
   

Bulletin of Portuguese - Japanese Studies

ISSN: 0874-8438

bpjs.cham@fcsh.unl.pt

Universidade Nova de Lisboa

Portugal

Costa Oliveira e, João Paulo

The Misericórdias Among Japanese Christian Communities in the 16th and 17th centuries

Bulletin of Portuguese - Japanese Studies, núm. 5, december, 2002, pp. 67-79

Universidade Nova de Lisboa

Lisboa, Portugal

Available in: http://www.redalyc.org/articulo.oa?id=36100505

   How to cite

   Complete issue

   More information about this article

   Journal's homepage in redalyc.org

Scientific Information System

Network of Scientific Journals from Latin America, the Caribbean, Spain and Portugal

Non-profit academic project, developed under the open access initiative

http://www.redalyc.org/revista.oa?id=361
http://www.redalyc.org/articulo.oa?id=36100505
http://www.redalyc.org/comocitar.oa?id=36100505
http://www.redalyc.org/fasciculo.oa?id=361&numero=1704
http://www.redalyc.org/articulo.oa?id=36100505
http://www.redalyc.org/revista.oa?id=361
http://www.redalyc.org


THE MISERICÓRDIAS
AMONG JAPANESE CHRISTIAN COMMUNITIES 
IN THE 16th AND 17th CENTURIES 1

João Paulo Oliveira e Costa
Centro de História de Além-Mar, New University of Lisbon

1. A new brotherhood for charity

At the end of the 15th century, in 1498, Queen Leonor of Portugal (1458-
1525) 2 founded a new institution – the Santa Casa da Misericórdia de Lisboa –
which would have a very important influence on the social history of Portugal
till the present day. The main goal of this congregation of laymen was to
provide support to the poor and the sick. This institution, protected and
supported directly by the King 3, soon became very popular and new brother-
hoods were created throughout the country 4, and also in the overseas areas
under the rule of the Portuguese Crown 5.

European Christianity was passing through a turbulent period, and was
looking for models of renovation of its spiritual and practical life. The age of
reformation was on its way and this movement of laymen was obviously a
sign of these times 6.
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1 Paper presented at the II European Social Science History Conference. Amsterdam, 12th-15th

April 2000.

2 Leonor was a royal princess, grand-daughter of King Duarte (r. 1433-1438) and she was Queen
of Portugal as a result of her marriage to her cousin John II (r. 1481-1495). They lost their sole
child, Prince Alphonso (1475-1491); therefore, Leonor’s brother, Emanuel I became the next
King of Portugal (r. 1495-1521).

3 See Isabel dos Guimarães Sá, Quando o rico se faz pobre: Misericórdias, caridade e poder no
império português 1500-1800, Lisbon, 1997, pp. 58-74. Isabel Sá argues that the Crown also used
this new institution as a pawn in its policy of centralisation (see ibid., p. 52).

4 Until 1525, when Leonor died, 61 brotherhoods had been founded in Portugal, including the
islands of Madeira and the Azores. See Joaquim Veríssimo Serrão, “Nos cinco séculos da Mise-
ricórdia de Lisboa: um percurso na História”, Oceanos, Lisbon, vol. 35, 1998, p. 12.

5 For the history of this institution see the book by Isabel dos Guimarães Sá quoted above; see
also Oceanos, Lisbon, no. 35, 1998 (special edition dedicated to the 500th anniversary of the
founding of the Misericórdia of Lisbon), and 500 anos das misericórdias portuguesas: soli-
dariedade de geração em geração, Lisbon, 2000.

6 For a general history of Christianity in this period I consulted especially Histoire du Christia-
nisme (dir. of J.-M. Mayeur, C. Pietri, A. Vauchez and M. Venard), 14 vols. – vol. 6 (1274-1449),
Paris, 1990; vol. 7 (1450-1530), Paris, 1994; vol. 8 (1530-1620), Paris, 1992. See also Jean
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It was not very difficult to find these “houses of mercy” in different areas
of the Empire, because they were created in cities under the influence of civil,
military and ecclesiastical Portuguese authorities. Therefore, daily life in
these places was significantly influenced by Christian ideas, even when a part
of their population was not baptized, as was the case of Portuguese settle-
ments in Asia 7.

From the very moment they arrived in Japan 8, the missionaries noticed
great social inequalities in Japanese society and they tried to develop the
Gospel’s notion of Caritas among the converts. However, in Japan, the
Portuguese never had a military power, neither on land nor at sea. Their pres-
ence in the islands of the Rising Sun was carried out by traders and mission-
aries 9. So it was more difficult to establish these “houses of mercy” in this
country. Neverthless, the spirit of this brotherhood spread through Japanese
Christian communities from the very beginning of the Jesuit mission 10.

In fact, we note that these laymen always played a very important role in
the Japanese Christian communities 11. They were really essential because the
number of priests was small and many communities were visited by them
only from time to time. In the meanwhile, some laymen oriented the daily life
of their people.
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Delumeau, Le Catholicisme entre Luther et Voltaire, Paris, 1985, 3rd edition. For Portuguese reli-
gious history in this age see História religiosa de Portugal (Dir. by Carlos Moreira Azevedo), 
3 vols., Lisbon, vol. 2 (Humanismos e reformas, coord., by João Francisco Marques and António
Camões Gouveia), 2000.

7 For the history of the Portuguese Estado da Índia, see Sanjay Subrahmanyam, The Portuguese
Empire in Asia, 1500-1700. A Political and Economic History, London and New York, 1993.

8 For the beginning of the relationship between Portugal and Japan see the study of Georg
Schurhammer, SJ, Francis Xavier, His Times His Life, 4 vols., Rome, 1985-1987. See also my book
A descoberta da civilização japonesa pelos Portugueses, Macao-Lisbon, 1995.

9 For the main characteristics of the Portuguese presence in Japan see C. R. Boxer, The Christian
Century in Japan, Manchester, 1993 (1st edition, 1951).

10 For this period the book of Léon Bourdon, La Compagnie de Jésus et le Japon. 1547-1570,
Paris, 1993, is of importance. For a general history of Christianity in Japan see also Neil Fujita,
Japan’s Encounter with Christianity. The Catholic Mission in Pre-Modern Japan, New York, 1991;
Joseph Jennes, History of the Catholic Church in Japan, Tokyo, 1959. See also my book, O Japão e
o Cristianismo no século XVI. Ensaios de história luso-nipónica, Lisbon, 1999, and my Ph.D
thesis, O Cristianismo no Japão e o episcopado de D. Luís Cerqueira, Lisbon, 1999 (fotocopied text
presented to the Faculty of Human and Social Sciences of the New University of Lisbon).

11 See Jesús Lopez-Gay, SJ, “Las organizaciones de laicos en el apostolado de la primitiva
misión del Japón”, Archivum Historicum Societatis Iesu, Roma, vol. XXXVI, 1967.



2. The role of laymen in the Japanese Church

As they were always very few, the European priests in Japan soon sought
the help of native Japanese 12, and in 1556 two Japanese were received as
Jesuit brothers 13. The experiment was successful, and by the end of the 16th

century, the Japanese brothers would comprise about 50 % of the entire
mission 14. The fathers of the Society also recruited other Japanese who lived
with them, and who also took vows of celibacy, but were not members of 
the Society – the dojuku oooo. They lived in the Jesuit houses and cooperated
in the apostolic work as well as in the internal daily life of the mission.

The Jesuits recruited another group of men for religious functions who
are usually referred to as kanbó oooo. Most of them lived in rural areas 
where there was no permanent priest. They took care of the local church and
assembled the community on Sunday and on Holidays for the reading of the
Holy Scriptures. They were also responsible for religious education, prepara-
tion of confessions and for spiritual support of the sick. Usually, they were old
men who had shaved their head, as a sign of retirement from the world, as in
the Buddhist tradition 15. They led a celibate life and were sustained by the
Church.

