Dainichi and Dai Uso:
The Reception of Jesuit Christianity in Late Medieval Japan 

	When the first Christian missionaries arrived on Japanese soil in the mid-Fifteenth Century, they were unprepared for the clash of cultures that would follow.  The core tenants of Christianity were inherently alien to the Japanese, who had no familiarity with the concept of a single creator God and had an entirely different understanding of sin and salvation than that of the West.  Foreign religions had become prominent in Japan before, including Buddhism and Confucianism, but those faiths had been built on values that were more familiar to East Asians, whereas even the Portuguese missionaries proselytizing Christianity were seen as strange and otherworldly by the Japanese.  Despite their initial success in converting many Japanese to their faith, the Jesuit missionaries were banned within a century of their arrival and the remaining Japanese followers of Christianity were forced to hide their beliefs or be put to death.  Though the banning of Christianity was ultimately caused by the isolationist policies of the Tokugawa Shogunate, the Jesuits were themselves at least partially to blame for their expulsion because of their failure to properly understand and respect the preexisting values of Japanese culture.

The Fugitive and the Saint

The first official contact between Europeans and the Japanese occurred in 1543 when three Portuguese traders travelling aboard a Chinese ship were blown off course and landed in Tanegashima, a small island south of Kyushu.[footnoteRef:1] It is likely that the Portuguese had encountered Japanese individuals before, either as merchants aboard ships from Okinawa that harbored in China or Malaysia or as wako, rouge Japanese pirates.[footnoteRef:2]  It is also possible that the Japanese may have had some previous experience of Christianity even before the arrival of the Portuguese.  Nestorianism, an Assyrian sect of Christianity that believes that the human personality of Jesus is separate from the divine essence of Christ, may have reached Japan centuries before the arrival of Francis Xavier through trade along the Silk Road.[footnoteRef:3]  That said, there is no record of anyone in Japan converting to Nestorianism and no proof that the Japanese paid any attention to Nestorian Christianity even if they were familiar with it.  The priority of the Portuguese traders who landed on Tanegashima was not to convert the Japanese to Roman Catholicism, however, but to trade with them, and the first firearms in Japan were purchased from these merchants.  After the success of this initial encounter, the Portuguese began substantial trade with the Japanese, but it was not until six years after trade had opened with Japan that the first Christian missionaries sailed to the archipelago. [1:  Richard Bowring, The Religious Traditions of Japan, 500-1600 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 430.]  [2:  C.R Boxer, The Christian Century in Japan (Berkley: The University of California Press, 1951), 14.]  [3:  Mark R Mullins, “Japanese Christianity,” in Paul Swansen and Clark Chilson (ed), Nanzan Guide to Japanese Religions (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 2006), 116.] 

According to the True Record of the Arrival of Christianity in Japan, a document written by an anonymous Japanese author in 1755 that details the circumstances behind the arrival of the first Christian missionaries over two centuries earlier,[footnoteRef:4] the first missionaries were sent to Japan by the King of a country called Gojimbi (possibly intended to be Spain) who wanted to take possession of Japan because the islands were “abounding in gold and silver.”[footnoteRef:5]   Instead of military invasion, which would have failed because the islands were under the “powerful protection” of the gods, one of the King’s advisors suggested that they should “send thither persons proficient in religious discipline, who shall bring them into subjugation by means of religious rites,” and only after they win over the people through conversion should they attempt a military takeover.[footnoteRef:6]  At the same time, in Japan, the True Record claims that “66 venerable fine trees which stood before a Shinto temple…were uprooted by an earthquake and fell,” signifying the danger that this foreign religion represented for the sixty-six provinces of Medieval Japan.[footnoteRef:7]  Obviously, this is a fabrication intended to justify the later banning of the foreign religion, but though the truth is less intentionally malicious, it is no less interesting. [4:  M. Paske-Smith, Japanese Traditions of Christianity (Kobe: the Kobe & Osaka Press, 1979), 2.]  [5:  ibid, 7.]  [6:  ibid, 9.]  [7:  ibid, 15.] 

The first recorded Japanese convert to Christianity was a man from Kagoshima named Yajiro (sometimes referred to as Anjiro) who had been involved in a homicide in his hometown and had fled from Japan aboard a Portuguese merchant ship.[footnoteRef:8]  Yajiro told the captain of the ship, Jorge Alvares, that he was suffering from feelings of guilt over the incident, and when they arrived in Goa, a Portuguese settlement on the west coast of India, Yajiro was advised by Alvares to consult with the “holy priest,” Francis Xavier.[footnoteRef:9]  Xavier was a founding member of the Society of Jesus, also known as the Jesuits, an order dedicated to poverty, chastity, missionary work, and obedience to the Church.[footnoteRef:10]  Under the request of Pope Paul III, Xavier had been proselytizing in India for many years in an attempt to counteract the power of the Muslims in that area.[footnoteRef:11]  Xavier had heard about the Japanese from Portuguese traders before he even met Yajiro and had been led to believe that the Japanese people were sophisticated enough to understand Christian theology.[footnoteRef:12]  Shortly after meeting Xavier, Yajiro was baptized under the name Paulo and had begun teaching the Jesuits about Japanese culture and religion. [8:  Neil S. Fujita, Japan’s Encounter with Christianity: the Catholic Mission in Pre-Modern Japan (Mahway: the Paulist Press, 1991), 13.]  [9:  ibid, 14.]  [10:  John W. O’Malley, The First Jesuits (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1993), 32.]  [11:  Fujita, 15.]  [12:  ibid, 14.] 

