A SHI NTO- CHRI STI AN DI ALOGUE

YUKI Hi deo
NCC Center for the Study of Japanese Reli gions

The following report has been translated from the most recent
issue of Deai, the Japanese-language journal published by the
NCC Center for the Study of Japanese Religions in Kyoto. A more
detailed account of the papers and discussion from a somewhat
different perspective will be forthcoming in Bulletin No. 7 of
the Nanzan Institute.

THe OpeNiNG oF THE Nanzan Symposi um

From March 16 through 18 of this year a three-day synposium on Shinto-
Christian dialogue entitled “The Universal and the Particular in Religion”
was held under the sponsorship of the Nanzan Institute for Religion and
Cul ture. Participants fromthe Shinto side were Hatakake Sei ko, Ueda Kenji,
Ogaki Toyot aka, and Sonoda M noru; and fromthe Christian side, David Reid,
Jan Swyngedouw, Anzai Shin, and the author of this report. Akai ke Nori aki
and Shimazono Susumu conpl eted the group, which net for six sessions over
two full days, each session opening with a 45-ninute presentation and a
15—ni nute commentary, followed in turn by a discussion.

This was not the first tinme that Shinto and Christianity had met in
di al ogue. Over ten years ago, for exanple, we took up the theme of Shinto
and Christianity in one of the sumrer sessions conducted by our NCC Center,
centering the programon a serious di al ogue concerning the “Yasukuni Shrine”
problem At the tine, however, the focus was on issues |like the interpreta-
tion of the Japanese Constitution concerning the Yasukuni bill and no
inroads were made in the way of nutual understanding on essential points
common to Shinto and Christianity as religions.

Wth the Nanzan synmposium too, there are problens as to how far nutual
under standi ng was achieved, but as an attenpt at dialogue denobnstrating
reci procal respect and an eagerness to understand, one may, | think, term
it successful.

In discussing the problem of the dialogue between Christianity and
Buddhism Tillich noted two poles or two orientations to how the holy is
experienced: on the one hand, a nystical orientation wherein the holy is
experienced as sonething present in the here and now, on the other, an
ethical orientation wherein the holy is experienced as something to be
br ought
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into being.

To be sure, living religions are not constituted only in terms of one
or the other elenment but possess themboth. But Tillich thought that in the
concrete one or the other elenent is predom nant—n Buddhismthe nystical,
and in Christianity the ethical—-and that the strongest possibility for
interreligious dialogue rests in the fact that both religions have both
el enent s.

Taken in this way the point holds true for the dial ogue between
Christianity and Shinto as well. Taking a clue fromlnoue Yoji’'s book, Japan
and the Face of Jesus, M. Hatakake attenpted in his paper to consider what
Shinto and Christianity mght hold in common. Among his remarks we find for
exanpl e the foll ow ng:

Gven the standpoint of Christianity with its innate belief in a
transcendent God, the fact that in the long history of Christianity
mysticism has always held a position off to one side is not so
surprising. But as one speaking from the standpoint of a Shinto, |
rather find ny heart drawn nmuch cl oser to nysticism

THE UNIVERSAL AND THE PARTI CULAR | N SHI NTO

To think of the problemin ternms of such polar elenments as the nystical and
the ethical is of course inmportant, but particularly in the case of the
di al ogue between Christianity and Shinto one wonders if other elenments or
pol es mi ght not be of greater weight, nanely those of the universal and the
particul ar which were the theme of the synposium Taking our lead fromthe
idea of Tillich's just referred to, we m ght speak of the universal and the
particular as elenents or poles, so that the special characteristics of a
given religion can be seen in terns of which of the two is predominant. In
the case of Christianity, universality would appear at first sight to be the
predom nant el ement, while in Shinto the particular is the stronger el enent.
It would not, however, seem appropriate to conclude therefore that
Christianity is a universal religion and Shinto a particular religion. For
when the ternms universal and particular are used as classifying concepts we
can suppose the presence of the phil osophical “bias” that the universal is
of a higher order than the particular, and hence that the classification of
religions as universal or particular is understood fromthe start to include
a val ue judgnment. A proper evaluation of different religions may be made by
taking the universal and the particular not as concepts for classifying
religions, but strictly as elenents or poles. As M. Hatakake hinself
stressed, Shinto nust of course also be seen to possess both of these
el ement s:

Since we cannot speak of Shinto in isolation fromthe com ng about of
Japan and the Japanese people, its initial basis is in that sense very
much sonething particular. But in terns of its religiosity,
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Shinto may indeed be thought to contain things that are universal and
to have points of unity allowing it to be considered with other
particular religions and to cooperate with them here....

