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Today Protestant churches around the world celebrate the
500th anniversary of Luther’s “Reformation.” But this
Reformation was declared “incomplete” by a notorious
Japanese Christian thinker already one hundred years ago.

While the Reformation injected a sense of urgency
into the initially Catholic project of “world mission” foster-
ing an imperialist expansion, the natural resources and
knowledge acquired from the conquered territories later
provided the basis for modernization and industrial revolu-
tion in Protestant countries. Subsequent technological pro-
gress made “Western” countries “superior” and
legitimated their further expansion. Such territorial expan-
sion was also supported by Christian missionaries claim-
ing to impart “universal truth to all nations.” However, far
from universal, “Western Christianity” of the sixteenth

and seventeenth centuries was hardly more than a mosaic
of competing “tribal religions.” Since the late eighteenth
century imperialism has employed new strategies, but
missionaries still played important roles. This is why, at
last, the Christianities they espoused were challenged by
emerging “indigenous” interpretations, which also ques-
tioned the concepts of “Western civilization” and
“modernity.”

During the past 500 years Japan has successfully
avoided colonialization twice. The impact of Western
“civilizing missions” and Christian missionaries was none-
theless intense. In modern times, Japan became the first
non-Western nation to defeat a “Western” and “Christian”
nation, Russia, in 1905. Already ten years earlier the
above-mentioned Japanese Christian thinker had formally
introduced himself to the West as “Jonathan X” with his
book How I Became a Christian. Written during the First
Sino-Japanese War (1894/1895), it combines relentless
criticism of American “Christian civilization” with the
vision of an individual Christian who seeks to contribute
to the bright future of his country. Drawing attention in
the West only in 1905, this book and the movement of
“non-church Christianity” which it inspired made its
author, Uchimura Kanzô, one of the most well-known Japa-
nese Christians abroad.

As a Christian “native” who aggressively questioned
the appropriateness of Western notions of progress, nation,
imperialism, and Christian community, he deserves the
attention of the Western academic world. But in order to
understand his thought correctly we must study him more
decisively in the context of his time, searching for the ties
that connect him to other thinkers rather than what sin-
gles him out (as most previous studies have done).

Uchimura claims to have learned from the prophets of
the Hebrew Bible and Cromwell’s Puritan fighting spirit
how to love his country. Later he slipped into the role of a
“prophet” to legitimize his criticism. Born as son of a sam-
urai, he grew to adulthood during the Meiji Restoration of
imperial power which brought monumental changes to
Japan. His life reflected Japan’s transformations: his con-
version to Christianity, an education based on American
New England ideals, his search for Japan’s “mission” to
the world, and his embrace of a limited but epoch-making
notion of “pacifism.” Yet, the emperor-centered ideology of
the Meiji period (1868–1912) left little room for dissent,
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especially from Christian converts who struggled hard to
harmonize their belief and patriotic sentiment.

Uchimura was a gifted teacher (though not fit for pub-
lic or private school settings), a prolific writer, and ardent
social critic who wrestled, as did many fellow Japanese
intellectuals, with the major issues of the period. These
were not restricted to life in Japan: National pride and
independence, modern nation state building, the role of
the individual, of religion and religious institutions in the
modern era, the possibility of “universal truth” are general
concerns of the modern era.

In the twentieth century his journals and lecture
series attracted thousands, giving rise to an anti-
institutional movement named mukyôkai (non-church) that
continues to this day. While Uchimura intended to com-
plete Luther’s project in a “Second Reformation” emanat-
ing from the Far East with this movement, he renounced it
shortly before his death, puzzling many of his followers.

Some of his students, like Yanaihara Tadao and Nam-
bara Shigeru, became influential intellectuals during and
after the Second World War. Their independence from
church institutions was thought to have saved them from
collective collaboration with the imperial state. Lately,
however, they have been criticized for their “nationalist”
discourse, a critique which some scholars also extend to
Uchimura as well.

Accordingly, assessments of Uchimura’s influence
vary widely—from an “irrelevant” figure to “Japan’s mod-
ern prophet” and “Christian nationalist”—urging us to ask
what he contributed to Japan and to the world. Recently, a
number of new books have been published to celebrate
the 150th anniversary of his birth. This review selects four
of these to question his legacy, the methodologies used to
study him, and the history of Christianity in modern
Japan. These four books choose different aspects of Uchi-
mura’s thought as key to his legacy: His overcoming of
dualism, prophetic agency, patriotism/nationalism, paci-
fism, the non-church movement, and independence from
the West. However, they all assume that his influence on
Christianity in Japan was so profound that Christianity in
Japan as such can be understood predominantly through
his thought.

Such a restricted focus on a single thinker, however,
is misleading and methodologically problematic. Uchimura
is one, but not the representative of Japanese Christianity,
and labeling him as a “prophet” only interferes with prop-
erly comprehending his cultural and historical embedded-
ness. Along with assessing the interpretations from these
four books, I will point out a few sources and new areas
for further research that have been neglected academically
thus far. This should advance not only our understanding
of Uchimura, but of the complicated relationship of

Japanese Christianity and imperialist ideology in the
modern era as well.

UCHIMURA’S LIFE AND INTELLECTUAL DEVELOPMENT

A number of biographies are available in Japanese and
English (see Sonntag 2000); some are tinged with a strong
hagiographic tendency. The most fervently awaited biogra-
phy, however, was Suzuki’s in 2012. As the most meticu-
lous archivist of Uchimura’s written and oral sources (as
transmitted by his biological and spiritual descendants)
for over fifty years, Suzuki helped edit Uchimura’s collec-
tive works (forty volumes now also available on DVD),
republished an out of print series of studies on Uchimura,
and compiled and annotated twelve volumes of diaries,
journal entries, and correspondence that enable us to trace
Uchimura’s life from the cradle to the grave.

In 2012, however, with the book under review here,
Suzuki attempted to “grasp the dynamics of Uchimura’s
thought and belief for the first time” (300). Extremely
carefully researched, this book impresses by its drama-
turgy, great sensitivity, and rhetorical delicacy in recount-
ing the manifold crises in Uchimura’s life as it probes the
“big questions” hidden underneath his story. Even Suzu-
ki’s final words present new facts of import for the study
of Uchimura.

