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Evangelization by the Catholic laymen
in the Meiji, Taisho and Showa Periods

Gen AOYAMA

Since the Second Vatican Council we often hear the word “lay
apostolate”. The Japanese Catholics 100 years ago did not know this
word. But they seemed to be like the Christians in the 16th- and
17th-century Japan, generally more active than the Christians today.
One reason for this is maybe the social unrest and the unsettled social
organization of those days. In such an emerging new society, people
faced with the various difficulties caused by anarchy would work with
all their might in order to build a new world on steady foundations.
Christianity could be understood by them dynamically as a special
power and guidance from the living Lord God. The other reason is the
insufficient number of priests. In the years 1879-1887, for instance,
Father Testevuide, MEP, was in charge of a mission consisting of five
prefectures, from the Tokyo prefecture except Tokyo City to the Gifu
prefecture. Naturally he who was based in the Yokohama church,
could just make the rounds walking from town to town, from village to
village under his charge once or twice every year in this 400 km long
mission area, seeking people who would become Christians. At the
almost same time Father Vigroux, MEP, was also in charge of a
mission consisting of six prefectures to the north and east of Tokyo.

The present article describes how the Japanese laymen under these
missionaries willingly and freely brought their friends and neighbors to
the Catholic faith. Some Catholics offered their houses every sunday as
the meeting place for Christians and catechumens. When the
missionary visited them, these houses became temporary home-
churches for a few days, in which the Mass, baptism and sometimes
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wedding ceremony were held. Supported by these activities of the
laymen, the missionary could baptize usually more than 30 persons
during a trip of several weeks.

The article analyzing this evangelization of the laymen 100 years
ago, extracts the following three characteristics: 1. the lively
participation of men; 2. pride as Catholics and awareness of a personal
mission in the local society, based on their concrete personal
experiences; 3. not a few Catholics experienced some real special help
of God, often by praying to the Virgin Mary.

Toward end of the last century, however, besides the nationalistic
change in Japanese society caused by the promulgation of the Imperial
Constitution in 1889 and the Chino-Japanese War in 1894-1895, also the
guidance of the Roman Sacra Congregatio de Propaganda Fide, in
order to strengthen the unity of the Catholic Church all over the world
under the authority of the Roman Pontiff, made the free activity of
laymen difficult. Nevertheless, the Catholics in the urban churches of
Tokyo City could still propagate Catholicism fairly free, composing
some ultra-parochial organizations, like the KOKYO-KYOYUKAI
(Catholic Friends Association) founded in 1901, the KOKYO-FUJINKAI
(Catholic Ladies Association)founded in 1904, the KOKYO-
SEINENKAI (Catholic young Men Association) founded in 1916 and the
others. But since March 21, 1931, when the Archbishop Chambon, MEP,
of Tokyo announced the order “On the Catholic Action in the Tokyo
Diocese” and broke up all ultra-parochial lay organizations, the former
lay apostolate has notably declined. The present article also describes
this process shortly.