Addi ng that “insofar as the universal is truly universal, it should not
conflict with the particular,” he went on to ask: “Has there not been a
history in the Catholic Church of taking the universal, which should not
conflict with the particular, as a universal in opposition to the

particular?”

If the universal and the particular are elements to be seen within every
religion, we have here at once an issue for interreligious dialogue and at
the same time a matter that needs examination within each religion.
Prof essor Ueda observed:

To speak froma standpoint of a general, formal typol ogy of religions,
m ght we not say that for Shinto, as a folk religion, the inquiry into
the universal, the awareness of the particular, and so forth cannot
beconme the sort of essential, fundamental issues for faith that they
are for religions that aimat criticizing, conquering, or transcending
reality?... Still, the attenpt to exam ne the question of the
uni versal and the particular is not sinply a need or urgency pressed
on Shinto fromexternal circunstances, but nay be considered a demand
arising fromthe actuality of Shinto faith itself.

From there Professor Ueda went on in his paper to discuss problens such
as God and the understanding of the human as primary factors of the
uni versal in Shinto, and such topics as the idea of the “Land of the Gods”
and the forns of religious services as elenents of the particular. By way
of an attenpt at a general reflection on the question of the universal and
the particular in Shinto, he concluded with some extrenely interesting
remar ks covering questions like the possibility of Shinto faith for
foreigners and the foundation and devel opnent of Shrines overseas.

THE UNI VERSAL AND THE PARTI CULAR I N CHRI STI ANI TY

For Christianity the question of the universal and the particular has from
its first beginnings been a najor one. As Professor Swyngedouw expl ained in
his paper, it is a question both “internal” to Christianity —in terns of
the issue of its ethnic and cultural plurality —and “external” —in terms
of contact with other religions.

Here | should like to give some thought to the probl emof the universal
and the particular by making a slight contrast between Catholicismand Pro—
testantism |f we pursue the question along the lines of the two elements or
poles referred to earlier, we mght initially see Catholicismas giving the
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predom nance to the universal and Protestantismto the particular. No doubt
the establishment of the Protestant Churches in the sixteenth century
represented a revolt against the universalism of nedieval Catholicism a
revolt whose ideol ogical keynote was nominalism and whose social keynote
sounded in the stress put on ethnicity and regionalism

At the level of doctrine, as is well known, the reformer Luther enpha-
sized “scripture alone” in opposition to “scripture and tradition.” At the
sane time, it should not be forgotten that Protestants nmade efforts to nake
the scriptures accessible in their own | anguages. Luther conpleted a German
translation of the Bible and with that is said to have given birth to nodern
German, but in fact translations of the Bible were w despread at the tinme
not only in Germany but throughout the countries of Europe. Reading the
scriptures in one’s own | anguage and worshi pping in one’s own | anguage were
the distinguishing traits of the Protestant Churches. The plurality of
| anguages was seen not as the curse of the Tower of Babel but as the bl essing
of Pentecost day.

This tradition in Protestantism of stressing the translation of the
scriptures was also carried on at the tine of the nineteenth century world
m ssion. Fromthe start, translations of the Bible were undertaken in every
| and.

What is the general neaning of translating “scripture”? In Islamthe
Koran is not translated and is not supposed to be translated. Everywhere in
the world the Koran is read in its original |anguage, a fact that would seem
at first glance to denonstrate the universalismof Islam Seen from another
angl e, however, the critical question arises as to whether |slam does not
in the final analysis remain within the confines of an Arabic religion.
Sonething simlar mght be said with regard to Protestantism and
Catholicism In recent times Catholicismhas also made efforts to translate
the Bible in every | and—i ncl udi ng Japan, where good transl ati ons have been
i ssued—and wor shi p, too, has cone to be conducted in the | ocal |anguage. Yet
for along time Catholicismtook Latin as a universal |anguage, as if to say
“A universal religion is spoken of in a universal |anguage.” Even if we
grant that Latin was a universal |anguage for the European world, fromthe
viewpoint of Asia and Africa it remains a “Wstern | anguage.” As we saw in
the case of Islam it reverts to a sign of the particular.