The Misericórdias Among Japanese Christian Communities 69

12 See Juan Ruiz-de-Medina, SJ, “Introducción”, Documentos del Japón, 1558-1562 (ed. Juan
Ruiz-de-Medina. SJ), Rome, 1995, p. 29.

13 The first Japanese to become a Jesuit was Bernardo of Kagoshima, who was also the first
Japanese to come to Europe. He was baptized by St. Francis Xavier in Japan, and arrived in
Lisbon in 1553. He was then admited in the Society in 1554 and visited Rome in 1556, where he
met Ignatius of Loyola. Then, he returned to Portugal, and died in Coimbra, in 1557. The first
Japanese Jesuits admitted in Japan were Paulo of Bungo, who died in 1557, and the famous
Lourenço (c. 1525-1592); for his biography and his important role in the mission see my study
“Lourenço, um japonês evangelizador no Japão”, published in O Japão e o Cristianismo no século
XVI..., pp. 87-106.

14 The number of Japanese Jesuits grew significantly during the 1580s. They were 13 in 1580
and 71 in 1590; at this time the Jesuit mission had 142 members in the Japanese islands, there-
fore the Japanese comprised half of the missionaries working there. Until the beginning of the
persecutions, the Japanese continued to be the most numerous national group of Japanese
mission. Their number was so high that in 1587 they represented more then 10 % of all Jesuits
who were working in Asia – 47 Japanese among 409 individuals – and they corresponded to
15,69 % in 1590 – 71 Japanese among 452 individuals (see my study “Os Jesuítas no Japão (1549-
1598) – uma análise estatística”, ibid., pp. 17-47). Bishop Luís Cerqueira, who worked in Japan
from 1598 to 1614 recruited all his diocesan clergy from amongst the Japanese (see my paper,
“Bishop Cerqueira (1552-1614) and the Faith of the Japanese Christians”, St. Francis Xavier an
Apostle of the East; vol. 2: Christian Culture in Sixteenth-century Europe: Its Acceptance, Rejection
and Influence with Regard to the Nations of Asia, Tokyo, 2000, pp. 105-121 (English version),
pp. 84-103 (Japanese version).

15 In the Catalogue of 1583 the kanbó were referred to  as bonzos: “os bonzos que por ordem da
Companhia estão postos em igrejas para guarda delas e doutrina dos cristãos.” Monumenta
Historica Japonica (ed. Josef Franz Schütte, SJ), Rome, 1975, p. 180.
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Besides the kanbó, the Jesuits organised, from the early years of the
mission, another group of laymen, to serve the communities – the jihiyakusha
ooooooo – who were also referred to as “brothers of the misericórdia”. They
assisted the poor and the sick, distributed the money of alms and also organ-
ised funerals. These men were not celibate, they were usually married, and
had their own professional activities, and thus they were not paid by the
Church.

In the beginning, the functions of the kanbó and of the jihiyakusha were
different and complementary; therefore many communities had two special
assistants, one for the matters of Faith and another for the questions
pertaining to Charity. I think that this is a very interesting question, because
we note that, in this case, evangelisation was not only responsible for a reli-
gious conversion of individuals, but, at the same time, caused some changes
in the social organisation of small communities. European social practices,
which were not usual in Japan, were introduced by the missionaries and
absorbed by the Japanese.

However, a few years later, those two functions were assumed by a sole
person. In 1609 Miguel and João of Yatsushiro were killed by the soldiers of
the daimyó Kato Kiyomasa; according to the report of Bishop Luís de
Cerqueira 16, the two martyrs were both jihiyakusha. Among their duties, the
Bishop mentioned that they baptised children, visited the sick, organised
funerals, and they assembled the Christians in their houses for the reading of
the Holy Scriptures and for catechesis 17. At the same time, Francesco Pasio,
the Vice-Provincial 18, explained that, as they lived in a territory under an
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16 Luís Cerqueira (1552-1614) was consacrated as Bishop in Évora in 1594, and he ruled
Japanese Christianity from 1598 until 1614. For his work in Japan see Inácia Rumiko Kataoka, 
A vida e a acção pastoral de D. Luís Cerqueira, SJ, bispo do Japão (1598-1614), Macao, 1997, and
my study O Cristianismo no Japão e o episcopado de D. Luís Cerqueira, ... quoted in note 10.

17 “Tinham repartidos entre si os bairros de Yatsushiro, baptizavam as crianças em tempo de
necessidade para que não sucedesse perecerem eternamente sem o baptismo, visitavam os
enfermos ajudavam a bem morrer os que estavam em passamento, enterravam aos defuntos, [as]
suas casas serviam aos cristãos de igrejas, nas quais faziam seus santos ajuntamentos orando
praticando das cousas de Deus lendo por livros espirituais, dos quais estavam providos,
animavam os cristãos fracos catequizavam aos gentios, a quem Deus tocava os corações para se
converterem a Nosso Senhor Jesus Cristo e davam sempre aviso do que passava aos sacerdotes
que em certos lugares vizinhos ao Fingo [Higo] como em Arima, Shimabara e Kozura estavam
deputados para ajuda daquela cristandade. Recebendo deles a instrução necessária e procu-
ravam que os cristãos se fossem a seus tempos a confessar aos direitos lugares, finalmente
tinham mão naquela nova cristandade com muita gloria de Deus e fruto das almas.” Relação da
morte que seis jappões padecerão em jappão pola fee de Christo; escrita e enuiada a N. Sumo
Pontifice Papa paulo V, por dom Luis Cerqueira Bisppo de iappão em 5 de março de 1609, Roman
Archives of the Society of Jesus (ARSI), Jap-Sin, 21 II, fl. 179.

18 Francesco Pasio (1554-1612), worked in Japan from 1583 until 1612. He was Vice-Provincial
of Japan from 1600 until 1611, and then became Visitor of the Japanese province. For his 
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anti-Christian daimyó, they had to devote all their time to these functions and
therefore, they received financial support from the Church 19.

In another document, Bishop Cerqueira described the functions of the
kanbó and he referred to exactly the same activities that he had mentioned for
the jihiyakusha 20. So, at the beginning of the 17th century the functions of the
kanbó and of the jihiyakusha were now similar, but they were still distin-
guished by different names in the documents. We think that the distinction
depended on their social status: the kanbó were still those who had shaved
their head and who had left the secular world – they led a daily life that was
very similar to their religious life, they were celibate, but they did not take
formal vows, while the jihiyakusha continued to be individuals who were
married and were completely integrated in the secular world.

The adoption of these Japanese names for the definition of these activi-
ties took place in the initial years of the mission. With regard to the kanbó, the
Jesuits used an expression that was also used in Buddhist temples to define
men who had similar duties there. In this case we can say that the Christians
adapted themselves to the organisational system of the native religions, as
happened in the case of the dojuku.

However, in the expression jihiyakusha we believe that the missionaries
went one step further. When they chose it they were not simply adopting a
common Japanese name, but were adjusting Christian and Buddhist ideas
and also Portuguese and Japanese practices. In fact, the litteral translation of
the expression means the man (oo sha) who has the duty (oo yaku) of exer-
cising compassion (oooo jihi). No such expression existed in Japan before the
arrival of the Portuguese, but the term jihi, that was adopted by the Chris-
tians, was already the Buddhist-Japanese expression for compassion; this
was also the Japanese notion that was closest to the Christian idea of Charity.
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biography see Jesús López-Gay, SJ, “Father Francesco Pasio (1554-1612) and his ideas about the
sacerdotal training of the Japanese”, Bulletin of Portuguese/Japanese Studies, Lisbon, no. 3, 2001,
pp. 27-42.

19 See Relaçam do martyrio de cinco christãos japoens que foram mortos polla confisam de nosa
santa em Japam no reino de Fingo o anno de 1609. Pera verem os padres da China. De Japam do
Viceprouincial da Companhia, British Library, Addington, 9860, fl. 143 v.

