
METHODIST BEGINNINGS IN JAPAN:
PART ONE

by John W. Krummel
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Preparation for Mission in Japan
June 11, 1873 will mark the one hundredth anniversary of the

arrival of the first Methodist missionaries in Japan. They were sent
by the Methodist Episcopal Church. Later that month two couples
from the Wesleyan Methodist Church in Canada reached Yoko
hama.1 The Evangelical Association of North America began its
work in 1876, the Methodist Protestant Church sent a missionary
in 1880, and the Methodist Episcopal Church, South began its mis
sion in 1886. The Church of the United Brethren in Christ did not
arrive until 1895.2

. Protestant missionaries first arrived in Japan in 1859. Why were
the Methodists late entering this field? Except for Thomas Coke
none of the early leaders of the Methodist movement felt any com
pelling call to carry the Gospel outside the bounds of Christendom.
Their primary concern was the redemption of so-called Christian
society. For Wesley this was the revitalization of Christianity in
the British Isles, with a nod in the direction of the British colonies
in North America. For Asbury' this was the spread of scriptural
holiness among the English-speaking settlers in the young American
republic with a grudging release of minimal resources for work in
Canada and the Caribbean.

. For Otterbein, Boehm, and Albright this was the evangelization of
the German-Americans. For William Black and. others like"him in

.;'1 .

Canada the immediate concern was preacl1;ing the rJIethodist mes-
sage in the largely non-churched and neglected. settlements of that
vast land. The task at hand was one which demanded all the re-

, ,

sources available. Before these American pioneers for Christ could
respond to the call. to go to the corners of the earth they' had to
conquer the spiritual wilderness at hand. In the meantime the
vision of Coke was never lost and when the time came the Method
ists \vere ready to carry the message of God's free grace in univer-

1 In 1874 this church united with the Wesleyan Methodist Church in Eastern
British America and the Methodist New Connexion Church in Canada to form the
Methodist Church of Canada. The union' was further enlarged in 1884 with the addi·
lion of the Methodist Episcopal Church in Canada, the Primitive Methodist Church in
Canada, and the Bible Christian Church; taking the name the Methodist Church.

S This study is limited to the six groups indicated, all of whom have through
their successor bodies· contmued in fraternal relationship with the United Church of
Christ in Japan (Kyodan) which Methodists participated in forming in 1941. There
are, however, other Methodistic groups which have worked in Japan, rind' continuo'
today outside the Xyodan, such as the Free Methodist Church, the Ch~rch Qf tho
Nazarene, several Holiness churches, and the SalVQtion Army.
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sal redemption and sanctification around the globe and to Japan.s

The last decade of the eighteenth and the first decade of the
nineteenth century were ones of unprecedented interest in mission
ary expansion and organization in both Great Britain and North
America. American Methodism, however, lagged behind other de
nominations in its participation in foreign missions. This was in
part because it was a newcomer on the scene and, consequently,
numerically a relatively small.movement. Moreover, the btilk of
its membership was drawn from the less affluent and privileged
elements of society. Nevertheless, during the nineteenth century
the Methodist groups g~ew in number and wealth and by the
middle of the century formed a large-scale middle class movement,
the largest denominational group in the country. Even after Meth
odist missionary societies began to be formed their efforts were
limited by a variety of factors which will become clear in the
following review of the origin and development of the missionary
societies of the six groups.

The Missionary Society of the M. E. Church, founded in 1819, was
recognized as an official agency in 1820 and had a long history of
work in foreign lands before entering Japan in 1873.4 The Womah's
Foreign Missionary Society of this church, founded in 1869 and
officially recognized by the'· General Conference in 1872, entered
Japan in 1874. The founders of the M. E. Church Missionary Society'
were concerned that the church was losing its missionary spirit.
Most of them had had some experience as missionaries either in
Canada or among the Indians and many of them had known Thomas
Coke. The Society grew slowly. Its first work outside North Amer
ica was in Liberia in 1833. In 1835 work was begun in South
America; China was entered -in 1847, Germany in 1849, and India
in 1856. This Society had to overcome opposition within the church,
financial and administrative problems, and difficulties finding men
qualified for foreign service. Nevertheless, during the years from
its founding until its entry into Japan it accumulated a vast amount
of practical knowledge and experience which served as a solid
foundation for its work here. .

Robert Samuel Maclay, a missionary in China, was most directly
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3 Wade' Crawford Barclay's History of Methodist Missions, 3 vols. (New York:
Board of Missions of The Methodist Church, 1949, 1950, 1957) is still unsurpassed as
mission history., The fundamental missionary ch~racter and message of Methodism
is well explicated in his introductory essay, "The Wesleyan Heritage" (pp. xv-xli,
vol.1)..

i The story of the birth and development of this Society is told in detail in
'i Barclay. Pertinent arJicles in The History of American Methodism, 3 vols., edited by