Yajiro had a substantial amount of knowledge about Buddhism, as he had grown up in an area where the tantric Shingon sect[footnoteRef:13] was popular and had himself taken refuge in a Budddhist temple before he fled Japan aboard Captain Jorge Alvares’ ship.[footnoteRef:14]  When Yajiro was asked to translate Xavier’s catechism (an explanation of Church doctrine) into the Japanese language, he used Buddhist terminology to describe similar Christian concepts.  Instead of using the Latin word Deus or the Shinto term kami to describe the sole transcendent deity of Christianity, Yajiro convinced Xavier to use Dainichi, a deity revered in Shingon Buddhism.  Dainichi Nyorai, a version of the Sanskrit Mahavairocana, can be translated into English as ‘Great Sun Buddha’ and refers not to a monotheistic creator but to an enlightened entity.[footnoteRef:15]  Xavier learned from Yajiro (through a series of interviews conducted by fellow Jesuit missionary Niccolo Lancillotto) that Dainichi was “often depicted with one body and three heads”, which may have led him to believe that this deity was sufficiently similar to the tripartite God of the Christian Trinity.[footnoteRef:16]  Yajiro’s translation utilized other Buddhist words as well, including Jodo, a term which refers to the ‘Pure Land’ of enlightenment in Shin Buddhism, for the Christian concept of Heaven, and jigoku, a netherworld where beings are sent for a finite period of time due to bad karma before being reborn, for the Catholic idea of an eternal Hell.[footnoteRef:17]  [13:  Kishino Hisashi, “From Dainichi to Deus,” in M. Antoni Ucerler (ed), Christianity and Cultures: Japan & China in Comparison, 1543-1644 (Rome: Institutum Historicum Societatus Iesu, 2009), 46.]  [14:  Fujita, 13.]  [15:  Hisashi, 46.]  [16:  ibid, 48.]  [17:  Ikuo Higashibaba, Christians in Early Modern Japan (Boston: Brill, 2001), 9.] 


Preaching the Great Lie

	Just as had occurred when the first Portuguese missionaries arrived years earlier, the appearance of Francis Xavier and three other Jesuit missionaries on the shores of Japan on August 15th, 1549 was both surprising and fascinating to the native Japanese.  The Kirishitan Monogatari, a collection of stories about the strangeness of Christians published in 1639, describes the first Bateren (Christian missionary) to arrive in Japan as “an unnamable creature, somewhat similar in shape to a human being, but looking more like a long-nosed goblin.”[footnoteRef:18]  This Bateren was later described by a Confucian scholar in the True Record as “a very vulgar looking fellow, and not the kind of man to teach religion.”[footnoteRef:19]  Due to his vow of poverty, Xavier was dressed in tattered clothes and was no doubt even more vulgar looking to the Japanese than previous European visitors.[footnoteRef:20]   [18:  George Elison, Deus Destroyed: the Image of Christianity in Early Modern Japan (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1973), 321.]  [19:  Paske-Smith, 17.]  [20:  Giles Milton, Samurai William: the Adventurer Who Unlocked Japan (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 2003), 28.] 

Shortly after Xavier and Yajirou arrived in Yajiro’s hometown of Kagoshima in southern Kyushu, the capitol city of the Satsuma fiefdom, they attempted to gain permission from the Daimyo (feudal chief) of Satsuma, a Shingon Buddhist, to preach in his domain.  To win him over, Xavier presented him with a picture of the Virgin Mary and child, which the daimyo mistakenly thought was an image of the Buddhist deity Kannon, the Bodhisattva of Compassion.[footnoteRef:21]  Thinking that this new religion of Dainichi was simply another form of Buddhism, he allowed Xavier to stay.  Christianity soon became known as Tenjiku-shu, meaning ‘the Indian sect’, referring to the country from which Xavier had recently arrived from and where Buddhism had originated.[footnoteRef:22]   [21:  Fujita, 17.]  [22:  Hisashi, 51] 

Xavier settled in the Fukosho-ji monastery and gained a fondness for its abbot, an 80-year-old Zen Buddhist named Ninshitsu.[footnoteRef:23]  Xaiver discussed religious concepts with Ninshitsu and the other monks and came to believe, as he wrote in 1549, that “the people we have met so far are the best who have yet been discovered and it seems to me that we shall never find among the heathens another race equal to the Japanese.”[footnoteRef:24]  Xavier and the other Jesuits did not make many converts while in Kagoshima, however.  The first person to be converted on Japanese soil was an impoverished samurai who was baptized under name Bernardo, followed by Yajiro’s mother, wife, and daughter.[footnoteRef:25]  One year after his arrival in Japan, Xavier set off for the capitol city of Miyako (modern-day Kyoto) to meet with the Emperor, who he believed to be the highest authority in the nation.[footnoteRef:26] [23:  Milton, 24.]  [24:  Boxer, 401.]  [25:  Milton, 26.]  [26:  ibid, 27.] 

It had been the habit of Jesuits to proselytize from the top down, seeking to first gain the favor of the ruling class and only after that to preach to the masses, and Xavier believed that petitioning to the Emperor would be the most efficient way of doing that.[footnoteRef:27]  However, once he arrived in Miyako, Xavier saw the Imperial Palace was in a state of disrepair and came to realize that the emperor held no true power.[footnoteRef:28]  Xavier learned that, instead of appealing to one central power, he would need to gain favor with the individual daimyo of each province.  Furthermore, Xavier realized that his ragged clothing, rather than being seen as a sign of his humility and piety, were interpreted by the Japanese as indicative of his low rank and lack of civilization.[footnoteRef:29]  After leaving Miyako, Xavier dressed himself in fine silks and traveled to the city of Yamaguchi, appealing to the Daimyo there by claiming to be an ambassador from India.[footnoteRef:30]  [27:  Elison, 25.]  [28:  Milton, 28.  ]  [29:  Stuart D.B. Picken, Christianity and Japan (New York: Kodansha International, 1983), 32.]  [30:  Milton, 28.] 

