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The Kirishitan Faith as Seen from the Viewpoint of the

History of Japanese Culture

Gen AOYAMA

Before the introduction of Buddhism into Japan the Japanese were
used to living with an animistic view of the world. The oldest legendary
stories of Old Japan, the “Kojiki” and “Fudoki”, show us such a view of
the world of the prehistoric Japanese. We can see almost the same
view of the world in the Ainu people, who retained their prehistoric
tradition till the beginning of this century. The people in those days
intuitively felt the gods at work close to their daily life.

When a well-developed civilization was brought over from the
continent to Japan together with Buddhism in the sixth century, some
progressive clans actively supported the introduction of the continental
civilization, while others were against it, in order to maintain the unity
of the state, which had a short time before been realized by the Yamato
Imperial Court all over the country. The Prince Regent, Shotoku
Taishi, decided to introduce the continental civilization and Buddhism
as a state enterprise. He stressed, however, at the same time the spirit
of “wa” (peace, concord) and service to the people by all officials of the
emperor. He strove to persuade them by using Buddhist thought and
teaching.

After some conflicts, Japanese society generally adopted this line so
as to develop the country. The Buddhist gods were highly revered as

patrons of the development of the country. With the lapse of time,
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however, a special ethos came into vogue, in which a person restrains
his own personality as much as he can, so as to live in harmony with his
own in-group. Even the Buddhist monks were not free from this ethos,
except for the outstanding few who rose above the world and lived the
life of Buddha or of some Absolute Being.

In the 16th century, when the unity of the country completely broke
down because of endless conflicts among various social groups in all
parts of Japan, and when many young people were groping for a new
way to reconstruct the social order, the Chiristian faith spread rapidly
among the people. Until this time the Japanese word “jiyi” (feedom,
liberty) was used in a negative meaning in the sense of selfishness,
except among a few Zen monks. But the Christians, as a result of their
experiences in the work of God, used this word in a positive meaning,
as freedom from the pagan world. After the violent Christian persecu-
tion, the word was used again in a negative meaning until the second
half of the 19th century.

This essay treats of this Christian faith of those days as seen from

the viewpoint of the history of Japanese culture.