Emory Stevens Bucke (New. York: Abingdon Press, 1964), also give a general survey
of the development of missions, in the M. E. Church, M, P. Church, and M. E. Church,
South.
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influential in the establishment of the Japan Mission. His interest
was first drawn to Japan on August 9, 1853, by Commodore Mat
thew C. Perry, who that day had returned with his fleet from
Japan to Hong Kong..Before Maclay returned to the United States
for furlough in 1871 he wrote a letter, December 16, 1870, to the
Society urging the beginning of missionary work in Japan. During
his furlough Maclay made strong appeals through the church papers
for funds for a mission in Japan and at the annual meeting of
the Missionary Society, November 30, 1872, he gave an impassioned
address urging the Society to take action. It took the first step by
appropriating $25,000 for a Japan Mission, and Bishop Jesse T.
Peck appointed Maclay superintendent of the new mission.5

Cp,nadian Methodism's missionary society was organized in 1824
in the Upper Canada Annual Conference of the M. E. Church as
an auxiliary of the New York-based Missionary Society, and be
came in 1833 an auxiliary of the British Wesleyan Methodist Mis
sionary Society. It continued to be the agency for mission concern
throughout the complicated history of Canadian Methodism.6 Cana
dian Methodism had some peculiarities in its own situation which
help to account for its late entry into foreign missions. These are
largely related to the political history of the country. Also the fact
that Canadian Methodism had roots in both British and American
Methodism was for many years a complicating factor in its growth.
The Methodist societies in the Maritime Provinces were organized
as missionary districts under the British Conference from the early
1800's until 1855 when they were granted a measure of autonomy
and org~ized into an annual conference. The .American ~hurch

had granted autonomy to its one annual conference (tIpper
Canada) in 1828. Subsequently, this conferenc.e· united with the
British missions in 1833 and organiz~d as the Wesleyan Methodist
Church in British North America. It was under the direction of
the British Conference until 1855. Without doubt this long period
as a "mission" field retarded the growth of foreign mission interest.
It is not without significance that it was not until after the Meth
odists had achieved a measure of ecclesiastical autonomy (1855)
and the nation a measure of political independence (1867) that
foreign missions developed.

IS David S. Spencer, Japan Mission of the Methodist.Episcopal Church (New York:
BFM-MEC, 1910), p. 40.

e Cf. Barclay, vol. 1, p. 16 ff., for an account of the beginnings of Methodism in
Canada. Also the two works of Alexander Sutherland, Methodism in Canada
(London: C. H. Kelly, 1903) and The Methodist Church and Missions in Canada and
Newfoundland (Toronto: Department of Missionary Literature of the Methodist
Church, Canada, 1906) tell the story of the development of the church and its mis
sions. Also see George H. Cornish, ed., Cyclopaedia of Methodism in Canada
(Toronto: Methodist Book and Publishinq House, 1881).
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6 METHODIST HISTORY

The first overseas mission work of any Canadian church was
that of the Wesleyan Methodist Church. Sutherland points out that
the main motive for overseas work was the quickening of mission
ary zeal and the deepening of the spiritual life of the church at
home.7 Nevertheless, there was some hesitation.

The wisdom of the step was doubted by some who thought the home
work was sufficiently extensive to absorb the energies and liberality
of the entire church.... The home missionaries were struggling
along on very inadequate stipends; many Indian bands were still un
reached; the calls from new settlements were loud and freq~ent. . . .s

The Society committed itself to a mission in Japan in 1872 and set
about the recruitment of missionaries with great care, being deter
mined to do nothing that would jeopardize the success of the mis
sion. Both men chosen were experienced pastors, one of them from
the denomination's most prestigious church, and the other having
just equipped himself for foreign service by earning a medical de
gree. The needs of the Japan Mission led directly to the organization
of the Woman's Missionary Society in 1881. The Canadian church
did not enter any other foreign field until 1892 when it began work
in China.

Japan was also the first foreign field for the Methodist Protes
tants. They had at their first General Conference in 1834 created a
Board of Foreign Missions.9 In 1851 a missionary was appointed to
China but declined and the project was abandoned. In the early
years of the M. P. Church the annual conferences took collections
for the American Colonization Society which was associated with
the establishment of Liberia. In the 1870's there was a rebirth of
missionary concern in the church. A local woman's missionary so
ciety in Baltimore contributed to· foreign ,missions through the
Woman's Foreign Missionary Society of the M. E. Church from 1872
to' 1878. Methodist Protestant women in Pittsburgh about this time
began contributing to the American Mission Home, a school
founded in 1871 in Yokohama··by the Woman's Union Missionary
Society of -America for Heathen Lands. Contributions from M. P.
Sunday schools were sent through the Woman's Union Missionary
Society to provide scholarships for its schools in In~ia and J apan.10

'l' Sutherland, The Methodist Church and Missions, p. 220.
8 Sutherland, Methodism in Canada, p. 273.
9 Edward J. Drinkhouse, History of Methodist Reform Synoptical of General

Methodism 1703 to 1893. With special and comprehensive _reference to its most
salient exhibition in the history of the Methodist Protestant Church, 2 vols. (Baltimore
and Pittsburgh: Board of Publication of the MPC, 1899), cf. vol. 1, pp. 592 ff. for a
survey of the Japan Mission.