It was in Yamaguchi, while talking with a Shingon monk who was an advisor to the Daimyo, that Xavier realized that he was making a mistake by equating Dainichi with the Christian God.[footnoteRef:31]  The major difference, Xavier came to learn, was that Dainichi is not the sole creator of the universe but instead is an incarnation of the enlightened essence of the cosmos, something that the Jesuit Luis Frois wrote as being comparable to the materia prima (prime matter) imagined by European philosophers at the time.[footnoteRef:32]  To his further embarrassment, Xavier learned that Dainichi was also used as slang for female genitalia and decided to tell followers to pray to Deus instead of worshiping Dainichi.[footnoteRef:33]  Shortly after Xavier switched from preaching a religion of Dainichi to one of Deus, the Japanese came to realize that Christianity was not a sect of Buddhism but a wholly foreign religion.[footnoteRef:34]  Buddhist monks began speaking out against Christianity, stating that Daiusu (Deus) was in fact Dai Uso, meaning ‘Great Lie.’[footnoteRef:35] [31:  Hisashi, 51.]  [32:  ibid, 57.]  [33:  ibid, 52.]  [34:  ibid, 53.]  [35:  Elison, 36.] 

	The Jesuits, realizing the fundamental differences between their faiths and being slandered for preaching a ‘Great Lie,’ began to attack the Buddhists on theological and moral grounds.  Xavier wrote that their religion was inferior because it “lacks and knowledge of the creation of heaven and Earth, Sun, Moon, the Stars, Land, Sea, and all other existence.”[footnoteRef:36]  Missionaries came to view Buddhism as both an atheistic worldview without the presence of a divine creator and a pantheistic religion lacking any strong morality.[footnoteRef:37]  Xavier himself placed a great deal of emphasis on moral issues, speaking out against homosexuality, abortion, and prostitution.[footnoteRef:38]  The Jesuits’ attacks on moral issues such as these alienated many Japanese,[footnoteRef:39] who saw no major problem in a man sleeping with a young boy[footnoteRef:40] or a woman having sex before marriage.[footnoteRef:41] Buddhist monks were particularly immoral in the eyes of Xavier, who wrote that they are often “inclined to sins abhorrent to nature,” no doubt referring to sodomy.[footnoteRef:42] [36:  Hisashi, 53.]  [37:  ibid, 60.]  [38:  Elison, 35.]  [39:  Fujita, 24.]  [40:  Hitomi Tonamura, “Black Hair and Red Trousers: Gendering the Flesh in Medieval Japan,” The American Historical Review, Vol. 99 (Washingon: The American Historical Association, 1994), 149.]  [41:  Ibid, 141.]  [42:  Milton, 24.] 

	The Zen Buddhists, according to Francis Xavier, countered the Christian belief that one must live morally in order to reach heaven by claiming that “there is no such thing as a holy person.  Therefore, there is no need to seek such a path.  This is because those that emerged from nada must return to nada.”[footnoteRef:43]  The Buddhist arguments against Christian doctrine were unfamiliar and frustrating to the European missionaries who were not familiar with eastern philosophies.  Cosme de Torres wrote that the Zen Buddhists were so irreligious as to “deny the existence of the soul,”[footnoteRef:44] while another Jesuit, Gaspar Vilela, referred to the founder of Shingon Buddhism, Kobo Daishi, as “the devil incarnate.”[footnoteRef:45]   [43:  Hisashi, 56.]  [44:  Michael Cooper, They Came to Japan: An Anthology of European Reports on Japan, 1543-1640 (Berkley: University of California Press, 1965), 317.]  [45:  ibid, 322] 


The Miracles of the West

When Francis Xavier was officially canonized by the Holy See in Rome, the Catholic Church used twenty-two miracles performed by Xavier during his lifetime as evidence of his sainthood.  Among these alleged miracles is the claim that, while in Kagoshima, Xavier brought a young girl back from the dead.[footnoteRef:46]  While it is unclear if this story has any truth to it, it is true that some Japanese thought that Xavier and other Portuguese missionaries had supernatural powers.  The Tenjiku-jin (‘India People, a term used for the Jesuits) were believed by many Japanese to be creatures from the realm of spirits, and their religion was referred to by at least one Shinto family in their collective diary as maho, the law of devils.[footnoteRef:47]  It is quite possible that the rumor that the Christians were magicians and devils was originally devised by Buddhist monks who wanted to make the Japanese people fearful of the new rival faith.[footnoteRef:48] [46:  Fujita, 17.]  [47:  Higashibaba, 44.]  [48:  ibid, 44.] 

These superstitions about the Jesuits did not disappear once the Portuguese were banned from the country.  Over a century after the Jesuits had been exiled, the author of the True Record describes two Christians (who, appropriately enough, came from a land called Kirishitan) who had the power to “ascend into the air” as well as to “make it rain, and cause the wind to blow.”[footnoteRef:49]  The most impressive characteristic of these priests was not their magical abilities, however, but the “rare and valuable things” that they took with them to “bring the Japanese into obedience.”[footnoteRef:50]  This much, at least, is true, for the Jesuits brought with them numerous technological wonders from Europe which they used to attract the attention of Japanese Daimyo, including eyeglasses, telescopes, and clocks.[footnoteRef:51] Furthermore, the Jesuits gained many converts by showcasing their knowledge of geology, medicine, mathematics, and cosmology.[footnoteRef:52]   [49:  Paske-Smith, 9.]  [50:  ibid, 12.]  [51:  Soichi Saito, A Study of the Influence on Christianity upon Japanese Culture (Tokyo: Japan Council of the Institute of Pacific Relations, 1931), 39.]  [52:  ibid, 39.] 

