MUTUAL BLESSING BETWEEN JEWISH AND
JAPANESE BELIEVERS IN JESUS PRIOR TO
WORLD WAR I

DAVID RUDOLPH

This essay is in honor of Mitch Glaser, a pioneer in the area of Jewish missions and
Messianic Jewish studies, and “a friend who sticks closer than a brother” (Prov 18:24).
May the 1.ord bless you, Mitch, on your seventieth birthday, and may you live until 120!
(Biz hundert un tsvantsig!) As Chosen People Ministries is in the initial stages of
developing a ministry to Jewish people in Japan, I thought this essay would be particularly
meaningful 1o you.!

—>

My own interest in the converging destinies of Japanese and Jews was
sparked by my first encounter with Japanese Christians in 1985-1987. During
these years, while I was a student at Sophia University (Tokyo) and Logos
Theological Seminary (Kyoto), various Japanese Christian leaders became
spiritual fathers and mothers to me. Most were from a denomination
(historically related to the Japan Holiness Church) whose 10,000 members
prayed three times a day for the Jewish people. Their extraordinary love,
which I witnessed firsthand from Father Takeji Otsuki (the founder of the
denomination) and others, prompted me to ask how much I loved my own

1 T'his essay is a revised and updated version of a section in David
Rudolph, epilogue to Messianic Judaism: Kiso-to Shiten, by Daniel C. Juster, trans.
Kazuhito Yukizawa (Tochigi: Malkoush, 2004), 437-60.
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people (ahavat Yisrael) and what it meant to be a Messianic Jew. This led to
the Lord awakening within me a calling to Messianic Jewish ministry. Even
more importantly, in this praying community—known as Japan Christian
Friends of Israel—I found my bashert (“soulmate), Harumi, whom I have
been madly in love with for thirty-five years now. Over the decades, I have
collected books and articles about Jesus-believing Jews and Japanese who
have traveled a similar journey as Harumi and me in bringing together our
two peqples for mutual blessing in the body of Messiah. This essay represents
a compilation of this research. Extensive references are included since this
history is largely unknown in Japan and the Jewish world.

Early History

The relationship between Jewish followers of Jesus and Japan goes back
more than 470 years.2 One of the first of these intersections took place in
1552 when Luis de Almeida, a aonverso,? arrived in the Land of the Rising Sun.4
Born in Lisbon in 1525, Almeida was from a Jewish family that in 1497 was
forced to convert to Christianity, along with more than 100,000 other pious
Jews in Portugal.5 Consequently, Almeida grew up in a sizeable community

? See Licio de Sousa, “The Jewish Presence in China and Japan in the
Early Modern Period: A Social Representation,” in Manuel Perez Garcia and Licio
De Sgusa, ed., Global History and New Polycentric Approaches: Europe, Asia and the
Americas in a World Network Systen: (Singapore: Palgrave Macmillan, 2018), 183-218.

3 A converso is a Jew who converted to Christianity in Spain or Portugal
during the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, or one of their descendants. For a
discussion of Almeida’s Jewish background, see Robert A. Maryks, The Jesuit Order
as a Synagogue of Jews: Jesuits of Jewish Ancestry and Purity-of Blood Laws in the Early Society
of Jesns (Leiden: Brill, 2010), 74; De Sousa, “The Jewish Presence in China and
Japan in the Early Modern Period,” 197-200.

o ’f]osé Vaz de Carvalho, “Lufs de Almeida, médico, mercador e
missiondrio no Japio, 1525-1583,” in O Séuly Cristio do Japéo. Actas do Colégnio
Comemorativo dos 450 anos de Amizade Portugal-Japio, ed. Roberto Carneiro e Artur
Teodoro de Matos (Lisboa: CEPCEP-THAM, 1994), 105-22; Fernando A. R.
Nogueira, “Lufs de Almeida and the Introduction of European Medicine in Japan,”
in The Great Maritime Discoveries and World Health, ed. Mario Gomes Marques and
John Cule (Lisbon: Escola Nacional de Saude Publica Ordem dos Medicos
Instituto de Sintra, 1991), 227-36; Diego Yuuki, Luis de Almeida, 15251583 Médico,
Camsinhante, Apdstolp (Macau: Instituto Cultural de Macau, 1989); Diego Pacheco,
“Luis de Almeida, 1525-1583: Medico, Caminante, Apostol,” Studia 26 (Lisbon:
Centro de Estudos Histéricos Ultramarinos, 1969).