20 “[São] unos hombres rapados que se llaman canbos aqui en los christianos de las aldeas
tienen respecto, los quales tienen a su cargo tener limpias y bien conçertadas las iglesias y de
enseñar la doctrina a los niños, y de ler algunos libros espirituales al pueblo quando se ajuntan
en ellas los domingos, y fiestas, y no pueden yr a ellas algun padre o hrmano o dojucu que les
prediquen y tienen tambien cuidado de visitar los enfermos, y llamar a los padres para los
confesar y de informarlos de las desordenes, y necesidades corporales y espirituales que ay entre
los christianos delas dichas aldeas, y de baptizar los niños quando estan en algun peligro que no
da lugar a poderse llamar vn padre. Ayudan tambien en los enterramientos y otras cosas neçes-
sarias al bien de las almas.” ARSI, Jap-Sin, 20 II, fl. 154.

* Î
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If the first part of this expression is very close to a Japanese religious notion,
the other two terms introduced a Portuguese tradition – the brotherhoods of
the misericórdias.

3. The misericórdias in Japan

In these matters, the Portuguese/Christian influence over Japanese
society was not limited to the introduction of a new concept and a new social
function. The Jesuits were also able to found two “houses of mercy”, in Funai
(present Óita) and in Nagasaki, with the same institutional characteristics of
the others that had been founded in other areas of the Portuguese realm.
However the history of the misericórdias in Japan is more complex because,
as we have mentioned there were informal brotherhoods in many cities and
villages, that is something unique in the general history of this institution.

3.1. The Japanese model

We only have limited references in the documents about these organisa-
tions, but they give us clear examples of the functioning of these
misericórdias. The Jesuit Afonso de Lucena (1551-1623), who worked for a
long time in Ómura (1579-1614), later explained the working method of
Ómura’s “misericórdia” in the following manner:

“There was no confraternity of the Misericórdia to provide for the
poor and those who lived on charity, as there already was in
Nagasaki, but by the teaching of our brothers and preachers, the
Christians of Ómura decided to organise a kind of confraternity
(um modo de confraria) that imitated the Misericórdia; the Chris-
tians elected their officials and these officials enjoined that some of
them go every Sunday to the houses of the Christians to ask for
donations that were later given to the poor” 21.

We know of references to other informal brotherhoods, namely in
Takushima and Ikitsuki, in Hirado, as well as in Arima, Hakata 22 and in
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21 Josef Franz Schütte, SJ., Erinnerungen aus der Christenheit von Ómura, Rome, 1972, p. 178.

22 “Têm estes cristãos do Facata [Hakata] determinados dous homens velhos e muito bons
cristãos, os quais são como irmãos da Mizericordia, e visitam os doentes, aconselham e forti-
ficam os fracos, e têm sempre esmolas que ajuntam entre si para acudirem aos necessitados, e



Miyako (present day Kyoto) 23. This last one seems to have had a more
profound institutional development because the officials of Nagasaki’s mise-
ricórdia wrote to the General of the Society in 1602, asking him to obtain for
the brotherhood of Miyako the same privileges as their own 24. However, in
the documents of this period we do not have any explicit reference to a formal
misericórdia in the imperial capital, but we know that Konishi Ryusa Joaquim
founded hospitals in Sakai (1591) and Osaka (1592) 25.

In Hirado, the brotherhoods were created very early on. In 1561, the
Jesuit brother Luís de Almeida 26 informed the Provincial in Goa that the
Christian communities of Hirado already had misericórdias, each of them
with their officials (irmãos) who collected the donations 27.

The Jesuits tried to develop this system from the beginning, but they had
to adapt their Portuguese ideas and usages to Japanese realities. If we look at
the election of the major-domos (mordomos) of Takushima in 1565 we can
observe the exact manner in which the priests adapted their original ideas to
the Japanese context: here there were only 4 officials and not 12 as was the
norm, and they were elected by the entire community and not just by the
members of the brotherhood that did not exist 28. At this stage the Jesuits still
used Portuguese terminology to designate the officials of these informal
groups.
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todos lhes têm muito respeito e ouvem seus conselhos”. Luís Fróis, SJ, Historia de Japam (ed.
José Wicki, SJ), 5 vols., Lisbon, 1976-1984, vol. V, p. 465.

23 “Em a cidade do Miaco em um chão grande que os cristãos ali compraram para seus enterra-
mentos, fizeram uma muito fresca igreja que lhes serve de Misericórdia, aonde se congregam e
ajudam com sua pobreza aos pobres”. Ibidem, vol. IV, p. 333.

24 Cf. ARSI, Jap-Sin, 33, fl. 436.

25 Cf. Juan Ruiz-de-Medina, “Los Jesuitas y la beneficiencia”, Documentos del Japón, 1558-
1562 ..., p. 672.

26 For his biography see Diego Pacheco, SJ, “Luís de Almeida 1525-1583 – Médico caminante,
apostol”, Stvdia, Lisbon, vol. 26, 1968, pp. 57-114.

27 Almeida reported that in Takushima the community was ruled by an ancient Buddhist bonzo
who had converted to Christianity. He also described the misericórdia of Ikitsuki and finally
mentioned that there were similar organizations in all the places of that territory where there
were churches – “E o mesmo há onde há igrejas. E para isto tem a Misericórdia seus irmãos, que
ordenam tudo com muito concerto.” Documentos del Japón, 1558-1562 ..., p. 383.

28 “Aquele dia á tarde se elegeram os mordomos da Misericórdia, cujo ofício é visitar os pobres e
enfermos, e havendo alguma esmola de pessoas, que para este efeito dão, a repartem pelos mais
necessitados, e aos que estão em algum pecado público trabalham [para] tirá-los dele, ou o fazem
a saber ao padre para que o faça. Fazem confessar os enfermos, acompanham os que estão em
artigo de morte, e dão aviso á Igreja para enterrar os defuntos e eles os vão amortalhar. E para
esta eleição se ajuntaram muitos cristãos na igreja e, ouvindo pregação dos merecimentos que
nos tais vcargos se alcançam, fizeram todos com o padre juntamente oração ao Espírito Santo
pedindo-lhe graça para eleger os que fossem mais aptos para este ofício. E dando seus votos,
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The first text, that we know, which contains the expression jihiyakusha
was written in 1571, by father Gaspar Vilela (1526-1572). He stayed in Japan
from 1556 until 1570, and was the founder of the Miyako mission, where he
lived alone among the Japanese for 6 years (1559-1565). He was, undoubt-
edly, one of the first Jesuits who developed accomodative experiences, many
years before the works of Matteo Ricci 29 or Alessandro Valignano 30. After his
stay in Miyako, he worked in Kyûshû until 1570, and then returned to India.
His last area of work was Hirado, and when he left the country he wrote that
he had appointed seven men who were responsable for assembling the
community, and organising the funerals, and said that he, Vilela, had given
them the name of “gihiyakuxa [...] which means brothers of mercy” 31.

*

The scattered references to these organisations give us the idea that the
Christian notion of Charity was absorbed by most of the converts, and also
that the Portuguese tradition of the misericórdias significantly influenced the
daily life of Japanese Christian communities. These brotherhoods had spread
throughout the world, due to the Portuguese expansion, from Brazil to Japan,
but they usually followed the model created in Portugal. In Japan it was
different, because the Portuguese model was not the sole solution. The local
Christians accepted the idea, but adapted it to their needs and usages. In
Japan the misericórdias were not a symbol and element of a colonial power,
but the result of a purely missionary work. Therefore, perhaps we can use the
term “Japanese misericórdias” to describe these informal brotherhoods.
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escolheram os mais aptos, e cada um trabalhava por não ser inferior a seus companheiros, que
eram quatro por todos.” Luís Fróis, SJ, Historia de Japam, vol. II, p. 84.

In this text we find that these officials of the Misericórdia also had the duty of taking care of
the moral life of the Christians, which appears very often as a duty of the kanbó. However, all
their other tasks conformed to the functions usually attributed to the jihiyakusha.