His contextualizing approach to Uchimura’s life and
thought is exemplary. Throughout the book he focuses on
Uchimura’s spiritual/intellectual development (seishinshi),
which was influenced by four dominant elements: 1) Uchi-
mura’s extraordinary seemingly inborn obsessiveness with
detail resulting in a certain narrow-mindedness, 2) an
“experimental” way of life that Uchimura acquired over
time, 3) his orientation toward nature, and 4) his na€ıve
“nationalism,” which evolved during his later years.

The book consists of three parts corresponding to three
frames of reference, namely, the “present world,” the
“future world,” and the “other world,” which Suzuki titles.
respectively, “1. The Christian Civilizing Mission in Japan,”
“2. Japan as Part of the World,” and “3. Prayer for the Per-
fection of the Universe.” The transitions between these
chapters are highlighted by discussing the deaths of Uchi-
mura’s second wife and his daughter Ruth as “zero-point
positions” in his spiritual and intellectual development.

Uchimura lost his second wife in the aftermath of the
lèse-majest�e incident (1891) which became the key event
of the clash between Christian faith and state Shinto ideol-
ogy in modern Japan. After he denied full participation in
a school ceremony that celebrated the Imperial Rescript
on Education (1890) out of fear of idolatry, he lost his
teaching post and was made into a scapegoat of an anti-
Christian media campaign. The accusation of treason
shocked his patriotic heart so severely that he fell ill. His
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wife contracted pneumonia from him and died. Later, he
rebuilt his family raising two children with his fourth
wife, but their teenage daughter Ruth died in 1912, most
likely of tuberculosis. Her death instilled a strong belief in
afterlife in Uchimura.

These experiences are called “zero-points” because at
these stages Uchimura had to obtain new energy from
beyond his own powers in order to overcome the sense of
paralysis produced by these heartbreaking events. Master-
ing such crises by consciously integrating the bitter expe-
riences into his overall Christian worldview with a new
perspective deepened his thought. Suzuki emphasizes that
Uchimura assimilated central Christian doctrines through
this process of overcoming grief.

Uchimura’s journey through the above three worlds
also implies a journey toward an ever-expanding temporal
and spatial horizon, taking him from the “local” to the
“global” and even further to the “universal.” Throughout
the journey, he tries to retain his earlier views of life and
thus has to deal with tensions between emerging contra-
dictory concepts. Contradictions, however, are ultimately
reconciled through his notion of “the elliptical shape of
truth,” which binds two contradictory elements inextrica-
bly together as the two centers of one ellipsis, that is, one
truth proposition. However, he never declared that any
sense of harmony he found was “perfect,” always calling it
again into question. For instance, he developed the notion
of “non-church” as a solution to the contradiction between
the particularistic and universal elements of Christianity,
but abandoned it when he realized that his students had
misunderstood his intentions.

Before he developed this talent for harmonizing con-
tradictory but equally important ideas, Uchimura could be
a polarizing figure for some. Summarizing Uchimura’s life-
long process of internal negotiation, Suzuki notes:

Looking back at the cumulative experiments in Uchi-
mura’s own life we see that they worked to amplify
dualistic contradictions—such as the contradictions
between the one true God (kami) versus the gods
(kamigami), a community of Christian love versus
communities based on blood kinship ties and regional-
ism, justification [through faith] versus sin, and a
non-church [life] versus [a life in the] church. But the
result of this was not monistic—he never tried to
eliminate these contradictions unilaterally by discard-
ing one of the terms. Yet, at the same time, he did
not take the easy [route of] pluralism either. The con-
tradiction between communities of love and communi-
ties based on blood kinship ties and regionalism [gets
conceptualized] as the “two J’s” [Jesus and Japan].
The contradiction between justification [through faith]
and sin [is explained by binding together] a justice
that punishes sin and a love that forgives sin. . . .
And the contradiction between [the idea of] non-
church as opposed to the church is transcended by
[an appeal that] “the non-church should advance to
become the church” (see vol. 14 of Collected Works).

There is a certain harmony Uchimura reaches when
the former integrates the latter into itself, but this
harmony remains unstable. [Uchimura thought that] a
stable and ultimate harmony can be expected only at
the time of universal reconciliation [apocatastasis],
and he was hoping for this time [to come]. (219–20)

In terms of contextualization, Suzuki’s detailed
description of the variety of alternatives for living and
ways of thinking available to Uchimura offers valuable
insights into the society of the young nation state and the
opportunities for career and financial rewards open to
Christians during the Meiji period.

Furthermore, Suzuki’s documentation of Uchimura’s
long-term relationships with various denominations, espe-
cially the Congregational Church of Japan, provides evi-
dence that—contrary to his assertion that he was an
outsider, a “rejected person” (suterareta mono)—he never
really stood outside the Christian communities of modern
Japan. A list of associations founded by him (partly in
cooperation with others) is available on pages 193–94 and
proves that he did not deny the use of institutions in
general.

An equally careful analysis is given for the develop-
ment of Uchimura’s “nationalism.” Suzuki’s use of this
term implies a critical assessment of the possible dangers
of Uchimura’s discourse on Japan. Uchimura’s catchy
notion of “two J’s” which easily translates into “two C’s”
(Christ and Corea/China) has recently made him increas-
ingly popular among Christians in East Asia. Suzuki, like
some of the authors we will discuss below, responds to
this development by sketching the maturation of Uchimu-
ra’s political theology, which actually started before his
conversion to Christianity.

Here Suzuki’s explanation of Uchimura’s pre-Christian
religious practices as spiritualized nationalism is particu-
larly noteworthy. Shibuya has characterized it as a pre-
modern “non-ethical polytheism,” and Yagyu Kunichika as
a “magical mentality” in his essay “Prophetic nationalism:
Uchimura between God and Japan” (Shibuya and Chiba, 3
and 72). But Suzuki argues that the divinities Uchimura
most likely worshipped during his time at Sapporo Agri-
cultural College were “guardian gods” of Hokkaidô, the
northern island of Japan, protecting it, above all, from Rus-
sian intrusion (14f). The Meiji government constructed the
shrine (Sapporo Jinja) that Uchimura frequently visited,
geographically “facing Russia;” and, as the frontier base of
Japanese expansion, Sapporo radiated the strong national-
istic atmosphere of the period.

