
































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































PhD Thesis - Hisako Omori McMaster University- Religious Studies 

attending masses at the Catholic Church. Although these women showed me that 

embracing these two worldviews is possible, I also witnessed some tensions between the 

distinct ideas and values embedded in these two traditions. These tensions often manifest 

around one's obligation to the household, as many converts in the Tokyo area often are 

the only converts in their households. I have argued that lay persons often conceal their 

Catholic identity as part of a strategy to cope with the tension arising from an individual 

religious identity which is different from that of the household. In this chapter, I explore 

some of the implications of my research findings. First, I will discuss criticism from the 

Catholic community of the kind of faith that I have discussed in this work. I then pose a 

question about this kind of faith from a scholarly perspective. Finally, I contextualize my 

research findings in certain fields of scholarship so that I may point to future research 

directions. 

Implications of Maintaining Two Different Worldviews: 

What are the implications of maintaining two distinctly different worldviews? The 

answer differs based on from whose perspective one looks into this condition. For the 

Catholic community at large, and from an evangelizing Christian perspective, publicly 

silent, private faith poses a problem. In discussing the current state of the Catholic Church 

in Tokyo, Kurata-sensei shared his perspective, which is based on his experience as a 

Catholic in Tokyo for over forty years. He is a longstanding lay leader of the Catholic 

Charismatic Renewal movement in Tokyo. He said his encounter with Roman 
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Catholicism came during his search for alternative values at the height of the Student 

Movements in the 1960s. 1 Based on his experience, he said: 

I think today's members of the Church [in Tokyo] are content with their own 
salvation. They are happy with who they are, and the church had become like a 
[social] club. For example, at Our Lady of the Assumption, there are many priests 
[offering numerous classes] and by attending these classes, one can deepen his or 
her faith to a reasonable degree. And, [they think that] that is good. I think that is 
the Church today; you do not go out from there [that comfortable cocoon]. 

From a Christian perspective, this type of faith goes against the main tenet of Christianity 

which should entail evangelism. Kurata-sensei, who does not hide his Catholic identity, 

and devotes his life to the Charismatic Renewal movement, differs from the majority of 

laity that I describe in this study. 

A similar point was raised by the Master of Epopee, Shindo-san. At one occasion, 

I was asking about attending two Eucharists a day. Some eager Catholics at Our Lady of 

the Assumption were debating whether it is acceptable to take the sacrament twice on the 

same day. I directed this question to Mr. Shindo, as I know he was conversant with the 

ecclesiastic rules as well as Catholic theology. In response to the question, Shindo-san 

pointed out that the root word for a "mass" in Latin is related to the English word 

"dismissal." As every mass is concluded with the priest's word of dismissal, the faithful 

are to go and spread the teachings of Christ. Shindo-san reprimanded the practice of 

indulging oneself with two hosts a day by saying that one is, instead, expected to go out 

from the Church and spread the good news. 

1 Marxist movements were taking over the university campuses in the 1960s. In the midst of rapid social 
change, Kurata-sensei was invited to a bible study group. 
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For the majority of women whom I encountered, however, to lead a Christian life 

was something personal. Although they did not explicitly tell me, I noticed that several of 

them attend a yoga class together. Likewise, a weekly bible study group became a sort of 

a social club. A daily rosary prayer group was often followed by a lunch gathering at a 

nearby restaurant. In addition, I know, for a few women, the church was a refuge from 

their rocky marriage. These women did not want to invite their husbands to the church 

because they wanted to flee from them even for a short period of time. 

There are, however, examples which counter such allegations about private faith 

in Tokyo. Our Lady of the Assumption had a group called Onigiri no kai (.:t3 {-.:::. ~, ~ C0~). 

or the Group of Rice Balls, through which the members made and distributed rice balls to 

homeless people every Saturday night. The Terada Catholic Church had special flyers to 

be distributed to friends and relatives, inviting them to its bible classes. I also heard, after 

I left the field, that a group of volunteers at Our Lady of the Assumption began making 

curry and distributing to homeless people or anybody who would like to partake of their 

meals. These examples illustrate some efforts by Catholics to reach outside their own 

Christian community, and the activities clearly imply evangelization. These examples, 

however, are rare. 

