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Introduction
The Hayama Missionary Seminar is an annual gathering of Christian
missionaries for the purpose of missiological study, exchange of ideas,
mutual sharing and fellowship. There is no official sponsorship; the Hayama
Missionary Seminar is a volunteer association of missionaries in Japan. All
persons engaged in Christian mission are welcome to participate.
Recognizing that even veteran missionaries may be unaware of
significant folk religious practices and beliefs of Japanese people, the 2001
committee invited Dr. David Lewis, a social anthropologist and the author of
The Unseen Face of Japan, to address this subject. While Dr. Lewis’
presentations included summaries of certain aspects of the cultural research
he conducted in the 1980s which is fully detailed in his book, the seminar
gave him ample opportunity to focus on its implications for missionary
communication of the gospel and to present some intriguing suggestions for
new points of contact with Japanese culture and history. As interviews he
conducted in recent months confirm, obligatory participation in religious
rituals in the workplace continues to be a significant barrier in reaching and
discipling Japanese men (a topic to be addressed in next year’s seminar).
Recent months in Japan have produced two seemingly contradictory
phenomena: much talk about “change” and sacred-cow exposing reform
coupled with a push by some to reassert a national “feeling-based” religious
identity. I believe the paper by Dr. Toshifumi Uemura on “The Way to State
Shinto” is especially timely in this regard, offering both a succinct summary
of historical developments and some provocative and original interpretations.
Finally, the seminar attendants were presented with an excellent case
study in a creative adaptative Christian response to some significant themes
of Japanese culture that were highlighted in Dr. Lewis’ presentations. Peter
Clift’s paper on “Christian funerals as wonderful opportunities to present the
Gospel” reveals how missionaries and pastors can fruitfuly connect with
concerns for memorialism and proper appreciation for the deceased. The
foreign missionary serving as a pastor and confronted with the need to
conduct a funeral will find a practical, step-by-step model to follow here plus
clear explanations of all of the terms and practices he or she needs to know.
Thanks are due to the 2001 Hayama Committee, chaired by Tim Boyle,
for their work in planning the program. Other members were: Robert and
Kay Shade, Aarre Kaura, and Lonnie and Cynthia Dufty. Mark Joseph’s
assistance, making it possible for David Lewis to be with us, was also very
much appreciated.
Funabashi, Chiba-ken, Japan August 2001
Cynthia Dufty

The Way to State Shinto
In Comparison with Shrine Shinto
By
Toshifumi Uemura*
Introduction
State Shinto was a peculiar religious system in Japanese history. People
tend to have strong reactions to it, either negative or positive. Since the
Second World War, Japanese people have not been taught the idea of
worshiping Tenno (the Emperor). Although most people have grown up in a
democracy, State Shinto still influences modern society. Politicians have
been criticized for visiting the war dead at Yasukuni Shrine, but I have met
people even in Christian churches who said they thought doing so was
acceptable.
The GHQ (General Headquarters) of the Allied Powers could not
sentence Tenno to capital punishment for his involvement in the war,
because he was thought of as a god. They needed to maintain the hierarchical
structure to control Japan. Considering the Japanese national sentiment of
those days, although it was a big concession by the occupation forces, it was
wise to make Tenno the symbol of the people’s unification.
In his presentation given last year, at the 41st Hayama Seminar, Dr.
Robert Shade concluded that the most powerful adversary of Japan was not
Buddhism, Shinto, or any other new religion but the religion which
swallowed and incorporated all of these to serve its own purposes: Nihonkyo
(faith in Japan and the Japanese.) I agree with him on the point that
Nihonkyo rules Japan and the Japanese people. He also mentioned that any
religion in Japan such as Shinto, Buddhism, and Christianity was only a
branch or particular expression of Nihonkyo. What, then is Nihonkyo? And
what is the relationship between Nihonkyo and State Shinto? If Nihonkyo is
a religion, who is the originator and what is the doctrine?
Neither a founder nor a doctrine exists in Nihonkyo. In contrast, the
Japanese government founded State Shinto with Kyoiku-chokugo (the
Imperial Rescript on Education) as a “guiding doctrine” rather than an
official religion. When a policy survives for more than 30 years, it is said
*
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Department of Chrstianity and Culture. He earned his Bachelor’s degree in Policy and
Planning Sciences from the University of Tsukuba, a Master’s of International Affairs
also from Tsukuba and a Doctorate in Philosophy of Social Sciences from Honolulu
University .
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that it takes root in the people. State Shinto was a good example. Most
Japanese people worshiped the Emperor’s photograph every day, and read
aloud the Kyoiku-chokugo. On this point, State Shinto was a kind of religion.
Shrine Shinto
Since ancient times, Japanese people have lived in accordance with nature.
All over Japan, there are consecrated rocks and evergreen trees in which
kami (gods) reside or drop in for a short visit. A jinja (shrine), which usually
consists of buildings surrounded by a grove of trees, is a kind of sanctuary.
According to Shinto (literally the way of kami), kami are worshiped in
matsuri (festivals), which include solemn ceremonial occasions as well as
local festivals. The more than 100,000 Shinto sanctuaries in Japan are at the
center of Japanese spiritual life. Historically, Ise Jingu is worshiped as the
central jinja and a spiritual home of Japanese people. In the Edo period
(1603- 1868), most people made a pilgrimage to Ise at least once in their life.
Although the zeal to visit Ise might be on the ebb, more than six million still
go there every year.
Ama-terasu-o-mi-kami, who is supposed to be the sun goddess, is
worshiped as the kami of Ise. Originally, she was enshrined within the
Imperial palace by successive Tennos. In the era of the tenth Tenno, however,
in awe of the divine authority of Amaterasu, Goshintai, the symbol of the
goddess, was moved from the Imperial palace to Ise, where the Imperial
princess, Yamato-hime, decided upon the present sanctuary as the place to be
enshrined. This is believed to have taken place around 4 B.C. Since the
seventh century A.D., with only a few exceptions, the shrines at Ise have
been rebuilt and the symbols of the kami remodelled every twenty years.
This ceremonial system is referred to as Shikinen-sengu. By performing the
Shikinen-sengu every twenty years, it has been believed that people receive
renewed blessing from the kami.
Under the influence of China and Korea, shrine buildings were
constructed including an oratory, an ablution pavilion, and several auxiliary
buildings. Ceremonial dress, music (gagaku) and dance (kagura) were also
influenced by Chinese and Korean culture.
Shrine Shinto was the first State Shinto. This concept is my original idea
and it is not generally accepted yet. An examination of the preface of Kojiki,
the oldest book in Japan, makes clear that the Imperial Court was aiming at
the centralization of the Emperor system. But this trial ended in failure
because Buddhism was accepted widely with even the Tenno himself coming
to believe in Buddhism. At last Buddhism became a Japanese state religion
and many temples were built. Students sponsored by the Imperial Court were
sent to China to study Buddhism. It is said that Keika-ajari, who was a
proper traditional Buddhist teacher in China, gave the best instruction to
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Japanese. Moreover, Ganjin, one of the best Chinese Buddhist leaders, came
to Japan to teach Kairitsu (religious precepts).
As a result, Shrine Shinto became largely dormant. School Shinto was
established with the purpose of bringing about a renaissance of Shinto. So as
to strengthen the Shinto system, not only Buddhism, but also the ideology of
Confucianism was also adopted. The simplicity of Shinto disappeared
because of the adoption of various Chinese ideas, cultural aspects and
religions. Disappointingly, Christianity did not influence Shinto at all.
It is widely accepted that Francisco Xavier introduced Christianity in
1549. Before his journey to Japan, he expressed the desire to examine all
Japanese religions. But as the power of Buddhism was strong, he almost
overlooked the existence of Shinto. At first, Japanese also mistook
Christianity for a new Buddhist group and Xavier was welcomed.
Furthermore, Xavier called God’s name Dainichi (Great Sun, equivalent
to the Sanskrit term, Mahavairocana). This was a fatal mistake. He adopted
the translation of God as a Buddhist concept. As a result, Japanese people
easily accepted his teachings. Xavier quickly understood he had to change
the translation from Dainichi to Deus. But this pronunciation of Deus was
not suitable for Japanese. Deus is close to Daiuso, which means “a big
mouth.” Not only Roman Catholics but also Protestants made a mistake in
the translation of God’s name. Kami was and is widely adopted as the term
for God, but it is strange to translate God as Kami. Kami is a Shinto concept
alien to Christianity. Because of a misunderstanding in communication
between Japanese and Americans, missionaries of the first generation in the
Meiji era translated in this way.
Kami are the objects of worship in Shinto. Traditionally, kami have been
defined as sacred spirits, natural phenomena or objects such as wind, thunder,
sun, trees, rocks, some animals etc., ancestral spirits, national heroes of
outstanding deeds or virtues, those who have contributed to Japanese society
and persons who died for state or the community. Each kami has its own
special characteristics, capacity, and mission. For example, one is concerned
with the distribution of water, another with the manufacture of medicine, and
another with the healing process. In modern Shinto kami are rather spirits
with nobility and authority conceived of in a refined sense. Kami is not an
absolute deity at all.
One of the main reasons why Buddhism took root in Japan is that Tenno
accepted its instruction. Francis Xavier also intended to meet Tenno, but he
failed in this purpose. This is because he visited Tenno at the end of
December. For Japanese, this time is the busiest time of the year devoted to
preparations for the New Year. Moreover, he was dressed poorly and had left
his gifts for the Emperor back in Hirado. As he had a passion for introducing
the gospel as quickly as possible, Xavier rushed to Kyoto in winter in spite
of the extreme cold. Since it was the period of the warring states, it was
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dangerous to bring along a present. In addition, he belonged to the Jesuit
order, who professed poverty as one of their vows.
Discouraged at not meeting Tenno, Xavier went to Yamaguchi prefecture,
known as a little Kyoto, to meet another influential lord. Learning from the
failure in Kyoto, he was able to succeed there and in the northeast of Kyushu.
But success in those districts did not bring a good result. This was especially
because Toyotomi Hideyoshi, who first unified Japan, looked with disdain
on Christian prosperity in Kyushu. Hideyoshi heard the plan that European
countries would colonize Japan like Africa and Southeast Asia, and he was
enraged. Suddenly, he issued an edict banning the missionaries from Japan in
1587. This policy was to introduce Tokugawa Ieyasu, the founder of the
Tokugawa shognate. Not only missionaries but also converts were to be
exiled abroad and persecuted to eliminate any Christian influence in Japan.
Finally, the Tokugawa shogunate carried out a policy of national
isolationism which lasted for more than 200 years, until Commodore Perry
forced Japan to open her doors to the West in 1853. The southern feudal
lords (who had not lifted the anti-Christian edict) forced the shogun to resign
and abolished feudalism. To confront Christianity, the newly established
government needed a new religion. This became so-called State Shinto.
The Formation of State Shinto
The modern emperor system was established at the beginning of the Meiji
era. The Imperial Rescript on Education was issued as a standard for
propagation of State Shinto. In this time, the system of Tennoism, which puts
the emperor in a central role, began. As a result, State Shinto became less of
a religion and more of a festival or ritual.
After the victory of the Japan-Russo war (1905), Japan rapidly became an
imperialistic country. A hierarchy of shrines was established and the shrine
system completed. The Domestic Department controlled this system. In rural
areas, the shrines were at the center of social life. Therefore, the social
function of the shrine was strengthened.
In the 1930’s, the Japanese economy suffered fatal damage because of the
Great Depression. Military authorities gained power rapidly because the
policies that the government used were not sufficient to stimulate the
economy. People started to look toward the military for leadership. In order
to focus people's discontent outside Japan, the military invaded China. The
ideology that Japan was a divine nation strengthened the conviction that
Japan should rule Asia. Soldiers who were sent to war were conscripted in
the name of the Emperor. The military followed the example of the Great
Powers of Western Europe in imperialism. Ironically, Japan embraced
imperialism but not Christianity.
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The Character of State Shinto

It was the GHQ who used the term of State Shinto. Tenno held festivals
as a festival master. The Ise shrine was thought of as the apex of all shrines.
However, it is hard to say that this system is the religious system of
traditional Japan. Before this time, it was not Shinto but Buddhism that was
in the position closest to a state religion. The military family system of the
Edo period (the world of the samurai, 1603-1867) protected Buddhism.
At that time, Japan adopted a national isolation policy to throw out
Christianity completely. But the requirements of opening to America were
accepted, and the shogunate concluded a Japanese-American commercial
treaty. However, this was not supported by the people because it was before
the Tenno's final sanction was made.
The ending of the national isolation policy became the major factor in the
decline of the Tokugawa shogunate which had controlled Japan for about
260 years. Countering political forces made a new administration, and tried
to create a system of government in which the Tenno was central figure.
Seeking to reduce the influence of the Tokugawa age as much as possible,
the new government wanted to establish a religion other than Buddhism as
the state religion. At that time, the study of Shinto through Japanese classical
literature became popular and a movement to establish Shinto completely
separate from Buddhism as the state religion flourished.
Summary of the Formation of State Shinto
Shinto was influenced by Buddhism which was introduced by Korea in
the middle of 6th century. Originally, Shinto was thought to be worship of
nature. There was neither an originator nor a sacred book. Neither was any
systematic practice of Shinto in existence.
A Shinto-like religious system was created by accepting many Buddhist
practices. The original characteristics of Shinto were made to intertwine with
Buddhism, which had been in existence in Japan for more than 1000 years.
The true nature of Shinto was still vague at the time of the Meiji
Restoration. Therefore, the terms Taikyo (Great Teaching) or Shinkyo (New
Teaching) were used instead of Shinto so as to avoid confusion. But,
generally this word was not well known.
The main goal during the Meiji Restoration was to create a state system
that would move the Tenno to the center. However, the doctrinal contents
were not sufficient and as a result, there was a great tendency to revive
Buddhism. Then, the creators of State Shinto learned not to promote it as a
religion. Instead, it became a system that lacked the essential doctrine
distinctive of a religion.

Questioning Assumptions About Japanese Society
By
David Lewis∗
Introductory comments
When I was living in Japan and doing research on Japanese attitudes to
religion, several missionaries assumed that God had obviously called me to
work in Japan as a missionary. They almost took it for granted that I’d have
to join their missionary society. However, even if I did end up joining
another one, I would clearly be going against God’s will if I never came back
to Japan as a missionary.
My problem was that I never shared the same assumption. At the time I
was praying for Mongolia more than for Japan. Previously I had been
studying Mongolian in the hope of doing anthropological research there but
ended up going to Japan instead because of problems of getting into
Mongolia in the early 1980s. However, when I went to Japan instead of
Mongolia, at least one Christian seemed to think that I was being disobedient
to God’s calling because I was in Japan and not Mongolia!
My wife, Ruth, had faced a similar “theological” dilemma before we got
married. She knew that I was praying for Mongolia but she had felt that the
Lord had spoken to her about “the uttermost parts of the sea”—a term which,
she had felt, referred to Japan. In fact, she even asked a Christian minister his
advice on whether she should marry someone whose calling seemed to be to
a region far inland with no sea shore at all! The minister very wisely advised
her that God could sort out the questions of location. This advice proved to
be correct in ways we’d not expected. I began to develop an interest in Japan
and later I was advised by staff at the university where I was doing my Ph.D.
that I ought to have another country in reserve if I couldn’t get into Mongolia.
So that was how we ended up coming to Japan.
Meanwhile, when it became clear that my fieldwork in Social (Cultural)
Anthropology was going to be conducted in Japan, I remembered a comment
which Doug Abrahams, a missionary to Japan, had made a few years
∗

Dr. David C. Lewis is a Social Anthropologist whose research includes fieldwork in
Japan, Central Asia, Siberia and elsewhere. He is a Research Associate of the Mongolia
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Fiction, Fantasy or Fact? (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1989) and After Atheism:
Religion and Ethnicity in Russia and Central Asia (Richmond, Surrey, England: Curzon
Press, 2000 and New York: St. Martin's Press, 2000; Russian edition: St. Petersburg,
Shandal Publishers, 2001) as well as numerous articles in journals and newspapers
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previously. When he learned that I was studying Anthropology, he remarked
that they needed someone to dig into the Japanese culture and try to find new
ways to communicate the Christian gospel in culturally appropriate ways.
This therefore became the ultimate goal behind my research on
contemporary Japanese religious beliefs and practices. What I was trying to
do was to discover the attitudes of ordinary Japanese people towards religion
and ‘the supernatural’. To communicate the Christian message in culturally
appropriate ways, I felt that an essential first step was to try to understand the
kinds of motivations which lay behind existing religious practices in Japan.
This I sought to do through living among Japanese people, participating in
their lives, observing what I could of their religious activities, and asking
them questions. More formally, statistics on the frequency of certain
religious practices and about certain professed beliefs were obtained through
a questionnaire, filled in by 667 people, and through in-depth interviews
conducted with 100 people. (Many of the results are contained in my book
The Unseen Face of Japan.1) Conducting this research I felt that it was an
advantage for me to be able to say that I was not a "missionary", because that
label might have biased people’s attitudes towards me. As far as possible, I
tried to prevent their responses being affected by what they knew of my own
faith, but after the interviews some of them asked me about my own beliefs
and I was happy to answer them.
The Socialisation of Missionaries
The initial outline of my book ‘The Unseen Face of Japan’ included a
chapter entitled “The Socialisation of Missionaries” but I omitted it from the
book’s final version because I felt it would be too provocative. (Instead, I
slipped some of the material into various footnotes so that ‘he who has eyes
to see’ could have access to it!) Some of the material in that chapter would
have been based on the experiences of Ruth and myself when we studied for
two months at a language school which had been specially set up for
missionaries who had come to minister among the Japanese. We were
studying there as a refresher course as our Japanese had become somewhat
rusty after a year in England. We also wanted to have a better understanding
of Christian religious terminology. However, the very fact that we had
already spent fifteen months living in a Japanese community and studying
Japanese cultural attitudes meant that we were better equipped than the new
missionaries to notice certain aspects of life at the missionary training school
which seemed culturally inappropriate.
For example, one day Ruth was passing some cupboards at the school
when she overheard one of the older Japanese staff warn a newly recruited
teacher not to use that cupboard because it was “dirty” (kitanai). Ruth soon
realised the reason behind the senior teacher’s remark. Inside the cupboard
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were tape recorders for use in the lessons. However, the Japanese teachers
insisted that the foreign students had to fetch the tape recorders themselves
and then return them to the cupboard afterwards: none of the Japanese
teachers would do this, but they did not explain their feelings to the
foreigners. As soon as Ruth overheard this comment about the cupboard
being “dirty”, she immediately realised the reason for it, based on her
previous knowledge of Japanese culture. While in England we had been at
the home of a British anthropologist who had told us about a Japanese friend
of his who had got interested in an article in a copy of the “Reader’s Digest”
which he had been reading while using the British family’s toilet. However,
despite their offering it to him to read elsewhere, he had felt unable to take it
out from that room: instead, the Japanese man felt he had to return to the
toilet in order to finish reading the article which had caught his interest.
Ruth therefore guessed why that cupboard with the tape recorders was
considered “dirty” by the Japanese staff at the language school. A foreign
missionary who had been a previous director of that school had come up
with a “solution” to the problem of the tape recorder wires getting tangled up.
To keep each of the flexes separate, he decided that it would be a good idea
to use the discarded inner tubes of toilet rolls as holders for these cords! Of
course, anyone familiar with Japanese cultural attitudes towards cleanliness
and dirt would realise that things which had been in the toilet should not then
be used elsewhere.2
When we explained this cultural “gaff” concerning the toilet roll forms to
the language school’s principal he immediately took steps to rectify the
situation. On another occasion, Ruth was with one of the Japanese teachers
when she needed the keys to a different cupboard. Knowing that they were
kept in the principal’s desk drawer, she went to fetch them. Finding the
drawer locked, she asked Ruth, “In your country do people normally keep
their desk drawers locked?” What it seemed to be saying to her was, in effect,
“These foreigners don’t trust us”. Similarly, the use of the toilet roll tubes
was saying, “These foreigners are dirty.”
However, what was just as significant and disturbing was the way in
which these practices were accepted as ‘normal’ by the new missionary
recruits, who had no reason to question what the experienced missionaries
were doing. A new missionary coming to live in an unfamiliar culture tends
to behave rather like a new-born chick which follows the first thing that
moves—even if it is a balloon—because it believes this to be its mother.
Experienced missionaries in positions of authority—and especially those
with responsibility for the training of new recruits—become role models. In
some senses they could be seen as “in loco parentis” to the new recruits who
are as “children” in the new culture and are unable at first to differentiate
between culturally appropriate and inappropriate forms of behaviour.
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Prior to coming to Japan the new recruits had been through an orientation
course elsewhere which, among other things, helped to inculcate certain
values and principles which are highly regarded by their mission. In
themselves these are good and wholesome, but there was also a socialisation
aspect whereby the missionary recruits were being socialised first of all to
the values, practices and ‘sub-culture’ of the mission itself. In this particular
instance, they then went on to study at a language school which was
exclusively for missionaries. This language school situation further helped to
create a social environment in which the missionaries were still in a mission
“ghetto”, despite living in Japan. For the most part, the new recruits during
their early months in Japan—what we might call their ‘formative’ period tended to have social interaction primarily with other expatriates and only to
a very limited extent with Japanese people.
On Sundays, however, they did attend a Japanese church. At first they
would only be able to communicate, beyond basic greetings, with anyone
there who spoke English. If they had an interpreter to explain to them what
was going on, they would tend to sit slightly apart or on the edge of the main
group so that the person interpreting for them would not disturb the service
unduly. A further social differentiation would arise because the new
missionaries would tend to be addressed by the Japanese as sensei (teachers)
when in fact they were more like gakusei (students). Japanese church
members would tend also to use honorific language, which was more
difficult for the new recruits to understand. In this case the speech forms
were more likely to reduce meaningful interaction than to enhance it.
Nevertheless, after socialisation to the mission the second principal area
of socialisation was actually to the Japanese church. At the language school
some of the slightly more advanced classes used texts on biblical themes so
that the students were more familiar with Christian religious language. Ruth
took one of these courses while we were there. While studying certain
passages, she noticed that some of the words were not in her standard
Japanese dictionary, so asked the teacher about it. The teacher, who was not
a Christian, replied, “That isn’t the word we use for ‘tax collector’ in
everyday speech, but it’s the one which they use in the Bible - so we have to
teach it to the students.” Ruth then discovered that several other terms were
actually more like Christian jargon rather than being usual Japanese terms.
However, the new missionaries were unaware that they were being taught
special religious idioms - except for obvious religious vocabulary such as
‘salvation’ or ‘sin.’
Once the students had completed the first year or two of their language
study they were in a better position to socialise with Japanese people who
did not speak English. Some of the missionaries began to learn more about
how the non-Christians think and behave, whereas others became more
closely involved with pastoral work among Christians. In any case the first

Questioning Assumptions

15

term of missionary service was largely an apprenticeship in which the new
recruits were working alongside an experienced missionary and learning the
“proper” way of doing things—at least as far as the mission was concerned.
Perhaps this example is an extreme one and the concrete details are not
typical of other missionary situations where the students learn Japanese at a
secular language school. Nevertheless, there seems to be a general pattern in
many missions whereby new missionaries are socialised first of all to the
mission, secondly to the local church and thirdly to the wider culture. As a
result of this process they can learn many positive ways of behaving which
are indeed appropriate to the Japanese culture. However, there is also the
danger of perpetuating a Christian “ghetto” sub-culture, with its own norms
and expectations. Obviously there will always be a certain difference
between Christian and non-Christian ways of behaving but these need to be
primarily in the sphere of ethics and morality. The danger comes when local
particularities in the sub-culture are misidentified as intrinsically “Christian”
rather than being recognised to be merely characteristics of the sub-culture.
New recruits expect to go through a certain amount of ‘culture shock’.
However, this can be confused with another phenomenon which is not so
widely recognised, and which I call 'mission shock'. When I mention the
concept to missionaries they almost always seem to recognise what I mean!
For instance, one mission in Japan tends to send its charismatically-minded
missionaries to Tokyo but to keep the non-charismatic ones in its principal
area of operations in order to avoid problems with non-charismatic Japanese
pastors in that area. A result of this policy led to 'mission shock' for a couple
working with that mission, who wrote:
“It is probably fair to say that most people called to church-planting
come to the field with the expectation of planting churches where
there is as yet no other church; it has therefore been hard to come to
terms with the tendency for churches to be started in towns or suburbs
where there are other churches, albeit of different denominations....In
Britain we were able to come to terms with the anti-charismatic stance
of [the church association with which the mission is affiliated] on the
basis that it was cultural, and we should join in with what God is
doing wherever we are…Now we are here we realise that there is no
cultural reason not to have charismatic churches, and that God is
doing a great deal in Japan in and through them!”3
Even if this example is not representative of missions throughout Japan in
general, it does illustrate some of the kinds of attitudes that are apparently
very widespread. Questions of theology, of mission organisation or of church
practices have an importance to a certain extent, but they are not the most
fundamental problems. We must remember that our primary struggle is not
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against church attitudes or mission structures but is fundamentally against
unseen forces in the spiritual realms which seek to handicap the church of
Jesus Christ. If my comments might seem to be critical of certain practices
among some missions in Japan, my desire is to express these in love as the
admonitions of a friend in order to help fellow Christians in our common
task of promoting the Kingdom of God.
Assumptions about the Nature of Japanese Society
An important component in the training of missionaries is study of the
local culture. This is partly achieved through the reading of books written by
others who are regarded as specialists. These include not only translated
works written by Japanese people but also those by Westerners who have
lived in Japan and studied the culture. Often their views are influential if
only by merit of the fact that they write in English and so their works are
more accessible to those without a fluent knowledge of Japanese.
Books regarded as most authoritative among those consulted by
missionaries are primarily those written by specialist Orientalists—including
linguists, social anthropologists and historians. I myself follow in this
academic tradition. However, the disciplines themselves are still to a large
extent governed by their own internal canons of authority and criteria of
what is regarded as ‘truth’. An idea propagated by an eminent authority and
repeated by others begins to acquire a momentum of its own. It is regarded
as ‘true’: moreover, the more the idea is repeated the more axiomatic it
becomes and the more difficult it is to question it.4
One such concept in the field of Japanese studies is the notion that the
Japanese lack a sense of sin. Rather than feelings of guilt, they are said to be
instead governed or motivated by a sense of shame. In English this concept
was popularised with reference to Japan by Ruth Benedict’s book The
Chrysanthemum and the Sword. 5 Ruth Benedict’s characterisation of
Japanese culture and society as a ‘shame society’ is commonly cited even
today as one of the reasons why it is difficult to communicate the Christian
gospel among the Japanese.6
However authoritative Benedict’s book might appear to be, it is also a
product of its own political and social context. A Japanese diplomat whom
we know often quoted to me the maxim “knowledge is power,” and this
attitude has also been that of politicians who have seen the benefits of using
academic research as a means towards promoting their own colonialist or
imperialist ambitions. Benedict’s book was written in response to the
Americans’ need to understand their Oriental enemy during the Second
World War. Therefore, her work follows in the same kind of tradition as
Napoleon’s policy of bringing with him into Egypt a host of academics—
Orientalists—who sought to understand every aspect of Egyptian society and
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culture.7 Similarly, in defending British imperialist policies, a speech to the
House of Commons in 1910 by Arthur James Balfour tried to legitimate
British rule in Asia and Africa on the grounds that “we know”—and
therefore have a right to rule over—these nations for their own benefit.8 In
terms of American wartime and post-war policy in the Pacific, Benedict’s
book served to categorise the Japanese and to make an alien culture seem
more understandable and therefore to some extent more controllable.
However, unlike the ‘battalion’ of Orientalists who accompanied
Napoleon’s army into Egypt, Benedict did not have the benefit of first-hand
fieldwork in the country itself. Most research in social anthropology sees
such fieldwork among the people as an essential prerequisite for
understanding the other culture. Instead, Benedict had to rely on information
derived from Japanese immigrants living in the USA, many of whom were
not necessarily first generation migrants. Therefore her description has been
criticised as reflecting feudal and pre-war values which may no longer be
relevant. As a result of Benedict’s relying too much upon normative
statements about ideal behaviour instead of observation of real behaviour,
her book tends to be based on stereotypes of what Japanese society “ought”
to be, rather than hard facts derived from personal fieldwork.9
A further problem comes from the fact that, in characterising a society as
predominantly motivated by 'shame' rather than 'guilt' or 'sin', we are dealing
with an aspect of culture which is not easily amenable to direct observation
or testing. Even when speaking about someone one knows well, such as a
wife or husband, most people would be very cautious about making such
assertions, because we recognise that it is extremely difficult to penetrate the
mind and feelings of other people when dealing with deep-seated emotions
such as guilt. So a hypothesis of this kind, as asserted by Benedict, is
virtually untestable except by inferences derived from indirect clues and
from feelings which are reported by the people themselves.
Unsatisfactory as it is, this is the kind of data which I tried to elicit
through some of the items in my questionnaire.10 The following table sets out
replies which were given on my questionnaire in response to the question, 'In
which of the following circumstances would you feel ashamed, if the deed
were known to others?'11
Table 1.1

Expressed feelings of shame in various circumstances

Stealing
Lying
Adultery
Premarital sex
Disloyalty to a superior

'Yes'

'No'

99.1%
94.7%
92.9%
56.4%
76.5%

0.5%
1.7%
1.7%
24.2%
6.4%

Number of
'Neither' respondents
0.5%
3.6%
5.4%
19.4%
17.0%

659
658
632
640
652
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Betrayal (of one's group)
Not repaying a debt
Speeding in a vehicle
Neglecting one's parents
Illegal parking
Having an abortion
Forcing one's wife to have an
abortion
Not helping a friend in need
Not helping a stranger in need

93.5%
93.5%
55.1%
87.6%
56.0%
77.9%
75.0%

1.5%
2.7%
21.6%
3.6%
21.4%
8.1%
10.3%

5.0%
3.8%
23.3%
8.9%
22.5%
14.0%
14.7%

658
657
644
643
639
592
496

83.9%
74.5%

3.8%
6.2%

12.3%
19.3%

652
648

On the whole, these figures suggest that most Japanese do indeed feel a
sense of shame if they are publicly known to have committed these kinds of
acts.12 As is probably true also of the West, fewer people report feelings of
shame about illegal parking or speeding than they do about theft or lying.
However, are there feelings of guilt in addition to those of shame? Are
Japanese people more likely to report feelings of shame than feelings of
guilt? Or do they feel both? Table 1.2 tabulates the responses of the same
people to the question, “In which of the following circumstances would you
experience a feeling of guilt, even if the act were not known to anyone
else?”13
Table 1.2

Expressed feelings of guilt in various circumstances

Stealing
Lying
Adultery
Premarital sex
Disloyalty to a superior
Betrayal (of one's group)
Not repaying a debt
Speeding in a vehicle
Neglecting one's parents
Illegal parking
Having an abortion
Forcing one's wife to have an
abortion
Not helping a friend in need
Not helping a stranger in need

Number of
'Neither' respondents

'Yes'

'No'