Given this context Uchimura interpreted his conver-
sion to Christianity as “apostasy from his country” and
tried to ameliorate his shame by “embracing one of ‘the
Gods of the Fatherland,’ namely nationalism” (16).
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Perhaps, like Uchimura, many Japanese Christians could
manage to abandon pre-Christian Japanese veneration of
the kami and ancestors only by transforming these forbid-
den practices of “idol worship” into a more generically
“abstract sentiment” of nationalism. Instead of directly
paying tribute at shrines and temples they kept revisiting
the heroes of Japan’s intellectual past and natural images
of nationhood (Mount Fuji, cherry blossoms) in their dis-
courses. Therefore, I further suggest that Christian nation-
alism in Japan was fueled not only by Western teleological
notions of world history as a salvation history but also by
the more urgent indigenous challenge of how to respond
to the Christian prohibition of “idol worship.”

‘‘THE THREE P’S’’ AT THE CENTER OF UCHIMURA’S

DECLARED IDENTITY: PROPHECY, PATRIOTISM, AND

PACIFISM

Shibuya and Chiba’s edited volume is the first book in
English to do what the Japanese journal Uchimura Kanzô
Kenkyû has done for decades, namely, providing articles
by scholars from diverse specializations and ethnic back-
grounds. The editors claim Uchimura as one of Japan’s
“best” thinkers who believed in the “perfectibility of the
world” (ix). They organize eleven articles into two sections
of which the first (relating to his social thought and vision
for Japan) shall be discussed here. To do so I will focus on
three central elements of Uchimura’s declared identity,
which I call the “three P’s” of prophecy, patriotism, and
pacifism. They actually constitute his response to the
“three C’s” of “new imperialism”—civilization, Christianity
and commerce.

Of the three, patriotism receives most attention in the
book, but Shibuya and Chiba defend Uchimura and declare
that his “devotion for Japan should be regarded as an
expression of the Christian idea of neighborly love . . . thus
the “Two J’s” . . . should be understood as either Christo-
centric or theocentric but not nationalistic in intention”
(x). They further argue that it embodies what political soci-
ologist Anthony D. Smith calls a modern “polycentric
nationalism,” that is, a “dialogue of many actors on a com-
mon stage” who accept each other’s right to self-
fulfillment (1983, 158–59). As a result, “his theological
thought is inseparably connected with his dedication to
the public world (neighbors, society, the country, the
region, and the world” and both are based on the notion of
“prophetic existence” (xi).

Prophecy

Uchimura has repeatedly been called a “prophet.” Yagyu
Nobuchika among others associates his social criticism
in the newspaper Yorozu Chôhô (1898–1903) with
“prophecy,” because it was inspired by Amos 5:24, “But

let justice roll down like waters, and righteousness like an
ever-flowing stream” (Shibuya and Chiba, 85). Yagyu
laments that Uchimura’s despair for human progress
diminished his prophetic voice later in life and changed
his attitude toward political and social innovation. How-
ever, the prophetic language of Amos also appears in a
famous poem from 1907 and in his journal, The Japan
Christian Intelligencer, in the late 1920s.

Uchimura’s rhetorical style has been seen as pro-
phetic, too. Darrell Allen speaks of the “fury of the
betrayed” (77) and of “paroxysms of fury” (151). Simila-
rily, Shogimen Takashi, in his essay “The Legacy of Uchi-
mura Kanzô’s Patriotism: Tsukamoto Toraji and Yanaihara
Tadao,” talks of Uchimura’s “fury” (100).

According to Andrew E. Barshay (in his essay “Japan
for the World”), Uchimura’s criticism that “Western civi-
lization” failed to bring humankind closer to the Kingdom
of God led him to proclaim “Japan’s Christians as a pro-
phetic minority [that] had a duty not only to their own
people, but to the world,” and as the prophets “were sure
to be tested” (30). In 1924, Uchimura declares the Japa-
nese “a people of religion” who raised a number of “true
prophets” among Buddhist and Confucian thinkers like
Motoori Norinaga and Hirata Atsutane who enunciated the
“principle by which [Japan] could ‘lead the nations’ (bank-
oku shidô)” (30). Here his “social” criticism extends to a
critique of “civilization” in general and gets tied to the
notion of “becoming the prophet of a nation” and of a
nation becoming “prophetic.”

John Howes (2005, 2007; Bamba and Howes, 1978)
and Yagyu further associate Uchimura’s role as a
“prophet” with his uncanny ability to sense future events
like the nonmilitary character of the post war self-defense
troops; and Suzuki suggests that Uchimura’s criticism was
based on his intuition of the “quiet voice” of God, an idea
that draws directly on the definition of “prophet” in the
Hebrew Bible (128f). The ability to hear God’s voice can be
seen as a type of “charisma” to which followers and
contemporaries reacted. According to Shibuya, the charis-
matic Uchimura had “an almost popelike status among his
followers”; he was called “spiritual Bolshevik” by
contemporaries and the “great X” by Masaike Megumu.

According to Shogimen, his followers relied on Uchi-
mura’s own gloss of the prophets in the Hebrew Bible in
their construction of (him as) a “patriotic prophet.” After
1924, Uchimura’s discourse on patriotism “was anchored
in his study of the books of Isaiah and Jeremiah” (Shibuya
and Chiba, 100) and he subsequently claimed both proph-
ets as patriots depicting them as being alienated from
their people and victims of persecution. Ultimately, Uchi-
mura even reinterprets Jesus as a patriot whose alienation
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is expressed in his “shedding tears over the demise of
[his] country” (Shibuya and Chiba, 101).

Along these lines, Yanaihara describes Uchimura as a
man who “was reviled because of his love of his country,
and accused of heresy because of his love of Christ” (Shi-
buya and Chiba, 109). With Uchimura in mind, Yanaihara
defines a “patriot” in 1937 as someone who does “not
ingratiate himself with the policies of the powers that be
but the one who loves, and is loyal to, the ideals of the
state” (Shibuya and Chiba, 108) and further relates the
patriot to the “prophet who resists blind obedience and
criticizes the reality in the light of the ideals of state”
thereby leading “the long-term policies of the state” (ibid.).

