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The Image of the Catholic Priest
from the Meiji to the Early Years
of the Showa Era

Gen AOYAMA

The Second Vatican Council sang the praises of the ideal priest and
reiterated the ecclesiastical law of sacerdatal celibacy in the decree on
the ministry of priests. This is completely alright in itself, since the
ideals of the priesthood has become badly blurred by the abundance and
variations of the present day world. If we consider, however, the fruits
of the Council, we are maybe forced to admit that only emphasizing
ideals was not enough to keep priests strong and committed as they try
to cope with against the increasing modern unbelieving world. What
are we still lacking? The present study tries to furnish some data on
this subject.

It describes in Chapter A the vivid figure of Catholic priests in Japan
in the first half of the Meiji Era (1868 ~1912). In those days priests were
very active and adventurous in order to push on with the modernization
and westernization of Japanese society, which was opened for the
Europeans and for the Americans since the year 1859. Many priests
studied in the seminary of the Missions Etrangéres de Paris before the
First Vatican Council (1869~70). They came to Japan with bold
dreams and burning zeal for the evangelization of the Japanese people.
They often made long trips to rural districts facing many difficulties in
visiting their friends or Christians, who also made every effort to

spread the Christianity and to develop their homeland. The results of
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the mission of the so-called ambulant missionaries were great. Priests
were also regarded by some people as standardbearers of social prog-
Tess.

Chapter B describes the radical change of the situation in the 1890’s
caused partly by the Roman See after the First Vatican Council and
partly by the nationalistic development of Japanese society after the
promulgation of the Japanese Imperial Constitution (1889).

Chapter C treats of the image of the Catholic priest presented in the
books read by many Catholic priests in Japan under this difficult
situation, especially Henry Edward Manning, The Eternal Priesthood
(London 1883) and James Gibbons, The Ambassador of Christ (London
1896, Baltimorve 1897) and P. Gontier, Reéglement de Vie Sacerdotale.
The author notices the strong idealistic conservative character of these
books, particularly in their attitude towards women. The priests
educated in such thought no longer felt the need to go into Japanese
secular society to bring the message of Christ ; rather they waited in
their mission stations for personal visitors. This passive unsocial
attitude had bad results for the Church, and many Japanese Catholics
left the Church. Although the Catholic missionaries later changed this
attitude, the difficulties of mission activities continued untill the early
years of the Showa Era.

Ideals, of course, have a value. But the priest must also be a realist,
like Christ who came to save the people and seemed to go out positively
into the suffering world. He seemed to teach His disciples very often
in the open air and rarely in some peaceful quiet house. To keep a
balance of idealism and realism, of deep prayer and activity in difficult
times, is maybe not so easy, perhaps, as ropewalking. But it seems to

be highly possible, if one has an ardent zeal for evanglization. This, it
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seems, results in a priesthood which is strong, active and Christ-like.