29 For the work of Matteo Ricci (1552-1610), see Jonathan Spence, Le palais de mémoire de
Matteo Ricci, Paris, 1986; for the Jesuit Chinese mission see Jean-Pierre Duteil, Le mandat du
Ciel, le rôle des Jésuites en Chine, Paris, 1994.

30 For Alessandro Valignano (1539-1606) see, especially the following studies: Josef Franz
Schütte, SJ, Valignano’s Mission Principles for Japan, 2 vols., St. Louis, 1980-1985; J. F. Moran,
The Japanese and the Jesuits. Alessandro Valignano in Sixteenth-Century Japan, London and New
York, 1993.

31 Text quoted in Jesús López-Gay, SJ, “Las organizaciones de laicos en el apostolado de la prim-
itiva misión del Japón”, (quoted above) pp. 10-11.



3.2. The Portuguese model

It is also significant that in Funai and in Nagasaki, where there were
formal misericórdias, they began as informal institutions. In both cases one
notes an evolution, and it is significant that this evolution took place only in
the cities that were the mission’s headquarters, from 1555 onwards 32.

We find the first references to Funai’s brotherhood in 1555, but its mise-
ricórdia was officially founded in 1557 when it adopted the statutes of
Lisbon’s house 33. It then existed at least until 1586-1587, but it seems that it
did not survive after the death of its protector, the daimyó of Bungo, Ótomo
Sorin Francisco (1530-1587). When he died, his domains fell into the hands of
the Shimazu, who pursued an anti-Christian policy. A few months later,
Toyotomi Hideyoshi (1536-1598) 34 replaced Ótomo Yoshimune Constantino
(1558-1605) as the head of his family’s domains, but when he issued the first
anti-Christian decree on 25 July 1587, Yoshimune apostatized and persecuted
the Christians in his territory. Two years later Constantino would return to the
Church, but Bungo’s Christianity never recovered and we do not have any
information about the existence of even an informal brotherhood in this area.

*

Nagasaki was founded by the Portuguese in 1570 35. The site of the new
city was chosen by the sailors of the Great Ship 36 and by the Jesuits, but its
inhabitants were almost all Japanese. There were only a very small number of
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32 The first important centre of the Japanese mission was Yamaguchi, where Cosme de Torres
(1510-1570), the first Superior of the mission (1551-1570) stayed from 1550 to 1555. Due to the
civil war, Torres moved to Funai in 1555. This city was the head of the mission even after the
founding of Nagasaki, the harbour where the Portuguese traded, from 1570 onward. By the
Annual Letter of 1585 we note that the area of Bungo was the one which had more missionaries
and it was there that the central institutions of the Jesuit mission were placed (cf. British Library,
Addington, 9859, fl. 9-17). With the disappearance of Ótomo Sorin, the Jesuits finally transferred
finally their headquarters to Nagasaki.

33 Cf. Juan Ruiz-de-Medina, SJ, Documentos del Japón, 1558-1562 ..., p. 667.

34 For his biography see Mary Elisabeth Berry, Hideyoshi, Cambridge (Mass.) and London,
1982; for his anti-Christian policy see George Elison, Deus Destroyed, the Image of Christianity in
Early Modern Japan, Cambridge (Mass.)-London, 1988 (1st edition, 1973).

35 For the early years of Nagasaki see the studies of Diego Pacheco, SJ, El hombre que forjó a
Nagasaki, Madrid, 1973; The Founding of the Port of Nagasaki, Macao, 1989.

36 For the Portuguese sailing between China and Japan see C. R. Boxer, The Great Ship from
Amacon. Annals of Macao and the old Japan trade, 1555-1640, Lisbon, 1963; see also my article,
“A Route under Pressure. Communication between Nagasaki and Macao (1597-1617)”, Bulletin
of Portuguese/Japanese Studies, Lisbon, no. 1, 2000, pp. 75-95.
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casados – Portuguese who had married Japanese women. The city also became
the Jesuits’ new base, and the headquarters of the mission, especially after the
death of Ótomo Sorin, and the collapse of the house of Bungo. During 50 years,
Nagasaki was a Christian city. The first Shinto shrine was built there only in
1619 37, and the first Buddhist temples were constructed in the next decade 38, a
few years after the banishment of the Catholic Church from the city.

According to Josef Franz Schütte, the Misericórdia was founded in
Nagasaki in 1583, when its officials were elected for the first time, and when
the hospital was inaugurated 39. Neverthless, the same author mentions that
the construction of the hospital was carried out by the brotherhood, which
would imply that it had started functioning earlier.

Therefore, I believe that the founders of the city immediately organised a
brotherhood in the “Japanese style”. That is the reason why the officials of
Nagasaki’s Misericórdia declared to the General of the Society of Jesus, in
1602, that their confraternity had begun 32 years ago 40. However, in this
special – almost Christian – city, with a large number of clergymen and a
small minority of Portuguese, which was visited every year by the traders of
Macao, the brotherhood became an institution in the “Portuguese style”
which adopted the statutes of the house of Macao 41.

This was one more confraternity, similar to all the others that the
Portuguese had founded throughout their empire. At the same time, however,
it was different, because almost all their members were Japanese 42, while in
other areas of the world, members were almost all Portuguese. Usually, the
Misericórdias could be seen as an element of the portuguese dynamic of colo-
nisation, but in Japan it was only an element of acculturation: the brother-
hood that was established in Nagasaki had the same characteristics of the
others, it had a “Portuguese style”, but their members were Japanese.
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37 Cf., ARSI, Jap-Sin, 35, fl. 138.

38 Cf. Marius Jansen, China in the Tokugawa World, Cambridge (Mass.)-London, 1992, p. 10. For
this question see also Aloysius Chang, The Chinese Community of Nagasaki in the First Century of
the Tokugawa Period (1603-1688), New York, 1970 (Doctoral thesis presented to St. John’s Univer-
sity; fotocopied text).

39 Cf. Monumenta Historica Japonica ..., p. 520; Luís Fróis, SJ, Historia de Japam..., vol. III, p. 6;
for the Misericórdia of Nagasaki see Ignatia Rumiko Kataoka, “Fundação e organização da
confraria da Misericórdia de Nagasáqui”, Oceanos, Lisbon, 1998, pp. 111-122.

40 Cf. ARSI, Jap-Sin, 33, fl. 436.

41 Cf. Luís Fróis, SJ, Historia de Japam ..., vol. V, p. 228.

42 The letter of 1602, quoted above, was signed by seven members of the Misericórdia, all
Japanese, but the text was obviously prepared by a western hand, which is surely one more
example of this mutual accommodation of Japanese Christianity to local and European tradi-
tions and concepts.



It was a special institution within Japanese Christianity, as we can see by
Fróis’ description of the funeral of the Vice-Provincial Gaspar Coelho 43. 
He died in Katsusa, and was buried in Arima. First, his body was taken to the
house of the local misericórdia. However, the Jesuits wanted to organise 
an impressive funeral, according to Japanese tradition 44. Therefore they
prepared a solemn procession for which they called the members of
Nagasaki’s misericórdia. Fróis reports that the procession was opened by 
350 torches and 200 children. Then came the flag of Nagasaki’s misericórdia,
the head of the brotherhood (provedor), and 100 brothers with their black
robes (vestimentas pretas da irmandade) 45. It seems to me that this episode is a
good example of the different nature of Japanese and Portuguese models of
misericórdias in Japan – for an official ceremony the presence of members of
the formal brotherhood was preferred despite the existence of an informal
one in the city where the ceremonies took place.

The Misericórdia of Nagasaki was a very rich, powerful and influential
institution, which every year received large sums of money from donations.
The brotherhood also had a second hospital outside the city for lepers, which
represented an important influence of Christian practices, because there
were no hospitals in Japan before the arrival of the Portuguese, and this was
devoted to people who had become “repugnant for the Japanese”, according
to the Jesuit Luís Fróis (1532-1597) 46.