Western astronomy, in particular, fascinated the Japanese, and many of them became Christians because they were convinced, not of Catholic theology, but of the Copernican model of the universe.[footnoteRef:53]  Though Xavier saw this scientific superiority as a great advantage for the missionary cause, noting that the Japanese “did not know that earth is round; nor did they know the course of the sun,”[footnoteRef:54] it is worth noting that, at the time, many Europeans themselves were not yet convinced of the heliocentric model.  Copernicus’ theory had only been published a few years earlier in 1543 and Galileo Galilei would not even be born until 1564[footnoteRef:55].  Therefore, this was not a simple case of superior Western science being presented to less enlightened Asians but rather one of numerous Japanese people seeing the wisdom in a European discovery before most of Europe. [53:  Richard Fox Young, “Early Responses to Christianity in Japan and Korea,” in Mark R Mullins and Richard Fox Young (ed), Perspectives on Christianity in Korea and Japan (New York: The Edwin Mellen Press, 1995), 7.]  [54:  Milton, 28.]  [55:  Fujita, 27-28.] 

The one thing that helped out the early Christian missionaries the most, perhaps even more than their superior science or being mistaken for Buddhists and thus treated with more respect, was that many Daimyo were eager to gain the favor of the Portuguese traders who supplied them with European firearms.  By accompanying European merchants in their visits with Daimyo and acting as translators or mediators,[footnoteRef:56] the Jesuits found it easier to acquire permission to preach in their domains.[footnoteRef:57] The Jesuits understood that foreign trade was the sole reason that many Daimyo allowed them into their land, though some Daimyo would themselves convert to Catholicism[footnoteRef:58] and often bring their entire domains with them into the faith.[footnoteRef:59]  In 1563, Omura Sumitada was baptized under the name Dom Bartolomeu and became the first Christian Daimyo.[footnoteRef:60]  He would later donate the city of Nagasaki to the Jesuits, where they would establish their Japanese headquarters.[footnoteRef:61] [56:  Higashibaba, 137.]  [57:  Helen Hardacre, “State and Religion in Japan,” in Nanzan Guide to Japanese Religions, 280.  ]  [58:  Boxer, 95.]  [59:  Elison, 92.]  [60:  ibid, 27.]  [61:  ibid, 92.] 

Perhaps the single greatest ally to the Jesuits at this time was Oda Nobunaga, the warlord who began the unification of Japan that would eventually be completed by the Tokugawa shogunate.  Nobunaga was not motivated by any personal faith, but was instead distrustful of militant Buddhist sects such as the ikko (one organization)[footnoteRef:62] and saw Christianity as a way to counter the power of these Buddhists.[footnoteRef:63]  Nobunaga provided protection to Jesuit missionaries and was convinced by the Jesuit Gnecchi-Soldi Organtino to endorse the construction of a three-story-high church in Kyoto, believing that such a magnificent structure would demonstrate the Daimyo’s greatness.[footnoteRef:64]  Though it was officially called the Church of the Assumption of the Blessed Virgin Mary by the Jesuits, it became popularly known as the Namban-ji (Temple of the Southern Barbarians) because the foreigner Europeans had first arrived on Southern Japan.[footnoteRef:65]   [62:  Fujita, 6.]  [63:  ibid, 7.]  [64:  ibid, 93.]  [65:  Hugh Honour and John Fleming. A World History of Art (London: Lawrence King Publishing, 2005) , 562.] 

In addition to supporting the Christians, Oda Nobunaga began a campaign to weaken the power of Buddhist monasteries, focusing on those that had been the most politically and militarily active.[footnoteRef:66]   In 1570 he burned down the Enryaku-Ji monastery on Mt Hiei, killing all of the sohei (warrior monks) inside.[footnoteRef:67]  Though Nobunaga himself never became a convert, he continued to be a major supporter of Christianity until his death in 1582 and it is possible that his three sons were authentically interested in Christianity.[footnoteRef:68]  These early successes convinced the Jesuits that their mission would continue to go well.  Shortly after leaving Japan in 1551, Xavier wrote to Ignatius of Loyola, the leader of the Society of Jesus and a former Spanish knight, that Japan “is the only country yet discovered in these regions where there is hope of Christianity permanently taking root.”[footnoteRef:69]  Due to his success in India and Japan, Xavier came to be known as the “apostle of the East.”[footnoteRef:70]   Only one year after finishing his mission in Japan, on December 3rd, 1552, Francis Xavier died from a fever on an island off the coast of China. [footnoteRef:71]  He received no last rites and was buried in the sand along the island’s shore.[footnoteRef:72] [66:  William M. Bodiford, “A Chronology of Religion in Japan,” Nanzan Guide to Japanese Religions, 416.]  [67:  ibid, 416.]  [68:  Fujita, 97.]  [69:  Picken, 32.]  [70:  Paske-Smith, 1.]  [71:  Alban Butler. Butler’s Life of the Saints (Collegeville: Liturgical Press, 2003) , 562.]  [72:  Henry Venn. The Missionary Life and Labors of Francis Xavier (Cambridge: Harvard University, 2006) , 247.] 






“How Does Jesus Christ Fit Inside Such A Small Wafer?”

A number of Jesuit missionaries took up Xavier’s cause after he left the archipelago, though their reaction to the culture of the Japanese was somewhat mixed.  Padre Francisco Cabral, who arrived in Japan in 1570, had a particularly poor impression of the Japanese.[footnoteRef:73]  “I have seen no other nation,” he wrote, “as…insecure as the Japanese,” a people who he felt were “educated to be inscrutable and false.”[footnoteRef:74]  Allesandro Valignano, who was appointed as the Visitor of all Asia in 1573,[footnoteRef:75] came to believe that the Japanese “have rites and ceremonies so different form those of all other nations that it seems that they deliberately try to be unlike any other people.”[footnoteRef:76]  In short, Valignano did not consider Japan to be superior or inferior to the West, but instead “a world the reverse of Europe.”[footnoteRef:77]  Unlike Cabral, Valignano thought that the differences between these cultures should be respected, writing that “it important, not only for missionaries, but for all Christians to conform to local customs and attitudes.”[footnoteRef:78]  This attitude of assimilation went as far as Valignano insisting that Jesuit missionaries should “follow the patterns of behavior adopted by monks of every branch of Buddhism in Japan,”[footnoteRef:79] though making sure that Christians should not assimilate or maintain any aspects of any Eastern faith.   [73:  Donald G Bloesch and Daniel J Adams (ed), From East to West (Lanham: University Press of America, 1997) , 158.]  [74:  Elison, 16.]  [75:  Bloesch, 158.]  [76:  Fujita, 1.]  [77:  Cooper, 229.]  [78:  Picken, 36.]  [79:  Ignatia Kataoka Rumiko, “The Adaptation of the Sacraments to Japanese Culture,” Christianity and Cultures, 117.] 