10 Ibid., Mary A. Miller,- History of the Woman's Foreign Missionary Society of
th~ Methodist Protestant. Church (Pittsburgh: Woman's Foreign Missionary Society
Methodist Protestant Church, 1896), p. 12,
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It seems that M. P. women also supported the Society work in
India.ll Within a few years M. P. contributions were supporting
scholarships for seventeen girls in the home in Yokohama.l2 At
this time Elizabeth M. Guthrie (1838-1880) was serving at the
Yokohama home. She' had been sent originally by the Society to
India in 1868 but became ill and started home, reaching Japan
in September, 1872, where she stopped at the Society home to rest
and recover her health. She became involved in the work there and
stayed until 1878, being particularly interested in the work with
Eurasian children.13 Miss Guthrie returned to the United States
in 1878 and in January, 1879, came into contact with the M. P.
women. As a result they determined to establish their own mission
ary society and sought her aid in organizing it. The Woman's For
eign' Missionary Society was founded February 14, 1879, in Pitts
burgh. Miss Guthrie was appointed their first missionary to Japan
and was to be supported jointly by the Woman's Foreign Mission
ary Society and the Board of Foreign Missions. She died suddenly
of pneumonia in San Francisco on her vvay back to Japan, May
15, 1880.14 Miss Harriet G. Brittain, a former co-worker in India,
was then appointed to go and establish the mission. The General
Conference of 1880 in May in Pittsburgh, recognized the Society
as an official agency of the church, organized a revitalized mission
organ to be known as the Board of Home and Foreign Missions,
gave its attention to an address delivered by Miss Brittain, and hon
ored Miss Guthrie with an official Conference funeral (June 7) in
the First Methodist Protestant Church in Pittsburgh. The M. P.
Church Mission in Japan was thus based on a long period of cul
tivation -of missionary concern throughout the church anda.:.period
of giving specifically for work in Japan.

The Missionary Society of the Methodist -Episcopal Church,
South, begun in 1845 and officially established by the General Con
ference in 1846, had experience in China before entering ,Japan.
The Woman's Foreign Missionary Society of this church, although
founded in 1878, did not become officially involved in Japan until
1886. The Civil War was a major factor delaying M. E. Church,
South entry into Japan. Even before the war the M. E. Church,
South had difficulty financing its work in China. By the end of the
war it was $60,200 in debt for the China Mission. After the war the
church was preoccupied with reestablishing itself in the face of the

11 Mrs. E. C. Chandler, History of the Woman's Foreign Missionary Society of the
Methodist Protestant Church with Condensed Histories of the Branches: 1879-1919
(Pittsburgh: Pierpont, Switer and Co., 1920), p. 33.

12 Miller, Ope cit., p. 15; Methodist Protestant Missionary, September, 1879, p. 1. '
13 Chandler, Ope cit., p. 37; Woman's Foreign Missionary Society Annual Report,

1881, p. 36; The Methodist Protestant, June 26, 1880, p. 2.
14 Drinkhouse, Ope cit., vol. 1, p. 586.
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8 METHODIST HISTORY

physical destruction and the spiritual demoralization which was
the aftermath of the conflict. However, by 1871 it was able to begin
work in Mexico and in 1876 entered Brazil. In 1876 an episcopal
visitation by Bishop Enoch M. Marvin to China, as well as his tour
of Japan, provided stimulus for missionary enthusiasm and support
for foreign work and doubtless also suggested the possibility of
entering Japan. Certainly the M. E. Church missionaries he met
in Japan encouraged Bishop Marvin to establish an M. E. Church,
South mission in this country.

As a matter of fact, Marvin had himself in 1858 been named by
the Board as superintendent to establish work in Japan: He de
clined. The Rev. W. J .. Sullivan was then appointed, but just as he
was about to set out for the field the War Between the States broke
out.I6 When the M. E. Church, South did enter Japan in 1886, it
was largely as a result of the interest of theJ. W. Lambuth family,
missionaries in China.

In 1876 Mrs. Lambuth corresponded with the Board in Nashville
urging the establishment of work in Japan.l7 Finally on May 6,
1885, the Board resolved to establish a mission and appropriated
$3,000 for that purpose. In the fall of 1885 J. W. Lambuth was sent
on a tour of inspection during which he discovered that the area of
Japan around the Inland Sea was open, there being no other Meth
odist work there. The M. E. Church missionaries made it clear to
him that they were eager to have the M. E. Church, South come in
to occupy this territory. It is worth noting that the first mission
aries sent by both the M. E. Church and the M. E. Church, South
to Japan had had experience in China and had been directly re
sponsible for awakening their boards to the opportunities in Japan.

The "German Methodists" shared with the groups described
above many of the reasons for their tardiness in entering foreign
work. However, there were additional reasons related in part to
their origin as ethnic movements. The German element on the
American scene was economically depressed for many years, and
at a disadvantage socially because of the cultural prejudices of the

15, Arva C. Floyd, "The Founding of the Japan Methodist Church" (unpublished
Ph.D. dissertation, Yale Divinity School, 1939), p. 74-75.

16 S. E. Hager, "The Japan Mission of the Methodist EpiscopaI' Church, South,"
Japan Christian Yearbook, 1941, p. 161. This annual survey was published from 1903
to 1941 and from 1950 to 1970 under a variety of titles.