Now while the Protestant Churches stressed translation in contrast to
the enphasis that Catholicism laid on Latin as a universal |anguage, in
actuality this presupposed the inportance of the original |anguages of the
Bi ble. Mst likely sone influence fromthe humani smcurrent at the time of
the reformation which laid great stress on the use of original sources was
al so at work here. Even sources in (what were thought to be) original |anguages
that were no | onger anywhere in use were taken in a way as absol ute (whence
stem radical theories of the inerrancy of the scriptures), to which all
ot her | anguages were made relative. On this understanding the existence of
a uni versal |anguage was repudiated. Only particul ar | anguages exist. It was the
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idea, we might say, that “A universal religion is spoken of in a particular
| anguage. ”

Seen in this way, it is precisely in Protestantismthat the “universal”
pole was given the accent. Translation is inpossible without the basic
assunption that one and the sanme neani ng can be expressed in two | anguages.
If one considers the content to change in translating, then there is no
translation. In fact the question of whether or not any change occurs is a
delicate one. Since the time of Francis Xavier the problem of how to
transl ate “Deus” into Japanese has been a difficult one. For the Jesuits of
that era such devices were adopted as using Ronman letters like “Ds” wi thout
attenpting a translation. (In China, too, there was an unresol ved problem
with the terns t’ien, t’ien-chu, and shang-ti.) By not translating it was
t hought the universality of Christianity would be preserved, but the result
was that in sone sense it continued to remain for the Japanese an alien,
particular religion. Protestants adopted the word kami for the translation.
Their idea that translating can and should be done was enabled by a
conviction of the universality of their religion.

Uni versal and particular are not classifying concepts for religion.
There are no universal religions and no particular religions. Wthin every
religion both poles are present, and as we have just seen in the
rel ati onship between Protestantism and Catholicism even in the opposition
within a single religion one or the other of these poles becones the
stronger. But since with no nore than a slight shift of perspective the
opposite pol e can becone the stronger, the universal and the particul ar have
to be spoken of as conplenmentary and fluctuating.

THE PROBLEM OF JAPANESE PROTESTANTI SM

At the tine that Protestantismcane into being in the sixteenth century, the
pole of the particular was strong in opposition to the Catholic universal,
while in the mssion movement in Asia and Africa that began in the nine-
teenth century this tendency gave way to a strengthening of the universal
pole in opposition to the plurality of local religions. In contrast to those
in Catholicismwho took rather a flexible view towards |ocal religions and
cultures, the world nission of Protestantismat the time, which had its base
of operations in nodern, industrial devel oped |ands, saw as its mission the
bringing of “nodern civilization” as the sole goal for devel oping |ands.
Here the pole of the particular was radically weakened if not at tines
nearly elim nated.

Even the main stream of Protestant Christianity that was accepted in
Japan during the early years of the Meiji Period followed this pattern for
the nost part. Here the particularity of “things Japanese” was given al nost
no significance and Christianity was accepted as sonething possessed only of
uni versal elenments. The result was that Christianity isolated itself from Jap—
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anese culture without ever really having set foot on Japanese soil.

In reaction to this there arose a standpoint stressing the
i ndi genous, giving inportance to the particularity of Japan in things great
and small. This radical formelimnated—we m ght say “buried”—the universal
pole in favor of the particular alone. In his novel Silence, Endo Shusaku
points out how indigenization in Japan leads to “burial” (i.e. being
neutralized by absorption) by having one of his characters say that Japan
is a swanp in which the roots of everything rot. There are various
viewpoints from which to consider Japanese Buddhism but the distance
between the teachings of primtive Buddhism and the reality of countless
tenpl es absorbed only in funeral rites can only be explained, it would seem
as anot her instance of such a burial.

The hundred or so years of the history of Japanese Protestantism that
began with the end of feudalismis a history that teeter—totters as it were
between isolation (i.e. aloofness) and burial, and nay be called a history
preoccupied with finding a balance between the two poles of the universal
and the particular. Seen as a whole, may we not say that in the effort not
to let the roots rot, the weight has fallen principally on the side of
preserving purity, which in turn ended up in an isolation incapable of
giving vitality to the particular?