For Uchimura the Hebrew Bible and its prophets were
“indispensable for nourishing patriotism;” if neglected
believers faced the risk of “individualization” (Shibuya and
Chiba, 101), that is, cared too much about individual salva-
tion. Based on this, Yanaihara emphasized “prophetic
spirit and patriotism” as the origin of non-church Chris-
tianity (Shibuya and Chiba, 109). Some scholars today
retain this notion when they speak of Uchimura’s
“prophetic patriotism/nationalism.”

Patriotism

It is Yagyu’s chapter in Shibuya and Chiba’s collection
which looks most closely into the notion and provides a
lot of background information about the influence of
Japan’s economic development on Uchimura’s “unique”
prophetic nationalism (69). The discovery of the possibility
that prophets existed in all nations marked his first step
toward “polycentric nationalism” (ibid.), although through-
out the rest of the essay Yagyu uses the term “prophetic
nationalism” instead. To Yagyu, Uchimura was not a
nationalist by sentiment, but because of his “theology of
nation,” itself a part of his notion of creation, which held
that God created nations and gave them distinctive mis-
sions (70). To the contrary, one could argue that his
already existing nationalist sentiment urged him to
develop a “theology of nation.”

Then, largely overlapping with previous chapters of
the book, Yagyu traces the development of Uchimura’s
“prophetic nationalism” under the influence of his
embrace of pacifism and of the Second Coming of Christ.
Early on in this process “Uchimura looked somewhat like
a priest who praises the blessedness of his nation. Later,
however, he came to look more like a prophet who takes a
principled and critical stance against his nation” (75).
After his death his followers further developed this
concept.

Uchimura’s patriotism is also analyzed by Shogimen,
who focuses on followers like Tsukamoto Toraji and Yanai-
hara Tadao as inheritors of Uchimura’s patriotic stance.

Contradicting Yagyu, he states that the young Uchimura
did not develop a “theory” of what it means to be a
“patriot.” Uchimura’s response to Inoue Tetsujirô, his pub-
lic prosecutor in the controversy after the above-
mentioned lèse-majest�e incident, was “polemical” in
nature—a resentment against Inoue’s attitude of
“monopolizing” patriotism (Shibuya and Chiba, 99).

As professor of philosophy at the prestigious Tokyo
Imperial University, Inoue was known for his influential
commentary on the Imperial Rescript on Education, the
Chokugo Engi (1891), which emphasized that the virtues in
the rescript together form a new idea of “communal patri-
otism” ultimately linked to “dying for one’s country” (Shi-
buya and Chiba, 97).

According to Shogimen, it was “the newly emerging
discourse on patriotism in the media” at the turn of the
century which gave Uchimura a new impetus comment on
this topic. Now he emphasized “spiritual” independence as
opposed to “political” independence based on Jesus’ exam-
ple, who “did not attempt to expel external enemies but
strove to destroy ‘inner’ enemies,” and called upon Christi-
ans to “sanctify” patriotism (Shibuya and Chiba, 98f).

After he fused this new sense of patriotism with paci-
fism, he further distinguishes it from “so-called patri-
otism” for its reliance on “love” instead of the “sword,”
and for its being based on “God’s gift of nationality” tran-
scending shallow this-worldly attachment. Shogimen con-
cludes that, by offering an alternative based on a Christian
teleological worldview, Uchimura “stepped outside of the
contemporary paradigm of debate” that provided only a
false choice between full throated support and total denial
(Shibuya and Chiba, 99).

Shogimen’s apparent appreciation for Uchimura’s
“prophetic patriotism” shows in his critical assessment of
Uchimura’s followers. Tsukamoto, Uchimura’s “perhaps
most beloved disciple,” is charged with “reductionist indi-
vidualism” resulting from his “partiality for the New Testa-
ment” (Shibuya and Chiba, 106). Although Shogimen
alternates between the claim that “Tsukamoto failed to
grasp Uchimura’s distinction between ‘so-called’ patriot-
ism and ‘Christian’ or ‘prophetic’ patriotism” and the
claim that he “deliberately refused to inherit it” (104), he
appreciates that “Yanaihara not only embraced but also
developed Uchimura’s new idea of patriotism in his dis-
sent from the contemporary militaristic and chauvinistic
government policies” (95). But what Shogimen presents as
Yanaihara’s innovation was actually already present in
Uchimura’s thought, as other scholars have shown.

Furthermore, Shogimen largely exaggerates the dis-
tinction between the two whose thought and intellectual
heritage have already been categorized as representing
one of the “two J’s”: Tsukamoto emphasizing Jesus
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(Christianity) and Yanaihara emphasizing Japan (patriot-
ism). Busy with promoting Yanaihara as legitimate heir to
Uchimura’s “prophetic patriotism,” he does not see that
both offer lines of thought that are complementary rather
than divergent tacks.

Yanaihara’s above argument for Uchimura’s patriotism
was actually a defense against foreign missionary critics
who saw him and his followers as “excessively
nationalistic.” But in the midst of it, according to Shogi-
men, Yanaihara admits that Uchimura’s patriotism is
“remotely similar to the imperialist desire to conquer the
world” (Shibuya and Chiba, 110). To me, this acknowledg-
ment and the fact that even his “most beloved disciple”
struggled to grasp the distinction between the two
approaches no matter how hard Uchimura tried to explain
it reveals its highly ambiguous nature. In particular,
Uchimura’s use of “prophetic patriotism” in his anti-
Western discourse after 1924 was very close to nationalis-
tic ideology. Obviously Uchimura himself failed to see how
easily his words could be misconstrued as “so-called”
patriotism, especially since his “pacifism” did not preclude
military service.