17 Mrs. Lambuth was also instrumental in promoting the organization of the M. E.
Church, South's Woman's Foreign Missionary Society. In the early 1870's she had
written from China appealing for an unmarried woman to help in a girls' school.
In 1877 a woman responded and this stimulated the organization of the Woman's

'/ Foreign Missionary Society in 1878. In Japan the Board itself .for many years sent
out single women to supervise work with women and children until 1915 when these
missionaries and their w.6rkwere turned over to the Woman's Society, by then
known as the Women's Department of Foreign Missions.

-r"!'?"- '.---~ .....-.- ...
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predominant English-speaking society. For years they were pre
occupied with the'mission at home, reaching the German settle
ments on the expanding frontier in Canada as well as in the United
States, and with carr.ying their Methodist message back to the
fatherland in Europe.

The first missionary society of the Evangelical Association was
organized in the Eastern Conference in Orwigsburg, Pennsylvania
in 1838.18 This provided stimulus for the organization of the Gen
eral Missionary Society of the Association in 1839, which was in
the same year recognized as the official missionary agency of the
denomination by the General Conference. The main spirit behind
the establishment of the Society was W. W. Orwig, who traced
his f)rst interest in missions to a number of issues of the Basler
Missions Magazine which he happened to read. However, there
were some who opposed ~issions, particularly missions to the
"heathen."

They were of the opInIon that since the old brethren or the first
preachers and members of the Association, had not recommended
this cause, and as God had owned and blessed the Association, being
without such measures and institutions, the introduction of each and
everyone of these measures was but a step toward "Babel". . . .1 {)

The first overseas work was begun in Germany in 1850. War,
financial problems, and the demands of the frontier missions com
pelled the postponement of any other foreign work until the mission
in Japan was begun. Eller writes that during the earlier years of the
Society'~ activity the motivation for missions was to rescue dying
souls from the terrors of hell but that by the end of the cen'fury a
more modern position was being expressed.

... the final question was not whether heathendom, living in sin would
be condemned to hell, or whether it would be excused because of its
ignorance. The decisive question was "can we be saved if the heathen
perish without the light which it is in our power to give them?" 20

On October 19, 1875, the General Conference in session in the
Fourth Street Church, Philadelphia, approved the opening of a
mission in Japan but only after a very "animated and earnest
discussion."

That afternoon as the debate began generating more heat and less
light, Rev. C. F. Deininger rose and proposed that the entire confer-

18 Raymond W. Albright, A History of the Evangelical Church (Harrisburg, Pa.:
The Evangelical Press, 1942), and Paul Himmel Eller, History of Evangelical Missions
(Harrisburg, Pa.: The Evangelical Press, 1942).

10 Orwig quoted by Albright, Ope cit., 201 if.
20 Eller, Ope cit., p. 132.
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ence go to prayer to solicit God's guidance in the matter. After an
extended period of silent prayer in which vexed and argumentative
spirits composed themselves before the Eternal God, Bishop Esher
opened his full heart in uplifting prayer. Thereafter the conference
rose to sing, and about ten minutes after four o'clock a witness re
ported, "after singing, ,vhile the enthusiasm rose higher and higher
and many wept freely, the whole assembly rose in unanimous endorse
ment of the resolution...." 21

After adopting the resolution the conference broke into the Doxol
ogy, singing it both in German and in English. Other foreign work
was not established until the China Mission was begun' in 1900.
The Woman's Missionary Association came into being in 1884 as a
result of interest engendered by the work in Japan.

The Parent Missionary Society of the United Brethren was orga
nized by the 1841 General Conference. The Society proved ineffec
tive and was in 1853 reorganized as the Home, Frontier, and For
eign Missionary Society with one of its main purposes being to
send missionaries to non-Christian lands.22 Instrumental in this
was the strong missionary spirit among the students and fac~ty

of Otterbein University which was stimulated by the interest. of
the Rev. John C. Bright, ?- member of the Board of Trustees of
the schoo1.23 The Board of Managers of the Society adopted as its
primary object, "To give the gospel of Jesus to all meJ;l in all
countries in its unmixed and original purity," and emphasized the
importance of Christian education and literature and the necessity
to aim at self-support and self-extension in the work.24 In 1855
the first missionaries were sent to Sierra Leone. The only other
Methodist group that had any experience in Africa before entering
Japan was the M. E. Church which had work in Liberia, like Sierra
Leone first colonized by freed slaves. This rema~ned throughout
the years the main mission field of the United Brethren Church.
In 1869 a mission was begun in Germany. The General Conference
of 1873 authorized a mission to Japan, but this was not implemented
until 1895.

The w~r between China and Japan (1894-1895) had called atten
tion to these countries, and the new treaties between Japan and the
foreign po\vers seemed to indicate that the doors were more fully
open to mission work than before. Japan was attractive to the

21 Ibid., p. 198.
22 A. W. Drury, History of the Church of the United Brethren in Christ (Dayton,

Ohio: Otterbein Press, 1924), p. 585.
28 J. J. Mills, W. R. Funk, and S. S. Hough, Our Foreign Missionary Enterprise

(Dayton, Ohio: United Brethren Publishing House, 1908), p. 38. (Hereafter cited as
Mills.)

u Ibid., p. 40.