The Jesuit missionaries generally did not hold much admiration for the native Japanese religions, with one Jesuit referring to Shinto priests as “the deceivers of the common people.”[footnoteRef:80] Padre Gaspar Vilela believed that the polytheistic nature of the Shinto faith was actually a trick of the Devil, writing that Satan “has brought the people to such a state that they also worship many ridiculous things,” including “foxes…snakes, cows, deer, tortoises, posts, and stones.”[footnoteRef:81]  Despite this lack of regard for the spiritual beliefs of the Japanese, most Jesuits actually had a great amount of respect for the people and culture of the islands.  Writing about the Japanese in 1577, Gnecchi-Soldi Organtino wrote that fellow Europeans “must not think that they are an uncivilized race; apart from our Christian faith we are vastly their inferiors.”[footnoteRef:82] [80:  Cooper 297.]  [81:  Cooper, 300.]  [82:  Fujita, 94.] 

On his second visit to Japan in 1590, Allesandro Valignano brought with him a printing press from Italy, and the creation of movable type in Japanese hirigana and Kanji occurred later that year. [footnoteRef:83]  Valignano utilized this press to publish the Dochiriina Kirishitan a text which he wrote in 1591 to clarify the intricacies of Christian theology to the Japanese.[footnoteRef:84]  Written as a dialogue between a Christian master and his disciple, The Dochiriina explained such foreign concepts as why the death of Jesus Christ redeemed human sin[footnoteRef:85] and how a monotheistic God could have generated the universe ex nihilo.[footnoteRef:86]   Japanese Christians were particularly confused by the Eucharist, the transubstantiation of Jesus’ body and blood into bread and wine.  In the Dochiriina, a Japanese convert asks if Christ “was as tall as ordinary people in the world,” and if he was, “how is he able to exist entirely in the small hostia [communion wafer]?”[footnoteRef:87]  Interestingly, the Dochiriina spends very little time explaining the often confusing nature of the Trinity,[footnoteRef:88] perhaps because the converts from Buddhism already understood how one deity can have multiple forms, such the 33 different incarnations of Kannon.[footnoteRef:89]  [83:  Higashibaba, 51.]  [84:  ibid, 53.]  [85:  ibid, 60.]  [86:  ibid, 59.]  [87:  ibid, 116.]  [88:  ibid, 61.]  [89:  Stephen Turnbull (ed), Japan’s Hidden Christians, Vol. 1: Open Christianity in Japan, 1549-1639 (Richmond: Curzon Press, 2000), 146.] 

Perhaps the most troublesome doctrine, both for the Japanese and for the missionaries who were working to convert them, was the declaration that those souls who have not been baptized were damned to eternal suffering in Hell.[footnoteRef:90]  Francis Xavier wrote that “one of the things that most of all pains and torments the Japanese is that we teach them that the prison of hell is irrevocably shut, so that there is no egress therefrom.  For they grieve for over the fate of their departed children, of their parents and relatives...They ask us if there is any hope…and I am obliged to answer that there is absolutely none.”[footnoteRef:91]  This eternal punishment seemed excessively cruel to the Japanese, who had been raised to worship their deceased ancestors and believed that even an akunin (evil person), instead of being cast into hell forever, could be reborn into the Pure Land of Amida Buddha.[footnoteRef:92]  Though they were forbidden to give Eucharist to the spirits of the dead, many Japanese could not entirely abandon their values and often held Mass for their deceased ancestors.[footnoteRef:93] [90:  Hisashi, 55.]  [91:  Henry James Coleridge, The Life and Letters of St Francis Xavier, Vol 2 (London: Burns and Oates, 1876), 347.]  [92:  Hisashi, 55.]  [93:  Asami Masakazu, “Solutions to the Chinese Rites Controversy,” Christianity and Cultures, 133.] 

It was not uncommon for converts to hold on to at least a few of their old beliefs.  Though the Catholics insisted that theirs was the only true faith, religion in Japan was syncretic, which means that it was not uncommon for one person to belong to multiple religions or sects.[footnoteRef:94]  Luis Frois, in his Historia de Japom (History of Japan), written in the late 1500s, tells the story of a Japanese convert who continues to use Buddhist prayer beads and perform the Nembutsu (meditation on Amida Buddha).  “I prayed with Christian beads,” the convert explained to his padre.  “In a sermon, however, I learned that the Lord is very strict in his judgment.  Since my sin is so great, I may not deserve the glory of Deus.  I am, therefore, praying to Amida Buddha too so that I will able to go to paradise, the Pure Land of Amida, in case I cannot go to heaven.”[footnoteRef:95]   [94:  Higashibaba, xiii.]  [95:  Higashibaba, 38.] 

This syncretism worked in the favor of the Jesuits at times, at least as far as helping the Japanese to understand foreign concepts such as the washing away of sins through baptism.  Baptism reminded the Japanese converts of the Shinto ritual of misogi, a form of purification where believers submerge themselves under the water of a pure river,[footnoteRef:96] and the ritual of baptism resonated with the Shinto emphasis on purification.[footnoteRef:97]  Valignano himself utilized a certain amount of syncretism, referring to the Devil in the Dochiriina Kirishitan as a “tengu” [a goblin from Japanese folklore], perhaps in an attempt to appeal to native superstitions.[footnoteRef:98]  The Japanese converts came to expect the Jesuits to perform Christian equivalents of the rituals of their native religion,[footnoteRef:99] and the Jesuits consequently had to explain to the Japanese that Christianity was both an exclusive religion and a unique one, not an exact copy or their previous faiths.  Some converts took this exclusivity too far, attempting to prove their complete loyalty to Deus by destroying Buddhist temples and Shinto shrines.[footnoteRef:100]  [96:  Saito, 25.]  [97:  Higashibaba, 107.]  [98:  ibid, 96.]  [99:  ibid, 122.]  [100:  Kawamura Shinzo, “Communities, Christiandom, and a Unified Regime in Early Modern Japan ,” Christianity and Cultures, 165.] 