Uchimura’s patriotism naturally shows in prominent
texts about “Japan’s mission,” such as “Japan: Its Mission”
(Nihonkoku no tenshoku, 1892) discussed by Andrew
E. Barshay in Shibuya and Chiba’s collection. Barshay
notes “Uchimura’s mobilization of German cultural geo-
graphy” in which “‘nations’ were . . . essentially formed of
two elements: land and people” and his conviction that
Japan needed to expand because “the land is already
much too crowded” (25). In fact, Barshay’s very in-depth
analysis of this text is extremely helpful given that other
researchers too often boil it down to Japan’s mission as a
mediator between East and West. His careful parsing of
this text discloses Uchimura’s extensive use of an elevat-
ing Orientalist rhetoric that praises Japan as “the apple of
the Oriental eye,” holding an importance for Asia similar
to “ancient Greece in relation to Europe” (27). For Barshay,
however, this early vision for Japan is without an
“explicitly Christian character” and completely lacks “the
drama of sin and salvation, at the individual and collective
level” (ibid.).

Thirty-two years later, Uchimura writes again on
Japan’s mission, an article “striking for its thoroughly reli-
gious character” (Shibuya and Chiba, 28). Equally Oriental-
ist, it imagines Japan as a prophetic community. Emphasis
on the community can also be found in Nambara Shigeru’s
notion of patriotism. Another follower of Uchimura, Nam-
bara believed in Japan’s long tradition of “loyalty and obe-
dience” so that an “interior regeneration” directed at a
“union with the divine absolute ideal symbolized in the
personhood of Christ Jesus” will lead them to a “holy and

deep union until the whole of [the] national community
finds its final fulfillment in the exalted divine life” (31f).

For Nambara the continuous emergence of new
national expressions of Christianity implies liberation
from formerly dominant and imposed national expressions
and thus ultimately preserves “the common mission of a
universal Christianity” (Shibuya and Chiba, 32).1 Simi-
larly, Uchimura constantly stresses the existence of
“universal” Christianity, but still sees nationality as “a
permanent structure of human history and aspiration”
(Shibuya and Chiba, 35) For Barshay this is “the uncross-
able horizon of Uchimura’s [and Nambara’s] thought”
(ibid.).

Pacifism

In addition, the already mentioned link between two “P’s”
in “prophetic patriotism,” Takahashi Yasuhiro, in his essay
“Uchimura Kanzô and His Pacifism,” argues that
“pacifism” is a critical component for Uchimura’s idea of
non-church (Shibuya and Chiba, 66, 59). Although Takaha-
shi focuses exclusively on pacifism, Ohyama Tsunao’s
essay, “Uchimura Kanzô and American Christian Values,”
describes its development most fully.

Ohyama argues that the goal to become an “intelligent
priest/clergymen” was impressed on Uchimura by Ameri-
can orthodox Protestantism, but his failure to obtain insti-
tutionalized status by being ordained himself urged him to
achieve his goal without it. Non-church Christianity was
his solution (Shibuya and Chiba, 45). By carefully
researching his sources, Ohyama further shows that “his
pacifism was never a mere political response to the Japa-
nese government’s imperialistic intentions on the Asian
continent. . . . It was predominantly a religious decision”
(53) in response to the contradictions he sensed between
Christian teachings (as learned in the United States) and
American Christian civilization.

Perceiving history as a “record of human progress”
Uchimura saw nations as entities that either push or block
progress and collide frequently in their efforts making
wars inevitable. As Ohyama documents, Americans and
missionaries to Japan shared Uchimura’s pro-war stance
in 1894/1895 (First Sino-Japanese War). Believing in the
possibility of a “just war,” it was the American interven-
tion in Cuba’s war of independence and its annexation of
the Philippines that made him in 1898 finally recognize
America’s imperialistic intentions. Cromwellian puritan-
ism and politicians like Senator George F. Hoar, who was
featured regularly in the newspaper the Springfield Repub-
lican, provided the base for Uchimura’s anti-imperialism,
while pushing Uchimura’s shift to pacifism and his revi-
sioning of history.
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However, Uchimura’s new confidence that “justice
never wins by resorting to physical strength” drove his
journalism “to such an impasse that he needed to hear
Seelye,” his former teacher at Amherst College (Shibuya
and Chiba, 52). Julius Hawley Seelye emphasized that real
progress could be achieved only through consciousness of
sin. Under his influence Uchimura decided to take the gos-
pel as scale for progress in 1902 and declared himself a
“pacifist” publicly in 1903 when he stopped writing for
the daily Yorozu Chôhô (Universal Morning News).

In stark contrast to Ohyama, Takahashi Yasuhiro
draws a largely anachronistic picture of Uchimura’s paci-
fism which lacks a deep reading of the sources and stated
influences. He considers his pacifism “unique” given its
“nationalistic, scientific, and biblical” character, and its
five “practical applications”—prophetic spirit, the awaken-
ing of religious conscience, the principle of nonresistance,
contemplating the human heart, and a passive activism.
This disparate list also fundamentally contradicts Allen’s
view that Uchimura left his followers without hints for
practical implementation (Shibuya and Chiba, 134).

Basing his analysis on Max Weber, Yagyu, by con-
trast, interprets Uchimura’s call to abolish all wars as a
“rejection of this-worldliness for the sake of radical reli-
gious brotherhood” (Shibuya and Chiba, 87). Despite Uchi-
mura’s na€ıvet�e, Yagyu insists, “it was necessary for Japan
to have, at least once, a prophet who would openly declare
his genuine pacifism” in order to provide more intellectual
options in the search for responsible compromises (89).

Concerning Uchimura’s approval of territorial expan-
sion, Yagyu emphasizes that after 1904 Uchimura took
Denmark as model and focused on the economic
“expansion within the country,” that is, creating better liv-
ing conditions for the Japanese at home in contrast to a
territorial “expansion to the outside” (89). This new notion
of “expansion” brings us back to the purpose of his “three
P’s.”

‘‘THREE P’S’’ IN RESPONSE TO THE ‘‘THREE C’S’’ OF

‘‘NEW IMPERIALISM’’—CIVILIZING MISSION, COMMERCE,

AND CHRISTIANITY

Now, how did the above “three P’s” address the “three
C’s” of “new imperialism”? While imperialism might be as
old as human society itself, historians have coined the
term “new imperialism” for the multifaceted direct and
indirect ways in which European and North American
countries pursued economic interests after the onset of the
industrial revolution. Although Japan avoided colonializa-
tion, it was still subject to the “civilizing mission” of West-
ern countries. The “superiority” of “Western civilization”
had been widely accepted, but from the mid-1880s various
forms of nationalism emerged and questioned its

predominance. Uchimura’s “prophetic” critique of materi-
alistic civilization along with his “patriotic” insistence on
native agency was one of them.