98.6%
83.1%
88.7%
44.4%
69.8%
94.8%
96.8%
47.2%
85.4%
54.1%
78.5%
77.8%

0.6%
4.6%
3.5%
30.9%
8.2%
0.6%
1.1%
27.5%
3.6%
23.1%
5.6%
7.2%

0.8%
12.3%
7.9%
24.7%
22.1%
4.6%
2.1%
25.3%
11.0%
22.8%
15.8%
15.0%

662
657
635
644
648
657
657
651
644
649
606
487

81.7%
68.7%

2.6%
5.2%

15.7%
26.1%

656
654

In general, it can be seen that most people report feelings of both shame
and guilt for each of these items. If they feel shame, then they also feel guilt,
and vice-versa. There are relatively few people who feel shame but not guilt.
These figures indicate that it is misleading to characterise Japan as a 'shame
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society', with the implication that guilt is not so strongly present. Instead,
Japan appears to be both a 'guilt' and a 'shame' society.14
The Japanese term which was used in the above question to elicit
responses about 'a consciousness of guilt' was the term tsumi no ishiki, which
means a 'consciousness of tsumi', a word which has been translated as either
'sin' or 'crime'. By focussing on the consciousness of it, and feelings
associated with it, I attempted to elicit responses describing what in the West
might be termed 'guilt'. In the wording of the question, shame was assumed
to be public but guilt to be private.15 It is significant that these respondents
said they would feel a sense of guilt even if their actions were not known to
others. This indicates that shame ('public guilt') does not necessarily in itself
produce guilt (as 'private shame').
These issues are discussed in more depth in chapter eleven of my book
The Unseen Face of Japan. On pages 232 to 234 I argue that there are good
indications that people were indeed providing honest answers about their
feelings. I also note (on pages 234 to 237) that there are a number of cultural
influences on replies, as indicated particularly by the high numbers who
wrote that they would feel guilty about not repaying a debt or betrayal of
their social group. Guilt about neglecting one’s parents is also very common,
and it is not unlikely that those responding “No” or “Neither” are those
whose parents are no longer alive anyway
On the basis of this evidence it can be seen that many Japanese people do
indeed have a sense of guilt. Therefore there is no need for missionaries
among the Japanese to take too seriously the assertions propounded by Ruth
Benedict. In fact there are missionaries who are already aware of some of the
problems with Benedict’s approach.16 On the other hand, Benedict's book is
still much more widely known than the criticisms of it. There still remains a
tendency for missionaries on furlough to claim at their deputation meetings
that one of the reasons for the slow growth of the church in Japan is because
the Japanese are motivated by shame rather than guilt.
So how are we to account for the existence of a sense of guilt among the
Japanese? If there are problems with translating into Japanese the concept of
‘sin’—as the usual word, ‘tsumi’, can also mean ‘crime’—there is far less
problem with speaking in Japanese about one’s 'conscience' (ryōshin).
Unlike the concept of tsumi as meaning ‘sin’, ryōshin is an indigenous and
universally understood concept. As far as I am aware, the existence of a
'conscience' has not been explained satisfactorily by psychological theories
of a 'super-ego', because these still recognise the role of religious beliefs in
forming such a 'super-ego'. To some extent, feelings about 'conscience' can
be moulded by the laws and customs of a society, but breaking such a law
still produces guilt even if the transgression is not known to others. Theories
that social laws become 'internalised' might account for the existence of a
conscience to a limited extent, but fail to explain the ways in which ideas
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about moral absolutes may demand higher standards of morality than those
required by society. Prophets who uphold such higher standards have often
been rejected by their own societies.
The philosophical search for an origin of human 'conscience' still remains
elusive unless it is regarded as a recognition of the standards set by a morally
concerned Supreme Being. Christians believe that 'conscience' is a Godgiven attribute of human nature which directs humanity towards God's
supreme moral standards. As St. Paul expressed it:
'When Gentiles, who do not have the law, do by nature things required
by the law, they are a law for themselves, even though they do not
have the law, since they show that the requirements of the law are
written on their hearts.' (Romans 2:14-15).
In this way, it makes theological sense to assume that the Japanese do
have a strong sense of 'guilt'. Theirs is both a 'guilt' and a 'shame' society.
Human cultures can indeed channel ethical values in such a way that certain
moral absolutes can be ascribed greater importance than others, and the latter
might be 'conveniently' violated until conscience becomes numbed in those
areas. However, a 'prophetic' figure can then emerge who seeks to restore
violated moral absolutes.
Those communicating the Gospel of Jesus Christ need to be such
prophetic figures. To do so, they need to address their message to the voice
of conscience which is already within the Japanese people. Rather than
espousing 'foreign' values, the Christian gospel in Japan should address what
is already recognised by the Japanese people themselves as areas of moral
failure and guilt. In this way, the 'inner' voice of 'conscience' agrees with the
'outer' voice of the Christian who is seeking to communicate the gospel of
Jesus Christ. At the same time, the one who alone is able to speak to the
conscience directly is the Holy Spirit, whose work is to 'convict the world of
guilt in regard to sin and righteousness and judgment' (John 16:8).
I would even venture to suggest that what we normally refer to as
‘conscience’ is actually in many cases the voice of the Holy Spirit speaking
to people, whether they are Christians or not. (In suggesting this, I am also
aware that in some cases there might be what is known as ‘false guilt’ in
which a person feels guilty for something for which he or she is not
responsible—such as a child who feels he or she is to blame for arguments
between his or her parents.) If in many cases ones conscience is actually the
voice of the Holy Spirit, then those who refuse to listen to their consciences
may find that the Holy Spirit ceases to speak, and their consciences thereby
become ‘dulled’. On the other hand, those who are willing to listen and to do
what the Holy Spirit is saying through their consciences can end up
discovering that ‘there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ
Jesus’ because ‘the law of the Spirit of life’ means that ‘those who live in
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accordance with the Spirit have their minds set on what the Spirit desires’
(Romans 8:1, 2, 5). Listening to the Holy Spirit and obeying His promptings,
there is no longer any conflict with the voice of conscience.
We can pray for the Holy Spirit to be at work as we speak to Japanese
people about Jesus. At the same time we could perhaps address our message
in terms which touch on the types of sins which are more in accord with
existing Japanese concepts of wrongdoing. One of these is betrayal of one’s
group—a sin which is highly exemplified by Judas. Another is the sin of not
repaying a debt. In this, it might be better for us to forget the common
English mis-translation of the line in the Lord’s prayer which asks God to
‘forgive us our sins’ which is also perpetuated in conventional Japanese
translations of the Bible. Instead it might be more relevant to focus again on
the original Greek word which was ‘debt.’ Just as Jesus used the metaphor of
debts in the parable of the unmerciful servant (Matthew 18:21-35), we too
can properly speak about the way in which God is willing to remit our debts.
In a country where a shortage of building land means that house prices are
high and many people are struggling to pay off their mortgages, a far better
‘manshon’ than the Japanese meaning of the word (as a luxury apartment) is
reserved for those whose debts have been paid by Jesus (John 14:2). For
those whose bills are increased each time their credit cards are swiped, the
idea of their moral debts leaves unanswered questions about how many good
deeds are required to pay off their accumulated moral debts and about how
much interest is added if they fail to do so. To a large extent the terminology
of ‘mortgage’ and ‘debt’ is far more understandable than that of ‘sin’, and is
also much closer to the vocabulary often used by Jesus Christ himself.
Assumptions about the church
Moral Attitudes of Japanese Christians
At a purely ideological or philosophical level of analysis, one would
expect the ethical values of Japanese Christians to be influenced by their
religious faith. This is especially in view of the allegedly major ideological
differences between the moral standards of Christianity and those which are
dominant within Japanese culture. 17 Unfortunately, however, the moral
attitudes of many of those in Japan who describe themselves as ‘Christians’
are not all that different from the moral standards of the wider society.
Questions of religious identification in Japan are problematic for a
number of reasons which I have discussed in my book and do not need to
repeat here.18 Suffice it to say that out of 667 questionnaire respondents, 491
people—that is, 74% of the total - either left the question blank or else wrote
in the margin next to the question that they had no religion. Such people do
not feel any particularly close attachment to any of the formal religious
groupings even though they participate at times in both Shinto and Buddhist
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ceremonies. Those who did claim to have a religion were often those
possessing a Buddhist household altar (butsudan) or a Shinto god-shelf
(kamidana). Overall, there were 104 Buddhists, 29 Shintoists, 38 Christians
and five adherents of 'another religion' such as Tenrikyō or Ōmotokyō. For
analytical purposes, I excluded these five in the 'miscellaneous' category
while I cross-tabulated responses among the other 662 people, but those
belonging to Buddhist-based 'new religions', such as the Sōka Gakkai, called
themselves 'Buddhist'.
Contrary to what one might assume, if we compare the moral attitudes
expressed by those who do claim to have a religion, and by those who feel
that they have no particular religion at all, the Christians tend not to stand out
very conspicuously. 19 In terms of expressed feelings concerning guilt or
shame, there was no difference according to religious affiliations for some
items on my questionnaire, such as stealing and lying, because almost
everybody said they would feel both ashamed and guilty about such
behaviour. However, even for some items in which there is a greater spread
of opinions there was actually no statistically significant difference between
Christians and non-Christians. This lack of differentiation applied to feelings
of guilt about disloyalty to a superior, speeding, illegal parking, having an
abortion, not helping a friend in need and not helping a stranger in need. It
continued to apply also in the responses to questions on feelings of shame
regarding disloyalty to a superior, having an abortion, not helping a friend in
need and not helping a stranger in need.
Only in their attitudes towards premarital sexual relationships did
Japanese Christians stand out as being significantly different from others, in
that they were much more likely to express feelings of both guilt and shame
in response to this question20. However, it is unlikely that this difference
has very much to do with their religious beliefs. Rather, it seems to me that
this apparent difference between religious groups is much more likely to
reflect male-female differences, in so far as women are much more likely
than men to express feelings of guilt or shame about such activities.
Statistically, the correlation between guilt or shame feelings regarding
premarital sex is as significant for male-female differences as for religious
differences. It seems likely that the apparent differences according to
religious affiliation merely reflect differences between the sexes themselves,
in view of the high proportion of Japanese Christians who are women. Such
feelings are not confined to Christians alone, as indicated by the behaviour of
a couple who are active members of the Sōka Gakkai. The wife blushed
conspicuously when her husband pointed out that their child was conceived
before they were married.
It is well known that a high proportion of Japanese Christians are women.
Christians accounted for less than 6% of my total sample but for about 10%
of the women represented in it, as shown by the following table:
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Table 1.6 Sexual distribution among those with religious affiliations

Men
Women

Shintoists

Buddhists

Christians

Others

'Nonreligious'

3.9%
5.0%

15.5%
15.1%

2.9%
10.1%

1.2%
0.0%

76.0%
69.8%

Several factors have probably contributed to this pattern, including the
way in which religion can be seen as a leisure time pursuit, combined with
the difficulty of evangelism among men whose time is largely taken up by
their work as compared with the relatively greater ease of access to women.21
The same pattern of greater female participation is not peculiar to
Christianity because it can also be seen in several Japanese 'new religions'.22
In their views about pornographic literature, Christians were much more
negative than the other groups, to such an extent that the correlation was
very significant. However, this too could be attributed to the high proportion
of Christians who are women, because women in general had much more
negative views than men about pornography.23
Regarding divorce, the attitudes of Shintoists and of Christians were close
to the statistically expected values, given their proportions in the overall
sample. Buddhists, however, expressed much more negative attitudes.
Comparing the Buddhists with all other groups combined, the difference is
highly significant. 24 Might it be that Japanese Buddhists place a greater
emphasis on family relationships than do other Japanese people? Certainly
the fact that most of these Buddhists have a Buddhist ancestral altar
(butsudan)—the upkeep of which in many households is the wife's
responsibility—at least indicates that Japanese Buddhists have regard for the
preservation of some kind of relationship with deceased relatives. Might
something of the same psychology also affect their attitudes to relationships
among living family members?
All those who claimed to have a religion, but especially the Christians,
tended to see homosexuality in morally worse terms than was the case for
'non-religious' people. In this case, it might be helpful to cite the actual
percentages.25
Table 1.8 Moral attitudes towards homosexuality

Shintoists
Buddhists
Christians
'Non-religious'

'Good'%

'Bad'%

'Neither'%

'Don't
Know'%

3.4%
4.8%
0.0%
2.4%

51.7%
52.9%
65.8%
44.4%

20.7%
15.4%
15.8%
27.1%

20.7%
25.0%
18.4%
24.6%
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A similar pattern can be seen in responses towards the item about
adultery, whereby religious people tend to see it in morally worse terms than
do 'non-religious' people. The relevant percentages are as follows:
Table 1.9 Moral attitudes towards adultery

Shintoists
Buddhists
Christians
'Non-religious'

'Good'%

'Bad'%

'Neither'%

'Don't
Know'%

6.9%
1.9%
0.0%
0.8%

86.2%
82.7%
89.5%
75.4%

3.4%
7.7%
7.9%
15.1%

0.0%
4.8%
2.6%
6.1%

For both homosexuality and adultery, the differences are statistically
significant. 26 This raises questions about Ronald Dore's comment that
'matters of sexual conduct... are not made the centre of Japanese morality as
they frequently are of the Christian'.27 At a doctrinal level, this may well be
the case. However, it would appear as if those professing to have a religion,
whether it be Shinto, Buddhism or Christianity, do have stronger views about
these areas of sexual conduct than do the 'non-religious' majority. Perhaps it
is simply that the majority who claim no particular religious affiliations also
tend to be less definite about their moral views.
Some Characteristics of these Japanese 'Christians'
Finally, it is important to ask exactly who these Japanese Christians are,
and why they call themselves 'Christians'. Answers to this question shed
considerable light on their moral values, especially regarding their lack of
differentiation from other groups.
Firstly, it should be pointed out that several sociological surveys,
including my own, have shown that a somewhat higher percentage of the
Japanese population call themselves 'Christians' than attend church.28 This is
because many of those who have attended a Christian school or university
feel more identified with Christianity than with any other religion. 29 In
theory, the Christians in my sample belonged to a variety of different
denominations, including Roman Catholic, Russian Orthodox, Nihon
Kirisuto Kyodan, Methodist and 'Non-Church' denominations, but in practice
few of them actively participated in their churches. Nevertheless in
questionnaires they often continue to identify themselves as 'Christians'.
Secondly, the religious practices of these 'Christians' are not particularly
different from those of the majority of the Japanese population, whether or
not they claim to have a religion. For example, Shintoists accounted for
about 4% of my sample, Christians for about 5% and the non-religious for
about 74%, but among those who possess a mamori (safety charm) the
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percentages are virtually the same—proportional to the size of each group.
This is shown by Table 1.10.
Table 1.10 Claimed religious affiliations, or none, correlated with
various religious practices30
Shintoists
(N. = 29)

Buddhists
(N. = 104)

Christians
(N. = 38)

Nonreligious
(N. = 491)

162
152
431
579
168
185
146

4.3%
11.7%
5.3%
3.7%
4.3%
4.2%
7.0%
8.2%

15.6%
17.9%
34.2%
14.8%
15.5%
14.3%
14.6%
19.2%

5.7%
1.2%
2.6%
4.6%
4.5%
6.0%
5.4%
1.4%

73.6%
68.5%
57.9%
76.1%
75.1%
75.0%
73.0%
70.5%

510
410
322
349

4.3%
4.4%
4.3%
6.9%

16.5%
17.6%
17.4%
17.2%

2.7%
3.9%
3.7%
9.5%

75.7%
73.7%
73.6%
65.9%

Number
Proportion of overall sample
Possession of a kamidana
Possession of a butsudan
Possession of a safety charm
Having drawn a mikuji
Having 'done astrology'
Having consulted a palmist
Having consulted a name
diviner
Visited a shrine at New Year
Conducted a grave visit at bon
Pay attention to yakudoshis
Having 'prayed by oneself' [at
a time of crisis rather than
out of habit]

For the most part, there is relatively little association between practice
and claimed religious affiliation beyond fairly obvious connections such as
those relating to the possession of Shinto or Buddhist domestic altars. For
most other religious practices, their overall distribution is approximately
proportional to the overall distribution of these religious groups. Most of the
Christians had also been involved in various kinds of fortune-telling and
other practices associated with Shinto or Buddhism. Many of them had
continued to do so while still professing to be Christians.31
For example, one of these Christian families regularly attend the local
church of the United Church of Christ in Japan (Nihon Kirisuto Kyōdan). I
asked the wife why they have mamori safety charms and subscribe to other
non-Christian practices. She appeared embarrassed by my question and said
that she knew the Bible prohibits such things "but my own opinion is that it
is important to follow these traditional customs too". Most Christian
denominations regard such practices as contrary to their Christian faith,
citing scriptures such as Deuteronomy 18:10-12 in support of this view. In
the two urban neighbourhoods in which I conducted my fieldwork, the only
Christian we encountered whose religious practices and moral values were
consistent with those we would have expected from those who professed to
be Christians was a man who belonged to the Jehovah’s Witnesses.
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Therefore most of those whom I have here described as 'Christians',
according to their own designations, are those whom many missionaries
would regard as 'nominal' Christians. Few of them are regular church-goers.
However, in the past they have had some Christian connections and
sometimes the children of such Christians continue to call themselves
Christians too, even though it is many years since they attended a church.
It is therefore not surprising that their moral views are not particularly
distinctive from the 'non-religious' majority, except in a few attitudes,
particularly those relating to sexual matters, in which the statistics are
affected by the relatively high proportion of women among these (nominal)
Christians. There is little doubt that different results would probably be
obtained if the sample were to include only regular churchgoers or
'committed' Christians.
Nevertheless, this material demonstrates some of the moral values and
religious practices of those who regard themselves as in some way 'Christian'.
It is significant that they are nevertheless still willing to identify themselves
with the minority Christian religion in a social context where most people
subscribe to Buddhist or Shinto practices but many also tend to dissociate
themselves from having a formal attachment to any particular religion. The
very fact that a substantial number of people identify themselves with
'Christianity' in itself says something about either a respect accorded to the
Christian religion or at least an unwillingness to dissociate oneself entirely
from a religion with which one has been connected in the past.
Assumptions about one’s own ministry
In this paper I have tried to indicate that many missionaries are socialised
first to their mission, then to the church and last of all to the Japanese culture.
Ideally it would be best if their socialisation is the other way round—first to
the wider culture, secondly to the church and thirdly to the mission, but I
recognise that this is impractical. We all need a support structure of some
kind, and a mission fellowship is often valuable in this respect. What I have
tried to do in this paper is to try to challenge a few of the common
assumptions which could actually be hindrances rather than helps to those
who are seeking to communicate the gospel of Jesus Christ.
Hindrances to communicating the good news of Jesus are manifold. They
do include demonic powers as well as cultural and linguistic obstacles.
However, in highlighting some of the ways in which peculiarly “Christian”
vocabulary and traditions can become incorporated within the Christian
“ghetto” sub-culture—it seems to me that in many cases the main hindrance
to a Japanese person accepting Christ is actually the church itself! Reform
has to start with the household of God.
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Finally, I would like to add a word about the assumptions of missionaries
regarding their own ministries. A couple of decades ago a Japanese term in
fairly popular usage was “maihomushugi” (“my home-ism”). One dictionary
defines it as ‘a home-and-family-centred way of life’. 32 In a loose way,
however, it denotes a feeling of “I’m all right, Jack” if I have my own home
and so I can let the rest of the world get on with their own lives. Perhaps
there is something not dissimilar among missionaries, whose equivalent
would be described as “maiministryshugi”.
Unfortunately this expression, even in English, contains an oxymoron—a
contradiction in terms. For far too long the church of Jesus Christ in Japan
has been plagued by denominationalism. Converts who have been brought
up in one denomination but then move tend to feel an obligation to keep on
attending a church of the same denomination even if it involves travel over
considerable distances, rather than attending a more local congregation.
Fortunately some of these attitudes are beginning to change, but there is still
a strong legacy of them. Instead of a loyalty to the universal church of Jesus
Christ, there tends to be a particularistic loyalty to a specific type of group.
Unfortunately this tends to be fostered to some extent by pastors or
missionaries who are contaminated by an attitude of “maiministryshugi”.
The fact is that it is not “my ministry” or “my church”. It belongs to Jesus
Christ. Unless we let the Lord Jesus Christ set the agenda, our structures and
local fellowships will be idols to “maiministryshugi”. Are we willing to ask
Jesus what He thinks about our churches and our ministries? Are we willing
to let Him make changes which we would rather that He didn’t make? It
might be that His taste in church is not actually the same as ours!
In this I am not thinking primarily of external structures but of the inner
life of the spirit. It is not a question of whether we have a liturgy or
extempore prayer. Jesus loves the “bells and smells” churches and also the
dancing charismatics. However, Ezekiel chapters eight to ten show that one
thing which causes the glory of God to depart is idolatry.
“Maiministryshugi” is a form of idolatry because we think it is “my”
ministry and not Christ’s.
Once we recognise that the ministry belongs to Jesus and not to us, it
liberates us to be willing to ‘give away’ our disciples to another church
nearer to where they live. Actually, if we are willing to bless others in this
way, because it is more blessed to give than to receive, it is quite possible
that the Lord might begin to bless our own ministries in new and unexpected
ways. To what extent do we meet together with other pastors and
missionaries in our areas in order to pray for one another and to share in their
pastoral concerns too? When will a sense of partnership be developed so that
churches can co-operate in genuine unity without being pushed apart by
denominational and individual differences?
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I have in mind, for example, the kind of partnerships which have
developed among ministries trying to reach out to the peoples of Central
Asia—partnerships in which people from many different churches and
missions meet together on a regular basis not only to discuss common issues
but also to pray and worship together. To some extent the Hayama seminar
and groups such as JEMA also play in Japan a similar role but the spirit of
partnership needs to be reinforced at a local level not only between pastors
but also between lay people who are encouraged to participate in activities
organised on a city-wide basis. There are already many such ventures but
they need to develop further in a spirit of mutual respect and co-operation,
recognising that the church belongs to Jesus Christ and to him alone.
Certainly there is in Japan a strong feeling that a particular relationship
with a specific teacher (sensei) is in accordance with Japanese culture. This
is true, but it is also not dissimilar from the model of Jesus and his disciples.
Jesus practised a close sensei-deshi (teacher-disciple) relationship with the
twelve whom he designated as apostles, a term meaning something like
“missionaries”, those who are sent out. They were not intended to stay
always tied to the location of the Rabbi, but instead to be trained to go out
and to make others into their own deshi. However, there was a very
important reason why Jesus had to return to heaven and to leave his own
deshi without their physical sensei because Jesus promised another sensei,
the Spirit of Truth, who would be their Counsellor for ever and teach them
all things - as well as reminding them of what Jesus himself had said to them
(John chapters 14 to 16). Though a human sensei can be helpful, he is not to
take the place of the Holy Spirit, the ultimate sensei.
I believe that the Lord wants us to give back to Him the church in Japan.
He has His agenda for the churches but we need to be willing to let Him
show us His ways of ministry. “Maiministryshugi” among missionaries is
partly fuelled by the pressure of trying to show to supporters back at home
that there are concrete ‘results’ for which one can take the credit. Among
Japanese pastors “maiministryshugi” is partly fuelled by a fear of losing
one’s flock to other congregations. In both cases there is an element of fear:
fear of loss of face, of support or finances. However, if we esteem others as
better than ourselves and have a genuine sense of love for others in the body
of Christ, this fear can be overcome by love, which is the antithesis to fear.
“There is no fear in love. But perfect love drives out fear” (1 John 5:18).
“Maiministryshugi” is an underlying primary assumption at the heart of the
Japanese church but we need to recognise and repent of it if we want to see
Christ’s kingdom come and HIS not our will be done here on earth, in Japan.
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Response to Lewis, “Questioning Assumptions”
By Chris Momose*
Dr. Lewis mentioned at the beginning of his first session that new
missionaries need to be careful that they are not influenced in negative or
unhelpful ways by their mission or the missionaries with whom they work or
associate. Having come to Japan on my own as a tent-maker, without any
mission affiliation, I was able to avoid the pitfalls he mentioned. I think it is
very important that negative feelings and attitudes about aspects of Japanese
culture and thinking, etc. be kept to ourselves and not passed on to new
missionaries. If they realize such negative aspects on their own, fine; but
indoctrinating new missionaries from the start with talk that may bias them
against the Japanese is unwise. There are many aspects of Japanese culture
that are completely out of line with Scripture and God's unchanging moral
and spiritual laws. And that's why we are here in Japan ― to help the
Japanese people come to a realization of their sinfulness in their Creator's
sight and their need for a Savior, Jesus Christ.
Dr. Lewis also discussed the concept of Japan being a "shame" society
rather than a "sin" society. His research (questionnaires) results were
interesting and informative. Many missionaries have read or heard about
Ruth Benedict's book, The Chrysanthemum and the Sword, and their
thinking has been influenced by it to some degree. Dr. Lewis' research
showed that most Japanese would feel both shame and guilt if they stole,
committed adultery, lied, did not repay a debt owed, had an abortion, etc.
(even if no one knew they did those things).
I have found during my 17 years in Japan that most Japanese do, indeed,
have a sense of guilt in addition to shame. This is not surprising, since the
Bible makes it very clear that all human beings have a God-given conscience
that tells them what is right and wrong. Ignoring it will result in its becoming
calloused and hard, but people do have a basic understanding of what is right
and wrong.
In regard to evangelistic work, it is VITAL that we who share the Gospel
share the WHOLE Gospel. A "4 Spiritual Laws" type of approach, where
almost no mention is made of repentance and the requirement that those who
follow Christ deny themselves, take up their cross and follow (obey) Jesus
daily misses the mark completely, especially in Japan, where people
*
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regularly ignore their conscience to please the group or family. People are
aware of their "sin" even if they do not call it "tsumi." I have often heard that
people do not have a concept of personal "tsumi," but in my ministry this is
not the case. Yes, the average person doesn't consider himself a "tsumibito,"
but when we take time to explain what we are talking about when we use the
term, the Holy Spirit will convict people of their sinfulness and need for
forgiveness.
Dr. Lewis mentioned the fact that his research (and research by others)
showed that a somewhat higher percentage of the Japanese population call
themselves "Christians" than attend church. Also, that the religious practices
of these "Christians" are not particularly different from those of the majority
of the Japanese population, whether or not they claim to have a religion.
This is sad, but accurate, I believe. So many churches (particularly those
pastored by Japanese, but not only those) compromise on idolatry and other
occultic Japanese customs. So few churches teach an uncompromising (the
only position pleasing to God) position on ancestor worship, temple and
shrine visits, attendance at Buddhist funerals and hōji, etc. as being SIN.
Compromise with this issue is the main reason for the lack of church growth
in Japan. God cannot and will not bless the efforts of compromising churches
and "Christians" who have not repented of idolatry.
Dr. Lewis closed this session by reminding us that missionaries must be
careful of labeling the work they are doing as missionaries as "my ministry."
I agree wholeheartedly. 1 Peter 5:1-2 makes it very clear that we who are
ministers are shepherding the "flock of God" not our own sheep. He said,
"Once we recognize that the ministry belongs to Jesus and not to us, it
liberates us to be willing to "give away' our disciples to another church
nearer to where they live. Actually, if we are willing to bless others in this
way, because it is more blessed to give than to receive, it is quite possible
that the Lord might begin to bless our own ministries in new and unexpected
ways." I agree with this in principle.
At the same time, while I agree that "denominationalism" is wrong, I do
not think we should let church members attend any church they want to if
they are forced to stop fellowshipping with our church (moving, going to
university, etc.). Not all churches are good. Many are very bad. To some
extent, it is important that we give guidance to such people in regard to
which churches would most likely be best to avoid (or try out) when looking
for a new church.

Breaking Down Barriers
By
David Lewis
“Our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against
the authorities, against the powers of this dark world and against the spiritual
forces of evil in the heavenly realms” wrote St. Paul to the church in Ephesus
(Ephesians 6:12, New International Version).
In Japan any form of Christian ministry, whether it be evangelism, church
planting, Bible teaching, preaching, discipleship classes or whatever,
involves not only a dependence on the Holy Spirit but also a struggle against
powers of darkness which can try to interfere with such ministries. There
needs to be some recognition of the nature of the struggle in order to pray in
an effective way against these powers of darkness. In this session I would
like to highlight a few of the ways in which people in Japan can become
affected by demonic influences.
Religious rituals at work
Through pressures put on a person by his or her commitment to the firm
where he or she is employed, participation in certain religious rituals can
become obligatory or at least expected. At the Tōray factory in Shiga
prefecture where I conducted my anthropological fieldwork, it became clear
that to some extent the company’s religious rituals were influenced by a man
who describes himself as an "amateur medium" and claims to receive
revelations from the spirit world.1 Technically he is the managing director of
his own catering business, which runs all the canteens in this factory, so he is
in effect the firm’s 'catering manager'.
Yoshida-san says that his revelations from the spirit world take the form
of "mental flashes" which can be similar to premonitions. Sometimes they
come through dreams. For example, he said that while on a holiday in Guam
he visited some wartime trenches in which Japanese soldiers had been killed.
As was his habit, he began to recite Buddhist sutras. Later the spirits
revealed to him that his actions in Guam had enabled the spirits of twelve
dead soldiers to return with him to Japan.
It should be noted that the Bible strongly prohibits the consultation of
mediums and deliberate attempts to make contact with spirits of the dead (e.g.
Leviticus 20:27; Deuteronomy 18:9-13). In a study which I conducted
among nurses in Leeds, England, I discovered a statistically significant
correlation between involvement with spiritualism or Ouija boards and
experiences described or interpreted as 'the presence of the dead'.2 It seems
that in probably the majority of cases, such experiences of what is described
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as 'the presence of the dead' are likely to indicate demonic activity or
influence in or around the person.
How this man has influenced the religious life of the Tōray company is
indicated by the following quotations from an interview which I conducted
with Yoshida-san:
"This morning Oishi-san found that a tree in the park around the
Tōray shrines had been blown over and was tilted at an angle. He
didn't know what to do about it, so asked me to find out from the
spirits if it would be better to cut down the tree or straighten it up
again. He did not want to risk the wrath of the local kami if he were to
take the wrong course of action.”
"One of the men here at Tōray had a stomach problem and came to me
for advice. I told him to go to pray to [the statue/idol of a particular
Buddhist deity] near to the local high school. The man recovered so I
presume he acted upon my advice.”
“The Tōray factory in Ishikawa prefecture has only 200 employees
because it is largely mechanised, but these men clubbed together to
buy a yashiro [“idol”] for the factory. The manager of the Ishikawa
factory came to consult me about their proposed installation of this
yashiro (in its own small shrine precincts) and to ask my opinion
about the best kind of yashiro, where to find a craftsman to make it
and other such details. He then bought the yashiro and it was installed
at the Ishikawa factory in June 1984.”
"The manager of the Tōray factory in Ibaraki prefecture came to
consult me because he had been involved in a series of traffic
accidents. We prayed together at my family shrine on the 6th and 16th
of that month. He then returned to Ibaraki prefecture and ceased to be
involved in any traffic accidents after that. Some time later, in 1982,
that manager came back here and took back with him a yashiro for the
factory in Ibaraki."3
Regarding the yashiro, Yoshida-san explained to me that after the
wooden image is made by a specialist in Kyoto there is a special ceremony
for the deity to enter the yashiro. Whereas previously the statue was merely
an image, this ceremony transforms it into the dwelling place for a god.
Whereas most anthropologists tend to avoid the term 'idol' and prefer to refer
to an image or statue instead, it seems to me that in this context the term
'idol' could be used for referring to an image in which a spirit has been
invited to dwell. Such a ceremony, albeit in a Buddhist context, is described
by Joya as follows:
'When a Buddhist picture or sculpture is completed, a kaigen-kugyō or
eye-opening service is held. It is a rite to install soul into the statue or
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picture. The eyes are already painted in the picture, or carved in the
statue, but the eye-opening service is required to make it worthy of
worship. At the service, a painting brush is passed over the Buddha's
eyes in the imaginary act of painting them...Eyes are regarded as the
"windows of the soul", and by opening them, the soul is activated to
reach others, it is said...'4
This concept of the eyes as "windows of the soul" has a parallel in the
teachings of Jesus: "Your eye is the lamp of your body. When your eyes are
good, your whole body also is full of light. But when they are bad, your body
also is full of darkness. See to it, then, that the light within you is not
darkness..." (Luke 11:34-35).
At least one religious rite within the factory which I studied had
apparently been instituted through the influence of Yoshida-san after a large
fire broke out in the factory on 1st April 1973. 5 There was considerable
damage, but nobody was killed or injured. On my visit to the factory in
December 2000 I was told that it was not Yoshida-san himself but a
‘prophet’ (yogensha) or shaman (kitōshi) recommended by Yoshida-san who
had discerned the spiritual cause of the fire. Those in the General Affairs
section who are currently responsible for organising religious rituals in the
factory did not know the identity of this shaman but suggested that it might
have been a Shinto priest from a local shrine. The shaman declared that the
fire had been caused by the fact that the Tōray company had done nothing to
appease the spirits of warriors who had died in the area some 1,300 years
previously - in the year 672 AD - when a major battle took place during a
war of succession over the emperorship. At that time the area where part of
the factory now stands had been a swamp, so many of those who died in the
battle had been swallowed up in the swamp without receiving a proper burial.
Therefore the factory manager at that time inaugurated a monthly
Buddhist ritual within the factory precincts in order to appease the spirits of
those who had died. Although the battle took place on the 22nd of July 672
AD, the 15th of each month was chosen as an “easy and convenient date in
the middle of the month” on which to placate the spirits of the dead warriors.
In July, however, the ceremony is on the 22nd, when all the departmental
managers (buchō) and the factory manager also attend the ritual, which takes
a little longer than average. For the rituals in the middle of each of the other
eleven months just one representative from the company attends on behalf of
the whole firm. This man, whom I call by the pseudonym “Ōishi-san” in my
book, was the person within the General Affairs department whose job
includes the practical arrangements for religious rituals in the company. The
following description is of the rite as I observed it on the 15th of May 1984.
At 9:00 am Ōishi-san leaves the factory and goes to a small flower shop
in the street leading up to the main gate of the factory. There he buys two
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small bunches of flowers which have already been prepared by the
shopkeeper for whom Ōishi-san is a regular customer. After chatting
together for a few minutes, Ōishi-san returns to the factory, bringing with
him a receipt for the flowers so his expenses can be reimbursed later.6 He
takes the flowers to a monument resembling a tomb which had been set up
within the factory precincts to commemorate those who had died in the battle
of 672 AD: it is fenced off by itself in a small enclosure which also contains
a few trees and shrubs. There Ōishi-san prepares offerings of flowers, tea
and fruit, fetching the tea and fruit from some nearby offices and kitchen. All
is ready by 10:00 am when a Buddhist priest arrives from a nearby Nichiren
Shōshū temple.7
The priest is given his payment in an envelope which he puts in a pocket
in his robes.8 He then sits down on a seat provided by Ōishi-san in front of
the monument, lights the incense sticks and, with a rosary in his hand, begins
his chanting. Ōishi-san stands about four feet behind the priest, his hands put
together in prayer with a rosary between them. His eyes are shut for the most
part but occasionally he looks around—I suspect mainly to check up on what
I am doing! For about eighteen minutes the priest continues to chant but once
the ritual is finished he leaves quickly in his car which is parked next to the
monument. He says that he does not really have time to answer my questions,
claiming not to know much at all about the origins of these rituals. Instead,
he refers me to an old man in the older part of that district of the city who is
an expert on local history and who maintains the rites at some tombstones
not far from the local station—not within the Tōray factory precincts but in
another industrial area—which also commemorate those killed in battle in
this area. The priest thereby avoided having to express his own attitude to
these rites—which was the question I had asked him.9
On the 22nd of July the ritual is very similar except that in the course of it
each buchō in turn, lining up in the same way as is done at a funeral, takes a
pinch of incense and puts it into a small charcoal brazier. He stands for a
moment as if in prayer and then passes on for the next person to take his turn.
The incense contains shikimi, the Buddhist ‘sacred tree’—a kind of Buddhist
equivalent to the Shinto sakaki tree. Not only is the whole process of burning
incense the same as that at a funeral but it is also referred to in both kinds of
ritual by the term shōkō suru—to burn or offer incense, as to a departed soul.
In both cases the overt purpose of the rite is to “comfort” the deceased, but
for the Tōray officials it is seen as one ore version of the various rituals held
at the factory to pray for safety. Although they do stand momentarily in an
attitude of prayer when burning the incense, their prayers (if any) are along
the lines of asking for safety in the factory. Several other such rituals at the
factory are Shinto but the attitudes of the participants and the expressed
purpose of the rites is to pray for safety at work and the avoidance of
disasters.
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In contrast to the occult influences from Yoshida-san, the fact that the
Tōray company's President in Tokyo is supposed to be a Christian has no
apparent effect on the company. It was Ueda-san, the Managing Director of
this particular factory, who told me that the President and his wife were
Christians, but he did not know their denomination. On the occasion of the
anniversary of the founding of the firm, the President and other past or
present board members attend the Shinto rites at the main company shrine on
the hillside behind this factory. There is no indication that the President's
own religious views are different from those of any others.
When the department which manufactures video films began to have a
serious accident rate, its departmental manager decided that on the first
workday of every month he and his section managers should go to the
company's main shrine to pray for safety in their department. However, their
accident rate still continued to be high. One day the inconsistency between
their prayers and actual experience was highlighted when they returned from
their prayers for safety to find that one of their men had accidentally cut off
his finger on a machine. Two years later this film departmental manager told
me that he thought the firm's religious rites "have no technical effect".
Overall, those at the top of the company, who have to take part in more
rites than any others, are also the ones who are most willing to deny any
personal faith in the efficacy of these rites. By contrast, those lower down the
firm's hierarchy are more likely to profess some such faith - even when asked
in private without their replies being overheard by any others. Perhaps they
feel reluctant, even in private, to express doubts about the official company
ideology, whereas those nearer the top have less to lose by voicing their
doubts to an outsider. Nevertheless, such doubts are not expressed in public.
Even the union leader adopted the official 'company line' when he gave the
opinion that the rites do have some effect "otherwise the company would not
perform them": however, his replies were communicated through a third
party because "unexpected business" meant that he was unavailable for
interview at the time originally arranged.
A total of eighteen people were asked about their attitudes to the rites. Of
these, sixteen were principal participants and two were helpers who assist
with jobs such as pouring water over the hands of participants as they enter
the company’s shrine. Both of these helpers are low in the firm's hierarchy
and both say they think the kami do protect, one of them saying he "believes
70%". Correlating the eighteen replies with the informants' positions in the
firm's hierarchy, an interesting pattern emerges:
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Table 2.1 Attitudes to company rites
High