> See Juan Marcos Bejarano Gutierrez, Secret Jews: The Complex: Identity of
Crypto-Jews and Crypto-Judaism (Grand Prairie: Yaron, 2021), 58; Juan Marcos
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of baptized Jews/Jewish Catholics who had a deep appreciation of their
Sephardic Jewish heritage. Most were crypto-Jews.6

Almeida studied at Hospital Real de Todos os Santos (All Saints Royal
Hospital) where he received his license to practice medicine in 1546. Because
Portugal was no longer a safe place for Jewish Catholics due to the
Inquisition, “Almeida left Lisbon in 1548 to escape the mounting heat of the
persecution of ‘Judaisers’ and to work for his living as a merchant in
Portuguese Asia.”” During his first trip to Japan in 1552, he developed a
relationship with Cosme de Torres, who succeeded Francis Xavier as the

Bejarano Gutierrez, The Converso Dilemma: Halakhic Responsa and the Status of Forced
Converts (Grand Prairie: Yaron, 2020), 16-17.

6 “Most Portuguese conversions were directly coerced; most Spanish
conversions were ‘voluntary,” even though they came about in a repressive
environment that blurred the meaning of that term. Unlike the Spaniards, the
Portuguese cristios novos [conversos| were much more likely to be crypto-Jewish
than assimilationist. Prior to the 1497 mass conversion decreed by King Manuel I,
for the most part Portuguese Jews had not been put through the crucible of riots,
disputations, and successive waves of conversion. The Portuguese had not known a
period in which large numbers of converts lived in close proximity with
unconverted Jews. Moreover, after 1492 Portuguese Judaism had been swelled by
Jewish refugees from Spain, refugees who were precisely that segment of Spanish
Jewty most committed to their ancestral religion. In addition, the Portuguese
Inquisition did not begin until 1536, a full generation after the forced conversions.
Due to this combination of factors, the ¢ristios novos community in Portugal had
time to establish itself and create a crypto-Jewish lifestyle of some depth and
complexity, a lifestyle that proved to have a much greater resilience than that of the
remnant community in Spain. In the words of Yerushalmi, the difference was the
fact that in Portugal ‘the community itself was converted, in toto, whereas in Spain
the [Jewish] community remained throughout, even though eroded and diminished
in number, outside the pale of conversion’ [Yosef Hayim Yerushalmi, From Spanish
Court to Itakian Ghetto: Isaac Cardoso: A Study in Seventeenth Century Marranism and Jewish
Apologetics New York: Columbia University Press, 1971), 5-6]. Portugal never
expetienced debilitating tensions between Jews and converts. Jewish families were
not divided but were converted intact to Catholicism. Portuguese eristios novos had
no Jewish neighbors to be different from; thus their concept of themselves as Jews
was not eroded by any sense of ‘otherness’ but rather strengthened by their
solidarity as a corporate group” (David M. Gitlitz, Secrecy of Deceit: The Religion of the

Crypto-Jews [Philadelphia: The Jewish Publication Society, 1996], 50-51). Cf.
Gutlerrez, Secret Jews, 123; Jerome Friedman, “Jewish Conversion, the Spanish Pure
Blood Laws and Reformation: A Revisionist View of Racial and Religious
Antisemitism,” The Sixteenth Century Jonrnal 18:1 (1987): 3-30.

7 Ines G. Zupanov, The Catholic Frontier in India (16"—17" Centuries) (Ann
Arbor: University of Michigan, 2005), 208.
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Superior of the mission,® and Almeida was drawn to ministry. During his
gecond trip to Japan in 1555, when he was thirty years old, Almeida spent
time with Baltasar Gago (also a converso from Lisbon) and this led to hearing
ngfs call on his life.” Almeida subsequently joined the Society of Jesus’
mission and founded an orphanage in Funai (Oita) in Kyushu.

The following year, with the permission of Otomo Sorin, a Japanese
feudal lord (daimys) who had converted to Christianity, Almeida used his
p.ersonal funds to build in Funai a hospital that was “largely designed by,
directed by, and staffed by the local Japanese Christians.”10 It had two
medical wards, one for injuries and the other for infectious diseases, including
leprosy. Almeida was the chief of surgery.!’ Today there is a hospital in Oita
named in honor of this Jesuit Jew, Almeida Memorial Hospital.

In 1561, Almeida turned his focus to sharing his faith with people in
Hakata (now part of Fukuoka), Hirado, and Kagoshima. He went on to plant
churches in Shimabara and Kuchinotsu. Almeida also informally took on the
role of Procurator, faithfully addressing areas related to the mission’s
financial management, diplomacy, and negotiations.'> He was ordained a
Jesuit priest in 1580 and then appointed Superior of Amakusa where he led
many people to the Lord.3> Almeida died in 1583 in Kawachinoura (now
called Kawaura), in Amakusa.

¥ Xavier, co-founder of the Society of Jesus, ministered in Japan from
1549-1551.