Similarly, Uchimura’s affirmation of traditional Japa-
nese thought and his emphasis on “Japanese Christianity”
as result of a spiritual “Second Reformation” was his
answer to a “Western Christianity” that supported imperi-
alism. But what about his response to the new imperial-
ism’s promise of world peace through commerce?

Already the young Uchimura favored economic self-
sufficiency as precondition for personal and political inde-
pendence. After becoming a “pacifist,” he admired the
“small countries” (e.g., Denmark) which relied on crafts-
manship and invested in social infrastructure instead of
military budgets. “Prophetic patriotism” sought to foster
such sustainable domestic development. However, local
economic interests behind global trade still led to interna-
tional conflicts and the attempt to resolve them by military
means. In this context Uchimura’s pacifism was perhaps a
reaction to the false peace promise of commerce and a rad-
icalization of that same promise while it also tried to cor-
rect the “Christian message.”

In this way the “three P’s” respond to Western poli-
cies of the time. However, they also constitute a decisively
critical stance toward the emperor-centered ideology of the
Meiji period, which demanded ultimate loyalty and abso-
lute compliance with Japan’s goals in warfare.

THE INVENTION OF A ‘‘PROPHET’’

Although the image of the prophet has been projected on
Uchimura repeatedly, so far no study has tried to contex-
tualize his notion of the “prophet” within the development
of the modern biblical studies and the wider discourse on
prophets. Like “Bushido” and “Bushido Christianity,”
among others, the notion had been invented during the
transition to modernity. Uchimura both depended on and
contributed to that invention. He (and his followers) used
the notion to support the right to voice critical but none-
theless patriotic opinions in a context which did not
encourage criticism. Besides it did relate well to his Chris-
tian beliefs and reinforced his hopes for the bright future
of the country. Situating him within this wider discourse
would reveal how far from “unique” Uchimura’s identifica-
tion with the prophets actually was.

Such a contextualization would have to relate Uchimu-
ra’s notion of prophets as “charismatic individuals” who
“grasped universal truth intuitively” and “pushed the pro-
gress of history” to Heinrich Ewald’s, Julius Wellhausen’s,
or Bernhard Duhm’s research on the biblical prophets. It
could explain Uchimura’s stress on their counterintuitive
combination of universal ethical values with a particularis-
tic patriotism/nationalism, which seems tied to a
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discussion in biblical studies during and after the First
World War when Zionists focused on the “prophet” in the
process of inventing of the “Jewish people” (Wacker 2013,
39). Here the social historian Ernst Troeltsch and the
Russian-German philosopher and publicist Rafael Selig-
man took opposite views on the subject.

During the heyday of the “social gospel” movement,
the German Jewish philosopher Hermann Cohen claimed
the prophets and Plato were “the two most important sour-
ces of modern culture.” Supposedly, prophets corrected
the shortcomings of Platonism with their “messianic
future of mankind,” that is, by insisting on the realization
of justice through historical progress. Parallels to Uchimu-
ra’s discourse can be found here as well.

BEYOND PACIFISM

Uchimura’s name has been associated with pacifism since
Nobuya Bamba and John Howes’ 1978 edited volume Paci-
fism in Japan. Darrell Allen’s Beyond Pacifism (reviewed
here) draws attention to the post war effort by his fol-
lowers to burnish Uchimura’s image as a pacifist, to which
Bamba and Howes’s book also contributed.

According to Allen, Uchimura’s legacy has been evalu-
ated in three ways: 1) negatively, as lacking any “positive
impact upon Japan’s advancement” because as a Christian
he failed to grasp the “real nature of politics, either
national or international” (7); 2) ambivalently, as a Chris-
tian whose beliefs supported his principled stance in the
face of conflict, but made him an enigma to others, and 3)
positively, as a paradigmatic hero who embodied personal
independence. In the third evaluation, Allen explains,
problematic aspects of the modern period are re-
interpreted in post war Japan as exemplifying (a Japanese)
spirit of independence. It was in this context that Uchimu-
ra’s pacifism evolved as the core of his legacy.

Consequently, Allen seeks to problematize Uchimura’s
“post-war admiration” and insists “there is diversification
within these very followers that runs parallel to Uchimu-
ra’s ongoing interpretation of the issues that concerned
him, foundational differences of opinion between Uchi-
mura and his entourage concerning the very nature of
Uchimura’s movement.” Therefore, “any consideration of
Uchimura’s legacy must embrace the existence of these
divisions as well” (12).

While hardly adding anything new to previous bio-
graphical studies, Allen achieves a very readable synthesis
of previous efforts. Beyond Pacifism attempts to trace Uchi-
mura’s quest for “a Christianity that was free from all
Western influences, a Christianity that maintained its inte-
gral components as truth that existed outside of all cul-
tural contexts, thus allowing a Christian of any country to

fully embrace faith in Christ without fear of sacrificing his
national identity” (34).

Summarizing Uchimura’s life until 1888, Allen argues
that Uchimura became transformed “from an ineffectual
and doubting student into a vibrant believer” (26) in the
United States, but encountered “difficulty with philosophy”
and was unable “to comprehend the principles of the-
ology” (59). It seems that Allen errs in calling an intellec-
tual limitation what were the specific concerns emerging
naturally from Uchimura’s background, but left unan-
swered by American education.

With “a decidedly nationalist bent” Uchimura
returned to Japan where his controversy with missionaries
at Hokuetsu Gakkan (a school in Niigata prefecture)
“placed him in the forefront of Christian nationalists in
Japan” (65 and 70f). Ironically, he became known to his
people as a traitor in the aftermath of the lèse-majest�e
incident. Later, Uchimura’s written justification of the
First Sino-Japanese War triggered “the fury of the
betrayed” (over its outcome) and his new commitment to
pacifism.

