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Known as “the land of the Rising Sun” in the great continent of Asia, Japan is one of the richest and most technologically advanced countries of the world. The Japanese are listed among the populations who read the most and who spend most time working. However they might also be the most agnostic nation; even though they have the traditions of Buddhism and Shinto. 

I have been living here in Japan for a little over two years and have had the opportunity to experience what it means to be part of a religious group that is a minority. That is the reality of a Christian living in a country such as this.

The religious history of Japan is a long process of one religious tradition influencing another. That contrasts with what happened in other places, where Christianity took the place of the local traditions, which then were considered pagan.

The native religion of Japan is Shinto. It has its roots in the animism of the ancient Japanese and eventually became a religious system with local shrines to different families of gods and protectors. Shinto has preserved its spirit over the years but has no recognized founder, nor scriptures nor official doctrine.

Of Chinese origin, Shinto recognizes a sacred power, the “kami”, whose nature cannot be explained in words. However it is possible to encounter it in the natural world in the form of sun, moon, storm and many other natural phenomena. The spirits of the ancestors are also considered gods, who protect the family or country. That explains why funeral rites have such importance.

Buddhism was born around 500BC and came to Japan from Korea in the sixth century, through information passed from the King of the Kudara (Koreas) to the sovereign of Mara. He told him of Buddhism and its principles and he requested help in his struggle with the neighboring king of Silla. In the process of transmission, he sent a group of educated Buddhist monks, who brought to Japan various scrolls of sacred scriptures written in Chinese, an image of the Buddha in bronze and others in wood and various other objects of worship. And so Buddhism officially entered Japan.

However, conversion to the new faith was not universal or quick. Only a few local clans adhered to Buddhism, others were strongly opposed and so two parties formed. There began a series of disputes, which led to the weakening of a country that had already been affected by internal struggles between clans. The struggle only ended in 587 when the Court converted to Buddhism. The major driving force in the conversion was the son of the emperor Yomei, Shotuko Taishi, who recommended the veneration of Buddha in his constitution. And so the construction of temples to house the image of Buddha proliferated. Over time, there was mass conversion to the new Japanese religion, Different sects sprung up, especially in Nara toward the beginning of the seventh century.

Buddhism teaches that illumination is the destiny of all creatures. One day, all will reach the goal. The doctrine is based in the “the path of the mean”, the seeking of moderation in all that one does. 

Confucianism and Taoism are other religions that have come to Japan and have played an important role in Japanese society over more than two thousand years. Introduced in Japan in the sixth century, Confucianism had a great impact on the thought and behavior of the Japanese, but its influence waned after the Second World War. The Japanese recognize Confucianism as a code of moral precepts more than as a religion.

Christianity came to Japan through the Jesuit missionary Saint Francis Xavier in 1549. It spread rapidly in the second half of that century, a period of wars and inner upheaval. It was well received by those who needed new spiritual symbols, as well as by those who wanted contacts with the west for commercial reasons or who were seeking new technology, especially fire arms. However after the unification of the country at the end of the sixteenth century, the authorities wanted to eliminate the possibility of further change and Christianity was prohibited because it was seen to be a religion that subverted the established order. It remained prohibited until the mid nineteenth century, when Japan opened its doors to the world. It is believed that some 30,000 Japanese suffered for their faith during that period. Last year, the Church beatified 188 martyrs, mostly laity, who were tortured to death.

According to recent statistics on religious identification in Japan, Shinto has 51.3%, Buddhism 38.3%, Christianity 1.2& and other religions 9.2%. Among Japanese Christians, at present Protestants outnumber Catholics.

In spite of the great numeric difference, it can be said that there is peaceful coexistence between the different religions. The Japanese Constitution, which speaks of religious liberty for all, guarantees it. Article 20 states that, “No religious organization will receive privileges from the State nor exercise political authority. No one will be obliged to take part in religious acts, celebrations, rites or practices of any kind. The State and its organism will abstain from intervening in religious education and any other activity of that kind.”

The Congregation of the Sacred Hearts has an active presence in various cities of Ibaraki prefecture, where there are different faith communities. We are a small presence of witnesses that proclaims the Gospel through parish work, care for children (nursery school/school) and groups of evangelization. Even though we are few, there is good participation of the Japanese and people of other nationalities. I believe that little by little the prejudice that Christianity is a foreign religion is falling away as its more positive aspects seem to attract people. 

Our mission on this large continent is an enormous challenge. To proclaim that Jesus Christ is the center is key to evangelization in a society full of gods and superstitions. Here in Asia that proclamation involves first, giving witness to the fundamental values of the Reign of God. It is a proclamation done by one’s conduct and Christian witness. Proclaiming the Gospel basically means having an attitude of respect toward other beliefs, acting with the power of grace.

Even though I am here just a short time, I can see that there is a great field for evangelization in Japan. Being a minority just serves to remind us that the harvest is great and what we have to do here is “the work of God.”
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