In 1608 the old church built in 1583 was replaced by a larger one. Like
all Japanese churches, it was a Japanese style building, but was completed by
a tower with a clock 47. It was a symbol of the wealth of the brotherhood, and
also of its condition as a Japanese institution organised according to
Portuguese tradition.

After the banishment of the Church and the issue of universal anti-
Christian laws in Japan, under Tokugawa Ieyasu (1543-1616) 48, in 1614,
Nagasaki’s misericórdia continued to function normally for several years, but
it gradually disappeared in the subsequent decades 49.
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43 Gaspar Coelho (1531-1590) came to Japan in 1572, and he became the Vice-Provincial in
1581. He was responsible for the massive admission of Japanese brothers to the Society of Jesus
in the 1580s.

44 Cf. Luís Fróis, SJ, Historia de Japam ..., vol. V, p. 218.

45 Cf. ibid., vol. V, p. 220.

46 Ibid., vol. IV, p. 6.

47 The first clock tower had been built in the Cathedral of Nagasaki, 5 years earlier.

48 For his biography see Conrad Totman, Tokugawa Ieyasu: Shogun, Heian, 1983; for his birth
date, see the article of José Miguel Pinto dos Santos in this issue.

49 For the end of the Portuguese presence in Japan see Valdemar Coutinho, O fim da presença
portuguesa no Japão, Lisbon, 1999.
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*

In conclusion, it seems to me that it is important to stress that Japan
became a unique case in the history of the Misericórdias: it was the sole
country where the original institution was adapted to the specificity of local
Christianity and where native laymen assumed control of the brotherhoods.
This means that the Misericórdias are an excellent example of the specificity
of evangelisation in the Land of the Rising Sun. The Gospel introduced new
ideas and new practices in Japan, but the Japanese Christians created new
solutions, adapted to their own culture, and to their social and political condi-
tions. The Japanese experience enriched the history of Christianity as the
Christian experience enriched the history of Japan.

78



Abstract

The foundation of the Santa Casa da Misericórdia in Lisbon, in 1498, marks the
beginning of an institution dedicated to assisting the needy, which soon multiplied
throughout the urban centres of the Portuguese Empire and, thus, constituted an
element that supported colonial policies.

Even though the Empire’s political and military structures did not extend to
Japan, Misericórdias were also created in this country. Here, however, the classic
model of this brotherhood was instituted only in Funai and in Nagasaki, the two cities
that were the headquarters of the mission. Many other Japanese Christian communi-
ties organised “informal Misericórdias” that, in keeping with the spirit of the Lusi-
tanian institution, were adapted to local traditions and practices.

For this reason, the case of the Misericórdias is an interesting example of the
singularity of Japanese Christianity in the 16th and 17th centuries – a community that
grew significantly but was not subject to the pressure of a colonising elite and, thus,
began to develop its own unique ways of living the message of the Gospel.

Resumo

A fundação da Santa Casa da Misericórdia de Lisboa, em 1498, marca o início de
uma instituição dedicada à assistência dos mais necessitados, que cedo se espalhou
pelos núcleos urbanos do Império Português e constituiu, por isso, um elemento
favorecedor da política colonial.

Embora as estruturas político-militares do Império não se tenham estendido ao
Japão, também foram criadas misericórdias neste país. Aqui, porém, o modelo clás-
sico da irmandade só foi instituido em Funai e em Nagasaki, as duas cidades onde
funcionou a sede da missão. Muitas outras comunidades cristãs japonesas organi-
zaram “misericórdias informais”, que seguindo o espírito da instituição lusíada, se
ajustavam as práticas e à tradição locais.

Por isso, o caso das misericórdias é um exemplo interessante da peculiaridade
da cristandade japonesa dos séculos XVI e XVII – uma comunidade que cresceu signi-
ficativamente, mas liberta da pressão de uma elite colonizadora, pelo que começou a
desenvolver formas próprias de viver a mensagem do Evangelho.
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THE MISERICÓRDIAS
AMONG JAPANESE CHRISTIAN COMMUNITIES 
IN THE 16th AND 17th CENTURIES 1

João Paulo Oliveira e Costa
Centro de História de Além-Mar, New University of Lisbon

1. A new brotherhood for charity

At the end of the 15th century, in 1498, Queen Leonor of Portugal (1458-
1525) 2 founded a new institution – the Santa Casa da Misericórdia de Lisboa –
which would have a very important influence on the social history of Portugal
till the present day. The main goal of this congregation of laymen was to
provide support to the poor and the sick. This institution, protected and
supported directly by the King 3, soon became very popular and new brother-
hoods were created throughout the country 4, and also in the overseas areas
under the rule of the Portuguese Crown 5.

European Christianity was passing through a turbulent period, and was
looking for models of renovation of its spiritual and practical life. The age of
reformation was on its way and this movement of laymen was obviously a
sign of these times 6.
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1 Paper presented at the II European Social Science History Conference. Amsterdam, 12th-15th

April 2000.

2 Leonor was a royal princess, grand-daughter of King Duarte (r. 1433-1438) and she was Queen
of Portugal as a result of her marriage to her cousin John II (r. 1481-1495). They lost their sole
child, Prince Alphonso (1475-1491); therefore, Leonor’s brother, Emanuel I became the next
King of Portugal (r. 1495-1521).

3 See Isabel dos Guimarães Sá, Quando o rico se faz pobre: Misericórdias, caridade e poder no
império português 1500-1800, Lisbon, 1997, pp. 58-74. Isabel Sá argues that the Crown also used
this new institution as a pawn in its policy of centralisation (see ibid., p. 52).

4 Until 1525, when Leonor died, 61 brotherhoods had been founded in Portugal, including the
islands of Madeira and the Azores. See Joaquim Veríssimo Serrão, “Nos cinco séculos da Mise-
ricórdia de Lisboa: um percurso na História”, Oceanos, Lisbon, vol. 35, 1998, p. 12.

5 For the history of this institution see the book by Isabel dos Guimarães Sá quoted above; see
also Oceanos, Lisbon, no. 35, 1998 (special edition dedicated to the 500th anniversary of the
founding of the Misericórdia of Lisbon), and 500 anos das misericórdias portuguesas: soli-
dariedade de geração em geração, Lisbon, 2000.

6 For a general history of Christianity in this period I consulted especially Histoire du Christia-
nisme (dir. of J.-M. Mayeur, C. Pietri, A. Vauchez and M. Venard), 14 vols. – vol. 6 (1274-1449),
Paris, 1990; vol. 7 (1450-1530), Paris, 1994; vol. 8 (1530-1620), Paris, 1992. See also Jean
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It was not very difficult to find these “houses of mercy” in different areas
of the Empire, because they were created in cities under the influence of civil,
military and ecclesiastical Portuguese authorities. Therefore, daily life in
these places was significantly influenced by Christian ideas, even when a part
of their population was not baptized, as was the case of Portuguese settle-
ments in Asia 7.

From the very moment they arrived in Japan 8, the missionaries noticed
great social inequalities in Japanese society and they tried to develop the
Gospel’s notion of Caritas among the converts. However, in Japan, the
Portuguese never had a military power, neither on land nor at sea. Their pres-
ence in the islands of the Rising Sun was carried out by traders and mission-
aries 9. So it was more difficult to establish these “houses of mercy” in this
country. Neverthless, the spirit of this brotherhood spread through Japanese
Christian communities from the very beginning of the Jesuit mission 10.

In fact, we note that these laymen always played a very important role in
the Japanese Christian communities 11. They were really essential because the
number of priests was small and many communities were visited by them
only from time to time. In the meanwhile, some laymen oriented the daily life
of their people.
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Delumeau, Le Catholicisme entre Luther et Voltaire, Paris, 1985, 3rd edition. For Portuguese reli-
gious history in this age see História religiosa de Portugal (Dir. by Carlos Moreira Azevedo), 
3 vols., Lisbon, vol. 2 (Humanismos e reformas, coord., by João Francisco Marques and António
Camões Gouveia), 2000.