Position in Company
Middle
Low

"Rites have no effect"
"Spiritual but not technological effect"

5
2

1

"Effect only on one's feelings"
"God does protect and the rite does have
some effect"

2

2
4

2

There is therefore a strong indication that those most sceptical about the
efficacy of the rites are, ironically, the very people whose jobs require them
to participate most often in those rites and who have taken part in them for
several years. They are the high ranking company officials of departmental
manager level, or higher, whereas those lower in the hierarchy have a more
limited range of rites in which they participate or have not been obliged to do
so over so many years.
There are two possible explanations for this finding. It may be that the top
management have less to risk by expressing scepticism than those lower
down the hierarchy. Another possibility is that their longer experience of the
rites and of not noticing any tangible result from them has in itself
encouraged private scepticism. The experience of the film departmental
manager who came from the Shinto shrine to find that one of his men had cut
off a finger shows how such scepticism can be easily generated.10
Nevertheless, despite the scepticism towards such rites, they are
perpetuated largely because people feel obliged to participate. For example,
Mr. Mita, a middle-ranking employee at Tōray, says that when a new
building is erected or new piece of heavy machinery installed in his
department, he is expected to attend the Shinto jichinsai ceremony for
appeasing the god of the locality. He told me that it is with reluctance that he
participates but he does so because it is a company ceremony and he feels
obliged to take part. Almost all those in the department attend the ceremony,
because, even if they are not "ordered" to take part, those higher up in the
firm "invite" them to do so if they have nothing else to do. In so far as few of
them have specific tasks which have to be done without delay at that time,
virtually everyone in the department does attend the jichinsai.
For those at the top of the hierarchy there is an example to be set to those
lower down. They might also be conscious of possible effects on their
careers if they did not participate in the firm's anniversary rites when the top
management come down from Tokyo. The same holds true of those further
down the hierarchy, especially if they have no ideological basis for refusing
to participate. The only ones likely to have such an ideology antagonistic to
participation in the rites are those belonging to what are viewed as 'extreme'
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religions like the Sōka Gakkai or evangelical Christianity. It seems, however,
that even for these people participation in the rituals might be a 'safer' option
than risking one's career chances by refusing to take part. Once they have
begun to participate without protest it is more difficult to refuse to take part
some years later if they reach the higher rungs of the company ladder.
These pressures are illustrated by the experience of a Tōray manager
named Mr. Kono who is now a Christian and had refused to participate in
these rituals.11 His experience is worth quoting in some detail:
“When I worked for the Tōray Shiga plant I was the buchō for production.
In our plant there were 150 people working as my staff. Every month we had
to go to the Sonoyama shrine for the anzen kigan [prayers for safety] ritual.
We had to pray for the safety of our people—so I was supposed to pray for
the 150 people in my division.
Before I worked at the Shiga plant I had worked in the Gifu plant but had
to live separately from my family (tanshinfunin) because my family lived in
Ōtsu. I was living for seven years as tanshinfunin before I moved to Shiga.
That was a very difficult time for my family, especially for my wife who had
a very lonely time. At that time she came to this church to study English
conversation. Then she came to know Jesus here and was baptised. When I
heard of this I believed in Jesus too but I wouldn’t be baptised at that time
because I had many barriers to baptism. So I believed just in my heart.
When some years later I moved to Shiga, at that time I believed in Jesus,
so I couldn’t participate in the Sonoyama Inari ceremony. I refused to do it
in 1988 but many people were angry with me: Yoshida-san was particularly
angry. For over forty years the ceremony had been continued so many people
were angry at my decision. They said, ‘If you stop going to Sonoyama every
month your people will get a lot of misfortunes or accidents’. Those angry
with me included some of the top management and some in my department,
but there were also many people who agreed with me, and so I could
continue in my decision. There was no pressure from the top management at
Tōray because some of the top managers are Christians so some of them can
understand me—although other Christians participated in the rites.
Actually some accident did happen but I never changed my decision. At
the top of the building where the production plant is located they were doing
some construction work. In the evening the people who had been working on
the construction covered with a sheet the hole where they had been
excavating. It was just beside the path from the working place to the
washroom. A night shift worker had a digestive problem and was in a hurry
to get to the washroom so he went very quickly and walked on the sheet and
fell straight down to the floor underneath. He injured his hip and upper leg.
For three months he was in hospital and after six months returned to work.
This was probably three months or so after I refused to participate in the
monthly prayers. Many people criticised me. I still refused to pray at the
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shrine: there was no temptation to conform to the prayers. I believed in
Jesus: I thought the accident was some plan of Jesus, in the will of Jesus. I
believed I should never change my belief on that issue. I also did many
things at that time to keep safety for the workers—for example, I made rules
for construction so as to preserve safety, and I got handrails etc. installed, but
I never went back to the religious ceremony.
There was no extra pressure to conform to big ceremonies like the
anniversary of the founding of the company, but after three years I moved to
Mishima plant in Shizuoka prefecture. There my responsibility was for a
technical issue so I did not need to be involved with religious matters, so I
was happy. After I had worked for three years in Mishima I moved to the
USA and worked for Tōray Plastics America in Rhode Island. In the USA
every Sunday my wife and I went to church and I made sure of my faith.
Afterwards, when we came back from the USA to Japan, I was ordered to go
to Tsuchiura in Ibaraki prefecture as the plant manager of Tōray Tsuchiura
plant. There was a similar shrine like the Sonoyama one but I couldn’t refuse
to participate because I was the only top manager in the plant so I had to
continue the ceremony. But I was not happy. So every time I went to the
shrine I prayed, “Please, change my job” to one which would not involve
such religious duties. Twenty months later I moved to Shiga. That position
was part of the technical staff so I don’t need to go to the religious rites. Last
year—in the year 2000—I was baptised.”
It seems that Mr. Kono felt unable to be baptised while he knew that he
might be put in a position where he would have to compromise his faith by
participating in activities at work which would go against his conscience.
Nevertheless, years before he was baptised he was willing to make such a
stand at work by refusing to participate in the Shinto prayers, despite the
criticisms of others. However, he described the situation of one of his
colleagues at work who feels the pressures are too strong to resist as follows.
“I have a friend, Mr. U., who is not here [at church] today but he usually
comes on Sundays. However, he can’t be baptised yet because he is in the
top management of Tōray. He and I were in almost the same situation but I’d
prayed to be freed from such things. A top management post should have
been filled by either Mr. U. or myself: he was the one who was appointed.
So he still has many pressures. It will continue for him for about two or three
years more. Later he’ll be able to be baptised because he’ll be free. If he
refuses such an issue, probably he must give up his status: the pressure is
very serious. I was buchō but not top management: Mr. U. is a Board
Member of Tōray (jōmutorishimaryaku). The pressure for him is much
greater. No-one tells him this but he feels the pressure so he can’t refuse.”
Mr. Kono’s comments about company pressures on men to conform to
religious rites provide a helpful perspective on one of the many reasons why
more women tend to become Christians: “In Japan”, says Mr. Kono, “many
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women can be baptised but for a salaryman it is very difficult to be a
Christian.” This is an area into which we need to be praying. It is also
important for Christian businessmen to provide support and encouragement
to one another. No single church is likely to have enough businessmen facing
such problems for the pastoral issues to be dealt with within the church. This
is one of the inter-church issues for which co-operation and support
structures across denominational lines would be appropriate.
Some missionaries are aware that there might be religious rites connected
with certain companies but I’d be interested to know how much specific
prayer is directed towards this aspect of the work lives of their church
members. There are several possible reasons why Japanese women tend to
be more responsive to Christianity than their husbands tend to be, but it
seems to me that little attention has so far been paid to the spiritual
influences on the men which come from the very place where they work.
I am reminded of my wife’s experience some years ago when she was
doing some part-time teaching at a high school in England. She noticed that
in one classroom she often faced problems with the children’s discipline,
with a lot of disruption of the lessons. Ruth, my wife, was teaching religious
studies with a considerable amount of biblical material included in it, so
there was reason for some spiritual attack on the lessons in addition to
ordinary human factors. Eventually Ruth decided to go into the school earlier
in the morning so that she could spend some time praying in that classroom
before the lessons started. From that time onwards she noticed that there was
considerably less disruption of her lessons.
For the most part, missionaries in Japan have focussed on reaching the
residents of certain geographical neighbourhoods, usually the areas around
the missionaries’ place of residence. To a large extent the people who are
most easily to contact tend to be housewives not only because they are at
home but also because they often tend to have somewhat more free time in
which they could attend meetings. Their husbands usually go off to work
early in the mornings and return home fairly late in the evenings, with little
time or energy for going to any kind of Christian meetings. On a Sunday
morning they often want to sleep in.
However, there is some difference to this life-style pattern in one of the
areas I studied, namely an estate of shataku (company housing) for
employees of the Tōray company. In contrast to the commuting times of an
hour or more which were common for those living in the owner-occupied
housing estate where my wife and I were living, those in the shataku had
only a few minutes’ walk to get into work. As a result the men living in the
shataku tended to have a little more free time in the evenings and at the
weekends. This is one of many factors which influence a person’s
availability for attending meetings of a religious nature.
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Though there have been some efforts to focus evangelistic efforts in
Japan on factories or companies (rather than on neighbourhoods or specific
interest groups such as students), it seems to me that we need to re-evaluate
mission strategy to take account of the particular factors which are presented
by the demands of work. Any such strategy should include also some
specific prayer against possible demonic influences affecting those working
within the company.
The Cult of the Dead
Much has already been written about memorial practices in Japan so there
is little else which I need to add.12 My comments will be confined to just a
few aspects which might not be so widely known by the current audience
and to note their relevance for understanding something of Japanese attitudes
towards the ancestors.
Firstly, it seems that more attention ought to be paid to the role of dreams
and other types of spiritual experiences in prompting people to observe
rituals for the ancestors. On the basis of several anecdotes, as expressed by
people I have interviewed in Japan and also by nurses whom I interviewed in
Britain about their spiritual experiences, my impression is that the two
cultures differ to a certain extent in their attitude towards dreams about close
relatives who have died. One of the nurses I interviewed told me of such
dreams which she felt were comforting, as if they were reassurances of the
departed being all right and at peace. By contrast, in Japan at least some
people interpret such dreams as saying that the person is not at peace and is
in need of spiritual consolation through the performance of ancestral rituals.
One of my interview subjects, Mr. Kaneda, expressed this clearly:
“Ten days ago I had a dream about my mother's brother. He wanted
me to pray more fervently and to perform the ancestral rites for him...I
can't now remember his words to me in the dream, or even if there
were any words at all, but my strong feeling when I awoke was that
this was what my uncle wanted me to do.”13
This Mr. Kaneda had inherited from his maternal uncle several rice fields
and a mountain, the sale of which had enabled him to buy his present home.
Otherwise, it would have been impossible for him to buy his present house in
Aoyama on his salary as a railway conductor. His mother's brother had died
childless and had not formally adopted Mr. Kaneda, but as heir of his uncle's
property Mr. Kaneda feels a responsibility to maintain the ancestral rites on
behalf of his uncle. However, his irregular shifts meant that sometimes he
was unable to pray daily at the household butsudan (Buddhist altar), so his
wife usually performed the rites on his behalf. Now, because of his dream,
he is trying to perform the rites more regularly himself. This illustrates the
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role of dreams in prompting religious actions directed towards the ancestors.
Further research on this topic is likely to give more insights into factors
which prompt people towards ancestral rites. However, I mention this
because it seems that these kinds of spiritual experiences are ones which
demonic powers could potentially manipulate in order to prompt relatively
‘non-religious’ people into performing such rituals. When praying for
Japanese people this could be borne in mind so that Christians can
specifically take authority over demonic powers, in the name of Jesus, and
resist such deceiving spirits.
A second comment I would like to make about memorial rituals concerns
the fact that they have much wider expressions than the obvious forms of
rituals at the butsudan or at graves. For example, offerings are presented by
some families not at a formal butsudan but at a photograph of a deceased
relative. Sometimes a Shinto kamidana can become the focus of prayers not
just to the Shinto deities but even to deceased ancestors. These practices are
described in more detail on pages 188 to 194 of The Unseen Face of Japan.
A third aspect of ancestral rites is the question of motivation. I shall be
discussing this further in our next session, in the context of cultural attitudes
towards memorialism. However, sometimes one of the other motivations
towards conducting ancestral rites is fear. The fear of offending the spirits or
the threat which can come from a muenbotoke (‘unattached spirit’) is one
motivation towards ancestral rites. In so far as demonic spirits often
manipulate through fear, this again is something which might require
specific intercessory prayer.
Some further insight into such motivations or attitudes comes from
responses to a question I asked of seventy people about whether they
considered that their ancestors would be "angry" or "sad" if their living
descendants did not visit the graves:
Table 2.3 Attitudes expressed towards grave rites

Yes: ancestors are both angry and sad
No: ancestors are neither angry nor sad
Ancestors are not angry but they are sad
Ancestors are not angry but are lonely
"I would feel guilty inside if I didn't go"
"I can't say because I go there anyway"
"Don't know"

People who
regularly visit
ancestral graves
(Number = 50)

People who
seldom or never
visit
(Number = 20)

7 people (=14%)
16 people(=32%)
13 people (=26%)
4 people (= 8%)
6 people (=12%)
2 people (= 4%)
2 people (= 4%)

1 person (= 5%)
18 people (=90%)

1 person (= 5%)

To a large extent these beliefs are consistent with people's practices. 14
Some—but not very many—do think that the ancestors would be angry if
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they did not visit the graves, and for these people fear is possibly one
component among their motivations in performing the grave rites. However,
what I would like to draw attention to at the moment is the reply of the four
people who said that the ancestors would not be angry but would be “lonely”
if they were not visited. Similar attitudes have been expressed elsewhere
regarding the visitation of cemetaries for pets.15 The feeling that the ancestors
might become “lonely” was also expressed in a different context by one of
the families I interviewed who belong to the Zen sect of Japanese Buddhism.
In their case the main temple of Zen Buddhism, Eiheiji in Niigata prefecture,
contains at least one piece of bone from the ashes of each deceased member
of this Nagano family, of both main and branch families. The Naganos say
this is "so that all the ancestors can be together and not be lonely".16
This concept of the ancestors as being potentially “lonely” has
implications for Christian approaches to the ancestors. Japanese ancestral
rites can express an interrelatedness between the living and the dead but
many Christians believe that one of the dangers with the external forms of
these practices, as reflected in offerings and prayers to or for the dead, is that
people might unwittingly open themselves to influence from the spirits of the
dead. Those who venerate such spirits can become enslaved by them. From a
Christian perspective, it would seem that behind the ancestral cult are spirits
of death and other kinds of demonic forces which seek for themselves the
worship due to God alone.
However, according to Berentsen, 'even though Christianity cannot talk of
a reciprocal interdependence between the living and the dead as is the case
with the ancestral rites, it confidently talks of an interrelatedness between the
two in a way which should enable any Christian to understand and
sympathise with the quest for community across death prevalent in ancestor
worship.'17 Such an 'interrelatedness' is expressed in the Christian doctrine of
the 'communion of saints', about which many Christians are reminded when
they read the Apostles' Creed. However, this 'communion of saints' has
applications both in space and time. At any one time, Christians here on
earth belong to the worldwide 'body of Christ' which incorporates many
different cultural expressions (Romans 12:4-8; 1 Corinthians 12:4-31;
Galatians 3:26-29; Ephesians 4:3-16 etc.).
What is not so clear is the extension of this concept across time to include
different generations of believers, both living and dead. For example, on the
mount of transfiguration Jesus was talking with both Moses and Elijah. They
were not only representatives of the law and the prophets whose messages
were fulfilled in Christ, but were also believers from past generations whom
God had sent to talk with Jesus about his own imminent 'exodus' (Luke 9:3031). The letter to the Hebrews highlights examples of faith among people of
previous generations who are described as a ‘great cloud of witnesses’
(Hebrews chapter 11 and 12:1). For Christians, this concept is a stimulus not
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to think of the departed as “lonely” because they are “with Christ… which is
better by far” (Philippians 1:23). Those who turn to Jesus can be comforted
by the promise Jesus made to the thief on the cross that “Today you will be
with me in paradise” Luke 23:43).
What, then are we to say about those who have not turned to Christ?
Where are they after death? This is a huge theological question which is
outside the scope of this paper but has to be addressed to some extent
because it relates to our attitude towards the ancestors whom the Japanese
address or to whom they present offerings.
I shall not try to address the vexed question of prayers for the dead or of
‘baptism for the dead’ on the basis of the obscure reference in 1 Corinthians
15:29, which in Japan is used as a basis for such a practice by the Iesu no
Mitama kyōkai (Spirit of Jesus Church). Nor shall I try to discuss the Roman
Catholic doctrine of purgatory, which is rejected not only by Protestants but
also by Orthodox Christians who nevertheless also practise some prayers for
the souls of the departed.18
Instead, I shall confine myself to a few brief comments on the question of
the identity of those spirits which manifest themselves in some of the
Japanese new religions, such as Mahikari, claiming to be spirits of deceased
ancestors.19 Are these actually the spirits of departed ancestors?
Let me explain at the outset that the reason I even raise this question is
that some people whom I respect who have a wide experience of deliverance
ministry have told me confidentially that it appears as if some of the spirits
which manifest are those which do appear to be deceased human spirits. It is
of course a contentious issue because one always has the question of the
extent to which these are deceiving spirits trying to confuse people.
Traditionally demons have been identified as fallen angels. Several
biblical passages seem to support this viewpoint, including the description in
Revelation 12:7-9 of Satan being cast from heaven along with his angels.
The descriptions of the king of Babylon in Isaiah 14:12-15 and of the king of
Tyre in Ezekiel 28:11-19 have traditionally been seen as referring to the
demonic power behind the human thrones and as descriptions of the fall of
Satan. However, other interpretations are possible, one of which sees these
passages as referring not to Satan himself but to other ‘fallen angels’ of the
kind which are often known as ‘territorial spirits’: the classic example of
such a spirit is referred to in Daniel 10:13 as the ‘prince of Persia’.
On the other hand, there are indications in 2 Peter 2:4 and Jude 6 that at
least some of the ‘fallen angels’ are kept imprisoned and ‘bound in
everlasting chains for judgement on the great Day.’ If so, then it allows the
possibility that these spirits which are kept in chains are fallen angels, which
are too dangerous to be allowed loose in this world, whereas those which are
allowed to be active in this world might be another type of spiritual being.
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So who are the spirits which are often referred to in the gospels and the
Acts of the Apostles as the ones which are cast out by Jesus and his
disciples? The usual term for these in the New Testament is a ‘dirty’
(‘unclean’) spirit—as can be seen, for example, in the footnotes in the New
International Bible to passages such as Matthew 10:1, 12:43, Mark 1:23,
Luke 6:18, Acts 5:16 and so on. In Mark 7:14-23 Jesus uses the same
terminology of being dirty when describing the sins such as ‘evil thoughts,
sexual immorality, theft, murder, adultery, greed, malice, deceit, lewdness,
envy, slander, arrogance and folly’ which make a person ‘unclean’.
Could these ‘dirty’ spirits actually be human spirits? The Bible is silent
on this issue. An interesting but extra-biblical account in this regard comes
from the ‘near-death experience’ recounted in detail by George Ritchie, who
seems to have become a committed Christian largely as a result of his
experience. At first Ritchie found himself outside of his physical body but
did not realise that he was ‘dead’. Later he has an encounter with a ‘man of
light’ who identifies himself as Jesus Christ and who show Ritchie a
panorama of his life, asking what Ritchie had done with his life which was of
ultimate value. Then Jesus took Ritchie to show him various scenes of what
happens after death. In one place Ritchie sees a bar filled with living sailors
who are drinking heavily but also filled with the spirits of dead human
beings who are craving the drinks being consumed by the living. Being
without bodies, the dead cannot grasp the drinks. However, when one of the
sailors passes out from drinking too much, a kind of protective covering over
him momentarily opens up and one of the disembodied spirits dives inside.
Ritchie comments: ‘Presumably these substance-less creatures had once had
solid bodies, as I myself had had. Suppose that when they had been in these
bodies they had developed a dependence on alcohol that went beyond the
physical. That became mental. Spiritual, even. Then when they lost that body,
except when they could briefly take possession of another one, they would
be cut off for all eternity from the thing they could never stop craving. An
eternity like that… surely that would be a form of hell.’20
However, what might be described as the ‘classical’ evangelical position
is that after death there is a judgement whereby those who have responded to
Jesus go to heaven and others go to hell. A ‘classic’ proof-text in this regard
is Hebrews 9:27 which refers to man being ‘destined to die once, and after
that to face judgement’. This scripture is quoted, for example, by Bill
Subritzsky, who writes: ‘Many people are puzzled by spiritism, and the fact
that these spirits seem to know all about the dead persons. We must
recognize that these demonic forces can follow those persons who are not
fully committed to Jesus Christ during their lives, with the result that they
can take note of our address, the clothes we wear, and other personal details.
If we go to a spiritist or medium, that medium will call up that spirit which
claims it is the dead person and the demon will speak about the dead person
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with personal and intimate knowledge because it has followed that dead
person during their lifetime’.21
An alternative viewpoint is perhaps illustrated by Kenneth McAll’s book
Healing the family tree, in which he describes performing the eucharist on
behalf of spirits of the dead. With regard to the ‘classical’ theological
position, McAll writes: ‘At one stage of my Christian life I felt that we could
not pray for the dead since judgement came immediately after death. ‘Just as
man is destined to die once, and after that to face judgement, so Christ was
sacrificed once to take away the sins of many people; and He will appear a
second time…’ (Heb. 9.27). These words do not specify when judgement
will occur—it could be taken as happening parallel to the second coming of
Christ. The Old Testament prohibits consulting the dead and being led by
them as in spiritualism (Deut. 18.11) but does not prohibit praying for the
dead. The New Testament is largely silent on this question…’22
Apparently with McAll’s viewpoint in mind, Subritzsky writes: ‘Recently
there have been some teachings relating to healing whereby the minister has
purported to deal with the spirits of dead persons still seeking a home… In
this particular ministry, there have been real results of healing. There has
been confusion over the spirits with whom the minister is dealing. The spirits
are not those of the dead but are familiar spirits, namely family spirits that
have come down through the generations.’ 23 As regards the possibility of
generational spirits which are passed down family lines, the scriptures in
Exodus 20:3-6 and Exodus 34:7 which refer to God’s judgement continuing
to the third and fourth generation have sometimes been interpreted in the
light of contemporary experience which indicates that some demonic activity
can be transmitted from one generation to the next.24 It is probably significant
in this regard that Yoshida-san thinks his mediumistic powers are hereditary
and says that one of his sons can bend spoons like Uri Geller. In his case the
probable influence of hereditary demons is relatively conspicuous. Similarly,
the influence of ‘dirty’ ancestral spirits—whatever their origin—can be
perpetuated by rites directed to or for the spirits of the dead. St. Paul
considered that ‘the sacrifices of pagans are offered to demons’ (1
Corinthians 10:20), and Japanese food offerings to the spirits of the dead can
be regarded in the same way. However, the good news which Christians can
bring is that the influence of these demons can be cut off in the authority and
name of Jesus Christ. Those who want to minister for Jesus Christ in Japan
need not only to be aware of the powers of darkness but also to be willing to
exercise the authority which is given to those who belong to Jesus Christ.
This not only applies to our dealing with individuals who are affected by
demonic forces but also on a wider social level. The existence of various
levels of demonic authority seems to be indicated by St. Paul’s difference in
terms when referring to ‘powers and authorities’ (Colossians 2:15), ‘the
rulers of this age’ (1 Corinthians 2:6, 8) or the ‘rulers, authorities, powers of
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this dark world’ and ‘the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms’
(Ephesians 6:12). Whilst the exact meanings of these terms are open to
differing interpretations, it does seem by reference to Daniel chapter 10, and
perhaps the passages in Isaiah and Ezekiel already referred to, that there are
demonic forces responsible for certain geographical areas. In fighting against
these ‘territorial spirits’, as also against lesser-level demonic powers, ‘the
weapons we fight with are not the weapons of the world. On the contrary, we
have divine power to demolish strongholds’ (2 Corinthians 10:4).
Essentially our primary weapon is prayer. This is more effective if done
corporately and with members of the whole body of Christ in a region all
praying together. One of the enemy’s primary strategies is ‘divide and rule’,
thereby preventing the effectiveness of united prayer. Unity between
Christians of different denominations is not merely a nice idea or a
sentimental public relations exercise but it is a vital ingredient in spiritual
warfare against the powers of darkness in a particular area. I would
encourage anyone to watch the ‘Transformations’ video produced by George
Otis Junior (of the Sentinel Group, based in Lynnwood, Washington) which
shows the difference which can be made at a city-wide level when Christians
meet together to pray for their towns and cities.
Coupled with prayer is fasting. There is already a willingness among
Japanese Buddhists to deny oneself or to undergo austerities for the sake of
spiritual goals. A Buddhist monk with whom I once went swimming
explained to me how the marks on his skin were from his deliberately
burning himself as a spiritual exercise. In comparison with the austerities not
only of yamabushis in the wilds but also of Japanese Buddhist monks like
this one it is surely little to ask of Christians to be willing to go without some
meals for the sake of focussing on prayer. When Christians in Japan are
willing to enter into real spiritual battle through prayer and fasting we might
at last see some definite breakthroughs in the spiritual realms here.
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Response to Lewis, “Breaking Down Barriers”
By Chris Momose
In session 2, Dr. Lewis discussed a few of the ways in which people in
Japan can become affected by demonic influences, and talked about the need
for missionaries to understand and deal with these demonic influences.
His talk focused in large part on the activities of a man who provided
spiritual guidance and advice for a large Japanese company. The man was in
charge of appeasing the spirits and gods that would otherwise curse, attack or
hinder work at the company. He noted that the company president was
supposedly a Christian and condoned the company's use of this medium and
his occult practices.
Although many in the company, especially the management, did not
really believe that the medium's activities influenced events at the company,
they went along with all the rituals, viewing it as just a part of their job.
When people in such companies become Christians and are required to
participate in idolatrous and occult rites, many compromise and go along
with the rites.
Dr. Lewis also touched on what he called the "cult of the dead," namely
ancestor worship. He mentioned how people are sometimes motivated to do
certain things to appease or comfort the deceased because of some dream or
other supernatural experience, and he said, "It seems that these kinds of
spiritual experiences are ones which demonic powers could potentially
manipulate in order to prompt relatively 'non-religious' people into
performing such rituals. When praying for Japanese people this could be
borne in mind so that Christians can specifically take authority over demonic
powers, in the name of Jesus, and resist such deceiving spirits."
Indeed, there are many missionaries who do not adequately take into
account the influence and impact of demons on those they are trying to win
to Christ or help grow in Christ after trusting in the Lord. We Christians have
been given authority over Satan and his demons, and we do need to use that
authority, following Biblical guidelines. My mission has found this ministry
to be a crucial aspect of helping our people gain true freedom from the sins
and demonic strongholds of their past (and those associated with ancestral
sins, particularly the murder or betrayal of Christians during the Tokugawa
years).
Of course, we must be careful that we do not find a demon "behind every
bush" or in every negative situation we encounter, but those who fail to take
into account the attacks of demons and schemes of Satan will never see
much fruit in their ministry in this culture, which is steeped in idolatry and
the occult.
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Dr. Lewis said, "Japanese ancestral rites can express an inter-relatedness
between the living and the dead but many Christians believe that one of the
dangers with the external forms of these practices, as reflected in offerings
and prayers to or for the dead, is that people might unwittingly open
themselves to influence from the spirits of the dead. Those who venerate
such spirits can become enslaved by them. From a Christian perspective, it
would seem that behind the ancestral cult are spirits of death and other kinds
of demonic forces which seek for themselves the worship due to God alone."
I agree with this assessment. Many unwittingly open themselves up to
demonic control or influence through the idolatrous practices they take part
in. Many church members have dropped out of the churches of Japan (or,
though they still attend, are spiritually dead or dying) as a result of their
participation in rites that give worship to the spirits of the dead.
At the end of this session, Dr. Lewis summed things up by stating, "St.
Paul considered that "the sacrifices of pagans are offered to demons" (1
Corinthians 10:20), and Japanese food offerings to the spirits of the dead can
be regarded in the same way. However, the good news which Christians can
bring is that the influence of these demons can be cut off in the authority and
name of Jesus Christ. Those who want to minister for Jesus Christ in Japan
need not only to be aware of the powers of darkness but also to be willing to
exercise the authority which is given to those who belong to Jesus Christ." I
agree with this wholeheartedly.