Two sections of Japanese society that Christianity appealed to in particular were women and the Samurai.  The bushi appreciated the highly structured and authoritative nature of Christianity,[footnoteRef:101]  and the Jesuits accordingly may have made special exceptions for the warrior class, possibly allowing Samurai to be baptized with their swords.[footnoteRef:102]  Frois wrote that Kirishitan (Japanese Christian) Samurai often decorated their banners and military clothing with images of the cross, angels, or the name of Jesus,[footnoteRef:103] and the Taiheiki (a famous work of Japanese military history) was published by the Jesuit press.[footnoteRef:104]   [101:  Elison, 45.]  [102:  Kataoka, 118.]  [103:  Higashibaba, 33.]  [104:  Elison, 47.] 

Though the Jesuits did not accept women to be members of their order, their form of Christianity did not preach about the inferior nature of women as did many Buddhist sects at the time,[footnoteRef:105] which helped them to convert a number of Japanese women.[footnoteRef:106]  The Jesuits were critical of such Buddhist beliefs as the notion, taught in the Ketsubonkyo (blood bowl sutra), that all women must suffer in a lake of blood after their death because of the impurity of menstruation and childbirth,[footnoteRef:107] but instead encouraged both single and married women to take vows of chastity.[footnoteRef:108]   In addition, the Jesuits suspected a number of Shinto priestesses of witchcraft,[footnoteRef:109] including Otomo-Nata, a priestess who convinced the court in Bungo to adopt anti-Christian legislation[footnoteRef:110] and who was in turn accused by the Jesuits of making “a pact with the devil.”[footnoteRef:111] [105:  Haruko Nawata Ward, Women Religious Leaders in Japan’s Christian Century, 1549-1650 (Surrey: Ashgate, 2009), 12.]  [106:  ibid, 14.]  [107:  ibid, 13.]  [108:  ibid, 30.]  [109:  ibid, 109.]  [110:  ibid, 173.]  [111:  ibid, 145.] 




Monopolizing Culture

The Jesuits did not only bring Christian dogma and European science with them to Japan, but they also were the first to import Western culture, including art, literature, and languages.   The first Japanese translation of a pre-existing Western work was not of the Bible but of the Esopo no Fabulas (Aesop’s Fables), published in 1593.[footnoteRef:112]  European art influenced and inspired Japanese artists, and images of the Virgin Mary became especially popular at around this time.[footnoteRef:113]  Similar to the popularity of English words during the Meiji era, a number of Portuguese words entered the Japanese language, some of which are still used to this day.[footnoteRef:114]  Catholic missionaries worked towards establishing centers of higher education[footnoteRef:115] as well as teaching children about Christianity and the West,[footnoteRef:116] and the Jesuits established hospitals throughout Japan, supported by contributions from Christian-friendly Daimyo.[footnoteRef:117]  The climax of this synthesis of Western and Eastern culture occurred in 1582, when four Japanese Christians (all of whom were young aristocrats) travelled to Europe and met with the Pope inside the Vatican.[footnoteRef:118]  [112:  Robert Morrell, “Literature and Scripture,” Nanzan Guide to Japanese Religions, 266.]  [113:  Mo Xiaoye, “Artistic Exchanges between Macau and Japan in the 16th and 17th Centuries,” Christianity and Cultures, 227.]  [114:  Boxer, 208.]  [115:  Saito, 39.]  [116:  Fujita, 49.]  [117:  Saito, 38.]  [118:  Picken, 40.] 

It was around this time that Oda Nobunaga, the warlord who saw Christianity as a way to work against the growing power of the militant Buddhist sects, died and was succeeded by Totoyomi Hideyoshi, a loyal follower of Nobunaga’s.  On June 19th, 1587, Hideyoshi reversed his predecessor’s policies on Christianity and issued an edict banning Christianity from the country.[footnoteRef:119]  Hideyoshi issued two versions of this edict, the first addressed to native Japanese and the second addressed to the Europeans[footnoteRef:120] in which he stated that “Japan is the Land of the Gods.  Diffusion here from the Kirishitan Country of a pernicious doctrine is most undesirable.”[footnoteRef:121]  He was clearly not motivated by solely by xenophobia, however, as he wrote in the same edict that “the purpose of the Black Ships is trade, and that is a different matter. As years and months pass, trade may be carried on.”[footnoteRef:122]  Hideyoshi’s edict led to 26 Christians in Nagasaki being executed by, appropriately enough, crucifixion in 1597, and these 26 Martyrs were later canonized by Pope Pius IX in 1862.[footnoteRef:123] [119:  Saito, 17.]  [120:  Fujita, 114.]  [121:  Elison, 115.]  [122:  ibid, 116.]  [123:  Fujita, 143.] 

	While it is clear that at least one of the reasons that Hideyoshi chose to ban Christianity was his distrust of any foreign power or faith holding any significant amount of influence in Japan, it is not impossible that he held a more personal vendetta against the Jesuits.  Recorded interviews with Buddhist and Shinto clergy suggest that Hideyoshi was attempting to be enshrined after his death as a kami, and it has been suggested that his disdain for the Jesuits was motivated by their mocking of this ambition.[footnoteRef:124] [124:  Young, 8.] 