;::r:; --.- ~-...'. '.-.-"..... -~ ",---... -.
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United Brethren Church because of its "progressiveness" 25 and be
cause there was a' desire for a mission field where the problems
would be different from those encountered in the tropics of Sierra
Leone.26 Moreover, the United Brethren Church had at hand a
promising Japanese man among their membership who urged them
to enter Japan and who seemed qualified to lead this new effort.27

All of the groups under study were impelled to mission by the
very nature of the Gospel. Particular factors related to their entry
into Japan have been mentioned above. There were more general
ones that also help explain their foreign mission work. They were
not unaffected by the mood of expansionism which developed in
North America in the nineteenth century. This was related to an
incr~asing awareness of the rest of the world and to a developing
economy which made possible the financing of foreign missions.
Moreover, Methodist involvement in mission in Japan coincided
with Western Imperialism and the American sense of "manifest
destiny." The fantastic technological and scientific developments in
the West during the nineteenth century were believed to be the
result of its Christian culture. American Christians assumed that
the only way to share these humanitarian benefits was through
their religion. Nor should we overlook the denominational rivalry
that was so intense at that time. It was no doubt also a factor goad
ing Methodists to increased foreign mission effort.28

Setting for Mission in Japan
During the last half of the nineteenth century Japan underwent

a social upheaval of unprecedented proportions. After two hundred
years of isolation the doors of the nation were forced open, re'sulting
in a period of political instability leading. to' the rebellion that top
pled the government of the Shogun and restored the Emperor in
1868. For a number of years after the Restoration, two parties; the
Westernizers and the anti-Westernizers, contended for supremacy
in the new government. However, by 1873 the Westernizers were
in control and for the next sixteen years all things Western, in:"
eluding Christianity, enjoyed a large measure of popularity. In
1889 a wave of reaction broke and continued until the end of the
century adversely affecting the Christian movement.

215 Drury, Ope cit., p. 605.
26 Mills, Ope cit., p. 153. -.
27 Chukichi Yasuda, Nihon Kirisuto Doho Kyokai 8hI [History of the Church of the

United Brethren in Christ in Japan] (Kyoto: Editorial Committee for the History of the
Church of the United Brethren in Christ in Japan, 1963), p. 7. This short work of 100
pages in Japanese is unfortunately not documented and varies in some details from
the English histories.

28 Theodore L. Agnew, "Reflections on the Woman's Foreign Missionary Movement
in Late 19th Century Methodism," Methodist History (January 1968), pp. 3-16, is a
helpful discussion of concrete manifestations of these factors.' .
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It is impossible to understand the universal fear and distrust
which the first Protestant missionaries to Japan met without re
calling the earlier experience of Christianity in Japan. In 1542 the
first Europeans, Portuguese merchants, reached Japan. They were
followed in 1549 by Francis Xavier, who founded what was to be
for half a century one of the most promising Jesuit missions. How
ever, Christianity came to be suspected of subversion by an in
creasingly xenophobic government and the first edicts against the
foreign religion were published in 1587 and followed by sporadic
persecution. After 1614 the persecution was intensified. Foreign
missionaries and native' Christians were deported, tortured, and
martyred. The climax came in 1638 when Christians and other dis
contented agrarian elements rebelled in an armed uprising at
Shimabara in Kyushu, resulting in the slaughter of 37,000 of their
number. Following this Japan was closed to the outside world ex
cept for a trickle of foreign intercourse permitted with the Chinese
and the Dutch. From this time a systematic and thorough campaign
was conducted by the government to stamp out the remnants of
Christianity in the country and to fill the common people with fear
and hatred of the religion. This fear and hatred were still alive in
1859. However, it is one of the miracles of Christian history that
communities of Christians in outlying areas of Kyushu, continued
in secret to practice their faith through the centuries of isolation.

Although American Protestants had been interested in Japan
since early in the century, the first period of Christianity in modern
Japan begins with the arrival of six missionaries in 1859 and cul
minates with the founding of the first Japanese Christian church
and the first General Convention of Protestant Missionaries in
1872.29 This was before the arrival of the Methodists. This period
has been called a time of preparation and promise. The period from
1873 to 1882 has been called the period of progressive realization
and that from 1883 to 1889 the period of performance.3o From 1889
to the end of the century was a period of reaction.

20 There are many general accounts of the history of Christianity in Japan. The
best narrativ~ account for the period it covers is the two-volume work of Otis Cary,
A History of Christianity i'n Japan (New York: Fleming H. Revell, 1909). Protestant
Beginnings in Japan: The First Three Decades: 1859-1889, by Winburn T. Thomas
(Tokyo: Charles E. Tuttle Company, 1959), is a good analysis of the non-theological
factors which affected the growth of Christianity in Japan. Unfortunately, he com
pletely ignores the Methodists. A Methodist missionary, Charles W. Iglehart, wrote
the centennial history, A Century of Protestant Christianity in Japan (Tokyo: Charles
E. Tuttle Company, 1959), a helpful work but unfortunately not documented. Among
more recent works that of Richard H. Drummond, A History of Christianity in Japan
(Grand Rapids, Michigan: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1971), is by
for the most balanced.