Building Bridges
By
David Lewis
Japanese culture is like a kaleidoscope. The first time you look at it you
see one pattern. The next time you see an entirely different pattern. Each
time it seems to be new and different. Individual Japanese people are the
same. Each one is unique and different from every other person.
Nevertheless there is something about them that makes them distinctively
Japanese. It is not simply that they live in Japan or speak Japanese as their
native language, but it is also something to do with the way they behave,
how they think, what is important to them and their whole outlook on life.
Missionaries among the Japanese want to communicate the gospel of
Jesus Christ, but the first step is to learn how to relate to each person whom
we meet. We recognise that we have to treat each individual as an individual.
There is no particular 'magic formula' which we can use for everyone. Each
individual is like a pattern of the kaleidoscope - one example out of what
seems to be an endlessly varied display of different patterns, each one of
which is beautiful and also distinctly unique. Each is similar in some ways to
some of the others but still different from any other pattern. God is the god
of creativity and he delights in making each person unique, just as he makes
each tiny snowflake unique.
However, we can learn a lesson from the kaleidoscope. Despite the
apparently varied number of images which can be produced, in fact these are
all made up of a small number of glass beads which are reflected by mirrors
to make up a wide variety of different configurations. Therefore to
understand the way in which the patterns are made up it is necessary first to
identify the basic beads and recognise their shapes.
This is also something which can be done for the culture as a whole.
There are certain basic features which occur again and again within the
culture but their external manifestations have been reflected by the cultural
equivalents of the kaleidoscope's "mirrors" so the basic beads are not always
recognisable when they occur in different contexts. In this session I would
like to suggest, on the basis of my interviews with Japanese people about
their attitudes to religion, a few of the basic components which often seem to
recur in discussions of religious issues in Japan. Understanding some of
these key themes is a first step towards understanding Japanese attitudes
towards religion. That in itself is a basic step towards developing approaches
to communicating the gospel of Jesus Christ in culturally sensitive ways.
To illustrate what I mean by the basic ‘beads’ that make up the
kaleidoscope of Japanese religion, let us start off with a concrete example.
This is the equivalent of the final result that is seen through the kaleidoscope.
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What I would like to do is to point out some of the themes illustrated by this
example and which are consistent with patterns found elsewhere in Japanese
religion. At times it might seem that the visible forms and images of the
‘kaleidoscope beads’ have been distorted by being reflected through cracked
or curved mirrors: this is characteristic of our enemy, who likes to distort for
his own ends that which God had intended for good. The cultural equivalents
of the ‘beads’ are either neutral in themselves or else could be positive if
expressed if a constructive and biblical manner. This is what redemption is
all about—taking that which has become warped and rectifying it.
An Example of a Ritual Showing Themes in Japanese Religion
In February 1927 Antonio Minelli committed suicide. He had been a
chief engineer among the Italian, British and German technical advisors who
had helped to install specialist machinery at the Tōray synthetic fibres
factory in the city of Ōtsu, Shiga prefecture. The reasons for his suicide are
not fully known today by staff at that factory, but twice a year one of the
senior managers visits Minelli's grave, lights incense and bows as if to an
ancestor.
Minelli had left behind a wife in Italy but no children. According to
traditional Japanese beliefs, he could become a potentially malevolent
'unattached spirit' (muenbotoke) which ought to be appeased. Partly this is
because he had no descendants to perform rites for him - though they know
he was at least nominally a Roman Catholic. More important, however, was
the manner of his death by suicide.
Officials from the factory (who now rationalise Minelli's death by
assuming he was mentally disturbed at the time) visit Minelli's grave on the
annual anniversary of his death and also during the summer bon festival,
when the ancestors are said to return to this world. Only a few retired
employees still remember Minelli; those who now have responsibility for the
rites never knew him at all. They are the Plant Manager, General Affairs
departmental manager and Business Affairs manager, who go to Minelli's
grave because it is one of the duties of their jobs. The company has assumed
responsibility for Minelli's ancestral rites because there was nobody else to
do so. It is a more junior official named Ōishi-san who is given the practical
task of cleaning up the grave in preparation for the ritual. He weeds it and
tidies it up on the 16th February and on the following day his superiors go to
perform their duties.
At 9.00am on the 17th they leave the factory in a company car for the one
hour's drive to a public graveyard in Kyoto. In 1984, when I witnessed these
rites, both the Plant Manager and the Business Affairs section manager were
occupied elsewhere with "other urgent business", although the latter was
represented instead by his deputy, Mr. Nakahashi. Nakahashi-san is

54

David Lewis

responsible for arranging some of the 'non-religious' ceremonies at the
company, such as the entrance of new recruits or the awarding of prizes to
some 'outstanding' employees on the anniversary of the founding of the firm.
His involvement in the more 'religious' side is limited to occasions such as
this when he might have to deputise for his boss. Therefore on this day the
only senior manager to participate in the rites is the General Affairs Manager,
Ōkura-san.
Once they arrive at the graveyard, the driver remains with the car but
produces umbrellas from the boot for the others, who have to walk up a
pathway to reach the graveyard. There Nakahashi-san fills a bucket provided
by the graveyard authorities with water and carries it to Minelli's grave.
Ōkura-san carries the flowers which they had brought with them from the
factory. Once they reach the grave itself, it is Nakahashi-san's task to put the
flowers in the two vase stands, which are already in front of the grave, and
also to burn incense.
Meanwhile, Ōkura-san wipes off the freshly fallen snow with his hand to
show the inscription on the tombstone. Then, taking the ladle and bucket of
water, he pours water over the gravestone to wash it ceremonially. He then
stands in front of the grave, facing it, and bows briefly for no more than two
or three seconds, with his hands together. Nakahashi-san then does the same
- a brief bow with hands together. The two then return to the car and waiting
driver, on the way returning the bucket and ladle. Before they leave the
graveyard Nakahashi-san presents to the custodian of the graveyard the
firm's usual monetary contribution which is given on both the occasions
when they visit the grave each year. The driver then takes them back to the
factory where they resume their normal work.1
In the course of his duties at the factory, Ōkura-san has to participate in a
variety of religious rites. Although he performs them as part of his work and
has no strong objections to them, he also thinks that there are too many such
rites, that they take up too much time and that some of them ought to be
dropped. Certainly a whole morning of his time was taken up with this trip
into Kyoto and back. The same three senior managers who go to Minelli's
grave also perform religious rites at the grave of the founder of the firm,
whose family participate too. On both occasions Ōkura-san's attitude or
feelings are the same - to give thanks for the establishment of the company.
As he personally knew neither of the men whose graves he visits, he feels no
personal connection with either of them; there are no personal memories
evoked in him. In his brief moment of bowing before the grave the thoughts
in his mind are of gratitude for what these men had done to establish the
factory and company of which he is now a director.
Nakahashi-san's attitude is similar, but he couches his reply much more in
terms of memory. He says his feelings or thoughts as he bows in front of the
grave are those of recollecting or thinking about what he knows of the
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history of his company and the rôle of Minelli in it. The grave reminds him
of those days and causes him to reminisce (shinobu or shinobaseru). For him
or for the firm, the grave rite is a "duty" (gimu), and he has no other feelings
about it. One interesting word which he uses, however, in reference to
Minelli, is 'daisenpai'. 'Senpai' means an 'older colleague', but 'daisenpai'
means a 'big' or 'great' older colleague - that is, a 'senpai' to Nakahashi-san's
own 'senpai'. As one of the founders of the factory, the Italian is, as it were,
an 'ancestor' of the present generation of employees, which includes
Nakahashi-san himself.
As a daisenpai, Minelli has no family relationship to those who perform
the grave rites for him. He is not 'worshipped'. It is not even necessary for
those who perform the rites to have any belief in an afterlife. Those who
participate can only preserve the memory of their daisenpai: on behalf of the
company they act in the same kind of way as is normally done for ancestral
rites - washing the grave, burning incense and bowing before the grave. If
Minelli was originally regarded as a kind of unattached spirit (muenbotoke),
the memorial rites also avert any danger to the company which his spirit
might have caused.
Therefore the grave rites for Antonio Minelli illustrate at least four
different themes which often occur in Japanese attitudes to religion. In this
session I wish to examine each of these four themes in turn and to suggest
ways in which they could potentially be used as springboards for
communicating Christian truths in culturally sensitive ways.
1) Memorialism
Firstly, there is the theme of memorialism. It is shown in the importance
attached to the act of remembering the dead and having somebody take
responsibility for performing the rituals. Although evangelical Christians
tend to assume that religious belief ought to be reasonably consistent with
practice, this is not necessarily the case in Japan. For example, the relatively
uniform practice of ancestral rites can have a variety of beliefs associated
with it. Simply because a person performs rituals as if to ancestors does not
necessarily even imply a belief in an afterlife.
Among the 100 people whom I interviewed in depth, there were initially
three broad responses to a question on the afterlife, as follows:
1. A soul or spirit survives
2. Don't know
3. Death is the end

36 people
28 people
36 people

However, this was later followed by a more specific question about
heaven and hell, which produced a wider spectrum of answers.2 How these
replies relate to these earlier responses is shown in the next table:
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Table 3.1 Beliefs expressed about what happens after death
Neither
Heaven
nor hell

Something Survives
“Don't know "
Death is the end
Totals

7
7
18
32

Both
heaven
and hell

Heaven
but not
hell

Don't
know

Reincarnation

Other

13
3
2
18

6
5
2
13

4
11
3
18

5
0
1
6

1
2
10
13

Comments on the interpretation of these and related statistics can be
found on pages 201 to 205 of my book The Unseen Face of Japan. Here I
would like to focus on those who initially said that nothing survives but
nevertheless in real life continue to practise memorial rites of some kind.
There were seventeen such people among the one hundred people whom I
interviewed in depth. Of these, seven people possess a butsudan but also
claim that death is the end. Moreover, five of these seven butsudan owners
perform rites every day. Two of these perform rites to or for a deceased
spouse and one to deceased parents; the other two join a co-residential
mother-in-law in rites for her deceased husband. Why do people continue to
perform rites when denying a belief in any afterlife?
There are a variety of motivations for ancestral rites, one of which is that
they can be viewed as expressing a kind of 'pledge' to the ancestors that one
would conform to certain moral standards'. This 'ethical' view of ancestral
rites was expressed by Mr. Tanaka, who said, "When in front of my ihai it
has never entered my head to consider what happens when I die. It is just a
matter of ethical values for the living to remember the deceased and to learn
self-control through practising the rites".
However, a more common attitude among those who deny the existence
of any afterlife but who nevertheless continue to practise some ancestral rites
is that what is important for them is not the existence of the ancestor but
rather the memory of that person. For instance, seven of these people - of
which five were women - stressed the importance of feelings. They said that
"the ancestors are in one's own feelings" or "I do the rites in order to esteem
the ancestors properly in my own feelings (kimochi)". Others, mainly men,
tended to stress the importance of memory or recollection. They tended to
use terms such as omoide ('reminiscence'), natsukashii ('nostalgic') or kinen
('commemoration'). These common attitudes are well illustrated by the case
of Mr. Yamazaki, a forty-one year old schoolteacher who as chōnan will
inherit his parents' butsudan.
Each summer holiday Mr. Yamazaki visits his parents for about ten days
or so. There he prays each day at their butsudan, which, he says, gives him a
"feeling of security"; however, he never prays at his parents' kamidana. Once
a year, at bon, he visits the graves of his father's parents and grandparents,
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and that of his father's brother who was killed in the war while still
unmarried. At the graves Yamazaki-san reports to the deceased relatives
about any major family events, and he gives thanks to the ancestors for his
family's health during the previous year. He also lights candles and incense
sticks and places fresh flowers there, whereas at the butsudan he offers rice
daily - "to help my mother when she does it" - and changes the flowers every
few days.
However, Yamazaki-san says "nothing at all" happens after death and that
there is no heaven or hell. When asked where his ancestors might be, he
replied, "In my imagination", and again denied the existence of any spirits
which survive death. He then went on to explain about his attitudes to the
rites:
"I pray and make reports at the butsudan and graves in order to reflect on
my life and to watch my steps in future. As the ancestors are supposed to be
enshrined (matsurarete iru) in the butsudan, I imagine in my mind that they
will come and listen to me." Although at present he claims that he puts the
offerings on the butsudan in order to help his parents - "and that's as far as it
goes" - he also admits that he will most likely continue to offer the rice,
water and incense on a daily basis when he himself inherits responsibility for
the butsudan. He does not think that the offerings are 'eaten' by the ancestors
or benefit them in any tangible way, but he says that the performance of
these ritual acts "evokes a nostalgic feeling and nostalgic thoughts in
memory of my forebears". These sentiments are assisted by the presence, in
the same room, of photographs showing the deceased relatives. As there are
many kinds of memories, he is unable to specify exactly which ones are
evoked, but the ritual serves as a reminder to recall thoughts of his ancestors,
and, in the future, more specifically of his parents.
This theme of memorialism is also found in many ‘non-religious’ aspects
of Japanese culture, such as a fondness for taking photographs, the writing of
diaries and even the preservation of the tip of a child’s umbilical cord in a
special box for the sake of the memory. This cultural value placed on
remembering the past is consistent with biblical teachings and in itself can be
good. For example, the Bible often refers to the importance of memorials in
one form or another. God instituted the rainbow as a sign and memorial of
his covenant with Noah (Genesis 9:12-17). Monuments were set up as
reminders to future generations about agreements made (e.g. between Laban
and Jacob in Genesis 31:43-54), or to commemorate a place where God had
revealed himself (Genesis 35:14-15), or as reminders of the Lord’s acts of
miraculous deliverance (Joshua 4:1-9; 1 Samuel 7:12). God revealed himself
to Moses as Yahweh, 'the name by which I am to be remembered from
generation to generation' (Exodus 3:15). The Passover festival became
established as a commemoration of God's deliverance for his people when he
brought them out of Egypt (Exodus 13:1-16, especially verses 9, 14 and 16).
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Later, the feast of Purim was instituted in order to commemorate another
deliverance for the Jews, so that the memory of those days should not die out
among their descendants (Esther 9:28).
The Lord Jesus Christ declared that the woman who anointed him with
perfume had "done a beautiful thing" and that "wherever this gospel is
preached throughout the world, what she has done will also be told, in
memory of her" (Matthew 26:13). However, the ultimate act of remembrance
for all Christians is the Communion service or Eucharist. It is a ritual
memorialisation of Christ's sacrifice. "Do this in remembrance of me", Jesus
instructed his disciples (Luke 22:19). These instructions were carried out by
the early church, who thereby continued regularly to 'proclaim the Lord's
death, until he comes' (1 Corinthians 11:26). In a tangible form, it is a ritual
'replay' or 're-enactment' of an event in order to evoke memories. I would
suggest that this sacrament is particularly suitable for expressing, in a
Christian form, the importance which the Japanese attach to memorialism.
As a cultural value memorialism can be positive but in Japan the outward
manifestation of it in a religious context has been corrupted by the ways in
which it has been expressed through rituals such as the offering of food to
spirits of the dead. Nevertheless, it is possible to redeem the positive aspects
of memorialism so as to contribute towards an authentic expression of what
it means to be both Japanese and Christian.
Unfortunately however, my observation of Protestant churches in Japan is
that they actually seem to celebrate Communion rather less frequently than
do many Protestants in the West. Perhaps to some extent, Protestants might
be wary of being misunderstood because of certain external similarities
between the Eucharist and Japanese ancestral rites. Both involve
memorialism for the death of a beloved one, and both involve the symbolic
sharing of food. However, the Japanese practice contains relatively little
hope for a reunification with the beloved one, despite the idea that at bon the
spirits of the ancestors are said to return to this world. By contrast, the
Christian Eucharist is a celebration which looks forward to the Second
Coming of Christ (1 Corinthians 11:26) and is a foretaste of the time when
we shall celebrate together with Jesus in his Father's Kingdom (Matthew
26:29).
2) Respect for one's seniors
A second element in Japanese religiosity which is illustrated by the
Minelli case is a respect for one’s seniors. In the family and generally
throughout Japanese society, there tends to be a certain degree of age ranking,
of which the widespread distinction between seniors (senpai) and juniors
(kohai) in companies is but one example.
This is a feature of most societies around the world, in which a high
degree of respect is given to older people. The way in which British society

Building Bridges

59

stands in contrast to these attitudes in Asia and Africa is illustrated by my
research among nurses in Britain. Near the beginning of the interviews I
asked what had most shocked them when they first became nurses. Replies
included ‘dealing with dead bodies’, ‘the hospital bureaucracy’ and ‘the
cockroaches in the hospital kitchens’, but two nurses—one from West Africa
and the other from South-East Asia—replied that they had been most
shocked by the disrespectful attitude towards old people which they had
encountered when they came to train as nurses in Britain. The roots of this
kind of attitude possibly go back several centuries, perhaps even to the
Middle Ages or even earlier, in so far as the family structure, inheritance and
property relations and other factors promoting a more ‘individualistic’
lifestyle were already present in English society even in the medieval
period.3 From England and perhaps some other parts of Anglo-Saxon northwest Europe these cultural values of ‘individualism’ were later exported to
North America, Australia and New Zealand. From the nineteeth century
onwards but especially during the twentieth century many of these values
also began to influence social relationships in Eastern and Southern Europe
and some sections of society in Latin America, Africa and Asia.
Many missionaries to Japan come from North America and Europe where
these values of individualism remain strong. Taking a historical perspective,
we can recognise that England in the Middle Ages was very exceptional and
that these values of individualism were exceptional throughout most of
history. Geographically they also tended to be confined to relatively
marginal areas. The shift in the balance of economic and political power
from the centres of ancient civilisations to the formerly marginal regions of
the world has meant that the ‘exceptional’ nature of many Western values
has become obscured.
In practical terms, this means that missionaries to Japan need to recognise
that the Japanese respect for older people is actually closer to that of the
Bible than is the practice among many missionaries themselves. Is it
consistent for missionaries to tell their converts to avoid going to a medium
and to base this on Leviticus 19:31—“Do not turn to mediums or seek out
spiritists, for you will be defiled by them”—when those same missionaries
appear to the Japanese to be disobeying the teaching of the very next verse in
Leviticus, which reads “Rise in the presence of the aged, show respect for
the elderly and revere your God.” (Leviticus 19:32)? There is probably as
much, if not more, biblical teaching on honouring one’s parents and
respecting older people than there is on not consulting mediums or spirits of
the dead.
The cultural value placed by the Japanese on respect for a person’s age is
reflected in many religious practices. Throughout a person’s lifetime there
are rituals connected with certain ages. It even starts before birth, on the Day
of the Dog in the fifth lunar month of the mother’s pregnancy, when she will
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often begin to wear a hara-obi on which there is often the seal of a Shinto
shrine or else a fuda or mamori is attached to it as a protective amulet to
ensure safe childbirth. From birth onwards there are other rituals connected
with important ages in a person’s life—for example, the 7-5-3 ceremony and
special ceremonies connected with avoiding the potential hazards of a
yakudoshi. 4 The same process continues into the afterlife with through
memorial rituals, especially those at nenki.
How can this cultural emphasis on age be highlighted more by Christian
churches in Japan, so as to give more prominence to something which is
important to the Japanese people? Some churches in Japan do publicly
acknowledge the fact that children are about to start school or that a person is
leaving to go to college, or to start work elsewhere. They might even pray
for such people during a service. However, they tend not to mark the
occasion with any more special ceremony or formality. An exception is the
Roman Catholic blessing on children whose ages correspond to those of the
Shinto 7-5-3 rite. Might it be appropriate for Christian churches to consider
some more elaborate and 'memorable' ways in which to mark such events perhaps by having a party? This is something which probably needs to be
worked through and given more serious discussion by those ministering
among the Japanese.
With regard to the practice of memorial rites, one of the many factors
which influences Japanese people is a sense of indebtedness—in terms of the
concept of ‘on’ - towards the person who has died. One of the ways in which
this indebtedness is produced comes through the inheritance system.
Traditionally, the chōnan (eldest son) inherited the “lion’s share” of the
estate but also had responsibility for looking after the elderly parents and
then performing memorial rituals after their deaths. Nowadays the
inheritance system has changed but the general principle of somebody
among the children being responsible for the ancestral rites is still strong.
It seems to me that Western Christians have paid insufficient attention to
the theology of inheritance but it is a concept which has important
applications in potentially all cultures. Social anthropologists tend to be
reluctant to speak categorically of features which can be found in all
societies, because usually one can find an exception somewhere in the world,
but I think I am on fairly safe ethnographic and theological grounds if I say
that in all cultures people die! Something needs to be done with their
property and there are usually customary rules for deciding this. Whilst the
particular local customs vary considerably, we can point out some of the
basic principles which often or usually govern the concept of inheritance.
There is far more to the concept of inheritance than is realised by some
Western Christians, who tend to underestimate the significance of the word
'inherit'. Reading a passage such as Luke 18:18, in which Jesus was asked,
"What must I do to inherit eternal life?", many Christians tend to treat the
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word as if it were merely equivalent to 'receive'. Likewise they tend to skip
over the numerous Old Testament references to inheritance and wonder why
there should be three separate passages detailing the decision to grant
Zelophahad’s daughters the right to inherit their father’s property (Numbers
27:1-11; 36:1-12; Joshua 17:3-6). Whereas inheritance in the Old Testament
often referred to the promised land—Israel—in the New Testament the term
is often used in reference to the ‘promised land’ of heaven or else as a
metaphor for salvation and the many blessings associated with it. For
example, Jesus spoke to his followers about their "inheritance, the kingdom
prepared for you since the creation of the world" (Matthew 25:34). In writing
to the Colossians, Paul gave thanks to the Father, who has qualified us 'to
share in the inheritance of the saints in the kingdom of light' (Colossians
1:12).
We can unpack the concept of inheritance even further. Firstly,
'inheritance' presupposes that a death has taken place. 'In the case of a will, it
is necessary to prove the death of the one who made it, because a will is in
force only when somebody has died' (Hebrews 9:16-17). We are familiar
with the term 'last will and testament' but we rarely think about what we
mean when we speak of the 'New Testament'.
Secondly, an inheritance is usually motivated by love. This is certainly
the case for the inheritance which God gives us. 'In his great mercy [God]
has given us new birth into...an inheritance that can never perish, spoil or
fade - kept in heaven for you...' (1 Peter 1:3-4).
Thirdly, an inheritance is normally received as a free gift, not as a reward
for services rendered. This aspect is very important in the Japanese cultural
context, where there is a feeling that one has to try to repay favours received.
To some extent, this motivates the ancestral cult, as an attempt to repay such
favours. Christians recognise that we can never repay what God has given us,
but can only receive it with gratitude. God freely gives us this inheritance
because he has adopted us into his family as heirs (Romans 8:14-17;
Galatians 4:6-7). Each one of us is, in effect, God's yōshi.
It might be unwise to push the analogy too far, because all human
metaphors have their limits. Certainly this one is complicated by the
Resurrection of Jesus. Nevertheless, we might say, in a traditional Japanese
context, that Jesus is the chōnan, the 'appointed heir of all things' (Hebrews
1:2), who voluntarily gave up his rights in order that others might be adopted
as yōshis too. Through his death, establishing his will and testimony, his own
rightful inheritance has been bequeathed to us, if we are willing to receive it.
There is even more to our inheritance, however. God looks after his heirs
and even appoints angels as 'ministering spirits sent to serve those who will
inherit salvation' (Hebrews 1:14). Moreover, right now God has given us his
Holy Spirit as a 'deposit, guaranteeing what is to come' (2 Corinthians 5:5). It
is he who enlightens us to know the riches of our 'glorious inheritance' and
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God's 'incomparably great power for us who believe' (Ephesians 1:17-19).
With the Holy Spirit, we are 'sealed for the day of redemption' (Ephesians
4:30), but what we experience now of the Holy Spirit is but a small
proportion of our final inheritance. In 2 Corinthians 5:5, the Holy Spirit is
compared to a 'deposit', but what is to come is far greater. Even now, the
Holy Spirit is producing in us the fruit which God desires (Galatians 5:2223) and is granting us his power (Acts 1:8) and a variety of spiritual gifts
(Romans 12:6-8; 1 Corinthians 12:4-11, 27-28; Ephesians 4:11-13).
However, these and other blessings are merely the 'deposit' or first
installment of our greater inheritance when we 'receive the full rights of sons'
(Galatians 4:5).
3) Purity and pollution
Returning to the case of Minelli, one reason why the Tōray officials visit
his grave each year was the fear that his spirit might be potentially 'out of
place'. Minelli's spirit was in danger of becoming 'unattached' or
"wandering" if nobody performed rites on his behalf. If his spirit were to
become a muenbotoke, it would be dangerous and potentially vindictive.
Such concepts are very similar to those used to define 'dirt', which has been
defined as essentially 'matter out of place'.5 For instance, grass in an English
garden is desirable when it is on the lawn but is 'out of place', plucked up and
thrown away if it grows just a few inches from the edge of the lawn, on the
flower bed. In the same way, other 'matter out of place' - or, in a religious
context, 'spirits out of place' - are treated in the same way as dirt: special
precautions are taken to deal with them. For the Japanese, religious rites are
very often concerned with concepts of what is 'unclean' or ‘out of place’ and
therefore in some sense ‘dirty’. These aspects of purity and pollution, are a
third 'key theme' in the general culture of Japan and are manifested in both
‘religious’ and ‘non-religious’ forms. Such concepts of 'purity and pollution',
in one form or another, are found throughout the world but various cultures
differ in which things are considered to be 'clean' or 'dirty'. For example,
both in ancient Israel and in traditional Japan menstrual blood and childbirth
were considered sources of pollution. This idea is changing to a considerable
extent in modern urban Japan whereas death or contact with death continues
to remain a strong source of ritual pollution today.
Likewise, a concern with cleanliness in some form or other still pervades
many aspects of Japanese culture. For example, Emiko Ohnuki-Tierney
writes that 'the Japanese consider money extremely unclean, since, they say,
bills and coins are handled by anybody's dirty hands’. Therefore ‘many
Japanese find it very uncomfortable to eat sandwiches in American cafeterias,
since they must eat them not only with "dirty" hands, but with hands even
dirtier than usual; they just handled money to pay for the sandwiches.' 6
Similarly, a fear of contamination from one person to another makes most
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Japanese very reluctant to use second-hand objects: second-hand clothing is
not worn unless it is from a family member or a close friend. Some people
leave second-hand books out in the sun for a few hours so that the sun's rays
would kill any germs before they use the books. Similarly, most Japanese are
reluctant to take anything from the pile of goods thrown out on 'big rubbish'
(ogata gomi) days, even if these include tables, televisions and other objects
still in good or usable condition.
Religious manifestations of this concern with purity and pollution are
most obvious in Shinto rituals emphasising purification. A ritual washing of
hands, or sometimes the face or mouth too, on entering a Shinto shrine (and
sometimes a Buddhist temple) is an outward counterpart way to rituals which
are supposed to “wash the heart” (kokoro) or to purify the person from
spiritual contaminations.
Some of these Japanese concepts have biblical parallels, especially in the
early books of the Old Testament. Although the laws of Moses codify some
of these ideas, it is clear that some of the concepts had been already present
for a long time previously. These include attitudes towards menstruation
(Genesis 31:35) and a distinction between 'clean' and 'unclean' animals
(Genesis 7:2-8; 8:20). It is not surprising that concepts and attitudes having
such a long history are to be found not only among the Jews but also among
many other peoples.
In the New Testament, Jesus used the terminology of ‘clean’ and ‘dirty’,
which arose from a discussion of ritual uncleanness through neglecting to
wash one's hands (Mark 7:1-5), as a platform from which to address issues of
morality. He taught that what really makes a person 'unclean' is what comes
from within, from the heart, including "evil thoughts, sexual immorality,
theft, murder, adultery, greed, malice, deceit, lewdness, envy, slander,
arrogance and folly" (Mark 7:14-23). This is an example of taking a common
concept in a culture but applying it to a proclamation of God’s truth, by
unpacking a deeper spiritual dimension to the concept. That is what I am
trying to do in highlighting some of these common themes in Japanese
religiosity and showing potential applications in relating the Christian
message in culturally sensitive ways.
On another occasion, Jesus used the same kind of vocabulary to tell his
disciples, "You are clean, though not every one of you", implying that Judas
was 'dirty' (John 13:10-11). As noted previously, the most common
expression for a 'demon' literally means an 'unclean' (or "dirty") spirit (e.g.
Mark 1:23,26,27; 3:11,30; 5:2,8,13; 6:7; 7:25; 9:25; Luke 6:18; Acts 5:16;
8:7). It could be suggested that instead of trying to employ words such as
“sin”, which are potentially misunderstood, it might be simpler for Christians
in Japan to speak of "clean" and "dirty" spirits, or hearts. They can go on to
explain how God can 'purify their hearts' by faith (Acts 15:9) and make us
clean on the inside through the indwelling presence of Christ's Holy Spirit
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(Luke 3:16; John 14:15-20; 16:7-15; Romans 8:9; 1 Corinthians 6:19-20; 2
Corinthians 5:5; Ephesians 3:16-17; Colossians 1:27; 1 Peter 2:5 etc.). To
speak of allowing God to "wash" us clean and to put his "clean" and Holy
Spirit within us seems not only to communicate more effectively but also
employs the kind of vocabulary used by Jesus himself.7
4) Safety and security
The fourth 'key theme' illustrated by the case of Minelli is that of safety
and security. If certain disasters might occur through the neglect of particular
religious rites, it is "safer" to observe the rituals than to risk the disaster.
Likewise, a fear of potential hazards motivates many Japanese to seek
security in safety charms and other religious practices.
For example, many Japanese make use of name-divination
(seimeihandan) in choosing the names of children. Some 24% of my
questionnaire sample had made use of it, usually by consulting a specialist,
but in my interviews I discovered that many more had looked at
seimeihandan books for themselves without seeing a professional fortuneteller. Quite often it is a grandparent who chooses a child's name so the
parents might not know if the grandparents made use of seimeihandan or not.
However, most parents think it highly likely that the grandparents would
have made use of seimeihandan, and in a few cases they were sure of the fact.
When asked why they had consulted a name diviner, in many cases, my
informants said something along the lines of "I don't particularly believe in
seimeihandan, but I consulted it to be 'on the safe side', because if my child
were to have an accident and I had not taken care to choose an auspicious
name then I would feel guilty or responsible."8
Some people stressed the 'peace of mind' and 'reassurance' which comes
from having a name checked by a seimeihandan expert. Very often the stress
is on avoiding a 'bad' stroke count rather than necessarily finding a 'good' one.
Inauspicious stroke counts are 'dangerous' and to be avoided: it is this fear
which often motivates people to consult a name-diviner, rather than seeking
the positive benefits which are said to come from finding an auspicious name.
Such 'positive' benefits are sought in more 'practical' ways such as trying to
ensure the child has a good education or trying to leave the child a
substantial inheritance.
A common motivation behind many forms of divination–not only
seimeihandan—is a concern with 'safety', in the sense of reassurance about a
decision. It is a theme that also occurs in many other religious practices, such
as the possession of mamori safety charms or the types of prayers at Shinto
shrines or at kamidanas along the lines of praying “to pass each day safely.”
In many ways this too has biblical counterparts. For instance, the psalms
are full of references to God as being our "Rock", "fortress", "shield",
"refuge", "rampart", "help", "salvation" and so on (e.g. Psalm 18:1-3; 27:1-3;
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31:1-3; 32:7; 46:1; 54:4; 59:9; 91:1-16; 121:1-8; 144:1-2 etc.). The concerns
of contemporary Japanese people are the same as those of the people who
wrote the psalms. God is the one who does protect his people. In response to
our prayers, he also sends his angels to guard those who trust in him (2
Kings 6:15-17; Psalm 91:11; Matthew 18:10; 26:53). Japanese people are
very concerned for safety and protection in this world. We need to assure
them that God does care for them and is able to protect them in this life, here
and now. However, he also has a much safer eternal home prepared for those
who will heed his invitation. This is the true place of lasting safety which he
offers. Safety in this world and salvation in the next are surely related
concepts. Therefore concepts of safety and security here and now lead on to
a recognition that there is a need for security and salvation in eternity too.
Concluding comments
Finally, we might note that these four themes in themselves are interrelated. For example, if certain spirits are feared because they are 'out of
place', it is clear that concepts of purity and pollution complement those of
safety and security. These two 'key themes' are really the opposite sides of
the same coin. In the same way, a respect for one's seniors while they are
alive merges into a reverence for ancestors after the older generation has
died: therefore these two 'key themes' are also closely related.
However, these 'key themes' are by no means confined only to the sphere
of religion. They are manifested in both religious and non-religious forms. It
is not necessarily the case that the non-religious expressions of these 'key
themes' are secularised versions of religious ones: it seems more likely that
certain common cultural values are expressed in a variety of ways. Most or
all of these underlying values—what I am calling 'key themes'—can also be
found in other cultures outside Japan. However, what gives them their
distinctive form in any particular culture is the way in which they interact
with each other. Each culture is like a constellation of stars: to the ordinary
eye, each star looks fairly similar to other stars (though they do have great
differences discerned by specialists), but what gives each constellation its
uniqueness is the particular way in which those stars are related to each other.
Similarly, the 'key themes' mentioned above can each be found in other
cultures, but together they interact in a manner which helps to give a specific
character to any particular culture. In Japan, there might be other key cultural
values which are also very important, a possible example being the
importance attached to community life. Why I have highlighted the four 'key
themes' discussed above is that they seem to be those which are especially
conspicuous in Japanese attitudes towards religion. Therefore I have tried to
illustrate in outline form some of the ways in which these concepts could
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potentially be ‘redeemed’ as positive Christian values and used as
springboards for communicating biblical truths in a Japanese cultural context.
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Response to Lewis, “Building Bridges”
By Chris Momose
Dr. Lewis spoke of the need, when sharing the Gospel, for missionaries to
learn how to relate to each person as an individual because "there is no
particular 'magic formula' which we can use for everyone." This is so true.
We need to know the Bible well enough that when people share with us from
their heart what they are struggling with or what they believe, we are able to
open up the Bible and share with them appropriate passages that will meet
their needs or challenge them to rethink their opinions in light of God's
unchangeable Word. We need to focus not on what God can do to make their
lives better, but on the fact that they are dead in their sins and on their way to
hell and that God has mercifully and graciously provided for the forgiveness
they so desperately need. We must focus on sharing with each one what
God's Law says so that they will have no doubt about their utter sinfulness in
God's sight (Romans 3:19-20).
In this session, Dr. Lewis suggested, on the basis of his interviews with
Japanese people about their attitudes to religion, that some key themes
recurred. He said that understanding Japanese attitudes towards religion is a
basic step towards developing approaches to communicating the gospel of
Jesus Christ in culturally sensitive ways. The four themes he mentioned were
memorialism, respect for one's seniors, purity and pollution, and safety and
security.
Memorialism refers to the Japanese practice of worshiping their
ancestors at the butsudan, during hōji and at the graves, etc. Most Japanese
do these things out of habit and have little or no belief in the afterlife
themselves. The importance is found not in believing these rituals actually
influence the spirit of the deceased, but in remembering the deceased. Dr.
Lewis suggested that Christians try to find ways to incorporate into our
ministries approaches that make use of this innate desire for the Japanese to
remember the deceased. He mentioned emphasizing the memorialism of the
Last Supper (communion).
I agree that it is important for Christians to remember and memorialize
important spiritual days or experiences in our individual lives (salvation, a
time of deep, personal renewal, etc.) and in the corporate life of the Church
(the Lord's birth, passion, death, resurrection, Pentecost, etc.). But, at the
same time, we must not take it too far. The Roman Catholic Church has so
compromised the Christian faith that they have instituted a day in Japan that
corresponds to the Japanese summer festival of the dead, O-bon. In midAugust they encourage their believers to not only take part in Buddhist
ceremonies but to also have special masses said for their dead relatives. This
day, August 15, is usually celebrated as the day of Mary's supposed
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"assumption" to heaven on the third day after her death. Catholic "All Saints
Day," which is held on November 2 has been moved to August 15 (main day
of O-bon celebrations) in Japan so that Catholics can worship the dead just
like Buddhists on this day (the Catholic Church calls this day the "Day of the
Dead" in Japanese)! Such assimilation and compromise for the sake of
"doing as the Japanese customarily do" is an abomination to God.
So, while some form of memorialism may be a good thing in Japan, we
must be careful that we do nothing that copies that done by the non-Christian
religions of Japan.
Respect for seniors is, in some ways, something that the Japanese do
more along Biblical lines than those in the West. Still, as you know, it can be
taken to extremes (and often is) in Japan in the sense that many Christians
are expected to "toe the line" in regard to "respect for elders" or for one's
ancestors, even if it goes against their faith and the teachings of the Bible.
What is needed, of course, is a good balance between respect for elders and
obedience to our Lord and God. This is often hard for Japanese who are
young in the faith (this is not related to how many years they have been a
Christian, but how mature they are in their faith), because it is so hard for
many to go against what the family, and in particular their elders
(grandparents, parents or elder brother) demand of them.
Dr. Lewis' comments regarding the importance of our inheritance in the
Lord and the possibility of viewing Christ as our elder brother (chōnan) were
also interesting. It is true that Romans 8:29 says that Christ Jesus is the
"first-born among many brethren" or, in other words, the chōnan. Our
inheritance from our heavenly Father is an absolutely amazing inheritance, to
be sure. Still, I am not quite sure how this analogy will actually help
missionaries in their efforts to evangelize Japan.
The Japanese are known for their cleanliness, and the third thing Dr.
Lewis discussed was purity and pollution. We all know how the Japanese
wash their hands and rinse their mouths at the entrance to Shinto shrines, and
how the o-harai ceremonies at the shrines are for the purpose of purification
from whatever has defiled the person (which is viewed by some as the reason
for misfortune, illness, etc., and the reason why some go to the shrine for oharai).
Dr. Lewis suggested that instead of trying to employ words such as "sin",
which are potentially misunderstood, it might be simpler for Christians in
Japan to speak of "clean" and "dirty" spirits, or hearts, and to then explain
how God can 'purify their hearts' by faith and make us clean on the inside
through the indwelling presence of Christ's Holy Spirit. To speak of allowing
God to "wash" us clean and to put his "clean" and holy Spirit within us
seems not only to communicate more effectively but also employs the kind
of vocabulary used by Jesus himself. This is a very good point, and one that
many missionaries and pastors would benefit from putting into practice.
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Lastly, Dr. Lewis talked about safety and security as religious themes in
Japan. A fear of potential hazards motivates many Japanese to seek security
in safety charms and other religious practices. This is so true. Dr. Lewis said
that Japanese people are very concerned for safety and protection in this
world, and we missionaries (and pastors) need to assure them that God does
care for them and is able to protect them in this life, here and now. However,
we must also stress that our Creator has a much safer eternal home prepared
for those who will heed his invitation. This is the true place of lasting safety
which he offers. Safety in this world and salvation in the next are surely
related concepts. Therefore concepts of safety and security here and now
lead on to a recognition that there is a need for security and salvation in
eternity too.
Dr. Lewis tried to illustrate in this session some of the ways in which
these four concepts could be "redeemed" as positive Christian values and
used as springboards for communicating Biblical truths in a Japanese
cultural context. In my opinion, there is some merit to this supposition, but
not all of these concepts can be used as effectively as the others in our work.