Uchi nura Kanzo’'s expression, “the trunk of a fulling—block tree onto
which | nyself am grafted as a Christian believer,” is ingenious and fre-
quently quoted, but there is a problemwith generalizing what is possible
only for the adept. For it means neking Japan’s Christianity into a religion
only for experts, and this way of taking Christianity itself, far frombeing
a grafting in reality becane an isolation.

At one point after the Second World War the widespread theory of
i ndi geni zation represented a sound argunment hitting on i nportant points but,
due to a reaction against an abstract stress on the universal,
over—dealized the particular and was not able adequately to think through
its relation to the Japanese honel and in the concrete.

Seen in the light of prewar experience and the spirit of the
Constitution in force at the tinme, the response of Christians to the
Yasukuni Shrine bill that surfaced in the 1960s was sonething quite to be

expected as a matter of course, though there may now be cause to reflect on
the fact that this is one of the things no longer able to reach the ears of
t he peopl e.

JAPANESE CHRI STI ANI TY AND CHRI STI ANS

What has just been said belongs rather to the theol ogical or doctrinal
aspect of Japanese Christianity, and we should not overlook the fact that
there are areas in the actuality of Japan’s Christians where the particul ar
pol e i s unexpectedly strong.

I n speaki ng of ordinary Japanese Protestantism it is easy to cone up with
things which show a rational, modemlifestyle that has departed from Jap—
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anese tradition. Inreality, however, the “shane culture” that Ruth Benedi ct
spoke of is still alive, and the awareness of “honetown” and “village” are
far fromweak. To be nore concrete, let us have a | ook at the problemof the
identity and sense of bel onging of Japan's Protestants.

Among the expressions very frequently used by Japanese Protestants is
that of “Mther Church.” To call the “Church” one’'s “nother” belongs to
Christian tradition wherein God is seen as father and the Church as nother,
meani ng the universal Church that spans the entire earth. But this is not
what the words nmean in the vocabul ary of the Japanese Protestant.

A |l arge nunber of churches publish their own anthol ogies, and it would
be good to have a look at them Here | restrict nyself to a quotation from
one of them

I have always thought of K church as a church that calls to nind a
warm and notherly atnosphere, a restfulness beyond all reason, a
church that makes one sense an insufferabl e nostal gia whenever one is
away fromit. And | have felt that | understand the feeling of church
menbers who have noved to other provinces and cannot bring thensel ves
to change churches.

It has cone about unexpectedly that | had to |leave Tokyo to live in
the north and now | see that ny feelings were right. My nenories fix
thensel ves on K church and | find it hard to bring nyself to the

deci sion to change churches, wi shing only to postpone it for another
day. ...

The characterization of the relationship of Japanese Protestants to
culture and society as isolation remains true at the conceptual |evel, while
the actual life of faith (church life) can be seen to carry a formwe m ght
call truly “Japanese.” Speaking figuratively, the words “I find it hard to
bring nyself to the decision to change churches, w shing only to postpone
it for another day,” are the equivalent of saying that even if one should
nove to a new town, one would still wish to remain registered in one’s old
t own.

In checking out the statistics for nunmbers of believers in the
Protestant Churches of Japan conforming to this pattern, one finds them
extremely high. They are registered in their former churches as “menbers
residing el sewhere.” They will attend the Church in the area to which they
have noved, but since they have not re—+egistered they are called “guest
nenbers” (a word that appears in the standard Japanese dictionary with the
expl anation, “not a formal menber, but welconmed as a guest”).

The case we have just seen is of someone who has noved and is actually
attending the local church w thout changing registration. In addition there
has been a dramatic rise of late in the figures of those belonging to an
urban church who, having noved to an outlying area and taken up residence
there, do not attend the nearby Church but continue to remain as nmenbers of
their “mother church.” No matter that the round trip might take several
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hours, they will make it in order to attend Sunday services—all of which may
seem a col ossal waste of tine, noney, and energy but neverthel ess remains
the fact. Although it may be true that this would not happen if we had the
Catholic parish (diocesan) system still it is a situation that one cannot
think of resolving by structures and | aws.