30 Guido F. Verbeck (one of the first six Protestant missionaries) so characterized
the first periods in his "History of Protestant Missions in Japan," in the Proceedings
of the General Conference .of Protestant Missionaries in Japan (1900) (Tokyo: Meth
odist Publiahinq House, 1901).

r' "-'----7---' --- - .....----. - -- ~ .
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During the period of preparation (1859-1872), only thirty-one
missionaries (counting wives) came to Japan and not all of them
stayed. Their efforts were severely limited by the social disorder of
the period, the popular. prejudice against Christianity, and govern
ment policy. They were circumscribed on every side, permitted
to live only in the open ports of Kanagawa (later Yokohama),
Nagasaki, Hakodate, and later Edo (Tokyo), Niigata, Hyogo
(Kobe), and Osaka. They could not travel freely outside these
ports and were forbidden to engage in any direct evangelism. Chris
tianity was still a proscribed religion and on public boards in every
city and town the people were warned, "The evil sect called Chris
tian is strictly prohibited. Suspected persons should be reported
to the proper officers, and rewards will be given." Moreover, be
cause" of the social and civil unrest both before and after the Meiji
R~storation, samurai in groups or individually roamed the country
side and cities endangering life with their swords. The situation
has been described as ". . . as perilous as in any frontier town
in the American West of the same period." 31

The nature of the political revolution which took place in 1868
(the Meiji Restoration) was crucial for the development of the
nation and the church in modern times. The country had been ruled
for hundreds of years by a samurai (warrior) aristocracy. The
central government of the Shogun (the military dictator and de
facto ruler of the country) sat in Tokyo and oversaw the various
feudal domains, each of which was headed by its own daimyo (lord)
and governed by him and his body of samurai retainers. The top
pling of the Shogunate and the restoration of the Emperor did not"
bring to political or social power the lower classes but rather/ was

i a displacement of one group of samurai by another. What is re
I' markable, however, is that these revolutionary warriors set about
I . liquidating the very system which had provided them with their
,\ ' positions of privilege. They met the challenge of Western power by
i a thorough destruction of the feudal system and by a daring course
\ of modernization.32 The samurai of the domains which supported
I' the Restoration benefited from the opportlmities available to the
I victors. The samurai who had supported the Shogun were at a

disadvantage. They suffered from the loss of their stipends, exclu
sion from political life, and a decline in social position, and as a
consequence, experienced much personal frpstration and in some
cases resentment against the new government. Literate, well-edu
cated, born and trained for leadership, they were at a loss. It was

31 Drummond, Ope cit., p. 156.
32 Kenneth B. Pyle, The New Gen,eration in' Meiji Japan: Problems of Cultural

Identity: 1885-1895 (Stanford, California: Stanford University Press. 1969) provides
a good discussion of the nature of this revolution.
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II

these dispossessed samurai who fonned the core of converts and
the bulk of leadership of Protestant Christianity well into the
twentieth century. Conversion to Christianity was a means by
which such samurai could come to terms with their disrupted
vrorld and find a course of action contributing to the national wel
fare. Many of them became not only Christians but also leaders
in educational, journalistic, and other intellectual activities, as well
as in the political popular rights movement.33 During the Meiji
period (1867-1912) nearly one-third of the converts were from this
class although they comprised less than six percent of the total
population. In 1892 it vIas found that seventy-five percent of the
Christians in Tokyo were of samurai origin. The native leadership
of the Methodist movement throughout its history in Japan was of
samurai background froIT:l the first bishop of the Japan Methodist
Church, Yoichi Honda, to its last bishop at the time of its entrance
into the United Church of Christ in Japan in 1941.34

By 1872 there had been only ten baptisms. However, a turning
point came that year. As a result of an extended series of prayer
meetings held among the missionaries and other foreign residents
in Yokohama and attended by some Japanese students, a Pentecost
occurred. Nine students, all samurai, were baptized on March 10,
and with two older Christian Japanese men organized the first
native church in Japan..On September 20, a sister church was
founded in Tokyo. September 20-25, the Presbyterian, Reformed,
and Congregational missionaries (fourteen men and their wives and
four single woinen) and the Japanese elders of the two churches
held the first General Convention of Protestant Missionaries in
Japan, in Yokohama. They launched a New Testament translation
project (in which Robert S. Maclay, M. E. Church missionary, was
to have a part), and affirmed their unity in mission. The New Testa
ment translation was completed in 1879 and an Old Testament
translation was published in 1888. Unity was never realized.

By the time the Methodists came in 1873, the edge of hostility
to Christianity had been turned, increasing numbers of Japanese
were seeking out the missionaries for instruction, Christian litera
ture was being distributed, medical dispensary work was underway,
Christian schools had been founded, and two indigenous churches
had been formed.

The year 1873 marked the beginning of a new era. On February

88 Irwin Scheiner, Christian Converts and Social Protlest in Meiji Japan (Berkeley
and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1970) is an important contribution to
understanding the significance of the samurai in the Christian movement.