	When his order to ban all Jesuit missionaries in Japan did achieve its goal, Hideyoshi instead decided to permit the Spanish Franciscan order into Japan in order to break the Jesuit monopoly on Christianity.[footnoteRef:125]  As could be expected, the arrival of the Franciscan friars arrival greatly upset Valignano, who disliked having the Spanish even as close as the Philippines[footnoteRef:126] and was not yet inclined to trust them, Portugal having joined with Spain in a dual monarchy only years earlier.[footnoteRef:127] The Visitor believed that it would be best to preserve the illusion that the European tradition was both exclusively Christian and united entirely under the Catholic Church,[footnoteRef:128]  and he thought that this would be best done if there was only one Christian order in Japan.[footnoteRef:129]  The Franciscans, in turn, accused the Jesuits of being involved in the Japanese black market[footnoteRef:130] and of focusing their attention on the ruling class instead of preaching to the needy and underprivileged.[footnoteRef:131]   [125:  Fujita, 9.]  [126:  Boxer, 155.]  [127:  Boxer, 156.]  [128:  Elison, 65.]  [129:  Boxer, 156.]  [130:  Boxer, 243.]  [131:  Picken, 7.] 

The fractured nature of religion in the West was further revealed to the Japanese with the arrival of the Dutch and English in 1600.[footnoteRef:132]  While travelers from both countries came as merchants, not as Protestant missionaries, they were antagonistic towards Roman Catholicism and were influential in convincing the Tokugawa bakufu to ban the Jesuits in 1612.[footnoteRef:133]   One Englishman, William Adams, became both the official interpreter for Ieyasu, the leader of the Tokugawa Shogunate,[footnoteRef:134] and a hatamoto, a high-ranking samurai.[footnoteRef:135]   [132:  Boxer, 285.]  [133:  Paske-Smith, 5.]  [134:  Milton, 129.]  [135:  Milton, 132.] 


Stomping On The Virgin Mary

The beginning of the end of Japan’s “Christian Century” occurred in 1600, when Tokugawa Ieyasu seized authority of the national government and had himself appointed as Taishogun (great general) three years later.[footnoteRef:136]   Unlike Nobunaga or Hideyoshi, Ieyasu was a devout Buddhist who never showed much interest in the foreign religion of Christianity.[footnoteRef:137]  As the Tokugawa saw it, Japanese Christians were traitors to the country when they committed themselves to obedience to a foreign deity and Pope over the bakufu (Shogunate).[footnoteRef:138]  However, Ieyasu himself was not concerned with the number of converts the Jesuits made among the lower classes but only with the power that the Jesuits held over the Christian Daimyo.[footnoteRef:139]  The only reason that Ieyasu tolerated the Catholic missionaries in Japan was because they often acted as mediators and translators between the bakufu and the European merchants.[footnoteRef:140]  While it is true that Ieyasu was undoubtably, as the English merchant Richard Cooks wrote, “a great enemy to the name of the Christians,”[footnoteRef:141] it is also undeniable that the Jesuit’s mission in Japan achieved the greatest number of followers during Ieyasu’s lifetime.  There were upwards of 300,000 Catholics in Japan, out of a country of roughly 20 million,[footnoteRef:142] and Nagasaki was so friendly to Christians that one Bishop referred to it as “the Rome of the East.”[footnoteRef:143] [136:  Bodiford, 417.]  [137:  Fujita, 160.]  [138:  Hardacre 280.]  [139:  Boxer 184.]  [140:  Higashibaba, 137.]  [141:  Cooper, 388.]  [142:  Joseph Spae, Catholicism in Japan (Tokyo: The International Institute for the Study of Religion, 1964), 5.]  [143:  Fujita, 9.] 

Only months after Ieyasu’s death in 1616, however, his son Hidedate ordered the prohibition of any foreign (non-Chinese)[footnoteRef:144] ship from arriving in any port except those in Hirado and Nagasaki, and with this order came the strict enforcement of the ban on Christianity.[footnoteRef:145]  This decree hit the population of Shimabara, a small territory in the Nagasaki prefecture of Kyushu, especially hard.  There was a large Kirishitan population in Shimabara, including refugees from territories with anti-Christian Daimyo, and their feelings of alienation only increased when the Bakufu appointed an anti-Christian ruler to the domain who imposed heavy taxes even after a period of massive crop failures.[footnoteRef:146] In autumn of 1637, the farmers of Shimabara, including a number of Kirishitan former soldiers, rebelled against this oppression,[footnoteRef:147] a rebellion which lasted until 1638 when Dutch warships helped the Shogunate regain control of the land.[footnoteRef:148]  This persecution led many Japanese Christians to ask why Deus does not protect his followers and his faith, a question which was answered in writing such as the Moruchirio no Susume (Exhortation to Martyrdom), which argued that only those who suffer are true Christians.[footnoteRef:149] [144:  Fujita, 162.]  [145:  Fujita, 161.]  [146:  Fujita, 184.]  [147:  Fujita, 187.]  [148:  Bodiford 419.]  [149:  Fujita, 181.] 

There were a number of other books published around this by Japanese authors attacking Christianity, the most noteworthy of which was HaDaiusu (Destruction of Deus) by Fabian Fukansai.  While most other anti-Christian tracts were composed by Buddhists such as Sesso or Suzuki Shosan,[footnoteRef:150] Fabian’s was perhaps the most effective because it was composed by an intelligent and knowledgeable former Christian.  Fabian Fukansai spent the early years of his life training in a Zen monastery[footnoteRef:151] before converting to Roman Catholicism at the age of 18.[footnoteRef:152]  He was more than likely the translator of the Esopu no Fabulas into Japanese[footnoteRef:153] and was also the author of the Myotei Mondo, a work of Christian apologetics published in 1605.  In the Mondo (dialogue), Fabian argues that, since the Buddhas are incarnations of emptiness, and since “emptiness is nothingness,” the Buddhas were “nothing to be revered,”[footnoteRef:154] and claims that Shinto beliefs are “embarrassing,” especially the sexual undertones in that religion’s creation myth.[footnoteRef:155]  Only 15 years after publishing the Mondo, however, Fabian declared that he had “grieved over my adherence to the crooked path of the barbarians” and published the HaDaisusu.[footnoteRef:156] [150:  Fujita, 222.]  [151:  Fabian Fukansai, Refutation of Deus (Tokyo: The International Institute for the Study of Religions, 1963), ix.]  [152:  Fujita, 203.]  [153:  Boxer 192.]  [154:  Paramore, 15.]  [155:  Fujita, 212.]  [156:  Elison, 157.] 