Communicating Christ
By
David Lewis
In the first session I mentioned the problem of “my-ministry-shugi”—the
feeling that what I do for God is “my” ministry. As missionaries, our sense
of identity can too often become tied in with what we “do” for God, not who
we are as human beings. If we feel we have to justify our financial support,
in our prayer letters to those who pray for us and support us there is
sometimes a tendency to focus on our own pet projects. However, often it
seems that God is more interested in the quality of our lives, lived in
communion with Him, than in our projects. We often end up learning the
hard way that, as far as the Lord is concerned, we ourselves are the project!
There are no short-cuts with God. Jesus warned us to ‘enter through the
narrow gate’ which leads to life (Matthew 7:13-14) but there seems to be a
similar choice between the narrow and broad paths even once we have
embarked on the Christian life. Blessings have a cost attached: in fact, the
greatest blessing of all was bestowed at the cost of Christ’s death on the
cross. A biblical principle in the bestowal of blessings is that they come out
of sacrifice. That sacrifice might be the time we spend in prayer and fasting.
Or it might be the sacrifice of being willing to spend time with someone else
in order to share our faith: the blessing is that of seeing the person come to
know Jesus. Another kind of sacrifice is the willingness to step out in faith
and appear to be a fool by praying for God to perform a miracle - such as
actually healing the person for whom we have been praying. Even the
secular world recognises this principle in its own way: the businessman, the
farmer or the trader would not normally expect to gain great profit without
putting in a lot of hard work. Paul gives similar examples when writing to
Timothy and advising him to reflect on these things (2 Tim. 2:2-7).
Missionaries might like to think of themselves as those who have made
great sacrifices for the sake of the gospel, in terms of giving up their familiar
culture and the security of their known world. Nevertheless, even within
missionary circles there is a tendency to seek easy and comfortable solutions
rather than the more difficult and costly ones. Paraphrasing Paul’s rhetorical
questions in Romans 2:17-24, we could say: “Now you, if you call yourself a
missionary, if you…know his will and approve of what is superior…if you
are convinced that you are a guide for the blind, a light for those who are in
the dark, an instructor of the foolish, a teacher of infants, because you
have…the embodiment of knowledge and truth—you, then, who teach others,
do you not teach yourself? You who write prayer letters, how much do you
pray? You who say that people should fast, do you fast? (and so on!)”.