7 For the history of the Portuguese Estado da Índia, see Sanjay Subrahmanyam, The Portuguese
Empire in Asia, 1500-1700. A Political and Economic History, London and New York, 1993.

8 For the beginning of the relationship between Portugal and Japan see the study of Georg
Schurhammer, SJ, Francis Xavier, His Times His Life, 4 vols., Rome, 1985-1987. See also my book
A descoberta da civilização japonesa pelos Portugueses, Macao-Lisbon, 1995.

9 For the main characteristics of the Portuguese presence in Japan see C. R. Boxer, The Christian
Century in Japan, Manchester, 1993 (1st edition, 1951).

10 For this period the book of Léon Bourdon, La Compagnie de Jésus et le Japon. 1547-1570,
Paris, 1993, is of importance. For a general history of Christianity in Japan see also Neil Fujita,
Japan’s Encounter with Christianity. The Catholic Mission in Pre-Modern Japan, New York, 1991;
Joseph Jennes, History of the Catholic Church in Japan, Tokyo, 1959. See also my book, O Japão e
o Cristianismo no século XVI. Ensaios de história luso-nipónica, Lisbon, 1999, and my Ph.D
thesis, O Cristianismo no Japão e o episcopado de D. Luís Cerqueira, Lisbon, 1999 (fotocopied text
presented to the Faculty of Human and Social Sciences of the New University of Lisbon).

11 See Jesús Lopez-Gay, SJ, “Las organizaciones de laicos en el apostolado de la primitiva
misión del Japón”, Archivum Historicum Societatis Iesu, Roma, vol. XXXVI, 1967.



2. The role of laymen in the Japanese Church

As they were always very few, the European priests in Japan soon sought
the help of native Japanese 12, and in 1556 two Japanese were received as
Jesuit brothers 13. The experiment was successful, and by the end of the 16th

century, the Japanese brothers would comprise about 50 % of the entire
mission 14. The fathers of the Society also recruited other Japanese who lived
with them, and who also took vows of celibacy, but were not members of 
the Society – the dojuku oooo. They lived in the Jesuit houses and cooperated
in the apostolic work as well as in the internal daily life of the mission.

The Jesuits recruited another group of men for religious functions who
are usually referred to as kanbó oooo. Most of them lived in rural areas 
where there was no permanent priest. They took care of the local church and
assembled the community on Sunday and on Holidays for the reading of the
Holy Scriptures. They were also responsible for religious education, prepara-
tion of confessions and for spiritual support of the sick. Usually, they were old
men who had shaved their head, as a sign of retirement from the world, as in
the Buddhist tradition 15. They led a celibate life and were sustained by the
Church.
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12 See Juan Ruiz-de-Medina, SJ, “Introducción”, Documentos del Japón, 1558-1562 (ed. Juan
Ruiz-de-Medina. SJ), Rome, 1995, p. 29.

13 The first Japanese to become a Jesuit was Bernardo of Kagoshima, who was also the first
Japanese to come to Europe. He was baptized by St. Francis Xavier in Japan, and arrived in
Lisbon in 1553. He was then admited in the Society in 1554 and visited Rome in 1556, where he
met Ignatius of Loyola. Then, he returned to Portugal, and died in Coimbra, in 1557. The first
Japanese Jesuits admitted in Japan were Paulo of Bungo, who died in 1557, and the famous
Lourenço (c. 1525-1592); for his biography and his important role in the mission see my study
“Lourenço, um japonês evangelizador no Japão”, published in O Japão e o Cristianismo no século
XVI..., pp. 87-106.

14 The number of Japanese Jesuits grew significantly during the 1580s. They were 13 in 1580
and 71 in 1590; at this time the Jesuit mission had 142 members in the Japanese islands, there-
fore the Japanese comprised half of the missionaries working there. Until the beginning of the
persecutions, the Japanese continued to be the most numerous national group of Japanese
mission. Their number was so high that in 1587 they represented more then 10 % of all Jesuits
who were working in Asia – 47 Japanese among 409 individuals – and they corresponded to
15,69 % in 1590 – 71 Japanese among 452 individuals (see my study “Os Jesuítas no Japão (1549-
1598) – uma análise estatística”, ibid., pp. 17-47). Bishop Luís Cerqueira, who worked in Japan
from 1598 to 1614 recruited all his diocesan clergy from amongst the Japanese (see my paper,
“Bishop Cerqueira (1552-1614) and the Faith of the Japanese Christians”, St. Francis Xavier an
Apostle of the East; vol. 2: Christian Culture in Sixteenth-century Europe: Its Acceptance, Rejection
and Influence with Regard to the Nations of Asia, Tokyo, 2000, pp. 105-121 (English version),
pp. 84-103 (Japanese version).

15 In the Catalogue of 1583 the kanbó were referred to  as bonzos: “os bonzos que por ordem da
Companhia estão postos em igrejas para guarda delas e doutrina dos cristãos.” Monumenta
Historica Japonica (ed. Josef Franz Schütte, SJ), Rome, 1975, p. 180.
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Besides the kanbó, the Jesuits organised, from the early years of the
mission, another group of laymen, to serve the communities – the jihiyakusha
ooooooo – who were also referred to as “brothers of the misericórdia”. They
assisted the poor and the sick, distributed the money of alms and also organ-
ised funerals. These men were not celibate, they were usually married, and
had their own professional activities, and thus they were not paid by the
Church.

In the beginning, the functions of the kanbó and of the jihiyakusha were
different and complementary; therefore many communities had two special
assistants, one for the matters of Faith and another for the questions
pertaining to Charity. I think that this is a very interesting question, because
we note that, in this case, evangelisation was not only responsible for a reli-
gious conversion of individuals, but, at the same time, caused some changes
in the social organisation of small communities. European social practices,
which were not usual in Japan, were introduced by the missionaries and
absorbed by the Japanese.

However, a few years later, those two functions were assumed by a sole
person. In 1609 Miguel and João of Yatsushiro were killed by the soldiers of
the daimyó Kato Kiyomasa; according to the report of Bishop Luís de
Cerqueira 16, the two martyrs were both jihiyakusha. Among their duties, the
Bishop mentioned that they baptised children, visited the sick, organised
funerals, and they assembled the Christians in their houses for the reading of
the Holy Scriptures and for catechesis 17. At the same time, Francesco Pasio,
the Vice-Provincial 18, explained that, as they lived in a territory under an

70

16 Luís Cerqueira (1552-1614) was consacrated as Bishop in Évora in 1594, and he ruled
Japanese Christianity from 1598 until 1614. For his work in Japan see Inácia Rumiko Kataoka, 
A vida e a acção pastoral de D. Luís Cerqueira, SJ, bispo do Japão (1598-1614), Macao, 1997, and
my study O Cristianismo no Japão e o episcopado de D. Luís Cerqueira, ... quoted in note 10.

17 “Tinham repartidos entre si os bairros de Yatsushiro, baptizavam as crianças em tempo de
necessidade para que não sucedesse perecerem eternamente sem o baptismo, visitavam os
enfermos ajudavam a bem morrer os que estavam em passamento, enterravam aos defuntos, [as]
suas casas serviam aos cristãos de igrejas, nas quais faziam seus santos ajuntamentos orando
praticando das cousas de Deus lendo por livros espirituais, dos quais estavam providos,
animavam os cristãos fracos catequizavam aos gentios, a quem Deus tocava os corações para se
converterem a Nosso Senhor Jesus Cristo e davam sempre aviso do que passava aos sacerdotes
que em certos lugares vizinhos ao Fingo [Higo] como em Arima, Shimabara e Kozura estavam
deputados para ajuda daquela cristandade. Recebendo deles a instrução necessária e procu-
ravam que os cristãos se fossem a seus tempos a confessar aos direitos lugares, finalmente
tinham mão naquela nova cristandade com muita gloria de Deus e fruto das almas.” Relação da
morte que seis jappões padecerão em jappão pola fee de Christo; escrita e enuiada a N. Sumo
Pontifice Papa paulo V, por dom Luis Cerqueira Bisppo de iappão em 5 de março de 1609, Roman
Archives of the Society of Jesus (ARSI), Jap-Sin, 21 II, fl. 179.

