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Contemporary Meaning of Commendation to Martyrs
and its Moot Points

Yasuhiko SATO
Doctoral Student
Graduate School of Theology, Doshisha University

Abstract:

“New Devotion” is one of the influential and primary factors leading Japanese
Christians to refusing apostasy and choosing martyrdom, having been inspired by the
spirituality of St Francis of Assisi, who obeyed Christ completely and had deep empathy
for the Passion of Jesus.

The movement for beatification emphasizes the significance today of the faith St
Francis showed in obeying Christ thoroughly, and in considering Gospel values more
greatly than secular values.

However, the excessive romanticizing of martyrdom by missionaries or by the Church,
as well as the dogma that forced many Christians into martyrdom, must be seen as
problematic.

The process of romanticizing death that is indicated by the phrase “Honored Sacrifice”
has sometimes put Christian martyrdom and martyrdom for one’s country in the same
category, and has distorted the nonviolence of Christian martyrdom in its original
meaning. In the years preceding and during World War 11, Christian churches in Japan
painfully endured excessive conformity to the country’s nationalistic war policy, and
consequently diverged from the way of the Gospel through this misidentification.

Therefore, it is necessary to separate learning about the way of life and faith of the
martyrs from the way the Church has honored them. Rather than commend them as
heroes, I prefer to show respect to these martyrs who bore the sign of Christ, the “sign
which will be spoken against” (LUKE 2-34), by maintaining a spiritual relationship with
them as we recall them in prayer.

Keywords:
Japanese Christians, martyrs, beatification, New Devotion, Honored Sacrifice
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