Communicating Christ

71

All of us need to spend more time with God. However, I emphasise the
need for prayer partly because of lessons God has taught me in the past, and
which I still need to keep on putting into practice now. If I explain a little of
my own pilgrimage in this area it might help to put my comments into
perspective and to explain why I say that we should not only give lip-service
to the priority of prayer but we should consistently put this into practice.
It was in 1975 that I felt that the Lord was telling me to pray for
Mongolia. At that time there were no known Christians in Mongolia and few
Christians around the world who were at all interested in praying for the
Mongolian people. When the Lord put Mongolia on my heart I knew next to
nothing about Mongolia. Nevertheless I began to pray every day that the
Lord would establish and build up his church in Mongolia, and so on. I also
began to pray by name for the few towns or cities on a map of Mongolia.
Later I was put into contact with a number of others with a similar concern
for Mongolia and elsewhere in Central Asia. For the next fifteen years I
continued to pray on a daily basis, and only felt released from the burden of
daily intercession in 1990. By that time many others had begun to pray too.
Moreover, the first churches had been started and the New Testament, or
most of it at any rate, had also been translated and published in Mongolian.
God is the one who did this, in answer to the prayers of many people: I can’t
take the credit for this, but my own continued intercession makes me aware
that it was indeed primarily the result of prayer and not of human efforts. I
do continue to pray for Mongolia at times, so it was a joy for me to have the
opportunity to return to Mongolia in May 2000 and to learn that there are
now between 6,000 and 10,000 Christians with at least 50 churches, of which
35 are in the capital. There is at least a small group of Christians in each
district centre throughout the whole country. More importantly, there are
many Mongolian Christians who are keen to take the gospel of Jesus out to
the remote herdsmen in distant regions who so far have had little contact
with the gospel of Jesus.
Meanwhile, in 1988 the Lord had led me into doing some research on the
Central Asian peoples as a way of stimulating prayer for them. It was on
behalf of one mission organisation but I began to notice when attending their
prayer meetings that most of their prayers tended to be focussed on
themselves - that is, their handful of missionaries working in a few countries,
plus the mission's needs for finances etc. I felt that more focus ought to be on
praying for the unreached people themselves - rather as I had already been
doing for Mongolia. At a Christian convention in the summer of 1989, Ruth
(my wife) mentioned to me that Jackie Pullinger, who has had a very
effective ministry in Hong Kong, prays for half an hour each day in tongues.
That comment stuck with me and I felt that maybe I should be doing
something similar for the unreached peoples of Central Asia. I began to do
so, either as a block of half an hour a day or as separate blocks of five, ten or
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fifteen minutes during a day. Often I prayed over a map of the USSR, and
soon found myself praying not only for Central Asia but also for remote
regions of Siberia - including those areas to which the Lord would later send
me, though I did not know it at that time. My practice of praying in tongues
for half an hour each day continued for fifteen months until my time with
that mission came to an end in the autumn of 1990. However, by that time I
was more in the habit of making use of 'spare' minutes during the day as
opportunities for intercession, as I still try to do now.
A second reason why I emphasise the key role of prayer is because it
seems to me that we have been affected by the missionary equivalent of
“McDonaldisation.” Anyone involved with evangelism, whether in the USA
or in Europe or Japan, tends to want to find a ready-made formula for
bringing people to faith in Jesus. The McDonalds generation does not want
to wait a long time for the food to be cooked but instead expects a prepackaged meal to be taken off the shelf. In the church we are not prepared to
spend a long time waiting in prayer, but instead we are interested in anything
which promises a ‘speedy return’ on our so-called ‘investment’.
This is not to say that God does not bless the spiritual “McDonalds”
mentality. There are times when I will stop at a McDonalds and buy a Big
Mac, but I do not have it as my staple diet - except perhaps when I’m in
Moscow! In fact, I have been helping on a part-time basis a mission which
produces evangelistic materials in many different languages, including
Japanese, many of which are ‘pre-packaged’ in their own way. In 1997 they
asked me to help them in making their materials available for use among the
non-Slavic so-called ‘minority’ ethnic groups of the former Soviet Union—in
Central Asia, the Caucasus, Siberia and European Russia. I agreed to help
them partly because there was next to no Christian material in these
languages and the Scripture Gift Mission was willing to publish materials in
languages with small as well as large numbers of speakers. To a large extent
the ‘pre-packaged’ literature does meet a need where there is almost nothing
else, but what I am more interested in is the question of producing materials
which are specifically geared for a particular culture.
To do this requires an understanding of that people’s worldview and ways
of thinking. On the basis of this tools can be developed which we hope will
communicate effectively. To do all this demands first of all detailed and
accurate research. This is why an experienced missionary among the
Japanese said to me that they needed someone to dig into the culture and
come up with new ways of relating the Christian gospel to the Japanese.
In attempting to do this, I have no ‘magic formula’, because I doubt if
there is just one single approach which will ‘crack it’ for the whole of
Japanese society. Any culture or ethnic group contains within it various
different types of people: we all know that what seems to go down well with
women is not necessarily the best approach for men, and vice-versa. It is the
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same for young and old, more educated and less educated, higher status and
lower status, and so on. A society like Japan is far from homogenous, despite
pretensions to the contrary, and we need to recognise that individuals also
vary simply because each person is unique.
However, I have come across an assumption among many missionaries
that there must be some kind of single ‘key’ to the culture—a ‘redemptive
analogy’ which will open the door for communicating the gospel. This
assumption seems to be largely derived from Don Richardson’s book
‘Eternity in their hearts’ which I too found greatly inspiring on first reading.1
However, I discovered recently from a conversation with an experienced
missionary in Central Asia that this man—and I believe he is far from being
alone in this—drew the idea from Richardson’s book that the key to bringing
a particular ethnic group to faith in Christ is to discover the one special
‘redemptive analogy’ for that culture. This tends to fit easily with the ‘quick
fix’ kind of approach characteristic of the McDonalds generation.
Instead of a single ‘redemptive analogy’ for a complex culture like Japan,
I believe that there are probably many. Each is insufficient by itself, but each
could have a place as one of a variety of tools which can be useful in relating
the gospel to the Japanese. I do not pretend to have all the answers by any
means. Actually many of the possible approaches are ones which have been
developed already by those with far more experience of Japanese society
than myself. My hope is that this paper will stimulate some fruitful
discussion and sharing of approaches which people have already discovered
to be useful, at least with certain types of people, so that we can all learn
from each other. After all, the ideas do not belong to us but to the One who
put those thoughts into our minds in the first place.
Let me mention some of the approaches which I myself have found useful
at times, so that others can give feedback based on their experiences too.
The message of New Year decorations.
By the traditional Japanese calendar, Setsubun marked the traditional end
of winter and was therefore a kind of New Year too. Since the Japanese
adoption of the Gregorian calendar in 1872 Setsubun nowadays occurs in
early February, but in some ways it could be regarded as a Japanese
equivalent to the Chinese New Year and as another type of New Year ritual.
In the Kansai area, where I did my fieldwork, there still remains a custom
whereby at Setsubun many households put the head or skeleton of a sardine
either in the genkan (entrance-way) or next to the doorpost outside the house.
This seems to be a parallel to, or perhaps a variant of, the custom of putting
New Year decorations there. When I asked a small sample of twenty people
what these symbols meant to them, approximately one third gave answers in
terms of "custom". Another third said "Don't know", or had never thought
about the matter. The remaining third, after a little reflection, gave answers
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which saw these emblems as similar to safety charms. They referred to the
decorations as "a kind of mamori" or "a yakuyoke" - both terms for protective
charms. Others described the decorations as “something to keep the Devil
out” and "a symbol of the god".
When one of a group of men at the Tōray factory suggested the Setsubun
sardine was "a symbol of the god", I then asked, "Which god?". None of
them had any idea how to reply. Taking a cue from St. Paul’s approach in
Athens, when he began his evangelistic message by referring to their altar to
an unknown god (Acts chapter 17), I proceeded to expound on a possible
way of understanding the meaning of the Setsubun sardine. An outline of my
miniature sermon is as follows.2 I asked:
"Why should the skeleton of a sardine at Setsubun be ‘a symbol of a
god’? Why do some people think it protects them? A skeleton is a symbol of
death! So why should a symbol of death become that which protects those
inside the house?
Actually, it is interesting that the ancient Jewish people had a very similar
custom. They too had a symbol of death on their doors which protected them
from evil. When God set them free from slavery in Egypt, they had to kill an
animal - a lamb - and put its blood on the top of their doorframes and on the
sides of their doors. These are just the places where nowadays Japanese
people place their New Year decorations! It is also on the doors that the
Japanese place their own symbol of death at Setsubun, as a "symbol of the
god" or as something to protect them!
When the Jews placed the blood—a symbol of death - on their doors, it
was the fourteenth of the first month (Exodus 12:2, 6-7). Traditionally, in
farming villages throughout Japan, the most important New Year
celebrations were focussed around the fourteenth of the first month.
Nowadays we refer to it as ko-shōgatsu - "little New Year" - but in
traditional farming villages it had actually been the main New Year festival
before the Japanese adopted the Western, Gregorian calendar.
In the same way, not only the Japanese but also the Jews eat particular,
distinctive foods at this special time. For the Japanese, these foods are
merely "a custom", but for the Jews it is a special memorial of the time when
God delivered them from slavery.
Setsubun, the end of winter, was like another New Year festival for the
Japanese. So the symbol of death put on doors at Setsubun is also like the
symbol of death which the ancient Israelites put on their doors to protect
them from death. God saw the blood on their doors and spared them when
the firstborn of the Egyptians died.
As you know, the Japanese economy has traditionally been based on
agriculture and fishing. So the New Year decorations and the Setsubun
sardine are symbols of that which was important in the traditional economy.
By contrast, the ancestors of the ancient Israelites had been mainly
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pastoralists, herders of animals, and their animal sacrifices represented what
was important in their economy too.
Both for the Japanese and for the Jews, there is a special significance
attached to the firstborn child and special heir. The Japanese know how
important it is to give thanks for blessings received, and they specially give
thanks for the first fruits of their crops, which are offered to God. In the same
way, the Jews offered to God their first fruits, not only of their crops but also
of their animals. Even their firstborn children were to be dedicated to God,
but these were not to be sacrificed. Instead, God provided a substitute so that
the firstborn sons would not be killed. This was the meaning of the Passover
lamb: it died instead of the firstborn of the people.
However, the people had to choose to put themselves under the protection
of the lamb. They had to allow the substitute to die instead of them, so that
they could be spared. This is why they had to put the blood of the lamb - a
symbol of death—on their doorframes.
Later generations also had substitutes for their firstborn sons in the priests
who represented them before God (Numbers 3:40-51). However, God knew
that these substitutes and sacrifices were not really sufficient, because all
people are imperfect and our hearts are dirty in some way or other. We offer
our firstfruits to God because they are special, the best of our labours, but we
ourselves are still dirty while God is so pure and holy.
It was for this reason that God himself provided a very special sacrifice to
be a substitute for us. Only Jesus Christ was without sin, pure and clean in
God's sight. The Jewish leaders put him to death on the fourteenth day of
their first month, just at the time when their Passover lambs were being
sacrificed. Jesus became the true Passover lamb who died instead of us all. If
we choose to put ourselves under his protection, he will become for us an
everlasting protector from the evil one.
The customs of the Japanese people at New Year and Setsubun are
merely signs which point us to our need for protection. They tell us that a
symbol of death actually gives life and protection. But the Japanese do not
know which God these symbols represent. The God of heaven and earth
knows that the Japanese people recognise these truths, but that these sardine
skeletons and other emblems are just symbols of a much deeper truth. Now
the Japanese people need to recognise their need for a permanent protector
from the evil one who will protect them always, not just at certain times of
the year, and indeed will be with them for ever.
Jesus Christ is the special priest and the special substitute who was
sacrificed on our behalf. All we have to do now is to put ourselves under his
protection, that we might dwell in his house in security for ever."
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Concepts of ‘sacrifice’
These kinds of analogies potentially point beyond themselves to that
which is greater, and ultimately find their fulfilment in Jesus Christ.
However, a common stereotype of one of the difficulties in relating the
Christian gospel to the Japanese is that Japanese lack the concept of
vicarious sacrifice: animal sacrifices are mentioned in early texts such as the
Kojiki but the practice has died out nowadays.3 In modern Shinto rites there
are fruit and vegetable offerings to feed the kami but normally there is no
clear sense of the removal of sin through the ritual destruction of a sacrifice.
However, I discovered that there is in fact an analogous concept in one
Shinto rite which takes place at the end of each year at the factory I
investigated. For this ritual all the firm's chief executives, from departmental
managers upwards to the factory director, assemble in a reception room on
the second floor of the administrative building where they are joined by
representatives of the company's union, making about 50 people in all. In
this room an 'altar' has been erected. On this dais have already been laid a
great variety of offerings: sake (rice wine), apples, carrots, special
celebratory tai fish, rice cakes, satsuma oranges and branches of the sakaki
tree. Surrounding this altar, Shinto 'sacred rope' has been put up, in effect
making the area equivalent to the precincts of a Shinto shrine.4
“Normally the god is not present in this part of the factory” explains
Ōishi-san, the man in the General Affairs department who is responsible for
the practical preparations for these ceremonies (and for clearing up
afterwards). Similarly, the table on which the offerings are laid also becomes
sacralised, although it is used for 'non-religious' purposes only in the course
of other formal ceremonies. The wooden offering-stands are used for sacred
purposes only.
All the participants take their places in rows facing the dais. The plant
manager and other leading executives are in the front row. Then the Shinto
priest arrives, dressed in his ceremonial robes, and proceeds to the front
where he takes his seat to the right of the dais. On its left stands Nishiharasan, the section manager in charge of Business Affairs, who acts as 'Master
of Ceremonies' for the company rituals. It is he who tells the participants
when to bow to the deity.
The first phase of the rite involves the priest going to the front of the dais,
bowing before it and reciting a prayer for the god to come. All the employees
stand solemnly, most of them with their heads bowed and eyes shut. Then
Nishihara-san announces the next phase of the rite. The priest first takes the
gohei staff and waves it three times over the offerings. Then, as Nishiharasan commands "Rei" - meaning both "worship" and "bow" - all the
participants bow as the priest waves the wand over them in three broad
sweeps. This act 'purifies' the offerings and the people.
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Replacing the stick with solemn bows to the dais and then returning for a
moment to his seat, the priest waits until Nishihara-san announces the next
stage of the proceedings. Standing up again, the priest takes a scroll on
which a prayer (norito) is inscribed and chants it, facing the dais. Some
minutes later he disappears out of the room. I followed downstarirs and
found the priest outside, performing a “harai” (purification) in the factory
precincts ad scattering little pieces of paper into the breeze. I presume that
these are in some way intended to be carriers of the ‘blessing’, but I didn’t
manage to ask about its significance at the time.
Back inside the hall, the main part of the rite follows. It involves the
priest holding up two strips of cotton cloth (called nunosaki), each about 12
to 18 inches long. He had brought these with him and had previously folded
them into two lengthways. It appears that at one time only one strip of cloth
had been used, but, in order to speed up the ceremony, so that the men can
return to work sooner, two cloths are now used instead of one. Taking a pair
of scissors, the priest makes small incisions along the folded edges of the
cloths, 25 or more to each cloth, in order that there would be more than
enough to represent each participant in the ritual. These strips of cloth are
then laid over two wooden offering stands which are picked up by two
assistants from the General Affairs department and carried around to be
offered in turn to each participant. Each of them solemnly blows onto a
portion of the cloth and then rips it from the incision to about halfway down
its width. This symbolises the transfer onto the cloth of all his sins and
pollutions (tsumi to kegare) from the previous year, which are transferred
through the act of blowing and are then taken away in the cloth.
When the cloths have been passed around the whole group, the priest
takes them back, packs them away in his bag and performs some concluding
bows to the dais. All the participants again bow as Nishihara-san commands
"Rei". The priest takes the cloths with him to the Shinto shrine, where on the
15th January they are ritually burnt.
Ōishi-san later explained to me that the symbolism of the ripping cloth is
just one variant of common types of ritual prayers which may involve the
destruction of the ritual object. He compared it with the burning of gomagi,
pieces of wood inscribed with prayers which are said to ascend in the smoke
to the gods. According to Ōishi-san, the cloth in the ritual described above
represents both individual sin (by each person ripping one strip) and also
collective sins or impurities by the fact that the cloth is still joined at the
edges and is burned as one unit.
I have described this rite in some detail because it illustrates the basic
concept of vicarious sacrifice even if it is expressed through the use of
inanimate objects rather than animals. The question could be asked whether
perhaps an increased awareness of the contents of such Shinto rituals could
help missionaries to explain the Christian concepts of sacrifice to the
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Japanese in a culturally more meaningful way? There are of course dangers
in such an approach, namely the possibility of producing syncretism or of
giving the impression that the Japanese sacrifices are sufficient in themselves.
Nevertheless, there is already a model to follow in the New Testament,
especially in the letter to the Hebrews. An approach along those lines would
allow for an ‘unpacking’ of the meanings within the existing rites. (Compare,
for example, Hebrews 9:1-10). More than that, it allows also for the
presentation of a fuller revelation—that is, the fact that in Christ there is a
perfect sacrifice ‘once and for all’ which obviates the need for such annual
sacrifices to be repeated endlessly year after year (Hebrews 10:1-18).
The ‘Discovery of Genesis’ in the Chinese characters
Some writers have pointed out that the concept of ‘sacrifice’ can also be
unpacked from the Chinese character for ‘righteousness’. It depicts a lamb or
sheep above a character meaning the first person pronoun: in other words, it
says that righteousness is when ‘I am under the lamb’. Some have taken this
as a way of explaining Christian concepts, but presumably this concept could
have also been taken from the meaning of non-Christian sacrifices among the
ancient Chinese.
However, a step further is taken by some authors who try to argue that the
ancient Chinese were not only monotheists but also held religious notions of
the same type as those of the ancient Hebrews, equating the Chinese high
deity Shang Ti with the Hebrew Shaddai. This approach was suggested by
Kang and Nelson in their book ‘The Discovery of Genesis in the Chinese
Characters’ and has since been developed further in subsequent books such
as “God’s promise to the Chinese” by Ethel R. Nelson, Richard E.
Broadberry and Ginger Tong Chock.5
When I first read Kang and Nelson's book The Discovery of Genesis I was
a little sceptical, wondering if they were reading too much into the characters.
However, on reflection I felt that there were a couple of aspects to their
theory which were not discussed in their book but which actually made me
more convinced that they could be right. Firstly, I remembered that when I
had taken a course in Archaeology during my first year at Cambridge
University one of the lecturers mentioned a debate over the beginnings of
bronze technology in China. Chinese archaeologists like to say that bronze
technology was discovered independently in China at the beginning of the
Shang period, whereas non-Chinese scholars say that the technique was
imported from the Middle East. As evidence, they cite the fact that Shang
period bronze artefacts in China are of a relatively high quality, but no
earlier prototypes have yet been found within China. Therefore the lack of
evidence for an independent development of bronze technology in China
makes it more likely that the techniques were originally brought to China
from the Middle East. The most likely route for such knowledge to flow was
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along what later came to be called the 'Silk Road' through Central Asia. If
technological knowledge could be conveyed in this way, there is no reason
why we could not rule out the possibility of religious traditions and stories
being carried into China along similar routes.
Secondly, I considered the statistical probability of combining the 214
radicals in the Chinese characters in order to make something which is
meaningful by reference to the book of Genesis. If there are only three
radicals in a character then the statistical probability against combining these
three radicals 'by chance' is 214 x 214 x 214, which comes to 9,800,344. In
other words, there is less than one chance in nine million that they would
have been meaningfully combined merely by coincidence alone. Statistically
this is highly significant. If this is the case for characters with just three
radicals combined, the statistical odds are far higher for some of the more
complicated characters which Kang and Nelson interpret in the light of the
book of Genesis.6
The original form of Kang and Nelson’s hypothesis was open to the
criticism that nobody could say for certain that one explanation for the origin
of the characters is 'better' than another, because such theories were
developed long after the characters themselves had come into use. For
example, Kang and Nelson take the character for a ship and unpack it as
containing the radicals for ‘boat’, ‘eight’ and ‘mouth’. They argue that if
‘mouth’ symbolises ‘people’ (as is justified by its use alongside the character
for ‘man’ to create the word ‘population’—jinkō in Japanese), then why
should a ship or larger boat be expressed in terms of ‘eight people in a boat’?
They explain this by reference to the eight who were saved in Noah’s Ark. In
my own experience, I have found that some Japanese and Chinese people
find this idea fascinating but it is still inconclusive in itself. One man, for
instance, went off and looked up that character’s suggested etymology in a
standard dictionary which interpreted the 'eight' radical as a simplified
version of the one for 'river'. By this theory, a 'ship' is a larger boat which
sails in the mouth of a river and perhaps out to sea.
However, what backs up the Kang and Nelson hypothesis to some extent
is the research which Nelson, Broadberry and Chock present on the earliest
recorded forms of these characters as revealed in archaeological discoveries
of ancient oracle bones. To the extent that this shows the earliest known
forms of the characters they are on stronger ground for suggesting some of
their interpretations, although again there is still the question of how much
they are reading into the characters. Nevertheless the overall thesis is
compelling to the extent that the hypothesis explains a wide variety of
characters. A sceptic would not only have to find alternative explanations for
each individual case but, to be more convincing, should also try to advance
an overall theoretical framework for interpreting the characters. This wider
theoretical framework is certainly a strength of the ‘Genesis’ theory.
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The ‘god of the kamikaze’
Suggestions about the postulated ‘origins’ of the Chinese characters are
based on theories to do with ancient China, but there is then a weak link in
transferring this argument in both time and space to modern Japan. Can one
find some kind of revelation of God already in Japan, without having to
resort to the ancient Chinese knowledge of the Most High? One idea which
occurred to me in this regard came from asking Japanese people which was
the deity who saved Japan from the Mongol armies by sending a ‘divine
wind’ (kamikaze) to destroy the Mongolian invasion fleet. In posing this
question, some Japanese admitted that they did not know. At least one
person suggested it might have been Amaterasu Ōmikami, the founding
ancestress of the Imperial line. I then pointed out that whichever God saved
Japan must have been a far greater God than one who is concerned only with
Japan. The same God also saved Europe from the Mongols. They had
already conquered China and the Middle East and had embarked on their
plan to conquer Europe. The Mongols eventually managed to overcome the
firm resistance put up in the Volga region by the Bulgar state and they also
penetrated into what is now Poland and Hungary, sweeping right across to
the Adriatic Sea.7 Europe would almost certainly have fallen to the Mongol
Empire too but was saved through the sudden death of Ögedei, Chinggis
Khan's third son, who was at that time the Mongolian 'Khakhan' ('Khan of
khans'). The Mongolian armies had to return to Mongolia for a council to
elect a new Khakhan. It was only this event which saved Europe. Surely the
God who stopped the Mongolians from invading both Western Europe and
Japan was a much greater god than a deity such as Amaterasu Ōmikami, who
from the chronicles seems to be concerned exclusively with Japan? The God
who saved both Japan and Europe must be the one who 'made every nation
of men, that they should inhabit the whole earth; and he determined the times
set for them and the exact places where they should live' (Acts 17:26).8
The ‘unknown god’ who is active right now and can speak to us today.
Discovering previously “hidden” or unrecognised meanings in the
Chinese characters, or asking questions about possible divine interventions
in historical events still puts any revelation of God into the distant past.
Surely if God is at work among the Japanese, He should still be at work
today. We can testify to God’s work in the lives of Japanese Christians but is
He also moving in the lives of non-Christians?
This question has come to the fore in my research among nurses in
Britain and among ethnic groups of Russia and Central Asia. Unfortunately
it was not one which I investigated too thoroughly in my research among
Japanese people, but there are hints that this is likely to be a potentially
fruitful area of research if anyone would like to take this further.
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I have in mind experiences in which people feel that God has revealed
something of himself through visions, dreams, or other so-called ‘mystical’
experiences. From what we know of the way in which Muslims, Jews and
others have come to Christ, there are indications that significant dreams,
sometimes ‘supernatural’ healing, and various other kinds of spiritual
experiences have often played an important role in bringing people to faith in
Jesus. Japanese people too are pragmatists: they want a religion that works, a
god who can do things today and not just speak in the distant past.
Research into spiritual experience demands sensitivity on the part of the
researcher and often involves the researcher having a character which
facilitates the building up of trust. This is because some of the experiences
are so personal that people are unwilling to talk about them in public for fear
of not being taken seriously or being thought to be mentally unbalanced. An
example of this comes from a telephone call to me a few years ago from a
lady in Russia whom I had already known for about six years. Previously she
had regarded herself as an atheist but she telephoned me because she wanted
to talk about an experience in which she had seen an angel. Irina had
therefore begun to believe that there is a God, but, in her words, she did not
know if she was supposed to become “a Buddhist or a Baptist”.9 Through her
reading some Christian literature which I sent to her she became a Christian
some weeks later.
Trust needs to be built up before one can ask what might turn out to be
personal questions about spiritual experiences. In a study I conducted among
nurses in England, two-thirds had had a definite spiritual experience of some
kind which they could recount in reasonable detail. Examples included a
sense of the presence of God, answered prayer, premonitions, a near-death
experience, encounters with evil or with what were interpreted as spirits of
the dead, and one case of a vision interpreted as a visit by the Virgin Mary.
All but one of the other nurses reported having had experiences which are
less concrete and which are not so easily classified as ‘supernatural’, an
example of this being déjà-vu (the feeling that one has been somewhere or
experiences an event previously but cannot remember when).10
From the beginning of the interviews it was necessary to build the
informants’ confidence by asking relatively easy to answer questions such as
how long they had been a nurse or why they chose the nursing profession.
Then I could lead on to other issues related to their work which probed more
deeply into their attitudes to life, such as what they thought about abortion or
what had most shocked them when they first started their nursing training.
As the interview progressed I could then introduce some more ‘religious’
questions, starting off with asking, “How often have you been aware of a
presence or power, whether you call it God or not, which is different from
your everyday self’. At the time I was working for the Alister Hardy
Research Centre in Oxford and so the form of this question was deliberately
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phrased so as to be comparable with other studies, but now I find it rather
clumsy. What is often more comprehensible to people is to ask about specific
types of experiences, such as whether or not they have ever seen something
in a dream which has then happened in real life.
This approach is one I have found more constructive when interviewing
Mongolians. In the early 1980s I found that they would say they were
atheists if I raised the subject of God. It was like hitting my head against a
brick wall. Then I began to conduct this research among nurses and
wondered how my Mongolian friends would respond to such questions.
Dreams were not in my list of ‘prompt’ experiences but I found that they
soon began to tell me about significant dreams as well as other experiences
such as premonitions or what they referred to as ‘telepathy’. When I asked
them how they explain such experiences often they admitted that they did
not know, and they asked me my opinion. It often led on to sharing about
Jesus and in a couple of cases offering an interpretation of recurring dreams
of theirs which I felt were like ‘parables’ revealing their spiritual state and
what God wanted to say to them.11
My impression (based on a limited number of cases) is that fewer
Japanese than Mongolians attach so much importance to dreams, but in
Japan there is nevertheless also an interest in the meaning of significant
dreams. Asking about dreams can still lead on to discussions about spiritual
issues. For example, a Japanese man whom I shall call Mr. K. told me of a
dream in which he had seen a friend of his who had died. The friend seemed
to be communicating, perhaps without words but in a kind of transference of
his thoughts, the message “Don’t come here”. When I asked Mr. K. what he
thought the dream meant, he replied that he thought it was saying he still had
some time left on this earth. I then suggested that perhaps if the friend were
actually in hell, he might be trying to warn Mr. K. that he needed to find the
true path which leads to heaven. “I hadn’t thought of that possibility” he
replied. I then was able to share something about my own faith.
At times those who have told me about their spiritual experiences have
not confided these very personal experiences to others. This was also the
case with some people I met in Japan. For example, Mrs Kosaka told me that
her mother died of an unexpected heart attack at the age of forty-one. A
week or so previously the daughter had a premonitory dream about her
mother dying. At the time she did not know whether or not to believe the
dream because there are two kinds of premonitory dream - the sakaiyume, in
which the dream is the opposite to that which later takes place in real life,
and the masaiyume, which is a dream about what will actually happen. In
retrospect she decided that hers was in fact a masaiyume. However, at the
time of the dream and before her mother's unexpected death she had thought
that the dream was a result of her feeling sorry for a friend of hers whose
father had recently died.
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This kind of experience is one which people might be willing to relate if
the right kinds of questions are asked, but it needs to be done with tact. Mrs.
Kosaka was willing to tell me because we had already known one another for
several months and there had been time for a degree of trust to develop. My
role as a researcher also helped: would she have been more reticent or more
open if I had been a missionary? Both in Japan and also among these
Mongolians I at first tried to avoid telling my informants too much about my
own beliefs so that their responses would not be influenced by what they
thought I would want to hear. However, after the interviews they would
sometimes ask me what I believe and I would be prepared to tell them.
Experiences such as precognitive dreams also challenge people to
consider whether there is a spiritual dimension to life. In Mrs. Kosaka's case,
another reason she feels that there is a "greater power" at work is because the
whole family had been together at the time her mother had the fatal heart
attack. Just a few minutes beforehand her father and brother had come in.
She herself had been feeling very tired and decided to return home and rest
just before the time when the heart attack occurred, so it meant that the
whole family were together for a few minutes before the death. She attributes
this to the working of a "greater power" but is unsure what kind of power
this might be.
Mrs. Kosaka married six years after her mother's death. On the night
before her yuino (betrothal ceremony) a friend of her deceased mother had a
dream, on the basis of which she told Kosaka-san, "Your mother is very glad
that you are engaged." Kosaka-san therefore thinks that in some way her own
happiness adds to her mother's happiness.12
In the Bible there are several instances of God's revelations to non-Jews
or non-Christians through spiritual experiences such as significant dreams or
visions. Examples include Abimelech king of Gerar in Genesis 20:3-7, the
Pharoah of Egypt at the time of Joseph (Genesis 41), the Midianite man who
dreamed of what Gideon's army would do (Judges 7:13-14), Nebuchadnezzar
(Daniel chapters 2 and 4) and Cornelius (Acts 10). However in many cases it
is through someone else who knows God better—Joseph, Daniel or Peter—
that the dream or vision is given its interpretation. Even Abimelech, who was
misled by Abraham's half-truth about his wife, had to receive prayer from
Abraham himself to be healed of infertility (Genesis 20:17-18). The dream
of the Midianite soldier was interpreted correctly by another Midianite, and
that of Pilate's wife seemed to be self-evident (Matthew 27:19). However,
the fact that people are aware of their dreams and often ponder about them
means that those who are able to discuss such experiences might actually be
given a door for sharing about spiritual truths. Christians have a
responsibility to make their message relevant to those who are thinking about
such issues because if people do not find the answers from Christians they
are likely to look for explanations in ‘New Age’, occult or other philosophies.
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Essentially there are two models of interpretation which tend to be given
in trying to explain such dreams. One is the an idea of some kind of
impersonal power or ability within mankind—something like the concept of
“psi” used by researchers of psychic phenomena or “Extra-sensory
perception.” This is an idea introduced within the last century or so, but the
main framework for interpretation throughout history and in most cultures of
the world has been to see such dreams as revelations from spiritual beings—
whether God or demons. I recognise that it is not easy to say categorically
what the origin of a particular dream might be, and that this is something
which we need to ask God to reveal. Nevertheless, in the biblical examples
cited earlier we can assume that the dreams given to non-Christians were
indeed from God. However, there are also dreams which could be from
demonic causes. Many other dreams are quite possibly merely the product of
subconscious mental processes.
In the same way, other kinds of spiritual experiences include not only
visions of angels or other kinds of divine revelations but also experiences
which have a demonic origin. One example of this comes from a
conversation I had while I was travelling on the Shinkansen from Nagoya to
Tokyo and got talking with a fellow passenger who turned out to be a nurse.
When I told her of the research I had once done in England among nurses,
interviewing them about their spiritual experiences, this Japanese nurse told
me of a place in the hospital where she thinks there is still the spiritual
presence of a dead patient. She therefore believed that there is some kind of
life after death but did not know what kind of afterlife it might be. In further
conversation she later asked me what I believe about such matters.
The following account from a Japanese woman living in England is
probably an example of an encounter with an evil presence of some kind:
“About two and a half years ago—that is, in about 1997—we were staying
at a holiday cottage in the south-west of Britain. In the night I woke up and
felt an oppressive feeling of a kind of weight pressing down on my body. I
wanted to shout out but I couldn’t utter a sound. Then I felt as if I was being
touched on my left leg. When this happened, I managed to shout out, but
there was nobody else in the room. I was scared and thought it was a ghost. I
didn’t want to sleep in that room any more, so I went into my son’s room
and spent the rest of the night there, though I couldn’t sleep any more. The
next day I still sensed a kind of oppression in that room even in the daytime
and I didn’t want to go in there, so I slept the next night again in my son’s
room. When I told my parents about it my mother was also afraid and didn’t
want to hear about it. Before this time I didn’t pay any attention to ghost
stories and didn’t really believe in them but now I have more of an interest
and can believe such accounts. I once read a book of Scottish ghost stories,
for example, and some of the descriptions of a feeling of oppression were
similar to my own experience so I could believe such accounts.”
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This same Japanese lady also mentioned another experience of hers
elsewhere in which she was lying in bed and saw someone come in to the
room. The visitor had a woman’s body but no face was visible. The
apparition then disappeared.
Experiences of this kind make people believe that there is a ‘supernatural’
reality of some kind. Unfortunately they can sometimes look in the wrong
direction for answers to their questions. On the other hand, such experiences
can also become catalysts in making a person want to know the truth. If
people are willing to relate their experiences, Christians can start from this
point of perceived interest and then leading the person on to a fuller
understanding of spiritual reality. Sometimes it may be necessary to take
authority in name of Jesus Christ over a deceiving spirit which is affecting
the person. There may be a need to pray with the person for an unclean spirit
to be expelled from their house. However, the most important location which
needs to be spiritually cleaned up is the person’s own heart and for the Holy
Spirit to be invited to reside there instead, as Jesus taught in Luke 11:24-26.
In talking with people about these kinds of spiritual experiences we can
not only acquire a better understanding of Japanese attitudes to the
supernatural but also have opportunities to share with them what we believe
about Jesus. I have found it useful to look for “springboards” or steppingstones for evangelism, either in certain cultural attitudes or customs or else in
personal experiences such as the ones just described. Each person is unique
so there is no “magic formula” and we also need to build any sharing of
Christ on the trust which comes from positive personal relationships
Nevertheless, the interpretation of some experiences can be ambiguous.
We need to ask God for discernment as to the nature of the experience, or
else sometimes clues might be given by the context in which it occurs. As
examples of an ‘ambiguous’ type of experience, compare the following two
accounts:
“It was just after 7.00pm at night and I was standing by the shop in the
factory with a couple of friends when we saw over the personnel office [at
least 600 yards away] something red, glowing like a firefly, jumping about
very slowly, which then drifted off towards the south and disappeared. It was
about a metre or so in diameter."
“At tree top level down by the market I saw a ball of light moving slowly
and steadily through the air. There was a gasp and a sighing from the people
about me. It went out, not falling or dimming, just suddenly extinguished...
Another ball of light followed. We stared at it in silence. It too went out, all
at once, absolutely.”
The first account was given by a Japanese woman who before marriage
had worked for Tōray and had seen the fireball in the factory precincts,
whereas the second account is from a Western anthropologist working in
West Africa. Both my Japanese informant and this female anthropologist
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were probably in their twenties and were with others who also witnessed the
phenomenon. The anthropologist further comments that 'no human being
could have caused those lights' and that other European observers in that part
of Africa had reported such phenomena but had dismissed them with that
'comfortable tag' of 'electrical phenomenon'. 13 She would be regarded by
most people as a 'credible witness' and her ethnography is now regarded as
'one of the most valuable of the works on the Tiv' people.14
What are we to make of such experiences? In Africa the fireball was
immediately regarded as something to do with witchcraft, whereas the
Japanese woman wondered if it meant that someone had died. Often these
fireballs (hi no tama) are interpreted as the spirits or ghosts of dead people,
since the word tama can mean not only spirit but also a ball or sphere
(though written with a different Chinese character). It is not clear whether
fireballs influenced the word for spirit or vice-versa, but we do know from
written accounts that the fireball phenomenon has been witnessed in the
course of many centuries.15
Six other Japanese people among the one hundred whom I interviewed
claimed to have seen such a fireball themselves. However, they had done so
as children at about the age of nine or ten, or "while in primary school", and
always at twilight or at night. Two examples are as follows, the first from a
female and the second from a male informant:
"I have once seen a fireball, as a child; I don't know what it is. It's a kind
of star, or meteorite - a very big blue-green light; I've never seen anything
like it. It was when I lived by the coast. I was playing by the places where
they tied up the boats and I saw it fall then in the sky."
"I believe in fireballs because I've seen one, in Niigata. I didn't know
what it was at the time, but it was outside a house where someone had died. I
was 10 years old then and my family saw it too."
A 'pseudo-scientific' theory which purports to explain this phenomenon
claims that the light comes from the potassium emitted by the bones of dead
people. In fact, the man just quoted above resorted to this theory when
pressed about his interpretation of his experience. However, only two of my
informants had seen the fireball in a graveyard, the place where one would
expect to see them if the potassium theory had any validity. Others saw the
fireballs on the roof of a house, in the sky above Kyoto and in the places
described in the above quotations. Only one person mentioned that the
potassium explanation for fireballs is unlikely to hold nowadays because
cremation rather than burial is the legally prescribed norm.16
Originally I was sceptical about these reports of seeing fireballs because
most of them occurred during childhood, but I am now much less inclined to
rationalise away such accounts. I presume that the woman who saw one as
an adult and was with others who also witnessed the same phenomenon must
have seen something, even if we might argue about how to interpret the
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observation. This conclusion is strengthened if we widen the net to include
accounts from elsewhere in the world too. For example, a man belonging to
the Mansi people of north-west Siberia related to me the following account:
"When I was on a reindeer sledge near the town of Igrim I saw a ball of
fire, flying like a star, approaching me. It had sparks flying off both sides: I
understood it to be a horse with sparks flying from it. I saw it just for a short
time, about twenty years ago, when I was in my fifties. The ball of fire
appeared in front of me, then disappeared."
This Mansi man’s interpretation of the ‘ball of fire’ phenomenon was as
follows: “I believe it was a god who passed swiftly by me and would not
wait. Nowadays a god will never show himself in his entirety to a man: only
the people who lived before us, our ancestors, could see him as a god on a
horse, but modern men can see only the fire, not the god himself…”17
In northern Nigeria 'during the 'Gindiri Revival' of 1972 a pastor was
knocked up to go to a church some distance away where the congregation
had gathered after midnight, unbidden, to hear the word of the Lord. As he
walked through the African bush that night he was guided by a globe of light,
waist-high, going before him.' 18 This case is cited by Rex Gardner as a
modern parallel to the globe of fire which was once seen over the head of St.
Martin of Tours, a fourth century Christian who became renowned for his
healing ministry. The circumstances in which these Christian experiences
occurred would seem to indicate that what was perceived as a globe of light
or of fire might have been an angel. Perhaps some corroboration of this
interpretation could be taken from Exodus 3:2, which reports that 'the angel
of the Lord' appeared to Moses 'in flames of fire from within a bush'.
Accounts of various kinds of light phenomena in north Wales during the
Welsh revival of 1904-1905, including a globe of light over a chapel where a
service was taking place, would further fit with an interpretation of such
phenomena as signs of angelic activity.19
However, interpretations of these phenomena need to bear in mind St.
Paul's warning that 'Satan himself masquerades as an angel of light' (2
Corinthians 11:14). It is possible that some reports of fireballs might have
been re-interpreted as UFOs—a phenomenon in which there is also
considerable interest in Japan. Perhaps in this context I could mention the
experience of a Russian Orthodox Christian who told me how God showed
her in a dream that she should have nothing to do with trying to contact
UFOs; shortly afterwards she read an article by an Orthodox priest showing
how UFOs were from the devil. 20 In the survey of religious experiences
among nurses in Leeds, which I conducted in 1986, the only nurse who
mentioned seeing a UFO was one who gave talks on astrology and had been
described as "spiritually sensitive" by a clairvoyant. Further evidence that
these kinds of phenomena may often be demonic comes from George Otis,
who reports that in Nepal 'mysterious lights perched atop high mountain
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peaks have come hurtling down' towards the residences of Christian workers
'only to be driven off by urgent rebukes in the name of Christ'.21
Therefore I am now inclined not to dismiss accounts of fireballs, but to
see them as pointers to a spiritual reality which can have both angelic and
demonic dimensions. The context of some appearances might indicate
whether they are more likely to be angelic or demonic, although in other
cases one might have to withhold judgement. This is an area in which we
need to exercise the spiritual gift of discernment.
When speaking about spiritual experiences, people are more likely to
confide in us and also to accept our interpretations of the experiences if they
feel that they can trust us. Trust takes time to develop and it might be years
before some people feel that they know us reasonably well and feel that they
can trust us sufficiently to open up about some of the more private sides of
their lives. In all this personal relationships are essential. We can make use
of ‘tools’ such as literature, radio programmes, English classes or anything
else but these are merely the means towards building relationships and trust.
Our personal lives also have to demonstrate that we live by what we say.
What is most important of all is our relationship with God and our
relationship with other people. I mentioned in the first session that one of
the motivations in my coming to Japan was a comment by an experienced
missionary that they would like someone with an anthropological
background to come to Japan to “dig into the culture” and to come up with
new approaches to communicating about Jesus in culturally sensitive terms.
Some of the approaches I have mentioned today come out of this research
but these are valueless in themselves unless they are accompanied by love. If
the most important commandments are to love God with all our heart, with
all our mind, with all our will and with all our strength, and to love our
neighbour as ourselves, then the two essential keys to seeing God’s Kingdom
come are a love for God and a love for others. I would sum up the practical
manifestations of this love as prayer and positive social relationships. If we
have all the right methodology or tools but have not love for God, as
expressed through a meaningful prayer life, and if we have not love for our
neighbour, as expressed through meaningful interaction with other people,
then all our books and seminar papers on methodologies for evangelism are
of no more lasting value than toilet paper.
Prayer is the key to letting God act, but we have to be willing to let Him
set the agenda, and to do things His way. If we are willing to ‘let God be
God’ then he can sometimes surprise us as He works in response to our
prayers. An example of this comes from a Christian in Texas who wrote of
the manner in which an elderly Japanese woman came to Christ:
'An older Japanese woman, Buddhist, (who) spoke no English...was
visiting her daughter, from Japan, in San Antonio, at Randolph AFB, Texas.
Her daughter, the wife of an Air Force member, was attending a Lay Witness
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Mission, sponsored by the Air Force Chapel, on March 4 - 6, 1988. Her
mother attended with her.
The circumstances were as follows: Karen and I were leading a small
group ministry on prayer on the morning of March 5th, for about ten women.
We called the Holy Spirit, and the mother had clear manifestations of the
Holy Spirit which continued for about 10—15 minutes. When the Spirit
lifted, she told her daughter in Japanese, who translated to us, that Jesus had
come personally to her and testified about Himself. She immediately
received Christ as her Lord and Savior. She was filled with joy and great
happiness. We spoke with her through her daughter several times during the
remainder of the weekend and her joy remained.'22
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On my return that Wednesday, Oyuna's first question to me was, “Did God show you
what my dream means?” “I think so,” I replied, “When we prayed on Monday evening, a
verse from the Bible came to my mind, which says, 'Unless a grain of wheat falls into the
ground and dies, it remains a solitary grain: but if it dies, it produces many seeds'. Since
then, as I've been praying about this, God has brought to my mind many other passages
from the Bible which say that we need to be willing to die to ourselves so that we can live
for God. I believe that God is showing you in a picture form something of your own
spiritual state: that you also need to die to yourself in order that you can live in the way
God intends.”
Oyuna obviously understood me well enough, because she felt this was rather fanatical!
We continued to speak about many other issues of faith. As far as I know, she has not yet
become a Christian, but this suggested interpretation of her dream led on to a more
meaningful discussion of spiritual issues than might have been possible otherwise.
Another Mongolian is a man whom I'll call Baatar. When I first met him, he appeared to
be relatively non-religious and it was difficult to talk with him about spiritual matters.
However, at the end of the interview he said that he kept having a recurring dream about
his being out on the steppe and looking for a spring of water but being unable to find it.
He asked me what I thought it might mean. This time I was fairly confident that it was a
metaphor of his spiritual state and was like a parable. I showed him the passages in John’s
gospel where Jesus speaks of the ‘living water’ which he gives as a ‘spring of water
welling up to eternal life’ and which symbolises the Holy Spirit (John 4:10-14; 7:37-39).
Before I left Baatar, I gave him a gospel of John to read for himself. Just as I was going
out of the door of his room in a students’ hostel, I met two people from ‘Campus Crusade
for Christ’, one of whom spoke Russian, who were just about to visit that very room! As I
was visiting Leeds, where Baatar was studying, and not living there at the time, I left the
follow-up to these local Christians. I later learned from them that they did not know of his
definitely having come to faith in Jesus but on his return to Mongolia Baatar had gone out
of his way to help make many arrangements to organise for an evangelistic team to visit
Mongolia. He was therefore at least sympathetic and perhaps on his way towards faith.
12
In the same way, she says of her mother, "She left to me her happiness".
13
Elinore S. Bowen Return to Laughter (London: Gollancz, 1954), p. 44.
14
Martin Southwold Buddhism in Life (Manchester: Manchester U.P., 1983), p. 12, note
27.
15
Carmen Blacker The Catalpa Bow (London: Allen and Unwin, 1975), p. 43; Paul
Devereux Earth Lights Revelation (London: Blandford, 1989), pp. 35, 36, 149.
16
David C. Lewis The Unseen Face of Japan (op.cit.), pp. 66-68.
17 David C. Lewis After Atheism: Religion and Ethnicity in Russia and Central Asia
(Richmond, Surrey: Curzon Press, 2000), p. 70
18
Rex Gardner Healing Miracles: A Doctor Investigates (London: Darton, Longman and
Todd, 1986), p.72.
19
Paul Devereux Earth Lights Revelation (London: Blandford, 1989), pp. 64-69 gives
accounts of the light phenomena in Wales at the time of the revival associated with Mary
Jones.
20
'NLO - poslantsy Satany' ['UFOs - envoys of Satan'] in Golos Vsyelonnoy, April 1991,
pp.1-3.
21
George Otis The Last of the Giants (Tarrytown, New York: Fleming H. Revell
Company/Chosen Books, 1991), p. 90.
22
David C. Lewis The Unseen Face of Japan (op.cit.), pp. 312-313.

Response to Lewis, “Communicating Christ”
By Chris Momose
In this session, Dr. Lewis challenged us to evaluate the work we are doing
as missionaries and to be careful that we do not simply take the easy or
comfortable ways. He focused on the importance of prayer, saying that we
all need to be more faithful in prayer. How true! Dr. Lewis said:
A second reason why I emphasize the key role of prayer is because it
seems to me that we have been affected by the missionary equivalent of
"McDonaldisation". There is a search for the evangelistic equivalent of
"fast food." Anyone involved with evangelism, whether in the USA or in
Europe or Japan, tends to want to find a ready-made formula for bringing
people to faith in Jesus.
He went on to say that many missionaries try to find the so-called
"redemptive analogy" in the culture in which they are working, based on the
experience of Don Richardson as described in his book The Peace Child, or
in his other book Eternity in Their Hearts. There is some good to be said
about digging into the culture and history of Japan in search of analogies that
could be used to make the Gospel clearer. I agree with Dr. Lewis that we
need to be careful about assuming there must be some perfect redemptive
analogy for Japan.
It has been proven that there was some degree of Christian influence here
in Japan long before Xavier first brought the Catholic religion (I hesitate to
say Christianity, since Catholicism is not true Christianity by any stretch of
the imagination) into Japan and believers came to be known as Kirishitan.
There are some who feel that this is a VERY important fact, and that if the
Japanese only realized that Japan was more of a Christian nation originally
than a Buddhist or Shinto one, that many would return to the faith of their
fathers. Personally, I don't believe this is true. Satan has so blinded the hearts
and minds of the Japanese through Shintoism, Buddhism, materialism and
atheistic evolutionary teaching that there is probably very little of this "latent
Christianity" left in the average Japanese.
Some are also emphasizing the fact that much Shinto ritual is similar to
Judaism, and that the design of shrines, etc. and use of the Star of David
indicates that there was a Jewish influence here in Japan thousands of years
ago. Maybe there was, but, again, will it cause modern-day Japanese to fall
on their knees in repentance and cry out to God for salvation through Jesus
Christ just because they learn these "facts?" I think not. So, as Dr. Lewis
pointed out, we need to be careful how we approach the use of cultural
practices, etc. that are similar to what we find in the Bible.
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He also discussed the book The Discovery of Genesis, by Kang and
Nelson, in which it is shown that many original Chinese characters seem to
contain the story of Genesis. Personally, I have talked to many Japanese
about this fact, showing them different kanji that contain the Genesis story;
they are almost always surprised and intrigued by it. Still, it is only a tool to
help someone see that the Bible may, indeed, be something that the ancient
Chinese knew of, possibly as a result of migrating east after the Tower of
Babel dispersion. This knowledge won't cause anyone to immediately repent,
but it can be helpful in causing some skeptics to consider that the Bible may
be more than just a book of myths and fairy tales.
Dr. Lewis went on to discuss the possible benefits of supernatural
experiences, such as dreams, healing and other "spiritual" experiences. I
agree that there may be some instances where such experiences have been
brought about by the Lord, but certainly all such experiences are not from the
Lord. There have been people saved as a result of some vision or dream or
other supernatural experiences initiated by God, but there have been
infinitely more deceived by Satan and his demons through false visions and
dreams, etc. We need to be careful and "test the spirits" in relation to any
supernatural phenomenon, regardless of whether or not a person seems to
"come to Christ" through it.
Dr. Lewis quite correctly said, "However, interpretations of these
phenomena need to bear in mind St. Paul's warning that 'Satan himself
masquerades as an angel of light' (2 Corinthians 11:14)." Many in the church
make the mistake of believing that any supernatural event that takes place in
a Christian context is from the Lord, or "of the Holy Spirit." Satan is getting
lots of mileage out of uncontrollable laughter, people falling on the floor and
barking or howling like dogs or other wild animals, etc. in some churches
because many Christians are too enamored with the supernatural to test the
spirits to see if they are from God (I John 4:1). "God is not a God of
confusion" (1 Cor. 14:33), and those who are truly filled with the Holy Spirit
are able to control the manifestation of the Spirit (1 Cor. 14:28, 30, 32).
We must never forget that Satan is able to do "miraculous" things, too
(for example, when Pharoah's magicians actually turned their staffs into
snakes in Exodus 7:11-12!). The "miraculous" or supernatural is not a test of
whether something is of God. So, I agree wholeheartedly with Dr. Lewis'
warning regarding how we interpret the supernatural.
At the end of this last session, Dr. Lewis summed things up this way: " If
we have all the right methodology or tools but have not love for God, as
expressed through a meaningful prayer life, and if we have not love for our
neighbour, as expressed through meaningful interaction with other people,
then all our books and seminar papers on methodologies for evangelism are
of no more lasting value than toilet paper."
AMEN!