Allen’s chapter 4, “Discerning His Call,” takes a closer
look at Uchimura’s pacifism and explains his withdrawal
from the newspaper Yorozu Chôhô in 1903 as owing to his
search for a balanced patriotism (a patriotism embracing
pacifism) and his recognition that his opinions had
become irrelevant for other Japanese. Again, Allen stresses
Uchimura’s intellectual limitations revealed in his paci-
fism, “distinctions that reflected its lack of a well-
developed philosophical basis.” Since it was nothing “but
an aspect of his overall loyalty to Japan,” Uchimura
“positioned his commitment to pacifism in a triangle of
operational beliefs that included segments representing
his allegiance to Christianity and his allegiance to Japan”
(85–90). This loyalty to country, which made him argue
against conscientious objection because it contradicted
constitutional military duty, limited Uchimura’s “pacifism”
(hisenron) to such a degree that one of his followers called
it an “anti-war principle” (hansenron) instead.

Allen then considers Uchimura’s efforts to increase
biblical knowledge with his journal, The Biblical Studies,
and a parallel series of Bible lectures which “served as
seedbeds” for non-church Christianity.

Allen generally agrees with other scholars that
Uchimura’s withdrawal from the newspaper Yorozu Chôhô
constitutes a “withdrawal from the public.” But this inter-
pretation is based on a problematic definition of the
“public” which ignores the “public” character of journals
and lecture meetings differing from secular journalism
only by their explicitly Christian perspective. Indeed, Akae
Tatsuya argues in his volume under review here that the
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community imagined and created by Uchimura’s Christian
journalism in fact amounted to a “church on paper.”

In 1918–1919 Uchimura’s Second Coming of Christ
Movement (SCCM) triggered the emergence of the “non-
church” as a tangible Christian community. It is “the insti-
tution [Uchimura] would eventually disavow, but to which
his name has been forever attached” (Allen, 107). Since
Uchimura interpreted the First World War as
divine judgment on “Western civilization” and called for
the spiritual independence of Japanese Christians, Allen
understands the SCCM as an indigenous Christian inde-
pendence movement (109). According to Uchimura, faith
in the Second Coming solved “beautifully the knotty ques-
tion of the union of churches” and provided the foundation
for a “Second Reformation.” The Kashiwagi Brotherhood,
established as a support group of the SCCM, finally put
into practice his concept of “non-church.”

Belief in the Second Coming convinced Uchimura that
unarmed resistance and reliance on divine power are the
only Christian and patriotic answer to violence and
oppression (Allen, 130). Furthermore, he criticizes Japa-
nese churches for accepting reserve funds from govern-
ment plutocrats in exchange for their support of
government assimilation policies in Japan’s colonies. Uchi-
mura’s furious reaction to the U.S. Anti-Japanese Immigra-
tion Law of 1924 also directly results from “the totality of
his Second Coming transformation” (Allen, 133). In addi-
tion, the Great Kantô Earthquake of 1923 made him think
about “the possibility that God had assigned to Japan the
task of first sustaining and then advancing Christianity
before the United States’ [supposedly approaching]
demise” (Allen, 142). Accordingly, Allen interprets Uchi-
mura’s new journal The Japan Christian Intelligencer as a
purveyor of his vision of “God’s judgment upon the West”
(148).

Uchimura’s vision of a divine judgement on “Western
civilization” and Western Christianity made him stress
“formless Christianity,” preliminarily called “Christianity
of the no-church principle” which, he claims, consists of
“90 percent of spirit and [only] 10 percent of flesh” and is
“Protestantism carried to its logical consequences” (Allen,
147). As with pacifism, however, he leaves his followers
again without a “workable course for action” (134). In
the resulting controversy with Tsukamoto Toraji, who
“increasingly saw [the non-church principle] as the defin-
ing characteristic that marked their identity within a
Christian realm” (158), Uchimura declares non-church
Christianity “a reflection of heavenly existence” (ibid.) and
thus not tangible as a “true church” in this world. Shortly
before his death the controversy led to split between the
two men that affected the whole group.

Uchimura clearly denied the interpretation of the non-
church community as the “true church” in this world and
wished to withdraw from his own institution (Allen, 164).
Nonetheless, the second core of his acknowledged legacy
still consists of the “flowering” of non-church groups that
formed after his death. Here, Allen makes an important
point; previous studies by Howes (2009) and Shibuya had
insisted that Uchimura denied only Tsukamoto’s interpre-
tation, but not the notion of non-church as such.

On the other hand, Allen’s book, framed in terms of a
Japanese studies approach, does not sufficiently question
the Orientalist discourse of and on Uchimura and suffers
from a limited use of Japanese sources (five monographs,
two articles, and rare instances of Uchimura’s own writing
that had not yet been available in English).

Furthermore, Uchimura’s notion of Asia’s or Japan’s
responsibility to sustain a “formless Christianity” against
Western Christianity does not necessarily emerge in the
aftermath of the Great Kantô Earthquake and the U.S.
Anti-Japanese Immigration Law, as Allen claims. Earlier
sources reveal similar views of Uchimura’s own personal
and his country’s mission, as well as his idea of God’s
judgment on Western Christianity and civilization.

Uchimura’s “A New Year’s Dream” (Hatsuyume), a
poem from 1907, exemplifies this well. Suzuki (89) finds
in this poem only expressions of attachment to and, per-
haps, a conviction of the blessed nature of Japan, but its
imagery of judgment and of territorial expansionism under
spiritual pretense—two streams drawing water from God’s
grace falling like dew on Mount Fuji, flowing East and
West to purify the world—should not be overlooked. Yet
this poem was directed not primarily at Western Christian-
ity, but toward Japanese churches shortly before their
hosting of the World Christian Students Tokyo Conference.
Despite large numbers of Asian participants, its organizers
still hoped to create a positive impact on mission in Japan
through relying on Western “authorities.” Here Uchimura’s
poem and articles served as a clear call for native agency
(e.g., “Mr. J. R. Mott,” in Yorozu Chôhô, April 4, 1907).

In the aftermath of the conference, many articles
argued for an “Oriental consciousness” to take lead in
Christian world mission, and believers like Kaneko
Hakumu2 and Harada Tasuku emphasized the need for a
“new mysticism,” that is, spiritually oriented Christianity.
But again, these articles might have drawn on ideas of
Westerners such as Charles Cuthbert Hall, President of
Union Theological Seminary in New York, who travelled to
Sri Lanka, the Philippines, India, and Japan as Barrow lec-
turer in 1902–1903 and 1906–1907. (These lectures sent
Christian ministers to Asia to enlighten non-Christians
about the nature and value of Christianity.)