How does this sort of thing come about? Perhaps these Christians, who
are supposed to accept a highly nodern rationalist stance with regard to
traditional culture, are being “Japanese” in their node of behavior as
Christians?

How is it with other religions and religious sects in Japan? To speak
in general terms, it would appear that in the case of traditional Buddhi st
communities, the sense of the sect is fairly strong, so that even if nmenbers
nmove they search for a tenple of their sect and establish ties with it. But
in the case of the “new religions” we find a situation like that of the
“mot her Church” we have just seen in Protestantism Wen one enters
Christianity or one of the newreligions, one as it were cuts ties of blood
and land with the “home town” or “village” to enter into a new “conmunion.”
In this case it seems that this “communion” acts as a substitute for the
“honme town” or village” and supplies the feeling of being oriented to a hone
t own.

What about Japanese Christians overseas? In Hawaii one finds a simlar
orientation to a “nother Church” which differs fromthe sense of bel ongi ng
seen anong Caucasi ans or those of Japanese descent.

What we have just seen in the above should not be considered an excep-
tional problemrestricted to the Japanese. Professor Swyngedouw pointed to
the inmportance of “the question of how far the enphasis on the universality
of the Church is actually internalized by the menbers of the Church.” On his
view, the stress that Christians put on the universal is internalized
through the nmediation of elements of the particular: “No matter how
uni versal Christianity is, to what extent Christians can be said to be
universalists is a mpjor question.” But is it not the case wth Japanese
Protestanti smthat “enphasis on the universal”—er in the terns used earlier,
their condition of “isolation”"—+emains largely at a conceptual level while
its life may even approximate a “burial”?

THe TAsk FOrR D ALOGUE

Looking at the problem of the particular and the universal from several
angl es, both at the I evel of theory and on the plane of actuality, one | earns
that the problemis by no neans a sinple one. Contenporary Christian theo-
| ogy, through the encounter with its own inner pluralism as well as the
plurality of religions across the world, has come to engage in a fundanental
reflection on such things as the naive proselytism or one-sided sense of
superiority present inits history up until now That this kind of synposium
shoul d be held at a Catholic University |ike Nanzan may be said to represent
a step in the direction of that reflection.
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As stated above, Christianity and Shinto should not be characterized
respectively as universal and particular. The el enents of the universal and
the particular are present in both, and dialogue is not only an
under st andi ng of one another but nust also deepen self-understanding. For
various ideas advanced in the dialogue the Christian side can only be
grateful, and at the sane tine would, | think, like to express in all honesty
what they hope for from the Shinto side. Briefly put, at a time when
Christianity is seeking to give shape to a new theology out of its
experience of facing pluralismin the world, it is desirable that Shinto
also conme face to face with the pluralism present within the borders of
Japan and develop a new flexibility inits Iline of thought. |I would only be
too happy to be mi staken, but | have the inpression that those from Shinto
do not see, or perhaps do not wish to see, the nultidinensional reality of
religion in nodernized Japanese society.

The Yasukuni Shrine problem highlights the point plainly. In reality
there are various religions and various sects. Wy nust the Japanese
commenorate and nmourn all those who died in the war w thout exception at the
Yasukuni Shrine? Ganted it is only reasonable for those connected wth
Shinto to strive so that as many as possible might wish to worship at the
Yasukuni Shrine. The problem is rather with an insistence that does not
admt of exceptions, taking the form “If one is a Japanese, then...” Is it
not somet hing close to the heart of each person to conmenorate and nourn the
dead in accord with the religion that one believes in as one’s own?

To continue, at present there is also a problemw th the enphasis put
on the de facto “official worship” practiced by the Enmperor and Prine
M nister. That sonmeone in a certain position or soneone serving in a
particul ar capacity, for reason of being in that position or serving in that
capacity, should participate in worship is to turn conmenoration and
mourning into a nere facade. Wiy not renmenber the fact that for those
unnamed individuals who from the bottom of their hearts wish to visit the
Shrine there is a nmeaning to their worship?

| suppose that fromthe Shinto side as well there are criticisnm and
opi nions concerning Christianity. This synposiumis not en event that takes
pl ace only once and then conmes to an end, but one that goes on with the w sh
that the dialogue may continue in the future in nmany different forns.
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