“Uh Oh, What Now? I have to Conduct a Funeral!”
Funerals as Wonderful Opportunities to Proclaim the Gospel of Hope
By Peter Clift*
Introduction
The very thought of having to conduct a funeral in Japan can strike terror
to the heart of many a Christian missionary, and for good reason. He knows
that he would be dealing with a difficult language and culture that he's not
completely comfortable with; he knows that there are set customs, language
expressions and levels of politeness, and that he doesn't even know how
much he doesn’t know; he knows that he would probably have to be dealing
with non-Christian relatives at some stage of the preparations, and that their
expectations probably won't match his own convictions. Furthermore, he
feels that he is Christ's representative, and that he must represent his Master's
best interests as he understands them from His Master's Word. He does not
want to compromise Biblical truth.
Yet he also knows that a brother or sister from his church has gone to be
with the Lord, or is about to; he knows that an experienced Japanese pastor is
not available to handle the funeral; he knows that relatives are hurting over
the loss of their loved one; he knows that unbelievers will come to the
funeral in numbers that he could never expect to reach otherwise; he knows
they will be watching and listening to everything that goes on with an
attention they never give in a wedding or even in church; and finally, he
knows that he has the perfect word of comfort for all who attend the
funeral— the Gospel of Hope and Love from the Living and True God of the
universe.
If the deceased was not a Christian, the situation is trickier, since the
missionary can't say publicly where the deceased is now. (Incidentally, can
any of us be 100% positive about the eternal destiny of a particular nonChristian? Do we know all that did or did not occur between him and God in
his final moments?) Nevertheless the opportunity to show love and comfort,
and to pray to the True God of Heaven and Earth for the mourning relatives
exists, and I for one am eager for the chance. Out of the 15 or so funerals I
have conducted, about half have been for unbelieving relatives of Christians
in our church, and the families' reactions were uniformly positive.
*

Peter Clift has served as an independent missionary in Japan since 1968 with Christian
Missions In Many Lands. He and his first wife, Lois, started the Ikuta Christian
Assembly in Kawasaki, and with his second wife, Mary, he is planting a new church in
"Tera no Machi" Iiyama, Nagano-Ken. He holds the BA and BS from the University of
Minnesota, and has authored two books, "Child Training That Makes a Difference," and
"A Pre-Marital Guide for Couples," both available in Japanese from Word of Life Press.
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In my own case happily, the first funeral I was asked to conduct was 11
years after I came to Japan, and was for a believer, with the full cooperation
of her Christian daughter-in-law and her irreligious son. Also I had probably
a week's notice of her impending death in which to make many frantic phone
calls to a Japanese evangelist for advice. His attitudes and concrete
suggestions have been formative of my own approach, and I have always
been deeply grateful to Mr. Osamu Kitano of Maebashi. The second funeral
was for the husband of one of the Christian sisters in our church. As the chief
mourner (moshu #42) and a Christian, she wasn't about to pay big money to
a Buddhist priest to conduct his funeral. Being my second time, I felt much
more confident in what I was doing, and there was an experienced Christian
couple present to assist me. When my own first wife, Lois, died in Japan in
1989, Christian brothers from our church, as well as missionary friends
conducted her funeral exactly along the lines we had already established for
others, and it remains in my memory as a wonderful testimony to a
wonderful God and a wonderful wife and mother of my children. The dozens
of pictures from her "Called to Heaven" funeral (Shōten-kinen-shiki #3) are
more than just good memories; I use the album every time I explain
Christian funeral customs to new believers or to non-Christians, and every
time I conduct a funeral seminar.
Since 1994, Mary and I have engaged in pioneer evangelism in the
Buddhist stronghold of Iiyama, Nagano Ken. I am in no sense wanting to
conduct funerals as a business, but I eagerly look forward to doing my first
funeral in Iiyama in the hope of showing the love and comfort of God
Almighty, and additionally in the hope of breaking the monopoly of the
Buddhist priests. My support being assured by the Lord through His people
in North America and Japan, I have resolved to receive nothing for my
services from the bereaved families. (If they wish, they can donate to the
Salvation Army to feed the homeless. I'll give them the address and postal
remittance code). So far, no takers, but we are ready to spread the Gospel in
this indirect manner.
In any case, I know the fear of missionaries facing the prospect of their
first funeral, but I also know the help of the Lord and His servants over the
years, and it is in the hope of helping others to overcome their fears and to
minister to God and to mankind effectively that I have conducted the
seminars, and submitted this paper. Soli Deo Gloria!
Our approach will be to first ascertain what Japanese people expect in any
funeral, and then to find out how they view Christian funerals. Next we need
to explore the possible attitudes that Christians can take, and have taken,
toward funerals in Japan. My own personal approach follows. Finally, and
most practically, I want to walk my readers through all the steps involved in
conducting a Christian funeral. This will be the very heart of this paper.
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Obviously, no paper of this scope can be exhaustive in its treatment, but
you will notice two important addenda; one is a vocabulary list of Japanese
funeral terms, along with their English meanings and an indication of where
they are appropriately used. The first appearance of the term will be
identified by its number in the vocabulary list. The second addendum is a
worksheet and checklist of jobs to do when planning both the wake (zenyashiki #5) and the "Called to Heaven" ceremony or funeral (Shōten-kinenshiki #3 or o-Sōshiki #1). Our major concern here is pastoral and
evangelistic: how can we help people better, both to comfort and to lead
many to saving faith in our Lord Jesus Christ?
Given the pastoral nature of this paper, it would be good to discuss the
issue of burial plots: private, church, or Buddhist temple plots, but we can
discuss that later, perhaps over coffee. In brief, my own basic attitude is that
the Christian's spirit and/or soul is with the Lord. Though the empty body is
to be treated with respect, the place of burial is not of crucial interest to the
deceased; i.e., our funeral and gravesite has no effect on his spirit, good or
bad. For purposes of witness, and to avoid paying "perpetual care" fees to the
Buddhist priest, it is doubtless desirable to be buried along with other
Christians, but in no way can the living influence the dead. They are entirely
in Almighty and All-Righteous God's hands, and where better can they be?
Our job is to comfort, give God's Good News, and call men to examine their
own lives and deaths in the light of eternity.
What Do Japanese Expect in a Funeral?
My answer to this question depends on two factors: whether we are
speaking of the expectations of the deceased person (kojin #82) or of his
relatives (izoku #46), and it depends on the view of the afterlife that each
person holds. Before his death, the deceased person's wish basically is that
he not be forgotten by his family. He believes he has been faithful in
"worshipping" (sosen-sūhai #84) and caring for the memory of his own
ancestors (sosen, senzo #83), and he obviously expects that his children will
not forget him, either at the funeral or after. The only way he can conceive of
this care is if it takes the same form as he gave to his ancestors. The form it
takes varies according to the view of the afterlife everybody holds, but the
gut instinct is, "Don't Forget Me!"
Our Lord tells us what he wishes for following his death in the story of
Lazarus and the rich man. "I'd appreciate a little bit of human kindness. You
can't do anything about getting me out of here, and I accept that. Don't worry
about worshipping and remembering me now; just bend every effort to make
sure my five brothers don't come to this God-forsaken place!"
Among non-Christian Japanese, very broadly speaking there are three
views of the afterlife, and hence three sets of expectations. The True
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Atheist/Materialist believes there's nothing after death but ashes, so all he
expects is a decent farewell (kokubetsu-shiki #2). Whether his wishes are
known and followed is an iffy proposition, depending on his relatives'
attitude. I have read tombstones declaring the deceased's total rejection of the
afterlife, and I have heard of Farewell Ceremonies recently where no religion
was involved (to save the huge expense of the Buddhist priest, Kaimyō (#20),
etc.), where business colleagues could come to read their farewells, and then
have a good dinner with drink and reminiscences (shinobi #7, omoide #8)
following. I have even heard some say laughingly that their departed
colleague or relative would want them to have a jolly drunken time!
The True-Believer Buddhist, on the other hand, believes in Reincarnation
(rinne #33 and umarekawari #34) according to Karma (in-ga-ōhō or innen
#27). His status in the next life (raisei #39) depends on his efforts in the
present life (gensei #38) and the help of Amida Buddha, and he wants every
bit of help he can get on his way to the next stage of the reincarnation cycle.
What he wants for this purpose can be summarized as follows:
1) He wants a Buddhist funeral (o-Sōshiki #1) with as many officiating
priests chanting sutras (o-Kyō #31) as he or his family can afford. This will
consist of the following ceremonies, give or take one or two:
(a) Set-up of the altar (saidan) and incense (o-shōkō, o-senko #81) in the
home, usually accompanied with chanted sutras (o-Kyō #31)
(b) No-kan (#87)- placing the body into the coffin after washing and dressing
it for cremation.
(c) Shukkan (#6) - taking the coffin out of the house on its way to either the
temple or the crematorium.
(d) O-Tsuya (#4) - the wake, either at home, the temple, or at a public hall.
Sutras by priests and incense offered by all, especially the relatives.
(e) Kokubetsu-shiki (#2) - the funeral itself, usually at the temple or public
hall. Sutras by priests and incense offered by all. Much like the o-tsuya,
which is why people come to one or the other to discharge their duty.
(f) Kasō (#11) - cremation, attended by relatives and close friends. The priest
chants sutras before the casket goes into the furnace, then everybody goes
to a waiting room for tea and refreshments. After an hour or so, they go to
the small room where relatives in pairs pick up the bones with chopsticks
and deposit them in the ashes urn (tsubo #15). This ends the funeral
proper. There may be a meal following, usually with the priest attending.
I have seen the priest give a short meditation at this meal.
(g) Nōkotsu (#14) - interment of the bones, usually with o-Kyō and flowers
offered.
(h) Hōji (#18) - memorial services, with o-Kyō and o-shōkō.
2) He wants it done at the biggest temple he (or his family) can afford.
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3) He wants to buy the most expensive Posthumous Buddhist Name (Kaimyō
#20) he can afford, often picking it out and paying for it while he is still very
much alive, and often over the protests of his family. This Kaimyō can only
be inscribed by the Buddhist priest on the Funeral Name Plaque (ihai #21),
which then goes into the Buddhist Ancestor Shelf (butsudan #22), and is the
central object of veneration, prayers and memorials. Stories have been told
of houses burning to the ground, when the occupants were able to proudly
say that they could save nothing but the ihai. This is the very heart of
Ancestor Worship.
4) He wants to be sure that his relatives will call the priest for chanting of oKyō and for memorial services on the 49th day (Shijūku-nichi #28) when his
soul's destiny for the next reincarnation (raisei #39) is finally settled,
whether up or down from his status in this life (gensei #38). He also wants
Hōji observed on the 1st, 3rd, 7th and 13th anniversaries of his death, and in
much the same way.
5) He wants his descendents (shison #85) to remember him every morning
with incense, the first water out of the tap and the first rice out of the pot, and
with offerings of fruit, omochi and other items throughout the year.
6) He wants them to keep him up to date on the doings of family members.
7) And he wants them to feel that he is always with them and interested in
their lives. At least that is how some Japanese have told me they envision
their dead parents. Whether their parents are viewed as being actually able to
do anything for the living is an open question.
8) He wants the relatives to come and "worship" (the words are ogamu,
meifuku o inoru #40, and o-mairi #72) his memory at his grave at least twice
a year on Spring and Autumn Equinoxes (o-higan #73), when they will bring
flowers, wash the tombstone and pull the weeds. This custom is called oHaka-mairi (#72). The priest may or may not be called.
9) If possible, he would like his bones (o-kotsu #65) to be interred (Nōkotsu
#14) in the graveyard (bochi #68) of the temple where his family has been
connected and registered since the Edo Period. This gives the assurance that
the local Buddhist priest will provide perpetual care.
Regarding all these funeral customs, the anthropologist would say that he
simply wants to be remembered. The Christian might even say that he wants
to be like Lucifer in Isaiah 14:14, or like Adam and Eve in Genesis 3 who
wanted to be treated like God, Who alone is autonomous. Most Japanese,
though, are not aware that the essence of sinfulness is self-will.
How many Japanese really believe in their hearts that these customs are
both true and efficacious? That's hard to say. I live in Iiyama, the "City of
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Temples", one of the dozen or so "Little Kyotos", where a large percentage
of the population earns their income making Butsudan and ihai. In fact, our
home is about 50 meters from "Butsudan Avenue" (literally!), which runs
along a string of about 15 temples. We know a lot of people in town, but
very few True Believers; we personally know one priest of a big temple who
has admitted he does not believe it's true; and we hear cynical comments
from many of the townspeople about the money-grubbing of the priests,
especially when it comes to negotiating about choosing which rank and price
for a Kaimyō, the Posthumous Name
That leaves the third class of non-Christian Japanese: the Irreligious yet
Superstitious, Fearful, and therefore, Dutiful person. He claims to be
irreligious, yet he unquestioningly goes along with the practices expected of
him by family and society. He himself 1) doesn't want to be forgotten, 2) he
wants to feel, "We did everything up right for old Grandpa, both before and
after he died," and above all, 3) he doesn't want others to feel any criticism
with either old Grandpa's funeral and after care, or with his own. He
therefore takes the way of least resistance, often grumbling about what a
racket the whole business is. Much more could be said of variations in
funeral customs around the country, and of variations in attitudes and desires
of individuals, but this will form a basic framework. Marion Moorhead's
article in the Fall 1975 Japan Harvest also gives excellent background, and I
recommend that you read it along with my vocabulary list of Japanese terms.
What Image Do Japanese Have of Christian Funerals?
Christians, of course, in accordance with the first commandment of
Exodus 20:3-5, view the worship (ogami, o-mairi) of anything or anybody
other than Jehovah, the Triune God of the Old and New Testaments, and the
Creator, Ruler, Savior and Judge of the Universe, as idolatry, spiritual
adultery and disloyal treachery. In obedience with the second Commandment,
they neither make, worship, bow down to, nor serve any man-made image,
and of course, this is where trouble develops in Japanese society. The
problem is exacerbated by some Japanese Christians in the past who have
stated their convictions in a rather harsh and unfeeling manner, but however
it is stated, the offense remains. While the foreign missionary can objectively
see the idolatry of ancestor worship, he doesn't personally feel the sting of
rejection, either the Japanese Christian's rejection of his relatives' customs, or
being rejected by them. Further, the missionary is more used to asserting his
own individuality than his Japanese fellow-Christians are.
As a result many Japanese people think of Christians as good people, but
as being "cold", and "stand-offish" toward the deceased or the rest of the
family, or disrespectful and dishonoring, as lacking filial piety. I have heard
the term "osomatsu ni suru" (crude, rough, "you don't do it up right!")
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applied to Christian funerals, and some say, more kindly, "You don't do
enough." Obviously these impressions can be used as an excuse for not
considering the real claims of the Gospel, but it's clear that we Christians
have an image problem.
I, for one, feel that in this case at least, a good offense is the best defense,
and I believe that I can honestly say to the nation of Japan, "It is we
Christians who truly honor the dead. We do not simply line up to put a pinch
of incense before the picture of the deceased, and then walk out and never
give another thought to how he lived or died. We do not honor the dead only
through certain rituals performed on certain days or in certain ways, and
ignore him the rest of the time. We cherish our picture albums of Grandpa,
and we seek to recall at the Christian's funeral how dear old Grandpa lived,
and we try to live constantly in a way worthy of how he would have wanted
us to live. Finally, we think it is unconscionable to live our lives heedless of
Grandpa's needs while he is still alive and to then come to his funeral, offer a
money gift and the o-shōkō, and think we've been a dutiful son or daughter.
Rather, we have done all we could to take care of and please old Grandpa
while he is alive, and we did that out of love for him, because our Lord Jesus
Christ has first loved us. Who truly honors the dead? Who truly loved old
Grandpa? And who is doing his level best to see that the younger generation
is being loved and trained to walk in the ways of righteousness, both in
society and before God? Simply because we refuse to go against our
consciences to offer o-shōkō (which most everybody else does merely as a
form), are we to be judged unfeeling, disrespectful and 'osomatsu'?" But
blasts like this are not enough. We have to show the Japanese there's a better
way to conduct funerals, and that's the real purpose of this paper -- to help
you not just to survive the first time you are asked to conduct a funeral, but
to use it as a powerful tool for bringing both comfort and salvation.
Possible Christian Approaches to Christian Funerals in Japan
Given the attitudes that many in society have toward Christians, how
have Japanese Christians responded to both the Biblical strictures, and to
Japanese customs, especially in conducting their own funeral services? There
seem to be three general types of responses by Christians.
First, there are some whom I call "Rejectionist." They feel that the whole
set of Japanese customs described in the paragraphs above on Japanese
expectations are indelibly dyed with idolatry, and are to be rejected
wholesale. In its place, they substitute a very simple service which is
consciously designed to not resemble a Japanese service in any way. One
can agree with their basic motivations, but I have the feeling that they reject
many things in their culture that are morally neutral. They are exposed to the
dangers of ending up culturally impoverished and at the same time being
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proud of their purity. This position does, however, serve as a reality check
for the convictions and customs of all others. Ask yourself, "Am I doing this
simply to conform to men's desires, or to please my Lord? If I have to make
a choice, which will it be?"
Second, some opt for Total Conformity to the surrounding society. They
want to be tolerant, and they want to give no offense whatever, so they
simply do many of the practices the general society follows, only they give
these practices a Christian name. Some will offer incense and light candles,
some will substitute a flower offering (kenka #59) for incense offering (oshōkō #81) but in either case it’s offered in worship to the deceased. They
will write "Go-Reizen" (literally,"before the spirit " #58) on their gift of
money and then place it before the picture of the deceased. We need not
name the churches, and these compromising customs are not true of all the
churches in any particular denomination, but they certainly are widespread.
Liberal churches, having the fewest convictions, are most liable to this
compromising, even though it is practiced with a loving heart, but, like the
Rejectionist position, it provides a good reality check for my own position.
The third Christian position is what I call “Creative Adaptation, or
Christian Substitution and it is for the details of this position that I am
indebted to Mr. Kitano of Maebashi. Basically, it boils down to two
principles:
1) Do everything that the family wants done.
2) Do everything in a completely Biblical way, with no compromise with
idolatrous practices.
For example, do they want you to pray when the body leaves the house
(shukkan #6) to go to the church or crematorium? By all means do so, but
pray only to the Lord God of Heaven and Earth, and give thanks for the life
that the deceased lived. Do they want you to conduct a memorial service
(kinen-shiki #16) on the first anniversary of the death? By all means do so,
but take along some of your church believers, sing "What a Friend We Have
in Jesus", and other hymns, read from Scripture, give a meditation on the
meaning of life, pray for the Lord to comfort those who remain (izoku #46),
give thanks for the life which was lived, and eat a meal with the family
afterward, if that's what they plan. I always offer the "full-course" funeral,
and have yet to be taken up on the whole process, but that's their choice.
Obviously, with the two principles above, we are committing ourselves to
a pretty extensive series of duties. We are also trying to walk a fine line
between two extreme positions. That means there's going to have to be a lot
of room for variation here from church to church, so loving toleration within
the limits set by Scripture is the order of the day.
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Obviously also, I am solidly in the Creative Adaptation camp, and that is
the position I advocate here. Before describing the concrete details of my
approach, let me further explicate the guiding principles of this position:
1) Our manner of approach is critical. We must be gentle, soft-spoken and
polite, using correct terminology when explaining how we will conduct
funerals. We need to understand where the family is coming from, what they
expect. Confidence comes with experience, but the whole purpose of this
paper is to give you a running headstart on gaining experience and to help
you to avoid giving offense. How often have good and right things been said
in the wrong way!
2) We must have firm convictions from Scripture, and make them crystal
clear to the family in a gentle way. What principles?
(a) We will not worship anything other than the Lord God Almighty. We
will only bow to living persons, or to a Person.
(b) We will never even give the appearance of worshipping anything
besides God Almighty; i.e., no "katachi dake" (just go through the
forms, even if your convictions are otherwise). For example, relatives
will say, "Yes, we understand you can't worship Grandma in your heart.
All we ask is that, for the sake of not creating a scene and disrupting
family unity, you simply go through the motions of of offering o-shōkō
and praying to her picture. Surely you can do that without
compromising your faith." No, the answer is that we cannot.
(c) We tell the relatives (and the people who attend the different parts of
the funeral) that since the deceased has already left this world, we can
do nothing either to or for him. We are here to comfort and pray for the
living, and we will pray to Almighty God giving thanks to Him for the
life that has just ended, and do our best to help the bereaved.
3) We want to do everything in good taste, and with good style. We want
people to walk away from the funeral saying, "I really thought about Old
Grandpa's life today, and that was well done!" We received this kind of
feedback often, and it encouraged us to think we were on the right track.
Unbelievers often said things like, "It was so bright in your church! And the
atmosphere was so different from a dark temple! And I could actually
understand the Bible readings! And the singing was wonderful! It took me
back to school days when I learned, `What a Friend We Have in Jesus.'"
4) We want to give Hope, Joy and Comfort to the family and all who attend.
One perceptive missionary who attended a funeral I conducted for an
unbeliever told me afterward, "Peter, preach less, and pray more in the
funeral. I watched their reactions throughout, and your prayers of sympathy
and for God's comfort touched them far more than your message did." Good
advice! Christian prayers are totally different from others, and this is where
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we beseech the Lord God to pour out His comfort to hurting people. They're
listening!
5) We want to have an attractive witness, to proclaim the Gospel of salvation
from sin and fear. We do not in a funeral belabor human sin, though we
certainly don't ignore it either. (After all, "the wages of sin is death," and
"The soul that sins shall die.") But we do want to whet appetites for more
Truth and Hope so that they come to church next Sunday for more. Be aware
that your audience is listening better at a funeral than at any other time.
6) We have already talked about how Christians are the ones who "really do
it up right," who truly honor (not worship) the dead. This reminds us that, to
put it crudely, we have competition out there -- the Buddhist temples and
priests, and we want the contrast to show! We do not do funerals for the
money, but to show Christ's love; nor do we do them out of form, but out of
a sincere heart that really believes what the mouth is uttering.
7) Finally, I want to be able to offer to conduct funerals for unbelievers,
particularly where I have a personal relationship with the deceased or with
his family. Perhaps I am dreaming when I think that this is one way of
infiltrating Japanese society for Christ, but I am aware of a lot of disgust out
there with the commercialization of funerals by the Buddhist priests. I just
pray that we, along with Japanese pastors, will be able to exploit this to turn
people to the True and Loving God, and His Son, Jesus Christ.
Order of Events – A Walk-through of a Christian Funeral
Keeping these attitudes in mind, let us now turn to the details of a
Christian funeral, as it has usually developed in my experience in the Tokyo
area. Be prepared, however, for surprises, depending on local customs or
individual preferences. You will develop your own "style", of course, but
please view what follows as the "Peter Clift - Ikuta Christ Assembly" style,
and pick and choose as God leads.
1) Death Approaches.
If at all possible, visit the dying person to see him, express concern, read
Scripture, pray with him, and to offer to conduct the funeral. This applies
whether the person is conscious or not. If he/she is an unbeliever, it may be
your final chance to convey God's offer of forgiveness and eternal life and
happiness. I distinctly remember one individual, whose wife was a long-time
believer in our church, who had always politely brushed off spiritual matters.
On his deathbed, his normal resistance was broken, and judging from hand
squeezes to his wife, it is just possible that he repented and believed in his
final lucid moments alone with her. I am very loath to put words in people's
mouths, but at the same time I have heard of many whose resistance to Christ
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has crumbled on their deathbed. A caveat, however -- it usually comes only
after a lifetime of open, faithful, loving witness. We did a Christian funeral
for him, told everybody that there was no certainty of his eternal destiny,
although there was hope, and then proceeded to tell 400 people how they
could be certain, and right now! The deceased man's brother, a company
president, told us afterward that he particularly appreciated the funeral.
Apart from the obvious pastoral benefits, a pre-death visit permits you to
say at the wake and funeral, "I saw old Grandma a week ago, and now I'm
seeing her here. What's made the difference?" That's usually how I started
my services, both asking everybody to think about ultimate issues, and
indirectly letting everybody know that I'm not a hireling prophet, but a
deeply concerned and sympathetic Christian. In this initial visit you may also
be able to go over some of the procedures that must be followed once death
occurs. In my experience, relatives have no clear idea of these procedures,
and they will welcome any loving guidance, even if it comes from a
foreigner! Your visit also gives any Christian relatives a good argument.
Unbelieving relatives will often hold out for a Buddhist funeral for any
number of reasons, and your visit has been a "pre-emptive strike" for a
Christian funeral, and the wonderful witness and comfort it can be.
2) Death occurs.
When the phone call comes to you, it's good to inform the people of your
church that they may be called upon to help with the funeral over the next
couple days. You may not be able to go to the house right away, but if death
occurs at home, or anywhere away from a doctor's care, the family should be
informed that, by law they must not move the body until either an M.D. or
the police have visited and determined the cause of death. Any suspicion of
foul play must be ruled out, especially if it's an apparent suicide. If death
occurs in a hospital, this concern is automatically taken care of.
3) Death Certificate (Shibō-shindan-sho #53).
The attending physician or police officer will issue the Death Certificate,
and give it to the family. Only then can the body be moved. If the deceased
has not been under a doctor's care for the last 14 days, or if there is any
question about the cause of death, the police or coroner may order an
autopsy (Kaibō #55). I've had this happen two or three times, and it means
that all firm dates for the wake, funeral and cremation are on hold until the
Death Certificate is issued.
4) Washing and Dressing the Body.
Now the relatives can begin to prepare the body for cremation. This
includes washing and dressing the body in a favorite outfit, but there are
other details that they may never think of. For one, rigor mortis will soon set
in, and it's advisable to tie a handkerchief around the head and under the chin
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to hold the mouth in a natural expression, rather than gaping unnaturally. It
will be easily removed later. Clasp the hands on the chest for the same
reason. Also, since all muscles are now relaxed, place cloth or cotton plugs
into all body openings, including ears and nostrils. In a hospital, the nurses
will give guidance.
5) Report of Death to the City Office (Shibō-todoke #52).
Within 24 hours of death, the Death Certificate must be delivered to the
city office by a relative. The whole building may be closed, but there is
always a night entrance for one official who is on duty through the night for
just such situations. If the Death Certificate is in order, he will immediately
issue a Burial Permit (maiKasō-kyoka-sho #54). With this in hand, the family
can then make concrete funeral plans - dates, times, places.
6) Contact the Undertaker (Sōgiya #47) to Come to the Home for
Funeral Arrangements.
Of course the family may have already contacted the undertaker even
before death occurs, but this is the logical point where his presence can be
very helpful (or very unhelpful, if he is insistent on doing things in a way
that you are not comfortable with). It is possible for the church people to
arrange everything by themselves, but the undertaker can easily handle many
of the details—it's his area of expertise. Personally, when my first wife died,
I was reluctant to call on an undertaker because of the expense, but an
experienced Japanese Christian counseled me, "Peter, you'll be receiving
more than enough in money gifts to cover his expenses, he will save you all
sorts of headaches, and you can do it cut-rate because we'll rent a church,
and arrange the complete services and helpers ourselves." She was absolutely
right. If it has to be a very low-budget funeral, help is available at the city
office to make arrangements yourselves.
Which undertaker to contact? When I lived in Kawasaki, we often used a
Tokyo funeral director who specialized in Christian funerals, but I also used
a local man when he wasn't available. What is of critical importance is that
you have a clear idea of how the services will go, both wake (zen-ya-shiki
#5) and funeral (Shōten-kinen-shiki #3), and that you stick to your guns,
though ever so lovingly.
For example, I will not permit a picture of the deceased front and center,
or on the casket -- people will inevitably worship it. We permit the picture,
but it must be well off to the side. Also I will not have an offering of flowers
(kenka #59), complete with trays, special flowers, etc. As you will see later,
instead we "decorate with flowers" (shokuka or shokka #60). This is where
Creative Adaptation comes into play. Every family so far, Christian or nonChristian, has been delighted with this custom.
My main point is that when you discuss arrangements with the family and
the undertaker, have a clear idea of how the funeral will go, and explain it
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politely and lovingly. You're usually not dealing with people of strong, clear
convictions, and provided the family has asked you to conduct the funeral, a
proper approach should produce what you want.
7) Meet the Relatives and the Undertaker.
If the deceased Christian left a will clearly stating his request for his
funeral to be handled by your church, or if all the family are Christian
believers, or if your pre-death pastoral visit was successful and the family
requests a Christian funeral, everything is clear and relatively easy. All you
have to do is get together and decide the details.
However, more often than not, some or most of the relatives are not
Christians, and they will push, and sometimes very hard, for a Buddhist
funeral. This might put the Christian family members into the real dilemma
of whether they can participate in an idolatrous funeral or not. A strong,
baptized Christian would not compromise, and would emerge even stronger,
but a professed believer who has not yet been baptized is in a very weak
position: nobody takes his Christian profession really seriously, and he
himself is still probably waffling. The pressure to conform to ancestor
worship at a Buddhist funeral is tremendous for anybody, and it can cause
many Christians to stumble. Here you have one more motivation for wanting
to conduct a God-honoring service; to deliver weak believers from a
dilemma.
Now you can see why I urged the "pre-emptive strike" of a pre-death visit
if at all possible. A Christian has been the helpful, loving, involved one. The
same principle applies after the death. The Christian got there soon (but not
too soon!), the Christian got the people of the church praying for the family,
and the Christians were willing to help by making o-sushi, or by babysitting,
or by doing whatever kinds of help were needed.
But there is one individual who is the key to the basic question of whether
the funeral will be Buddhist or Christian. I refer to the Chief Mourner, or
Moshu (#42). This person will be the spouse of the deceased, the eldest son,
or whoever the family looks to for leadership at this time. Usually it's fairly
obvious who this will be, but if you don't know, find out from the Christian
among the relatives, and be sure to deal chiefly with him. He does not have
the absolute right to decide everything, because he will take a lot of heat if
he goes against the whole family, but he can persuade, and his voice counts
more than anybody else's. Obtaining his cooperation is your # 1 priority.
To do that, visit the family as soon as you can, and be sure to take along a
Japanese Christian who will be an invaluable source of strength and wisdom.
It will also be wonderful training and an occasion for growth in Christian
conviction for him. Take along the Zenya-shiki worksheet appended to this
paper, as well as your Bible, a hymnbook, and any samples from previous
funerals you have attended or conducted, such as Orders of Service, or blank
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Printed Program (shiki-shidai #76) samples, which can be ordered from any
Christian bookstore. I always took along the album of pictures I had from
Lois's funeral -- the place and people will be different, but the appearance
and the forms will be similar, and for people who have never seen a
Christian funeral, it can be very reassuring and convincing. At least they
know what they're getting, and it's easier to explain things to the undertaker
about where you want this and that item.
When you get to the house, usually in black formal attire (reifuku #77) or
a dark suit, the first thing to say is, "O-kuyami mōshiagemasu." (I humbly
express my condolences), and it's perfectly appropriate to ask at the door
how the final hours were. It's also expected that you will view the body, and
that is an excellent time to offer a prayer of thanks to the Lord God for the
life of the deceased, ad request for God's comfort and presence ("go-rinzai")
with the bereaved (izoku #46), and a commitment of the departed one to God.
You do not pray for the repose of the soul of the deceased (meifuku o inoru
#40): that's in God's hands alone.
When you get down to business with the Moshu, the Sōgiya san, your
Christian brother or sister, and anybody else, you have quite an agenda to
cover.
(a) Ascertain the attitude of the Chief Mourner. He has to be on your team,
or at least cooperative.
(b) Ascertain the legal status. Has the Burial Permit been obtained? See
above for details.
(c) Ascertain the status of preparations so far. Has the body been washed
and dressed? If death was unexpected, the family may be in shock and
unable to function, and you will have to be a pillar of strength to them, and
the church members may need to start helping right away. How much has the
undertaker done already? For example, since embalming is not normally
done in Japan, and it may be a couple of days until cremation, has he put
blocks of dry ice between the legs and under the armpits to retard
decomposition? Did he bring a coffin with him? It's all going up in smoke at
the crematorium, so they probably don't need an expensive one.
(d) Check to see if there’s a will specifying a Christian funeral, or get the
consent of the Moshu and the family. Obtaining this may take some time
and negotiations, and they may want to know exactly how you would
proceed, so this is the time for your picture album, Orders of Service forms,
and any other samples.
(e) Now assuming the family wants a Christian funeral, do they want you
present for the placing of the body in the casket? (no-kan-shiki #87)? If so,
you'll be happy to pray and read a short Scripture
(f) Determine the date and time for cremation. Everything else depends
on this, and you must work backward from it, since the crematorium gives
you a time slot, and it does not operate on the Buddhist day of Tomobiki
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(#64 - nobody wants to drag anybody else into death on Tomobiki!).
Butsumetsu (# 62) and Taian (#63) are OK for funerals and cremation. I
believe Tomobiki is OK for a funeral or wake (check this out!), but I know
that you cannot cremate on that day, which comes around about once a week.
This is one area where the undertaker is very helpful -- he can handle this
arrangement right on the spot and get a quick answer. Other factors to
consider are how sudden or shocking the death was, how much time people
need to travel to the funeral, or other special commitments, like avoiding
Sunday worship times at your church.
The usual order is Wake (Zenya-shiki)--Funeral (Shōten-kinen-shiki)-Cremation (Kasō), but given the crematorium's schedule, the family may opt
for Cremation-Wake-Funeral. In this case, of course, only the ashes or bones
(o-kotsu #65) are present, and the services are more like a memorial service.
I have seen this order followed 2 or 3 times. It must be emphasized that there
is flexibility in this scheduling. You have about a week before the body must
be cremated (assuming changes of dry ice), and there is no necessity
whatever of a Sunday AM or noon funeral. Your church worship service
takes priority, and relatives will understand that. Sometimes we've done the
Wake on Sunday evening, and the Funeral around noon on Monday.
I have treated cremation as a given, and yet I am aware that many
Christians in the West are repulsed by the idea. As far as I know, Scripture
has very little normative teaching on the subject, only anecdotes in I Samuel
31 and in II Chronicles. In Japan the reasons for cremation are purely
practical: lack of burial space, and sanitation, and their laws require
cremation unless very special exceptions are granted, and very special
conditions are met. The Foreigners Cemetery in Yokohama is available for
burial of the body, but at astronomical prices.
(g) Ask if the family wants you present to pray and read Scripture when
the casket leaves the house (shukkan-shiki #6) on its way either to the
church, the public hall or crematorium? Personally, I feel it's not necessary,
nor does it require a minister; any Christian can pray publicly, if it's desired.
However, the Japanese (at least the non- Christian ones) are looking at us as
a sort of substitute for the Buddhist priest to depend on, and if they want to
involve us in some of their family events, I always have to remember that I
came to serve both the Lord and people. If they want it, I'll go and gladly
read Scripture and pray, and maybe sing a hymn.
(h) Determine the time and place of the funeral and explain the funeral
plan. I have conducted them in church buildings (very little draping by the
undertaker is necessary; further, you're getting people into a church building
for perhaps the first time in their lives), in public halls (draping necessary,
but done with white, not black; the atmosphere is completely different, and
besides Buddhists almost always use black), and in private homes, either the
deceased's or the Moshu's (again white draping). If it's held in the public hall
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or at home, the number of attendees is probably the main factor in deciding
which. Undertakers can provide the sound system, and any other equipment
needed. A Christian funeral usually lasts an hour or more, and the mourners
stay for the whole service, so if it's in a home, be prepared to sit on tatami for
awhile! This is quite different from a Buddhist funeral where they may only
come to pay their respects, offer a pinch of incense, bow to the picture and
the body, bow to the family, and leave.
Here is where your Funeral Worksheet gives structure. As to "jobs", the
shishiki (#75) is you, the shikai-sha (#76) is a solid Christian man from
church, the older the better. You need weight and dignity. The person who
accompanies you to this discussion is probably ideal, since he's been in on
the planning from the beginning. Scripture readers, people who pray, soloist
(optional), and Organist are church members, either from your church or
elsewhere. Your church will also provide at least two women to be
receptionists and to take cloaks, if appropriate. This is an important job,
since they will be in charge of potentially thousands of dollars worth of yen
cash envelopes which mourners bring. The undertaker can provide the signup books. The photographer is optional, but you will almost certainly need
parking lot attendants or road guides at certain corners to guide people
walking from the train station to the place of the funeral. Finally, you will
need somebody from church to prepare the printed Order of Service (shikishidai #76), along with copies of the hymns to be sung.
As to the order of service, most things are fairly clear. The explanation at
the opening by the M.C. should include the statement that, "Since this is a
Christian funeral, and since the deceased ("ko-Tanaka san", cf.#82) is not
here, we will not be worshipping the dead, or offering incense, or praying to
the picture, and we ask for your understanding." The personal history (gakureki = school history #78, or kei-reki = work history, or Shinkōreki = history
of his life as a Christian #79) is a job for the family to compile. The yuigonsho available from Word of Life Press has a section for the testimony of the
Christian, and this is just the kind of content that's ideal for the Shinkōreki.
The whole Personal History is read by a Christian, possibly the M.C. From
Bible (Seisho kara) simply means the sermon, although it doesn't sound as
heavy as a sekkyo. Short is best. Usually only a selection of the telegrams
(choden) is read, because of time constraints. The greeting from the relatives
(Izoku daihyo no aisatsu) is an important time. This is the Moshu's duty.
The decoration with flowers (shokuka or shokka) needs to be explained to
the family, and later to all who attend. Extra flowers can be purchased, but
since the funeral is usually the last thing before the cremation, and since
nobody wants to take the big flower arrangements home (especially the
white chrysanthemums), we always asked the undertaker to cut off the
blooms, and have them on a tray for everybody as they came to the front to
view the body for the last time. The master of ceremonies (shikai-sha #74)
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will explain that the meaning is to decorate the body with flowers, not to
offer (ken-ka, sasageru) to the deceased or to worship. The relatives will go
first, and then probably stand next to the casket so they can receive the
condolences of those who come past. The M.C. then asks the audience to
come row by row, take a flower, and place it in the casket to "decorate" the
body before cremation. A very few will worship, of course, but that can
hardly be prevented. The very act of decorating with a flower gives the
mourners the feeling that they have really participated in the service and in
doing something for the deceased, rather than simply being passive observers.
After the shokuka, the undertaker nails down the coffin top; it is carried out
(shukkan) to the hearse (rei-kyu-sha #86), and thence to the crematorium,
along with a rented microbus carrying relatives, close friends and a few
Christians.
(i) Next, you will plan the Wake or zenya-shiki for the night previous to the
Funeral. Relatives come to both Wake and Funeral, but at least in Tokyo,
most people go to one or the other, depending on personal schedules.
Working people usually go to the Wake after work, often buying black ties
in the kiosks in the train stations. For these reasons, the approach of both
services is almost identical; different hymns, Scripture readings, and sermons
are used, but the Personal History is the same, and the Greeting from the
Chief Mourner probably will be. The people doing the duties can, of course,
be either the same or different.
Notice, however, the Recollections/Reminiscences section toward the end
of the Wake order of service. One of our purposes in a Christian funeral is to
truly honor and remember the deceased, and this is one great opportunity.
The evening Wake is always more relaxed than the daytime "Called to
Heaven" funeral service where you have a deadline to meet at the
crematorium. We always took time for testimonials and reminiscences
(shinobi #7, omoide #8) from the audience. For myself as Chief Mourner at
Lois's funeral, the testimonials from people she'd helped and encouraged are
still the most precious memories I have of her service. I heard things I never
dreamed she'd done. If there is time, and the relatives are so inclined, a
viewing of the body and/or shokuka after the Reminiscences (shinobi-kai) is
a final item to decide for the Wake (Zenya-shiki).
(j) Decide about the picture. Do the relatives want to have one? Which
photo will they use? An old Japanese brother told me that he preferred a
picture where he was smiling brightly, possibly playing with his
grandchildren, or some such scene, and it made good sense to me. In any
case, it's important to keep it off to the side, perhaps surrounded by flowers.
The undertaker can get the picture enlarged and framed if necessary.
If the family can provide picture albums of their loved one for display at
the rear of the church or hall, or items that he or she made, the atmosphere of
remembering him/her as a real person is reinforced. This stresses
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remembrance and gratitude for a life that's now past, which is particularly
important in the case of an unbeliever's funeral where you can't politely
speculate about where he now is.
(k) Decide about the present. Japanese custom is to give packages of salt
plus a letter and gift, perhaps a handkerchief, to all who come to the wake or
funeral. Some Christians give handkerchiefs, telephone cards or Christian
booklets appropriate to the occasion. If a letter is desired, the undertaker can
arrange to print it and have it at the Reception table.
(l) Decide about the service at the Crematorium. This is very brief,
usually one hymn ("What a Friend" is both appropriate and known by most
people), a brief word from Scripture (I usually read Psalm 103:13-14 and
comment about "dust" and how God knows our weaknesses perfectly), a
prayer, and then the casket is committed to the flames. The cremation itself
takes about an hour, and if your church ladies can prepare o-sushi and
sandwiches, it can be a big help to the people in the crematorium waiting
room, as well as a testimony of loving concern by Christians.
(m) Decide who prints up the programs or order of service. If the church
can do it, so much the better for economy.
(n) Decide approximately how many people will go to the crematorium,
and ask the undertaker to arrange for microbuses as necessary to haul people
from the church or hall, and back again.
(o) With your friend from church, if possible, decide which hymns to sing
and which passages of Scripture to read. Then decide which church
members will be asked to carry out which responsibility—food for the
crematorium, receptionists, photographer, organist, Scripture readers, prayers, etc. You'll find that this working together to help at a funeral will draw
them together like few other events will.
(p) Finally, before you leave the family and undertaker, be sure to pray
again, asking again for God's blessing and comfort on the bereaved in this
difficult time, and for a funeral that worships God and honors their loved one.
8) Having decided everything, it's now time to contact the church members
to ask them to help. You'll have very few refusals, and will find a lot of
conscientious workers.
9) Now that plans are laid, and people contacted, you will have a day or so to
collect your thoughts as to what to say at which service. At the end of this
paper are listed some Scripture passages that may be useful for messages or
Scripture readings. In general, for unbelievers' funerals, knowing the great
number of unbelievers that would be present, I focused on human life and
how transitory it is, and how we must prepare NOW to meet our Maker and
God. I did not speak of where the deceased was at present, but rather
focused on the audience and their own lives. After all, the funeral is for the
mourners, those left behind, not for the deceased.
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For a Christian's "Called to Heaven Memorial", however, it's no-holdsbarred as to the present blessedness of the redeemed in Heaven with the Lord
who died to take them there, and our living hope of reunion with them in
glory! This, of all times, is where we're on solid ground and on the
offensive—we have a Living Lord and a Living Hope, and let's make the
most of it! No other religion can compare and compete at this point. We
don't need to be arrogant about it, but let's just proclaim the Biblical Truth
joyfully and meaningfully, and the irreligious people who come will take
notice, at least for the time of the funeral.
I did one funeral for a baby who lived only seven weeks, whose parents
were believers. Jairus' daughter and David's child have always been a
comfort to me, and that's where I drew my comfort for them. You'll develop
your own approach, but these themes may help to get you started.
Your plans are laid, so now it's a question of execution. Some notes:
10) The Zenya-shiki (Wake). Wear your black or dark suit with a black tie
and sox, and be sure to get to the hall, church or home early to check all
arrangements. In particular, the opening comments by the M.C. are very
important, as they set the tone for the whole funeral, so be sure he's wellcoached. My opening comments in my message were always about my
relationship with the deceased, however tenuous and fleeting, and I usually
marveled at the difference between the individual before and after death.
11) The Shinobi-kai (reminiscences). It's wise to have two or three people
primed ahead of time, to give their memories, in the hope of getting a
number of tributes. On the other hand, it is evening, and your M.C. has to be
wise to know when to cut it off for the sake of those who travel. Urge those
who are able to stay behind to view the body and the displays in the back of
the room. If possible, a reception line, where the relatives stand to receive
the condolences of people leaving, or by the casket, is very nice.
12) The Shōten-kinen-shiki. Again, very similar to the Zenya-shiki, but you
will probably have the undertaker on edge because of the appointment at the
crematorium. Don't let the message go too long, and remember that, if you
do shokuka (shokka), everybody will want to leave flowers around the body,
so budget your time.
13) Kasō (Cremation). Ask those who are going to the crematorium to take
along their program of the Order of Service, especially if the hymns and the
Scripture text you will use in front of the furnace are printed in them. Very
useful to have, and may also give an opportunity to comfort and gently
witness in the waiting room.
You will be able to have a short 10-minute service before the casket is
pushed into the furnace. After that, you can go to the waiting room where the
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family and close friends will chat and have tea and refreshments, either made
by church ladies, or purchased at the crematorium.
14) Placing the bones (ashes) in the urn (tsubo #15). After about an hour,
the relatives (and church members) will be called to a special room where
the bones will be placed in the urn. The attendant lays them out on a tray,
describes some of the major bones, and then sets aside the bone from the top
of the skull. Next, the Moshu, paired with somebody else, takes long
chopsticks, and they together pick up the femur or some other bone,
carefully place it in the urn, and make way for the next pair, who place their
bone in the urn. And so on through the 10 to 15 pairs of people. You have no
duties here, and are welcome to pair up with somebody. Finally, the
attendant sweeps up the remaining bones and ashes, puts them in the urn,
covers it with a black cover, and hands it to the Moshu. Somebody else gets
the funeral photograph, and they all head home.
I always take this occasion, if I have not already done so in the waiting
room, to remind the Moshu that the church people stand ready to come and
help the family with the Interment of the Bones (Nōkotsu-shiki #14), and the
Memorial services (kinen-shiki #16, 17), if the family wants it. So far, I have
had only one occasion to go for a one-year memorial service, and 4 or 5
Interments. We always got some believers to go, had 1 or 2 hymns, Bible
reading, Prayers for comfort, and a meditation from Scripture. These events
usually are followed by a nice meal together. There is no customary time for
the Interment, since the bones can be kept at home indefinitely. However,
given Buddhist ideas about the spirit of the dead hovering around the living
for 49 days, it's probably better to have the interment sooner rather than later,
to relieve any pressure of superstition from Christian believers.
Any consideration of the topic of funeral customs in Japan immediately
raises a host of related questions, which are beyond the scope of this paper
and seminar. We have barely touched on the subject of gravesites and what
position to take. We have not considered the custom that some churches have
of an "All-Saints Day", which is one Sunday out of the year where all of the
departed believers of the church are remembered collectively in the AM
Worship Service, complete with a Memorial Service, pictures and
mementoes, a visit to the church gravesite, and a special invitation to all the
unbelieving relatives to join in the thanksgiving and in a communal meal.
And, to name one of the biggest problems any Japanese Christian faces,
as one of our brothers did 20 years ago, we have not spelled out how he can
avoid idolatrous compromise when he attends the Buddhist funeral for his
own mother who dropped dead suddenly. On that subject, I might just
mention three secrets that he and we all learned at that time. First, firmly recommit yourself to the Lord to never compromise. Second, mobilize the
whole church to pray hard for you, and for your relatives' understanding of