It is assumed that Fabian left Christianity shortly after the publication of the Mondo because the Jesuits were reluctant to ordain him or any other native Japanese followers.[footnoteRef:157]  Francisco Cabral, for instance, wrote that even letting Japanese into the society would lead to “the collapse of the Society, nay! Of Christianity, in Japan.”[footnoteRef:158]  It is also possible that his debate with the neo-Confucian scholar Razan Hayashi in 1606, in which Fabian was bested, may have led to his apostasy.[footnoteRef:159]  What is clear is that, despite similarities in style, the major shifts in opinion make the  HaDaiusu read like it was composed by an entirely different author than the Mondo.  Though he utilizes arguments from Buddhism and Confucianism, Fabian does not seem to have converted to any other specific faith.[footnoteRef:160]  Fabian argues that Deus cannot “be called a god of great pity and compassion”[footnoteRef:161] if he sentences people to eternal hell, especially for something that he believed was so minor as eating the fruit from the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil.  Not knowing what an apple was, as they were not introduced into Japan until the early Meiji era, Fabian writes that “dried fruit is inadequate as a reason for such as serious matter as being rewarded with ascent to heaven or punished by descent to hell.”[footnoteRef:162] [157:  Boxer 218.]  [158:  Elison, 16.]  [159:  Fujita, 204.]  [160:  Oskar Mayer, “Fukansai Fabian and Kirishitan,” in Japan’s Hidden Christians, 31.]  [161:  Fabian, 20.]  [162:  ibid, 25.] 

Perhaps Fabian’s most damning critique of Christian doctrine was his argument that, contrary to the accepted Western worldview of the time, the historical records of Japan and China date back much further than the Biblical estimate of only 6600 years since the creation of the universe. [footnoteRef:163]   [163:  ibid, 31 . ] 

Only a few years after Fabian’s publication of the HaDaiusu, Japan enacted a policy of Sakoku (closed country) and in 1640 Japanese Christianity entered an “underground period” (sempuku jidai). [footnoteRef:164]  Once it was forced underground, Christianity became misunderstood and villainized.  The True Record, published in 1755, refers to Christianity as “a wicked religion”[footnoteRef:165] and describes the cross as an object “full of sharp points like a radish grater” that the missionaries used to scrape and tear at the backs of converts during their initiation into the faith.[footnoteRef:166]  Those Kirishitans who kept their faith had to find ways to hide their beliefs, and holy images of Christian mythology became replaced with more eastern icons.  For example, the Kakure (hidden) Kirishitans used images of Kannon, the Bodhisattva of Compassion, to represent the Madonna.[footnoteRef:167]   In order to detect believers, the Japanese government forced suspected Kirishitans to engage in a practice called fumie, where the accused were forced to stomp upon a picture of the Virgin Mary.[footnoteRef:168]  This period of hiding and persecution lasted until 1873, when the Meiji government allowed Christian missionaries to enter the country once more.[footnoteRef:169]   [164:  Higashibaba, xiii.]  [165:  Paske-Smith, 6.]  [166:  ibid-Smith, 25.]  [167:  Wakakuwa Midori, “Iconography of the Virgin Mary in Japan,” Christianity and Cultures, 233.]  [168:  Fujita, 173.]  [169:  Saito, 11.] 


Conclusion: The Rising Sun and the Son of God

Though Christianity was eliminated in Japan for political and not theological reasons, it is worth noting that the banning of Christianity in the 17th century was not an inevitable event.  In the mid-1500s, the conditions were better than normal for a new faith to take root in Japanese soil.  The lack of a unified government or a unified Buddhist organization made it so that there was no strong central authority to act against the foreign religion.  The Christians misunderstood the very words that they were using to spread their faith, underestimated the sophistication of rival Buddhist factions, and failed to account for how their arrogance may have wounded Japanese pride.  
When he arrived in Japan preaching a religion of Dainichi, Francis Xavier was mistaken for a Buddhist and therefore accepted more smoothly in Japanese society.  However, by the time this early misunderstanding was made clear to Xavier, the Buddhists already knew a good deal about Christian doctrine, and utilized this knowledge in their refutations of the faith.  Throughout the Catholic mission in Japan, missionaries had become involved in the lives and courts of Daimyo, which caused them to be too entrenched in Japanese political conflicts and thus made them enemies of a number of powerful leaders.  Finally, by failing to ordain a sufficient number of native Japanese officials, the Jesuits alienated some of their most intelligent and capable followers.  Without Japanese clergy, the Jesuits made it more difficult to adjust Christianity to suit East Asian culture and made the survival of Christianity in Japan without a European presence that much more difficult.  Buddhism, in contrast, was also originally a foreign faith, but it became much more integrated into Japanese society because it was led by native abbots and was allowed to change to suit Japanese values.  It is quite possible that even these changes in the Jesuit’s policies would have not prevented the xenophobic Tokugawa bakufu from outlawing Christianity, but it is also possible that Christianity would have spread throughout Japan much easier and been much harder to force underground.  As the Jesuit Padre Cosme de Torres wrote, once the Japanese have been convinced to convert to Christianity, there is “no people in the world so tenacious” in their faith.[footnoteRef:170] [170:  Fujita, 33.] 



1