Religious Studies Review • VOLUME 43 • NUMBER 2 • JUNE 2017

133



Hall was one of the “authorities” eagerly anticipated
at the conference, but his travels inspired him to proclaim

Religion and the East are synonymous terms. By con-
trast with the atmosphere of religion that pervades
the East, the expressions of the religious instinct in
the areas of Western Protestantism seem sporadic and
occasional . . . modern Protestantism in Europe and
America is not equal with the East in satisfying the
popular instinct in relation to God. . . . Everywhere I
have found a sense of Divine Majesty pervading those
assemblies that suggested the Church of the First
Days; an apostolic atmosphere that showed that time
has not wasted the essence of revelation, nor
exhausted its power to enthrall and to permeate the
soul. (Hall 1904, 28–30)

Furthermore, Hall affirms that “there are influences
present in large sections of American Protestantism which,
unless they be controlled . . . threaten to impair that popu-
lar sense of the Divine Majesty, and to pervert that normal
instinct for worship, which are the bases of all religion,
and, in supreme measure, are the historical attributes of
pure Christianity” (Hall 1904, 35). Two years after the con-
ference he would publish his Christ and the Eastern Soul:
The Witness of the Oriental Consciousness to Jesus Christ.

Although more research has to be done in this direc-
tion, even such limited contextualization suggests that
Uchimura’s notion of a “formless Christianity” might have
been, after all, not as original and indigenous as Allen and
other scholars assume.

‘‘PATRIOTISM’’ VS. ‘‘NATIONALISM’’

While suggesting that (for Western readers) the use of
“patriotism” for Uchimura may be more appropriate than
“nationalism,” Shibuya objects that “patria” does include the
concept of “nation.” He adds, “for Uchimura, it was a histori-
cally or eschatologically based nationalism (it was his belief
that the nations would reach their ideal states at the eschaton)
that fostered his patriotic zeal” (Shibuya and Chiba, 3).

If we consider that Uchimura learned from Anglo-
Saxon proponents of “tribal Christianity” (a term coined
by Andrew Walls) and their interpretation of the prophets
as “patriots,” it rather seems natural that his faith was so
deeply saturated with patriotism that he could accept
“universal truth” in Christianity only if it was expressible
in a distinctive national form. Although contemporary the-
ories of evolution, accepted by Uchimura (except during
the first four months of the SCCM), supported his attribu-
tion of universal value to Christianity, Uchimura ulti-
mately failed to transcend the boundaries of “nation.”

The discussion over the potential dangers of Uchimura’s
nationalism has intensified, particularly after Akae Tatsuya’s
new sociological study (reviewed here). Distinguishing the
non-church (mukyôkai) as “religious thought” from its exis-
tence as a social “movement,” he focuses on the latter and

understands it as a “church on paper” formed by a Christian
intelligentsia in search of humanistic education and self-
perfection. While this suggestion partly echoes ideas of ear-
lier studies based on deprivation theory (suggesting special
“intellectual needs” of non-church Christians), the move-
ment was in reality never restricted to the intelligentsia.

Akae’s deliberate use of the term “Christian
nationalism” in his description of the second mukyôkai gen-
eration joining Uchimura around 1910 (especially Yanaihara
and Nambara) has sparked a particularily lively discussion.
Chiba, for instance, argues that this generation was far
more imbued with the spirit of the Imperial Rescript of Edu-
cation, that is, with “the cosmology and mentality of the
emperor system” than Uchimura himself or future mukyôkai
generations. Especially the third generation developed a
decisively critical stance toward the state. Therefore Yanai-
hara’s and Nambara’s thought could indeed be called
“nationalistic,” but Uchimura’s should be called “patriotic.”

While Akae’s accusation of “Christian nationalism” as
such is not new, he provides a detailed analysis of how
Yanaihara and Nambara “unconsciously got involved in
ethnocentric discourse and ethos” (Chiba 2015, 114),
thereby shedding light on an aspect of Yanaihara largely
overlooked by previous studies of him —as a heroic politi-
cal dissident. Laying out his notion of “true total-
itarianism” (shin-naru zentaishugi), which aims at a post-
feudal “moral state” (as opposed to “the state of power”)
by elevating individualism and liberalism to a new level of
collective purpose, Akae suggests that Yanaihara radical-
ized Uchimura’s patriotism by centering it on the notion
of the “nation” during a time of crisis (180). Although
intended as a critique of militarist imperialism, Yanaiha-
ra’s ideal of moral and holistic integrity of the state was
too easily misunderstood and therefore dangerous in the
totalitarian context of his time. Akae concludes, “with this
theory he comes close to the fascist movement” (199–201).

Akae also looks into Nambara’s post war discourse on
an “ethnic community” (minzoku kyôdôtai) centering
around the Imperial house and suggests that both Nam-
bara and Yanaihara could take such approaches because
they believed in the compatibility of Christian belief and
ethnocentrism (156) which had been, together with Chris-
tian universalism and Tennô ideology, central elements in
their “religious education.” Accordingly, he places them
into the political category of “old liberalism” (312–15).

Akae’s book expands the latest body of research on a
number of Christians and their quest for accommodating
the ideology of empire in modern Japan. Anderson’s book
(2014) on the Congregational Church of Japan and Katô
and Sadaka’s study (2011) on the impact of Kagawa Toyo-
hiko’s rhetoric of the “land of milk and honey” on
“Christian grass root fascism” belong to it. A critical
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perspective on the patriotism/nationalism of Uchimura
and his movement is indispensable precisely because of
his postwar appraisal as “pacifist” and “anti-imperialist.”
Besides, it constitutes an important step on the way to
understanding Christian interpretations of belonging to
the non-Christian Japanese nation state in the modern
period.

NOTES

1. Interestingly enough, Nambara chooses the emergence of
German Christianity as a result of the Reformation for
illustration.

2. See his “Tôyô ishiki no shôrai no shisôkai ni okeru shin-
hakki,” in Kirisutokyô Sekai, April 3, 1907) and Harada
Tasuku (see his “Shin-reichô,” in Kirisutokyô Sekai, January
17, 1907.
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