The Japanese case of maintaining two distinct world views might lead scholars of 

religion to ask the questions of other East Asian countries where Confucianism has had a 

strong impact. How would Korean Christians deal with the same issue? How about 

Chinese Christians? Is there any way to unite these two worldviews? 
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Questions of Power and Identity Politics: 

In Conversion to Christianity (1993), Hefner points to the larger interplay of 

identity, politics, and morality that come together in conversion. Underneath various 

forms of conversion, Hefner locates the remarkable social power that Christianity 

possesses. The introduction of Christianity to non-Western parts of the world such as Asia, 

Africa, and Oceania has often been associated with colonial and neocolonial projects of 

both overt and covert forms. Using the works of Foucault and Gramsci, many researchers 

have fruitfully used the analytic concepts of power and identity politics in their studies. 

Although I embarked on my study with the assumption that Westernization and akogare, 

or longing, to emulate the West have played a large role in the conversion and 

maintenance of Roman Catholic identity in Tokyo, my research results point to a very 

different conclusion. 

One significant finding in my ethnographic research is that Christianity in Japan 

does not possess any social power analogous to that Hefner discusses. As I observed in 

Chapter Six, the legacy of Christian persecution still lingers in twenty-first century Tokyo. 

Although there are many Japanese people who have idealized Christianity for its positive 

associations with Europe, staunch historically rooted opposition to Christianity was still 

apparent during my fieldwork. This aspect of historical consciousness regarding 

Christianity is one of the major differences between Japanese and Korean Christianity. 

Some scholars have argued that positive memories of Protestant opposition to the 

imposition of Japanese State Shinto in the Korean Peninsula during the occupation period 

still provides legitimacy for Christian missions in Korea (Kim 1996). 
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Some scholars have discussed identity politics vis-a-vis the market economy in 

their portrayals of Christianity in non-Euro-American contexts. For example, both 

Meyer's (1999, 2004) and Comaroff and Comaroff's (1997) work on Christianity in 

Africa illustrates intricate and complex relationships between the global economy and 

acquisition of a Christian identity. In her review article on African Christianity, Meyer 

(2004) illuminates undercurrents of the recent popularity of Pentecostal Charismatic 

Churches (PCCs) that increasingly replace African Independent Churches (AICs). Meyer 

notes that what is distinctive about PCCs is their propagation of the Prosperity Gospel, 

and their global orientation and members' aspirations to align themselves with the 

international domain beyond the African continent. This point is further illustrated in 

Meyer's work on Pentecostals in Ghana (1999). To a lesser degree, Lozada's (2001) work 

on a Roman Catholic community in China also attempts to make a similar argument. He 

argues that membership in the Roman Catholic Church symbolically entails membership 

in a wider international community that goes beyond the world of a small village in 

China.2 

Nothing of this sort came out of my research on acquiring and maintaining a 

Roman Catholic identity in Tokyo. The relationship to the market economy is well 

established already in Japan, and Tokyo in particular, is one of the major centres of the 

world market economy. Instead, what emerged from my research, although to a minor 

degree, is a critique of the close ties between Buddhist temples and the funerary industry. 

Many Catholics expressed their contempt toward overly expensive Buddhist funerals. 

2 Lozada, however, does not substantiate this point using his ethnographic data. 
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They considered Catholic funerals simple and austere, and therefore more other-worldly 

and spiritual than Buddhist funerals. Regarding membership in a global community as 

part of the appeal of the Roman Catholic Church, only a few members expressed the 

sentiment that they feel at home in foreign churches located outside Japan. 