18 Francesco Pasio (1554-1612), worked in Japan from 1583 until 1612. He was Vice-Provincial
of Japan from 1600 until 1611, and then became Visitor of the Japanese province. For his 
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anti-Christian daimyó, they had to devote all their time to these functions and
therefore, they received financial support from the Church 19.

In another document, Bishop Cerqueira described the functions of the
kanbó and he referred to exactly the same activities that he had mentioned for
the jihiyakusha 20. So, at the beginning of the 17th century the functions of the
kanbó and of the jihiyakusha were now similar, but they were still distin-
guished by different names in the documents. We think that the distinction
depended on their social status: the kanbó were still those who had shaved
their head and who had left the secular world – they led a daily life that was
very similar to their religious life, they were celibate, but they did not take
formal vows, while the jihiyakusha continued to be individuals who were
married and were completely integrated in the secular world.

The adoption of these Japanese names for the definition of these activi-
ties took place in the initial years of the mission. With regard to the kanbó, the
Jesuits used an expression that was also used in Buddhist temples to define
men who had similar duties there. In this case we can say that the Christians
adapted themselves to the organisational system of the native religions, as
happened in the case of the dojuku.

However, in the expression jihiyakusha we believe that the missionaries
went one step further. When they chose it they were not simply adopting a
common Japanese name, but were adjusting Christian and Buddhist ideas
and also Portuguese and Japanese practices. In fact, the litteral translation of
the expression means the man (oo sha) who has the duty (oo yaku) of exer-
cising compassion (oooo jihi). No such expression existed in Japan before the
arrival of the Portuguese, but the term jihi, that was adopted by the Chris-
tians, was already the Buddhist-Japanese expression for compassion; this
was also the Japanese notion that was closest to the Christian idea of Charity.

The Misericórdias Among Japanese Christian Communities 71

biography see Jesús López-Gay, SJ, “Father Francesco Pasio (1554-1612) and his ideas about the
sacerdotal training of the Japanese”, Bulletin of Portuguese/Japanese Studies, Lisbon, no. 3, 2001,
pp. 27-42.

19 See Relaçam do martyrio de cinco christãos japoens que foram mortos polla confisam de nosa
santa em Japam no reino de Fingo o anno de 1609. Pera verem os padres da China. De Japam do
Viceprouincial da Companhia, British Library, Addington, 9860, fl. 143 v.

20 “[São] unos hombres rapados que se llaman canbos aqui en los christianos de las aldeas
tienen respecto, los quales tienen a su cargo tener limpias y bien conçertadas las iglesias y de
enseñar la doctrina a los niños, y de ler algunos libros espirituales al pueblo quando se ajuntan
en ellas los domingos, y fiestas, y no pueden yr a ellas algun padre o hrmano o dojucu que les
prediquen y tienen tambien cuidado de visitar los enfermos, y llamar a los padres para los
confesar y de informarlos de las desordenes, y necesidades corporales y espirituales que ay entre
los christianos delas dichas aldeas, y de baptizar los niños quando estan en algun peligro que no
da lugar a poderse llamar vn padre. Ayudan tambien en los enterramientos y otras cosas neçes-
sarias al bien de las almas.” ARSI, Jap-Sin, 20 II, fl. 154.
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If the first part of this expression is very close to a Japanese religious notion,
the other two terms introduced a Portuguese tradition – the brotherhoods of
the misericórdias.

3. The misericórdias in Japan

In these matters, the Portuguese/Christian influence over Japanese
society was not limited to the introduction of a new concept and a new social
function. The Jesuits were also able to found two “houses of mercy”, in Funai
(present Óita) and in Nagasaki, with the same institutional characteristics of
the others that had been founded in other areas of the Portuguese realm.
However the history of the misericórdias in Japan is more complex because,
as we have mentioned there were informal brotherhoods in many cities and
villages, that is something unique in the general history of this institution.

3.1. The Japanese model

We only have limited references in the documents about these organisa-
tions, but they give us clear examples of the functioning of these
misericórdias. The Jesuit Afonso de Lucena (1551-1623), who worked for a
long time in Ómura (1579-1614), later explained the working method of
Ómura’s “misericórdia” in the following manner:

“There was no confraternity of the Misericórdia to provide for the
poor and those who lived on charity, as there already was in
Nagasaki, but by the teaching of our brothers and preachers, the
Christians of Ómura decided to organise a kind of confraternity
(um modo de confraria) that imitated the Misericórdia; the Chris-
tians elected their officials and these officials enjoined that some of
them go every Sunday to the houses of the Christians to ask for
donations that were later given to the poor” 21.

We know of references to other informal brotherhoods, namely in
Takushima and Ikitsuki, in Hirado, as well as in Arima, Hakata 22 and in
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21 Josef Franz Schütte, SJ., Erinnerungen aus der Christenheit von Ómura, Rome, 1972, p. 178.

22 “Têm estes cristãos do Facata [Hakata] determinados dous homens velhos e muito bons
cristãos, os quais são como irmãos da Mizericordia, e visitam os doentes, aconselham e forti-
ficam os fracos, e têm sempre esmolas que ajuntam entre si para acudirem aos necessitados, e



Miyako (present day Kyoto) 23. This last one seems to have had a more
profound institutional development because the officials of Nagasaki’s mise-
ricórdia wrote to the General of the Society in 1602, asking him to obtain for
the brotherhood of Miyako the same privileges as their own 24. However, in
the documents of this period we do not have any explicit reference to a formal
misericórdia in the imperial capital, but we know that Konishi Ryusa Joaquim
founded hospitals in Sakai (1591) and Osaka (1592) 25.

In Hirado, the brotherhoods were created very early on. In 1561, the
Jesuit brother Luís de Almeida 26 informed the Provincial in Goa that the
Christian communities of Hirado already had misericórdias, each of them
with their officials (irmãos) who collected the donations 27.

The Jesuits tried to develop this system from the beginning, but they had
to adapt their Portuguese ideas and usages to Japanese realities. If we look at
the election of the major-domos (mordomos) of Takushima in 1565 we can
observe the exact manner in which the priests adapted their original ideas to
the Japanese context: here there were only 4 officials and not 12 as was the
norm, and they were elected by the entire community and not just by the
members of the brotherhood that did not exist 28. At this stage the Jesuits still
used Portuguese terminology to designate the officials of these informal
groups.
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todos lhes têm muito respeito e ouvem seus conselhos”. Luís Fróis, SJ, Historia de Japam (ed.
José Wicki, SJ), 5 vols., Lisbon, 1976-1984, vol. V, p. 465.

23 “Em a cidade do Miaco em um chão grande que os cristãos ali compraram para seus enterra-
mentos, fizeram uma muito fresca igreja que lhes serve de Misericórdia, aonde se congregam e
ajudam com sua pobreza aos pobres”. Ibidem, vol. IV, p. 333.

24 Cf. ARSI, Jap-Sin, 33, fl. 436.

25 Cf. Juan Ruiz-de-Medina, “Los Jesuitas y la beneficiencia”, Documentos del Japón, 1558-
1562 ..., p. 672.

26 For his biography see Diego Pacheco, SJ, “Luís de Almeida 1525-1583 – Médico caminante,
apostol”, Stvdia, Lisbon, vol. 26, 1968, pp. 57-114.

27 Almeida reported that in Takushima the community was ruled by an ancient Buddhist bonzo
who had converted to Christianity. He also described the misericórdia of Ikitsuki and finally
mentioned that there were similar organizations in all the places of that territory where there
were churches – “E o mesmo há onde há igrejas. E para isto tem a Misericórdia seus irmãos, que
ordenam tudo com muito concerto.” Documentos del Japón, 1558-1562 ..., p. 383.

