and its contributions and challenges in modern Japan.
The history of Christianity in Japan underscores the complex relationship between faith, culture, and
national identity, offering a compelling case study in religious endurance and societal integration.

Frequently Asked Questions

When did Christianity first arrive in Japan and who was the
first missionary?

Christianity first arrived in Japan in 1549 with the arrival of the Jesuit missionary Saint Francis
Xavier.

What was the initial reception of Christianity in Japan?

Initially, Christianity was met with some curiosity and even acceptance by certain feudal lords, but it
soon faced persecution and prohibition.

Who were the Sakoku policy and how did it affect Christianity
in Japan?

The Sakoku policy, enacted in the 17th century, was a period of isolationist foreign policy in Japan. It
drastically limited contact with the outside world, leading to the expulsion and suppression of
Christians.

What happened to Christians during the Sakoku period?

During the Sakoku period, Christians were systematically persecuted, forced to renounce their faith,
or executed. Many practiced their faith in secret as 'hidden Christians' (Kakure Kirishitan).

When did Christianity begin to re-emerge in Japan?

Christianity began to re-emerge in Japan after the Meiji Restoration in 1868, when the country
opened up to foreign trade and influence.

What role did Protestant missionaries play in the resurgence



of Christianity?

Protestant missionaries arrived in significant numbers after the Meiji Restoration, establishing
schools, hospitals, and churches, contributing to the growth and diversification of Christianity in
Japan.

What is the current demographic of Christians in Japan?

Christians constitute a small minority in Japan, estimated to be around 1-2% of the total population,
though religious affiliation is often complex and fluid.

Are there any unique Japanese Christian traditions or
movements?

Yes, the 'hidden Christians' (Kakure Kirishitan) who maintained their faith in secret for centuries
developed unique practices and traditions. Later, indigenous movements like Mukyokai (non-church)
Christianity also emerged.

What challenges has Christianity faced in modern Japan?

Challenges have included maintaining relevance in a largely secular society, the perception of
Christianity as a foreign religion, and adapting to Japanese cultural norms and values.

What is the significance of Christianity in Japanese society
today, beyond its numbers?

Christianity has influenced Japanese culture through its contributions to education, social welfare,
art, and music. It also offers an alternative spiritual perspective for some individuals within Japanese
society.

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to the history of Christianity in Japan, with descriptions:

1. The Coming of the King: Christianity in Medieval Japan

This book delves into the earliest, often overlooked, encounters between Christianity and Japan,
focusing on the pre-Shogunate period. It explores the initial curiosity, the limited spread, and the
cultural misunderstandings that shaped these early interactions. The text highlights the tentative
foundations laid for future missionary efforts and the philosophical and theological dialogues that
emerged.

2. The Hidden Christians of Japan: A Legacy of Faith Under Persecution

This title examines the resilience and secret survival of Christianity in Japan during the Edo period,
a time of severe government suppression. It narrates the compelling stories of Kakure Kirishitan
(hidden Christians) who maintained their faith in secrecy for centuries, often through oral traditions
and disguised practices. The book offers insights into their unique theological adaptations and the
enduring power of faith in the face of intense adversity.



3. Samurai and Missionaries: The Complex Encounters of the Sakoku Era

This work analyzes the multifaceted relationship between Japanese samurai and European
missionaries during Japan's period of isolation. It explores how samurai, educated and politically
astute, engaged with Christian doctrines and the missionaries themselves, sometimes with
intellectual curiosity, other times with suspicion and hostility. The book highlights the intricate
diplomatic and intellectual exchanges that occurred despite the official ban on Christianity.

4. Christianity and Japanese Culture: Adaptation and Resistance

This book investigates the ways in which Christianity interacted with and was transformed by
Japanese cultural norms and traditions. It discusses how Christian beliefs were interpreted and
expressed through Japanese art, music, and social customs, as well as instances of resistance to
Western religious influences. The narrative traces the complex process of syncretism and the
ongoing dialogue between foreign faith and indigenous identity.

5. The Meiji Restoration and the Return of Christianity

This title focuses on the re-emergence of Christianity in Japan following the Meiji Restoration and
the end of the Sakoku policy. It details the renewed missionary activity, the establishment of
churches, and the conversion of influential Japanese individuals. The book also examines the
challenges Christians faced in a rapidly modernizing society and their contributions to social and
educational reform.

6. The Twentieth Century Christian Church in Japan: From Prosperity to Peril

This comprehensive volume charts the course of Christianity in Japan throughout the tumultuous
twentieth century. It covers periods of growth and institutional development, followed by the
pressures of nationalism and the impact of World War II, which led to suppression and persecution.
The book explores the church's post-war revival and its evolving role in contemporary Japanese
society.

7. Japanese Theology in a Post-Christian World

This book explores the development of unique Christian theological thought emerging from Japan,
often in response to its specific cultural and historical context. It examines how Japanese theologians
have engaged with both traditional Christian doctrines and modern philosophical ideas. The work
delves into the ways Christianity continues to find its voice and meaning within Japan's increasingly
secular landscape.

8. Missionaries and Modernity: American Protestants in Imperial Japan

This study centers on the significant role of American Protestant missionaries in shaping aspects of
Japanese society during the late 19th and early 20th centuries. It highlights their contributions to
education, healthcare, and social reform, as well as the complex motivations behind their
evangelistic efforts. The book also considers the impact of these missions on American perceptions
of Japan and vice versa.

9. The Silent Witnesses: Korean Christians in Imperial Japan

This title sheds light on the experiences of Korean Christians who lived and practiced their faith
within Japan during the period of Japanese colonial rule. It examines the dual identity and the
challenges faced by these individuals, caught between their national heritage and their religious
affiliation. The book explores their communities, their theological expressions, and their often-
overlooked contributions to the history of Christianity in Japan.
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