There are a few studies that suggest that the social power of Christianity is 

insignificant in some locales. Interesting enough, these studies were conducted in places 

where evangelizing efforts have been unsuccessful. Keyes' (1993) work on Thailand and 

Clammer's (2001) work on Japan serve as examples. In the case of Thailand, Buddhism is 

historically associated with kingship; and often to be Thai means to be Buddhist in many 

people's minds (Keyes 1993). Similarly, Clammer (2001) situates Christianity as a minor 

religious tradition in Japan where one is expected to contribute to Shinto festivals as a 

good neighbour and attend Buddhist funerals as a good colleague. Although these 

scholars do not mention this factor, it is noteworthy that these two countries have escaped 

complete political colonization by foreign powers. The case of Sri Lanka offers yet 

another example showing that the construction of national identity politics is also fluid 

and constantly shifting. After years of colonization by the British, Sri Lanka saw the 

political rise of the Sinhala ethnic group. One of the ethnic markers of the Sinhalese is 

their Buddhist adherence contrasted by the rival Tamil group's Hindu identity. With the 

rise of ethnic conflicts, Sinhalese Christians experience inner conflict as a result of being 

ethnically Sinhala and religiously Christian (R. L Stirrat 1992). 

Although my work on Tokyo Catholics is not concerned with "unsuccessful 

evangelization" of the Christian message, the current study complements that of Clammer 
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by showing the extent to which Japanese Catholics in Tokyo disguise their Christian 

identity. As I discussed in Chapter Six, hiding one's identity as Christian is not a rare 

occurrence. Thailand and Japan, lacking a colonial history of being subjects of another 

country, both still have a royal family. The relationship between the presence of the 

monarchy and futile evangelization efforts would be an interesting topic to explore in 

further research. 

Making of, or Absence of, the Modern Subject: 

My ethnography also contributes to discussions of the making of, or absence of, 

the modem subject in relation to the spread of Christianity in non-Euro-American 

contexts. Relating to the discussion of the modem subject is the concept of agency. In this 

section, I will discuss works on Japan, China, and Ghana in relation to my research 

outcome. Studying Christianity located in East Asian contexts, both Clammer (2001) and 

Madsen ( 1998) touch upon the absence of the "autonomous individual" in these contexts 

who can ostensibly be a vehicle of the Christian faith. Clammer quotes Maruyama's 

argumene that Japan has failed to produce the category of the autonomous individual in 

making its transition to modernity. Summarizing Maruyama's argument, Clammer states: 

The basis of this [i.e. Maruyama's] claim is his idea (remarkably close to a 
Weberian understanding of the development of the Christian West) that modernity 
is based on the historical and cultural creation of the autonomous individual. What 
instead has been produced in Japan is the privatized and atomistic individual. 
Modernity is seen by Maruyama as a psychological and ethical state as much as a 
socio-economic one, the key to which is the achievement of shutaisei -

3 The essay that Clammer refers to is: Maruyama Masao, 1985, "Patterns of Individuation and the Case of 
Japan: A Conceptual Scheme," in M. B. Jansen (ed.), Changing Japanese Attitudes to Modernization 
(Tokyo: Charles E. Tuttle), pp.489-531. 
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independence of spirit and the ability to define and manage the individual self 
autonomously. In his view Japan has, with very few exceptions, failed to produce 
such individuals (Clammer 2001: 168-169). 

Surmising from other scholars' work on the sense of self in Japanese society, Clammer 

speculates that the Japanese sense of self is conceived of as relational, dependent on 

others, and often related to nature. Both the relational sense of self and the ways Japanese 

people conceive of nature in relation to the self are foreign to Christian soteriology, 

argues Clammer. He suggests that this point may contribute to the relative lack of success 

of Christianity in gaining converts in Japan. 

My study of the Roman Catholic community in Tokyo directly complements, and 

in a way simultaneously provides evidence counter to the argument put forward by 

Clammer. By showing the processes through which converts and devout lay members 

gain more autonomy by deepening their faith, my work, on the one hand, complements 

Clammer' s assertion that there is a lack of autonomy in the sense of self prior to 

becoming Christian. On the other hand, the fact that these Catholics are able to gain a 

certain degree of autonomy by becoming devout members of the Church contradicts 

Clammer's assertion that lack of autonomy contributes to the relative absence of 

Christianity in Japan. Nevertheless, Clammer's work--- and the discussion provided by 

Maruyama--- indicates that this area needs to be investigated further. The similarity 

between my argument and those made by Clammer and Maruyama about Christians and 

Japanese population is intriguing. 

Madsen's (1998) study on Chinese Catholicism discusses the kinship community 

as a unit of Christian conversion. According to Madsen, early missionaries to China 
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attempted to convert entire villages. In essence, Madsen's goal is assessing China's 

ability to attain a "civil society" when the market economy penetrates this country. 