U The life of Honda 'is a classic example of the response of the dispossessed
samurai to his situatiol.l' and is well told in the biography, Honda Yoichi, by Takemi
Keqa (Tokyo: Aoyama Gakuin, 1968). It has not been translated into English.
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19, the edict against Christianity was ordered removed from the
public notice boards, indicating tacit acceptance by the government
of freedom of religion. This was further demonstrated by the free
ing of a large body of imprisoned Roman Catholics. These were
the Hidden Christians who had made themselves known to the
Catholic missionaries in Nagasaki in 1865. The Imperial govern
ment launched a campaign of persecution against them in 1869,
exiling over 3,000 to prisons in remote parts of the country. It
was their suffering that called the religious intolerance of the
Japanese to the attention of the world and resulted in pressure
from the foreign powers on the government to grant religious free
dom. TIlls had been impressed on the Iwakura Mission which re
turned to Japan on September 13, 1873, after a two-year tour of
America and Europe begun December 23, 1871. This was the first
embassy sent abroad by the Imperial gov~rnment and its purpose
had been in part to seek revision of the humiliating treaties the
Shogun's government had accepted, granting the foreign powers
rights of extraterritoriality and the privilege of setting their own
tariffs. This was to be a pervasive diplomatic concern throughout
this century and had profound implications for the Christian move
ment. It was evident to the Iwakura Mission that Japan vlould
have to Westernize before the foreign powers would be ready to
treat it as an equal. Thus by 1873 progressive elements in the
government had prevailed and the country was .. henceforth more
open to Western science, culture, and religion. The year was also
marked by the coming of tV\Tenty-nine missionaries, among whom
were fourteen Methodists. In 1872 there had been seven mission
ary organizations at work. In 1873 four more, including the-,Cana
dian Methodist and the Methodist Episcopal groups, joined. By
1880 there were eighteen missions with 226 missionaries (counting
wives) at work, including the Evangelical Association and the
Methodist Protestants.

The period from 1873 to 1883 was to be one of steady progress.
By the end of 1882 there were nearly 5,000 Protestants in Japan.
It was a period which saw new freedom for Christian work, a better
reception among the general populace, the beginning of public
preaching, the founding of a number of Christian schools, an in
creasing emphasis on education for V\!0men, the beginnings of syste
matic training of native ministers and women evangelists (called
Bible women), and the emergence of Japanese leadership. For
eigners were still restricted to the open ports and unable to travel
except by special passports granted for "health" and "scientific
research" for a limited time and definite locality. Residence in cities
in the. interior was possible only if a foreigner was employed by
a Japanese, and a number of missionaries gained this privilege. The
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16 METHODIST HISTORY

first Methodist work outside the open ports was through this device,
the missionaries being employed as teachers for schools operated
by Japanese in the interior. The Canadian Methodists made superb
use of this opportunity.

The Christian influence was also present during this period in
government schools. Not only were a number of missionaries em
ployed in these schools but also the government brought many
teachers on short contracts to establish or develop schools and some
of these teachers had strong Christian influence. Protestant Chris
tianity in Japan can well be said to have begun among the samurai
students who gathered ar.ound missionary teachers either in. the
port cities or in clan or government schools in the interior. The .
significance of these Christian bands has been much discussed but
usually without due attention to their relationship to Japanese
Methodism. The first such group in point of time was the Yokohama
band gathered around two Reformed missionaries in the early
1870's. This group gave birth to several Christian leaders, includ
ing Yoichi Honda, the first bishop of the Japan Methodist Church.
Another band was that in Kumamoto, which contributed to the
growth of Congregationalism. The Sapporo band was the result- of
the work of William S. Clark, president of the Massachusetts Agri
cultural College (Amherst)", who was employed in 1876 by the
national government for a period of only eight months to set up
an agricultural school in Sapporo, the capital of the northern' island,
Hokkaido. Clark, a layman, called on the services of -M. C. Harris,
a M. E. Church missionary. Harris's influence on this ·group was
important and continuing. Most significant for Methodist history
was the Hirosaki band which was the result of the work of Yoichi
Honda and John lng, a M. E. Church missionary.

The third period of Protestant history in Japan (1883-1889),
during which the M. E. Church, South began its work~ was one of
spectacular growth for the churches with an increase to over 30,000
members from the 5,000 recorded for 1882. By 1889 there were
twenty-six different foreign mission agencies, including the M. E.
Church, South, at work. The year 1883 was marked by two impor
tant nationaI conventions, the second General Convention of Prot
estant Missionaries, in April in Osaka, and a convention of the
Japanese churches in May. Maclay of the M. E. Church Mission
was one of the three chairmen of the missionary convention.

A spiritual awakening which swept the country broke out in
1883' and continued until the end of the decade. It was in part the
consequence of public meetings begun in 1881.. A central figure

'I in this in Tokyo wasCo S .. Eby of the Canadian Methodist Church
Mission. The revival. .. ~~d growth of the churches was to a large
extent the result of "the self-sacrificing zeal of the converts them-
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selves. This zeal also expressed itself in educational, political, social
reform, and philanthropic efforts. I-Ionda and Sen Tsuda of the M. E.
Church are good examples of such involvement. These efforts were
at one and the same time undergirded by an intoxicating sense of
liberation from their feudal past and by the moral earnestness that
they had learned in that Confucian past.