Funerals as Wonderful Opportunities

113

your convictions. Third, before the wake (o-tsuya #4) ever occurs, talk to the
Moshu (in our brother's case, his father) to explain that you've always been
close to your mother (it had better be true!), that you intend absolutely no
coldness or disrespect, that you are willing to do any sort of "backstage
work" (urakata) to help out, and that you'll be at the funeral, and are only
asking to be excused from offering o-shōkō and worshipping either her
picture or her body. His big brother angrily accused him of being the cause
of their mother's death because of his faith in Christ, but his dad was very
understanding, and he came back to Kawasaki from the funeral in triumph.
We all learned a good lesson.
The focus of our paper, however, has been in a different direction: how
can you, a missionary, conduct a God-honoring, man-comforting, hope-and
eternal-life-giving funeral? May God help us all to better serve the Best of
Masters, as well as His weak and sinful creatures. Soli Deo Gloria.
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Appendixes

I. Vocabulary List
Take your dictionary along with you to the time of consultation with the
family and undertaker. New words!
Types: G=general term B=Buddhist term (Avoid!) X=Christian term.
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.

Term (Romaji)
o-SōshikiKokubetsu-shiki
Shōten-kinen-shiki
o-Tsuya
Zenya-shiki
Shukkan-shiki
ShinobiOmoide--"
MaiSōshiki
Dosō
Kasō- jo or -ba
Suisō
Kūsō
Nōkotsu-shiki

15.
16.
17.
18.
19.

Tsubo
Kinen-shiki
Kinen-kaiHōji
o-Bon

20. Kaimyō
21. Ihai
22. Butsudan
23. Chūin
24. Nenki
25. Kuyō
26. Tsuizen Kuyō
27. Inga-ōhō, Innen
28.
29.
30.
31.
32.
33.
34.

Shijūku-nichi
Rokudō no tsuuji
Ikkai-ki
o-Kyō o ageru
Hotoke (ni naru)
Rinne
Umarekawaru

Kanji

English Definition
funeral
farewell funeral
"Called to Heaven" (Christian) funeral
wake
"Night-before" ceremony
"Casket-out" ceremony
reminiscences

Type
G
御葬式
B
告別式
X
昇天記念式
B
お通夜
X
前夜式
G
出棺式
G
偲び
G
思い出
burial ceremony
G
埋葬式
burial in the ground
G
土葬
cremation, crematorium
G
火葬(所,場)
burial at sea
G
水葬
scattering ashes in the air
G
空葬
interment of ashes ceremony, placing
G
納骨式
the urn in the grave
the urn for ashes
G
壷（壺）
memorial ceremony
G
記念式
memorial service
G
記念会
Buddhist memorial service
B
法事
welcoming
the
spirits
back
from
the
B
お盆
afterlife, around August 15.
posthumous Buddhist name, bought at
B
戒名
the temple. various ranks, prices.
funeral name plaque, kept in Butsudan
B
位牌
ancestor altar
B
仏壇
hovering between 2 worlds (mourning
B
中陰
period lasting 7 weeks)
yearly
memorial
services
on
B
年忌
anniversary of death
rites to comfort , assist the deceased
B
供養
Kuyō on the 7th and 49th days
B
追善供養
B
因 果 応 報 、 因 Karma, Law of Cause and Effect,
Retribution
縁
49th day after death
B
四十九日
6 possible paths after death
B
六道の通じ
first yearly memorial service
B
一回忌
Sutras, Buddhist scriptures (to chant)
B
お経を上げる
to become a buddha, spirit, god, etc.
B
仏になる
reincarnation according to Karma
B
輪廻
to be re-born, reincarnated (be
B
生まれ変わる
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35. Atarashiku umareru

careful!)
新 し く 生 ま れ to be born again

X

36.
37.
38.
39.
40.
41.
42.
43.

る
新生
前世
現世
来世
冥福を祈る
喪に服する
喪主
喪中

X
B
B
B
B
G
G
G

Shinsei
Zensei
Gensei
Raisei
Meifuku o inoru
Mo ni fukusuru
Mo-shu
Mo-chū

44. Kuyami
45. o-kuyami mōshiagemasu

New life
former life
present life
future life
to pray for the repose of the deceased
to mourn
chief mourner
to be in mourning (no New Year
cards,etc)
condolence
悔やみ
お 悔 や み 申 し to express condolences to relatives

46.
47.
48.
49.
50.
51.
52.
53.
54.
55.
56.

上げます
遺族
葬儀屋
遺体
死体
お棺
死亡
死亡届け
死亡診断書
埋火葬許可書
解剖
お花＊＊

Izoku
Sōgiya
Itai
Shitai
o-Kan
Shibō
Shibō-todoke
Shibō-shindan-sho
Maikasō-kyoka-sho
Kaibō
o-Hana- ka, -dai-

57. go-Kōden-

ご香奠

58. Reizen

霊前

59. Kenka

献花

60.
61.
62.
63.

飾花
黙祷
仏滅
大安

Shokka
Mokutō
Butsumetsu
Taian-""

64. Tomobiki

友引

65.
66.
67.
68.
69.
70.
71.
72.

お骨
お墓
墓場
墓地
霊園
墓碑
墓誌
お墓参り

o-Kotsu
o-Haka
Haka-ba
Bochi
Reien
Bohi
Boshi
o-Haka-mairi

G
G

the surviving relatives
G
undertaker
G
the remains (polite)
G
the corpse (rough)
G
casket, coffin
G
death
G
report of a death to government office
G
death certificate (by physician, police)
G
burial permit (from city office)
G
autopsy
G
¥ gift for "flowers" i.e., for funeral
G
expenses
¥ gift for "incense" i.e., for funeral
B
expenses
¥ gift "before the spirit" i.e., for
B
funeral expenses
flower offered to the spirit of the dead X ??
?
flower used for decoration
X
silent prayer
G
day OK for funeral and crematorium
B
(auspicious) day (OK for any
B
ceremony)
day not good for funeral, crematorium
B
has day off (lit. dragging friend along)
the bones, the ashes
G
grave
G
graveyard, cemetery
G
graveyard, cemetery
G
memorial park
G
gravestone
G
epitaph
G
visiting grave (including worshipping
B
the deceased)
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73. o-Higan
74.
75.
76.
77.
78.
79.
80.
81.
82.
83.
84.
85.
86.
87.

Shikai-sha
Shishiki
Shiki-shidai
Reifuku
Gakureki
Shinkōreki
Yuigon
o-shōkō,
o-senko
Kojin, ko______
Sosen, senzo
Sosen sūhai
Shison
Reikyusha
Nō-kan-shiki

お彼岸

visiting grave at fall or spring equinox
for o-Haka-mairi
master of ceremonies
司会者
presiding minister (you!)
司式
printed program
式次第
black formal suit, with black tie!
礼服
personal history of the deceased
学歴
personal faith history of the deceased
信仰歴
a will, last will and testament
遺言
お 焼 香 、 お 線 incense (offered to the deceased)

G
G
G
G
G
X
G
B

香
故人、故
祖先、先祖
祖先崇拝
子孫
霊柩車
納棺式

G
G
B
G
G
G

the deceased, the late ________
the ancestors
ancestor worship
descendents
hearse
placing the body in the casket,
possibly with ceremony

II. Zenyashiki Worksheet
Jobs
Shishiki
Shikai-sha
Scripture Reading
Prayer I
Annai
Shiki-shidai

Organ
Photographer
Uketsuke (X 2)
Prayer II
Solo

Order of Service
Prelude
Opening, explanations
Hymn
Prayer
Personal History
Bible Reading
Solo/Hymn
From Bible
Hymn
Prayer
Recollections, Reminiscences (who?)
Greeting from Relatives (Chief Mourner)
Decorating with Flowers?

B
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III. Funeral Worksheet
Jobs
Shishiki
Shikai-sha
Scripture Reading
Prayer I
Annai
Shiki-shidai

Organ
Photographer
Uketsuke (X 2)
Prayer II
Solo

Order of Service
Prelude
Opening, Explanation
Hymn
Prayer I
Personal History
Hymn/Solo
Bible Reading
From Bible
Hymn
Prayer
Telegrams
Greeting from Relatives (Chief Mourner)
Decoration with Flowers
Shukkan (casket leaves for crematorium)

IV. Scripture passages that may be useful for funeral sermons:
Genesis 2:16-17, 3:17-22
Deuteronomy 33:27
Job 1:21, 3:1-16, 10:18-19, 19:13-27
Psalm 23, 39, 90, 91:1-4, 103, 104
Ecclesiastes 3:ll, 6:1-5, 12:1-7, 13,14
Isaiah 40:6-8
Amos 4:12
Mark 5:21-43

Luke 7:11-17
John 5:24-29, 11:1-45
I Corinthians 15:1-58
II Corinthians 1:4
Philippians 1:21
I Thessalonians 4:13-18
Hebrews 9:27
James 4:13
Revelation 14:13, 21:1-7

For child: Mark 5:21-43, 9:33-37,42, Matthew 10:13-16, 18:10, II Samuel 12

Response to Peter Clift's presentation, "Funerals as
Wonderful Opportunities”
By Kenny Joseph∗
I read Brother Clift's entire, excellent paper and I generally agree. I wish,
however, that he had spent more time on two things.
The first is how to preach to a houseful of unsaved Japanese without
knowing the eternal destination of the deceased. This is a troublesome point
where many missionaries say they can't do it for an unsaved Buddhist. I feel
they can. As Ev. Koji Honda did at a big funeral with one thousand attending
for a big supermarket manager. He turned it into an evangelistic opportunity
by starting out by quoting the Bible verse, "Shall not the Judge of all the
earth do right?" (Gen. 18:25) The Judge of all the earth, Almighty God, will
rightfully judge our deceased friend Mr. Suzuki. But that's not the question
for you today. The question is, What will happen and where will I go when I
die: heaven or hell? Then he launched into a beautiful Gospel message. He
turned a funeral dirge into a dendokai (evangelistic meeting). You only get
one chance to do it, as you won't be invited back!
Secondly, I wish he had spent more time on the Y500 package from
Word of Life Press on "How I Want My Funeral" conducted (Watakushi no
Sōshiki). Fifty years ago we begged people to sign a statement while still
alive and put their hanko on it that they are requesting a Christian funeral.
When the relatives come and insist on a Buddhist funeral, this is the only
piece of paper that counts. You should have these on hand in church and
encourage people to approach their older relatives and get them signed.
Word of Life Press has five Japanese books on funerals.
Question: Do you want an unsaved person's funeral in your church? Why
not? That's what we're here for: to be light. That's better than to hide it under
a bushel and sulk. Japanese hearts are open four times: at a birth, a wedding,
in the hospital and at a funeral.
Brother Clift gave us the nuts and bolts on what to prepare for at a funeral.
My critique looks at the bigger picture. The Christian church in Japan fell on
its face 25 years ago when the Christian wedding boom started. Instead of
opening their churches to unsaved people to have counseling and weddings,
they shut them out. The pastors locked the doors, and said that only our
Christian members (bokyokaiin) can be married here. So they sent them
away to the hotels and to the one thousand newly built million dollar
wedding chapels which were built by unsaved hands. Not a dime out of any
∗
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missionary's budget. And yet many mainline Missions shut their eyes, closed
their ears to the call to "come and preach at weddings": 80 unsaved at a time,
sometimes up to ten weddings a day. It seems we'd rather baby-sit our little
flocks and let the others go to hell, without even the chance at the minimum
Gospel presentation that can be given at a wedding.
Now we're falling on our faces again in Christian funerals. The multibillionaire owner of the New Otani Hotel, Mr. Otani, refused to have any
Buddhist priests around at his funeral. He simply asked for "my picture on
the wall in the ballroom and 3,500 guests to come and have a sayonnara
(farewell) party for me, and then move to the banquet room and eat all you
want." Now the big hotels--Imperial, Keio, Plaza, Okura in Tokyo and 20
hotels in Sendai are coming together to cash in on this lucrative,
moneymaking opportunity as we drive them out of our churches, saying:
"Members only, please.”
Why are we so noisy about capturing funerals like we've captured 75 to
80% of the weddings in Japan for Christ? Because Japanese need Christ to
deliver them "who through fear of death were all their lifetime subject to
bondage." (Heb. 2:l5). Their additional dreaded fear is of saving up money
for the Kaimyō. Here is what I say in the bi-lingual, illustrated book, Jizo and
Jesus in Japan:
One of the saddest things is Kaimyō which is getting a 'holy name'
after you die, depending on how much money you have. The Buddhist
priest will change your present name for a more complicated name to
insure a better trip in the 'hereafter.' But a real Buddhist does not
believe in Almighty God or heaven or hell. The Buddhist priests in
Kansai, famous for being Japan's best businessmen, began giving out
holy names to converts. Suppose your name was Kato, but now it's
changed to Hitotsuyanagi. Congratulations. Then, because you had
studied Buddhism so much, you are qualified to receive a diplomatype certificate while alive, free of charge. A Buddhist priest decided
he could get more money out of the peoples' pockets before they die.
Rev. Akira Takimoto, in his book Blessings to Four Generations,
documents that the Buddhist priests knew that the name change was to
be given while the person is alive, and given free of charge. It
degenerated into a money-making racket getting money after death.
A step toward revival will be taken in Japan when we can
announce in a big united voice that “All that money you saved up for
the priest to give you a new name, go ahead and use it for a world trip
around the world or help build a new church with it because Christian
name-changes are free!" Starting this movement is a multi-billionaire,
Mr. Otani.
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When Christians begin to say that you don't need a dime for your
funeral, that will be a great day. Weddings and funerals are free at the
church. Use the church, not the temple. This actually happened: there
was a big earthquake in Kyoto in about 800 AD and 5,000 people died.
Their houses burned and they ended up with nothing left. They
couldn't find their belongings and they asked the Buddhist priests:
“Please bury my father. My mother.” The monks asked, “Do you have
money?” “It all burned up” was their reply. “Then get out of line. We
are only burying people with money.” But the Christians came
forward helping the wounded and said, “Our funerals are free. Come
to our church.” As a group, the poor people rose up and said, “Let’s
go to the church.” The Buddhist priests were in cahoots with the
government and complained: “Hey! We’re losing the people and the
money.” So they began the rumour that the Christians started the
earthquake. You can start a fire, but I can’t figure out how you can
start an earthquake. But they put out this word in order to get the
people back to Buddhism. They succeeded.
Could revival be enhanced through funerals? If funerals can also
be taken from the grasp of Buddhists, as we took weddings from
Shinto priests, it would be a great opportunity for ministry. Most are
performed by Buddhist priests. People save up to 3 million yen for
their post-death name change. If they can get a certain name, they
believe they'll have a better chance in heaven. What a day when we
can tell them that they don't need a dime for a Christian name-change.
It's free. First of all, they need to be born again, and then put in their
wills that they want a Christian funeral.

So I trust that in future seminars, Mr. Clift can add this touch coupled
with the finding that over 80 Japanese last names have Christian ancestors,
as proven by names listed in "Japan's Jizo and Jesus." Or in the Japaneseonly edition: Jujika no Kuni: Nippon by Shouten Tokuma.
What a powerful message: Return to the faith of your fathers...five
generations ago, there was a Christian martyr in your family. Let's all stand
and sing: ”I have returned to the God of my fathers.”

Closing Message
The Holy Spirit and Cross Cultural Communication:
Acts 2:1-12
By Kenneth Milhous∗
At this Hayama Seminar we have concentrated our attention on the
relation between communicating the gospel and understanding Japanese
culture. One of the themes of the beginning verses of Acts 2 is the Holy
Spirit’s work in the communication of the gospel in languages other than
one’s own. And, of course, language is an important part of culture.
We first arrived in Japan on December 2, 1965. Language school began
January 6, 1966, just 35 years and four days ago. Since then there have been
four or five times when I more or less seriously considered leaving Japan. As
you can see, I never carried through. However, the first time I felt that way
was during my first year in Japanese language school. I became convinced
that I would never be able to learn this language. The language school was
located in the basement of a Buddhist temple along side of Tokyo Tower.
You see in that setting we students were doing some culture learning along
with the language.
That first year I was somewhat envious of Peter and the other Apostles at
Pentecost. They were able to communicate in about 15 languages (verses 811) that they didn’t know—without having to study those languages!
I would like to share with you briefly some principles from Pentecost
which I believe may apply to our situation as missionaries in present-day
Japan.
I. First Be Filled
“All of them were filled with the Holy Spirit…” (v.4) If we are Christian
missionaries we should not forget that this work of communicating the
gospel is the Lord’s work. We develop strategies and plans; our mission
requires it, as does the Japanese Church with which we are associated.
However, these strategies and these plans are empty without the Holy
Spirit’s work. The missionary’s first step is to be filled with the Holy Spirit.
II. Use Your Gifts
“All of them…began to speak in other tongues as the Spirit enabled
them.” “We hear them declaring the wonders of God in our own tongues!” (v.
∗
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4, 11) Spiritual gifts are listed in three key chapters of the New Testament:
Romans 12, I Corinthians 12, and Ephesians 4. I. Corinthians 12:10 mentions
the gift of tongues which, at least in the Acts 2 instance, I believe refers to
speaking in languages which one hasn’t learned. But I think the principle
here is that the Spirit gives the gift which the missionary then should use. I
personally believe it is better to develop a plan for using one’s gifts than to
try to fit gifts into a previously set strategy.
III. Be Understood Culturally
“Each one heard them speaking in his own language.” (v. 6) Using the
gift from the Holy Spirit, the apostles were able to communicate to those
who received the communication. This means they were speaking their
message in the receptors’ languages. I believe that, in view of the results
reported in verse 41, “Those who accepted his message were baptized, and
about three thousand were added to their number that day,” the
communication in the various native languages was culturally relevant.
These were more than simply words. They were at the level of feeling; they
were culturally relevant.
Application
The Holy Spirit hasn’t given me the gift of tongues in the literal sense of
Acts 2. I had to work at learning to speak Japanese. However, the basic
principle of Acts 2 still applies. Whether it is the gift of tongues or not, the
Holy Spirit has given many of us the ability to learn this Japanese language
through study and hard work. This year’s Hayama Seminar has reminded us
that communication in Japanese requires our being understood culturally. I
pray that the Hold Spirit would guide our application of these principles to
our efforts to communicate the gospel of Christ within Japanese society.
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Announcing Hayama Missinary Seminar 2002:
The Changing Japan and Her New Openness to the Gospel
Date: January 7 - 9, 2002 (Monday - Wednesday)
Place: Tozanso YMCA Conference Center, Gotemba, Shizuoka
As we are all aware, Japan is experiencing major cultural upheavals. Crime is on the
increase; the economy is down; a sense of insecurity and desire for change is everywhere.
How can we best reach out and share the Gospel—the true peace and love of God in this
climate? Could it be that we are witnessing a time of openness to God that has not been
seen in recent memory? Change is in. Are we listening?
Seminars will include:
• Returnee Ministry - (Jack & Keiko Marshall - World Opportunities International and
Setsu Kuroda - Japanese Christian Fellowship Network). Why are thousands coming
to know Christ abroad, then coming back to Japan and falling away?
• Suicide Prevention - (Yukio Saito - Former pastor and director of Inochi no Denwa).
Suicide numbers are up in Japan. Depression is high. What answers do we have?
How can we help? What does this tell us about the changes going on in this society?
• Outreach to Men – (Teichiro Kuroda - Christian Business Men's Committee and
International VIP Club Osaka) Reaching men for Christ has long been one of the
biggest challenges in Japan. How are the current societal changes opening up new
doors?
• College Outreach - As young people stray farther from the ways of their parents,
many fear the worst for society. Are they hopelessly lost in selfish indulgence or are
they actually searching for something more meaningful in life?
• Black Gospel/Praise Music – (Chu Kosaka - Worship & Choir Leader, Michtam)
Black Gospel Music is booming. How can we use this music to glorify God, touch
the hearts of people today and bring them to Christ?
For more information, send an email message to the Hayama 2002 committee at
hayama2002@hotmail.com. or contact Paul Clark
(Tel: 0728-41-2934 email: pclark@kcat.zaq.ne.jp) or Dave Hinson
(Tel: 0739-33-0003 email: drhinson@compuserve.com). Also check out the Hayama Web
page (http://www.mup.org/mupjapan/pages/hayama) for travel directions to Tozanso and
further program details as well as access to papers from past seminars.