Madsen struggles to locate the "autonomous individual" but his search is in vain. Since 

China and Japan share a history of Confucian influences- despite China's more recent 

Communist experience - it is possible that my work may contribute to understanding 

Madsen's Chinese Catholics in a different light. 

Similar to Madsen, I have pursued the question of the ie to the extent that it relates 

to contemporary women Catholics. I suggest that the influence of the ie should be 

explored further in relation to the construction of the relational self in Japan. As I 

completed my study of religious expressions among Roman Catholics in Tokyo, I 

realized that the ie as a unit has played significant roles in constructing the relational 

sense of self. Up until the abolishment of the system in 1947, the ie existed as a legal 

entity (Nakamura 1978). Under the conception of the ie system, only one individual 

(ideally the first-born male child from a legitimate marriage) can inherit the property of 

the household.4 As Nakamura points out, there was no unit other than the ie within the 

scheme of the Meiji Civil Code (1978: 185). In other words, the ie was the integral unit 

and further division of it to the level of the individual was inconceivable (Nakamura 

1978: 185). Although legally obsolete at the present time, the ie system lingers on in the 

form of the family registration system in today's Japan. Family members must be 

registered under the name of the ie which is usually led by the father as the head of the 

4 It was unlikely that a woman would assume this role as the head of the household, or koshu (F' :=E), but it 
was possible. The head of the household was given the right to oversee the rest of the members of his 
household. For example, members of a household did not possess the freedom to choose where to reside 
(lgeta 1982: 59). 
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household. This is not surprising when one learns that the current Civil Code is actually a 

continuation of the Meiji Civil Code. The abolishment of the ie system was part of the 

postwar amendment to this Code (Takeda 1968: 180). It is highly likely that the unit of 

the ie, which existed under the law until 194 7, has influenced the construction of the 

Japanese emphasis on a relational sense of self. 

Another question that I hope to raise in this section relates to the theoretical 

concept of agency. In introducing the concept of "methodological individualism," Marcus 

and Fischer locate its inception and dominance in the early part of the twentieth century 

( 1986). I hope to call for much a more sensitive treatment of agency in the social 

scientific literature, especially when we discuss subjects located outside of Western 

liberal democratic culture. As Marcus and Fischer have pointed out, the notion of 

personhood is strongly implicated in the conception of agency. And further, as Kondo has 

pointed out, "[i]deologies of selfhood are not innocent with respect to power 

relationships" (1990: 114). 

In East Asian contexts in which Confucianism is valued, standing up against 

authority takes on a different meaning relative to its Western sense. Demonstration as a 

form of protest is less practiced in Japan compared to Canada or Europe. Strongly 

influenced by Neo-Confucian ideals, Japan does not celebrate the concept of the human 

being as an autonomous unit. Rather the conception of humans as interdependent has 

greater resonance, as Takeo Doi famously puts it in his Anatomy of Dependence (1971). 

In recent years, several works have documented trend toward a more autonomous, 

individual sense of self in Japan (Kelskey 2001; Mathews and White 2004; Nakano and 
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Wagatsuma 2004; Rowe 2011) thereby suggesting the development of a Japanese sense 

of self with the notion of agency. It is possible to situate my informants' conversion to 

Roman Catholicism within this trend toward the construction of an autonomous, 

individual sense of self. However, I must note that this outcome is not something that the 

laity aimed for, but rather an accidental one. Even among these recent works which 

document a slightly different orientation of personhood, however, conclusions are rather 

ambiguous. As Mathews and White (2004) conclude in their edited volume, it is difficult 

to say whether there is a definite trend. For example, older women who seek to procure an 

independent space where they can maintain a peace of mind segregated from their in-laws 

and husbands need to buy a separate place for their afterlife in the form of a grave (Rowe 

2011). Likewise, young women who seek to assert their unique individual life course 

need to leave Japan (Kelskey 2001). Similarly, my Catholic women informants must 

maintain their cultic duties in Buddhist terms at home as the spiritual caretakers for the 

family ancestors. From these research results, it seems that transformations in self and 

society occur only at a slow pace. 