Although there were a number of physicians among the early
missionaries, including MacDonald of the Methodist Church of
Canada and Krecker of the Evangelical Association, the need for
this type of service did not last long thanks to the efforts of the
government. However, the concern for the totality of man's life
was expressed in movements for personal and social transformation
during this period. Personal transformation through abstinence
from "tobacco and alcohol, keeping the Lord's Day, monogamy and
se?Cual purity, became characteristic of Japanese Protestantism. The
temperance and anti-prostitution movements begun during this
period came to the forefront in the late 1890's. Methodist Protes
tant missionaries were active in both movements. Christianity was
particularly identified during this period with liberal political move
ments. Honda of the M. E. Church was prominent in the popular
rights movement.

Denominational diversity continued but there were efforts toward
union and cooperation in which the Methodists participated. Coop
erative efforts included Bible translation, compilation of a union
hymnal, preparation of Christian literature, holding of mass meet
ings for the public and inspirational conferences for believers.
Church union was successful only with denominational families but
not among the Methodists.35 On the other hand, there was a-"large
measure of cooperation among the Methodists. Their geographical
spread was such as to avoid overlapping with· the exception of
Tokyo and a few other places where the needs were extensive
enough to justify it.

It became clear during the 1880's that Christianity in Japan was
a predominately urban middle class movement. The urban aspect
was largely a result of the restrictions of the missionaries to the
open ports, the convergence of former samurai on the ports and
cities, the relatively liberal atmosphere of the cities, and the loca
tion of Christian educational centers in these cities. The middle
class character of Protestantism in Japan can be accounted for by
the samurai background of its converts, the large percentage of
persons who joined the church via the Christian schools, and its
political and social involvement during the 1880's which tended to

III The various Reformed and Presbyterian groups successfully united their wo~k

into one church, as did the Congregationalists. The several Anglican and Episcopal
missions organized one church in 1887.
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18 METHODIST HISTORY

attract it to the new professional elements such as lawyers, doctors,
and teachers. .

In 1889 the Congregational churches had over 10,000 members
and the Presbyterian-Reformed churches nearly that number.
Methodists were third with around 5,000 members, the Anglican
Episcopal group followed with 4,000, and the Baptists with 1,000.
It would seem that the two largest groups experienced greater
growth because they concentrated their resources, because they
adopted indigenous names, and because they gave a larger role to
Japanese. Also those groups which emphasized educational work
benefited. The Episcopalians had been perhaps the most inept in
concentrating their· resoUrces, although the Methodists also had a
tendency to spread themselves thin with their vision of encompass
ing the Empire. The Baptists refused to get involved in education
for many years. The Methddists, Episcopalians, and Baptists, instead
of adopting indigenous names for their churches, attempted to either
translate or transliterate their foreign denominational names. The
attitude of the sending agencies was another factor. The American
Board (Congregationalist) was remarkable for the freedom it gave
its missionaries to adopt strategy in terms of the needs of the field.
Most of the Methodist groups had to wait for a bishop to visit to
make major decisions. The ·M. P. Woman's Foreign Missionary So
ciety, as well as its Board, insisted on making all decisions relating
to the mission work even down to the details of the placement of
chimneys in new buildings. One author has suggested that "the
hierarchical polity of the Methodist and Episcopal ch:urches . . .
handicapped these denominations during the years 1883-1889." 36

In 1889 a period of intense reaction against the West and Chris
tianity began and lasted for the rest of the century. The United
Brethren mission began during this period. Reasons ·for this turn
in popular feeling were the continued refusal of the Western powers
to revise the discriminatory treaties, the heightened nationalism
engendered by the promulgation of the first Constitution in 1889,
the convening of the First National Diet in 1890, and the promulga
tion of the lmperial Rescript on Education. The Rescript on Educa
tion was ,iIi particular a manifestation of the shift in the attitude
of the oligarchy which surrounded the Emperor and held power in
the nation. The young revolutionaries of 1868 had ·become reac
tionary old men. The Rescript was a blow against democratic ideals
and Christianity, exalting as it did the Imperial myths of the past
as the basis for the development of modern Japan. Nevertheless,
Japan's military victories over China in 1895 and over Russia in
1905, strengthened her self-confidence and gained for her prestige

a8 Th '75· .omas, Ope cd., p..
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among the Western powers. The discriminatory treaties were re
vised in the 1890's ,and by the end of the century the crest of the
wave of reaction had passed. By 1911 Christianity was well enough
accepted that the government invited Christians to share with Shin
to and Buddhism in the "Three Religions Conference," taking the
seat of the defunct Confucian cult as a recognized religion. By
this time, three of the Methodist missions, the M. E. Church, Meth
odist Church of Canada, and M. E. Church, South, had united
their work into the indigenous Japan Methodist Church (1907).
The story of the developments leading to that, however, go beyond
the limits of this paper.

(The beginnings of the six Methodist Missions in Japan will be treated
more fully in Part Two of this study, which will appear in the April
number of Methodist History. -Ed.)
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