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On 18 February, the inaugural session of the Jan Van Bragt Memorial
Lecture Series was held at Nanzan University’s Reiners Library. Organized
by the two current Jan Van Bragt Research Fellows, Suemura Masayo and
Tomoaki Yamada, the event aimed to raise broader awareness of Jan Van
Bragt’s contributions to interreligious dialogue.

INCE ITs founding fifty years ago, the staft at the NIRC have included two

positions for early-career scholars of religion and philosophy. As mem-

bers of the institute, these Junior Research Fellows have made significant

contributions to the research activities of the NIRC and helped to build
networks with scholars throughout Japan, around the globe, and across the genera-
tions. See the NIRC website for a list of past Junior Research Fellows (https://nirc.
nanzan-u.ac.jp/_page/about).

Several years ago, the official title of the Junior Research Fellow was changed to
Jan Van Bragt Fellow in honor of the late Jan Van Bragt (1928-2007) for his last-
ing impact on the NIRC. Born in Belgium, Van Bragt joined the clerical religious
organization known as Congregation of the Immaculate Heart of Mary (Congre-
gatio Immaculati Cordis Mariae, cicMm) in 1946 and, following the completion
of his doctorate at the Catholic University of Leuven, he came to Japan in 1961.
After serving at a parish in Osaka and then a period of study at Kyoto University,
Van Bragt became the second director of the newly established NIRC at Nanzan
University, where he actively promoted dialogue between Eastern and Western
spiritual traditions. In particular, he engaged with the Kyoto School’s interpreta-
tions of Christianity and the understanding of the “self” in Jodo Shinsha. He pub-
lished broadly on topics related to iterreligious dialogue and Japanese philosophy,
including a translation of Nishitani Keiji's Religion and Nothingness (University of
California Press, 1983), A Soga Ryojin Reader (Chisokudo Publications, 2017), and
a collection of his writings in Interreligious Affinities: Encounters with the Kyoto
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School and the Religions of Japan (Chisokudo Publications, 2023), a Japanese ver-
sion of which was edited by Kim Seung Chul and Terao Kasuyoshi under the title
EHE AT FR BN C—RUAR IR (L H - ) AN (Chisokudo, 2023).

The Jan Van Bragt Memorial Lecture Series was the idea of Suemura Masayo
and Tomoaki Yamada, the Van Bragt Fellows during the 2024 academic year. The
purpose of the lecture series is to celebrate the many contributions Van Bragt made
to interreligious dialogue, the translation of Japanese philosophical works, and the
study of Japanese religion. The inaugural lecture featured a talk by Terao Kazuyoshi
of Sophia University followed by a response from James Heisig, Prof. Emeritus
of the NIrcC. Terao spoke on the topic of “Fr. Jan Van Bragt and the Pure Land
Tradition: Beyond Dialogue” In particular, he discussed the religious philosophy
of Takeuchi Yoshinori—Van Bragt’s mentor and a Jodo Shinsha priest—and simi-
larities with Van Bragt’s own thought. He also addressed interreligious dialogue
between Pure Land Buddhism and Christianity, focusing on Van Bragt’s engage-
ment with Soga Ry6jin. Heisig’s comments, titled “Jan Van Bragt: The Man and His
Thought,” offered a retrospective on the establishment of the NIrRc, explored Van
Bragt’s thought and scholarly contributions, and shared personal recollections of
their collaborative translation of the works of the Japanese Kyoto School philoso-
pher Nishitani Keiji.

The first of what will hopefully be many more to come, the inaugural Jan Van
Bragt Memorial Lecture successfully brought together friends of the NIRc, both
old and new, to honor the legacy of Van Bragt. His inimitable contributions to the
international study of Japanese religion and philosophy, as well as his tireless pro-
motion of multicultural exchange and understanding among scholars in Japan and
abroad, made the NIRC into the renowned research institute it is today. In future
lectures, the institute intends to highlight more details regarding the influence of
Van Bragt’s work on interreligious dialogue, Japanese philosophy, and the study of
religion in Japan, which together constitute the three pillars of research activities
at the NIRC.
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