A slightly different sense of agency is discernible among my respondents within 

Japanese Catholic communities when compared with their sense of self prior to the 

deepening of their faith. There were occasional suggestions, embedded in the form of 

jokes, among my informants that they "became stronger" (tsuyokunatta 5~ < ft. 0 fc..) 

than before after converting to Christianity. This strength is sometimes apparent in my 

informants' newfound courage to express opinions of their own, or at other times in their 

husbands' appraisal of the changes that their wives had undergone. Often, narratives 
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describe how wives became able to say "no" to their husbands' unreasonable demands 

whereas they were unable to do so before having faith in Catholicism. Several women 

told me proudly that they gained the strength to say "no" to their husbands, which was a 

new and welcome change for them. I suggest that this transformation is also related to the 

development of a sense of self which privileges integrity; that is a sense of self which 

centres on the Christian God. 

Finally, relating to the concept of agency, I suggest that this differently conceived 

sense of self among Roman Catholics in Tokyo resonates with Meyer's (1999) 

observations among African Pentecostals in Ghana. Similar to Meyer's Ghanaian case, 

Japanese Roman Catholics in contemporary Tokyo internally realign their sense of 

authority from other human beings to the Christian God. This shift of authority allows 

them to distance anxiety stemming from the need to maintain "proper" conduct and social 

relationships prescribed by conventional morality. In Meyer's Ghanaian case, Pietist 

missionaries had encouraged the Ewe people to form nuclear families and to make the 

nuclear family the unit of production for farming. Historically, however, farming had 

relied on the patrilineal lineage and extended family, and thus much of the profits were 

shared among extended family members. The mission's emphasis on the nuclear family 

as a unit of production gave many Ewe who were eager to monopolize their profits a 

legitimate reason to break with the traditional way of sharing income. In addition, in the 

earlier system, those who retained excessive wealth often fell victim to witchcraft 

directed by poor members of the extended family. Christianity inadvertently provided the 

wealthy with powerful rhetoric and spiritual resources to protect themselves from 
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witchcraft. Meyer points out that by providing an alternative from of authority to 

legitimize different forms of production, distribution, and consumption, missionary 

Pietism undermined the previous Ewe moral system (1999:157). 

Although the Japanese case is not as dramatic as Meyer's Ghanaian case, a similar 

pattern in the shift of authority is clear. It is also apparent that as converts subscribe to a 

new configuration of power centering on the divine, the moral authority structure 

previously adhered to is weakened. With the shift of authority from humans to non­

humans, both Japanese Roman Catholics and Ghanaian Pentecostals effectively retained 

more independence from social obligations and therefore gained agency. 

As this concluding chapter has briefly sketched, there are several areas that offer 

particularly rich sites for further investigation. For example, ethnographic study of 

Korean Catholicism would provide a fascinating juxtaposition to my current work. The 

Korean peninsula shares the cultural fabric of Confucianism with Japan, and the 

astronomical success of Christianity in Korea in recent years would be a fruitful 

phenomenon to explore. The emergence of the "autonomous individual" that Maruyama 

mentions is another relevant topic vis-a-vis Christianity. As I mentioned previously, 

further research on the legal dimensions of personhood in Japan's recent past would 

likely yield fruitful results for understanding the emphasis on a relational sense of self in 

Japan. As illustrated in Meyer's Ghanaian case and my own Japanese case, there may be 

some correlations between the acquiring of a Christian identity and the rise of agency and 

autonomy in areas where traditional authorities do not include Christian idioms. I hope 
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that my present work make a modest contribution to the study of personhood and agency 

(cf. Marcus and Fischer 1987: 45) and the production of distinctive subjectivities (cf. 

Foucault 1984:7) in non-Western parts of the world. As religious traditions are often an 

important source of authority, and the shaping of personhood cannot be divorced from 

discourses of power ( cf. Kondo 1990), the study of personhood and religious traditions 

presents an important avenue for further research. 
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Figure 4. Map of Tokyo Subway Route 
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Figure 6. 

269 



PhD Thesis- Hisako Omori McMaster University- Religious Studies 

Figure 7. Business Card Reception Box at Cemetery 
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