? Almeida wrote in 1555, “And my main desire in staying was to render
some smg]l service to our Lord and to see that as I approached my thirty years, an
age at which the Church requires each one of us to decide which life we shall lead
so that, by continuing or adopting the state which our Lord indicates, we do not
live in mortal sin, I should do likewise. And so that I could choose that state I
requested help from He who could give it to me, Christ our Saviour and I decided
to stay here in the company of Father Baltasar Gago so that I could determine the
path our Lord was showing me which was his holy service and my salvation”
(September 16, 1555, Hirado; trans. I.éon Bourdon, “Carta inédita de Luis de Almeida
ao Padre Belchior Nunes Barreto,” Brotéria 51 [Lisbon, 1950)).

. 10 James Fujitani, “The Jesuit Hospital in the Religious Context of
Sixteenth-Century Japan,” Japanese Journal of Religious Studies 46:1 (2019): 79.

' “The primary goal of the Jesuit hospital was not to introduce exotic
medical techniques, but rather to offer appropriate social and spiritual support to
the community” (Ibid.).

12 Francisco Figueira de Faria, “The Functions of Procurator in the
Society of Jesus. Luis de Almeida, Procurator?” Bulletin of Portuguese/ |apanese Studses
15 (2007): 29-46.

1 “Most [udeo-conversos were received as Brothers and only at the end of
their lives could they achieve priesthood, as a reward. A paradigma‘tic example of
this policy happened with Luis de Almeida and Aires Sanches in Japan” (Licio de
Sousa, The Jewish Diaspora and the Peres; Family Case in China, Japan, the Philippines, and
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At least five other Jewish Catholics served in Japan as Jesuit missionaries
in the sixteenth century. This is partly because the Society of Jesus at this
time was the only religious order in the Catholic Church that allowed
conversos to become priests,'4 and they intentionally sent conversos far away
from the Iberian Peninsula.!> All five of these men were regarded as having
the “stain” of Jewishness on them.!¢ In addition to Almeida, this cadre
included:

Baltasar Gago — born into a converso family in Lisbon in 1518 and
ordained a Jesuit priest in 1546. Xavier sent Gago to Japan in 1552 where in

the Americas [16th Century], trans. Joseph Abraham Levi [Lisbon: Centro Cientifico e
Cultural de Macau, 2015], 97).

14 “In fact, the Society of Jesus was the only religious congregation where
the Judeo-conversos could enter and the Limpieza de sangre (Spanish for ‘purity of
blood’) statutes were not followed (Maryks 2010: 29-31, 76-90)... The final blow
arrived in 1593, when the Fifth General Congregation of the Jesuits issued an
official decree banning all Judeo-conversos from entering the Society of Jesus” (De
Sousa, “The Jewish Presence in China and Japan in the Early Modern Period,”
196-97).

15 “Due to the deeply rooted prejudice against Portuguese and Spanish
Judeo-conversos, the Jesuits of Jewish descent were forced to work outside the
Iberian Peninsula, in places like Italy and Germany, or outside Europe, in the
Americas, India, China, or Japan” (De Sousa, The Jewish Diaspora and the Pere, Family
Case in China, Japan, the Philippines, and the Americas [16th Century], 97-98).

16 “At the same time, it is possible that this somewhat ‘degraded’ priestly
rank enabled the Society to assimilate with relative ease those candidates whose
credentials were ‘stained,’ like Henrique Henriques, Luis de Almeida, and many
others who were New Christians [conversos] by birth. Both Henriques, who
established hospitals in Punnaikayal and elsewhere on the Fishery Coast in South
India, and Almeida, who started a hospital and a medical school in Funai, Japan,
became famous missionaries, but the highest they could rise in the Jesuit hierarchy
was to become spititual coadjutors. Until 1593, Jesuit policy toward the recruitment
of New Christians was open. But in India, where the Inquisition, brought to Goa in
1560, wrought havoc among the New Christian families of merchants and
physicians, and where the presence of Jewish merchants, especially in Kerala, was
considered just as menacing for religion and good customs, Jesuits of New
Christian blood were metaphortically condemned to permanent geographical
marginality...In Asia, under the Portuguese padroads, even the Jesuits considered
accepting and promoting New Christians politically unwise. Many of the letters by
Francis Xavier, Alessandro Valignano, and Alberto Laerzio refer to this situation”
(Zupanov, The Catholic Frontier in India [16"—17" Centuries], 198-99, 313 n. 19). See
Pierre-Antoine Fabre, “La conversion infinie des conversos: Des ‘nouveanx-chrétiens’ dans la
Compagnie de Jesus ante siecle)” Annales 54:4 (July-August 1999), 851-74; Maryks, The
Jesuit Order as a Synagogwe of Jews, 117-217; John Donnelly, “Antonio Possevino and
Jesuits of Jewish Ancestry,” Archivum Historicnum Societatis lesu 55 (1986): 3-31.



