28 “Aquele dia á tarde se elegeram os mordomos da Misericórdia, cujo ofício é visitar os pobres e
enfermos, e havendo alguma esmola de pessoas, que para este efeito dão, a repartem pelos mais
necessitados, e aos que estão em algum pecado público trabalham [para] tirá-los dele, ou o fazem
a saber ao padre para que o faça. Fazem confessar os enfermos, acompanham os que estão em
artigo de morte, e dão aviso á Igreja para enterrar os defuntos e eles os vão amortalhar. E para
esta eleição se ajuntaram muitos cristãos na igreja e, ouvindo pregação dos merecimentos que
nos tais vcargos se alcançam, fizeram todos com o padre juntamente oração ao Espírito Santo
pedindo-lhe graça para eleger os que fossem mais aptos para este ofício. E dando seus votos,
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The first text, that we know, which contains the expression jihiyakusha
was written in 1571, by father Gaspar Vilela (1526-1572). He stayed in Japan
from 1556 until 1570, and was the founder of the Miyako mission, where he
lived alone among the Japanese for 6 years (1559-1565). He was, undoubt-
edly, one of the first Jesuits who developed accomodative experiences, many
years before the works of Matteo Ricci 29 or Alessandro Valignano 30. After his
stay in Miyako, he worked in Kyûshû until 1570, and then returned to India.
His last area of work was Hirado, and when he left the country he wrote that
he had appointed seven men who were responsable for assembling the
community, and organising the funerals, and said that he, Vilela, had given
them the name of “gihiyakuxa [...] which means brothers of mercy” 31.

*

The scattered references to these organisations give us the idea that the
Christian notion of Charity was absorbed by most of the converts, and also
that the Portuguese tradition of the misericórdias significantly influenced the
daily life of Japanese Christian communities. These brotherhoods had spread
throughout the world, due to the Portuguese expansion, from Brazil to Japan,
but they usually followed the model created in Portugal. In Japan it was
different, because the Portuguese model was not the sole solution. The local
Christians accepted the idea, but adapted it to their needs and usages. In
Japan the misericórdias were not a symbol and element of a colonial power,
but the result of a purely missionary work. Therefore, perhaps we can use the
term “Japanese misericórdias” to describe these informal brotherhoods.
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escolheram os mais aptos, e cada um trabalhava por não ser inferior a seus companheiros, que
eram quatro por todos.” Luís Fróis, SJ, Historia de Japam, vol. II, p. 84.

In this text we find that these officials of the Misericórdia also had the duty of taking care of
the moral life of the Christians, which appears very often as a duty of the kanbó. However, all
their other tasks conformed to the functions usually attributed to the jihiyakusha.

29 For the work of Matteo Ricci (1552-1610), see Jonathan Spence, Le palais de mémoire de
Matteo Ricci, Paris, 1986; for the Jesuit Chinese mission see Jean-Pierre Duteil, Le mandat du
Ciel, le rôle des Jésuites en Chine, Paris, 1994.

30 For Alessandro Valignano (1539-1606) see, especially the following studies: Josef Franz
Schütte, SJ, Valignano’s Mission Principles for Japan, 2 vols., St. Louis, 1980-1985; J. F. Moran,
The Japanese and the Jesuits. Alessandro Valignano in Sixteenth-Century Japan, London and New
York, 1993.

31 Text quoted in Jesús López-Gay, SJ, “Las organizaciones de laicos en el apostolado de la prim-
itiva misión del Japón”, (quoted above) pp. 10-11.



3.2. The Portuguese model

It is also significant that in Funai and in Nagasaki, where there were
formal misericórdias, they began as informal institutions. In both cases one
notes an evolution, and it is significant that this evolution took place only in
the cities that were the mission’s headquarters, from 1555 onwards 32.

We find the first references to Funai’s brotherhood in 1555, but its mise-
ricórdia was officially founded in 1557 when it adopted the statutes of
Lisbon’s house 33. It then existed at least until 1586-1587, but it seems that it
did not survive after the death of its protector, the daimyó of Bungo, Ótomo
Sorin Francisco (1530-1587). When he died, his domains fell into the hands of
the Shimazu, who pursued an anti-Christian policy. A few months later,
Toyotomi Hideyoshi (1536-1598) 34 replaced Ótomo Yoshimune Constantino
(1558-1605) as the head of his family’s domains, but when he issued the first
anti-Christian decree on 25 July 1587, Yoshimune apostatized and persecuted
the Christians in his territory. Two years later Constantino would return to the
Church, but Bungo’s Christianity never recovered and we do not have any
information about the existence of even an informal brotherhood in this area.

*

Nagasaki was founded by the Portuguese in 1570 35. The site of the new
city was chosen by the sailors of the Great Ship 36 and by the Jesuits, but its
inhabitants were almost all Japanese. There were only a very small number of
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32 The first important centre of the Japanese mission was Yamaguchi, where Cosme de Torres
(1510-1570), the first Superior of the mission (1551-1570) stayed from 1550 to 1555. Due to the
civil war, Torres moved to Funai in 1555. This city was the head of the mission even after the
founding of Nagasaki, the harbour where the Portuguese traded, from 1570 onward. By the
Annual Letter of 1585 we note that the area of Bungo was the one which had more missionaries
and it was there that the central institutions of the Jesuit mission were placed (cf. British Library,
Addington, 9859, fl. 9-17). With the disappearance of Ótomo Sorin, the Jesuits finally transferred
finally their headquarters to Nagasaki.

33 Cf. Juan Ruiz-de-Medina, SJ, Documentos del Japón, 1558-1562 ..., p. 667.

34 For his biography see Mary Elisabeth Berry, Hideyoshi, Cambridge (Mass.) and London,
1982; for his anti-Christian policy see George Elison, Deus Destroyed, the Image of Christianity in
Early Modern Japan, Cambridge (Mass.)-London, 1988 (1st edition, 1973).

35 For the early years of Nagasaki see the studies of Diego Pacheco, SJ, El hombre que forjó a
Nagasaki, Madrid, 1973; The Founding of the Port of Nagasaki, Macao, 1989.

36 For the Portuguese sailing between China and Japan see C. R. Boxer, The Great Ship from
Amacon. Annals of Macao and the old Japan trade, 1555-1640, Lisbon, 1963; see also my article,
“A Route under Pressure. Communication between Nagasaki and Macao (1597-1617)”, Bulletin
of Portuguese/Japanese Studies, Lisbon, no. 1, 2000, pp. 75-95.
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casados – Portuguese who had married Japanese women. The city also became
the Jesuits’ new base, and the headquarters of the mission, especially after the
death of Ótomo Sorin, and the collapse of the house of Bungo. During 50 years,
Nagasaki was a Christian city. The first Shinto shrine was built there only in
1619 37, and the first Buddhist temples were constructed in the next decade 38, a
few years after the banishment of the Catholic Church from the city.

According to Josef Franz Schütte, the Misericórdia was founded in
Nagasaki in 1583, when its officials were elected for the first time, and when
the hospital was inaugurated 39. Neverthless, the same author mentions that
the construction of the hospital was carried out by the brotherhood, which
would imply that it had started functioning earlier.

Therefore, I believe that the founders of the city immediately organised a
brotherhood in the “Japanese style”. That is the reason why the officials of
Nagasaki’s Misericórdia declared to the General of the Society of Jesus, in
1602, that their confraternity had begun 32 years ago 40. However, in this
special – almost Christian – city, with a large number of clergymen and a
small minority of Portuguese, which was visited every year by the traders of
Macao, the brotherhood became an institution in the “Portuguese style”
which adopted the statutes of the house of Macao 41.

This was one more confraternity, similar to all the others that the
Portuguese had founded throughout their empire. At the same time, however,
it was different, because almost all their members were Japanese 42, while in
other areas of the world, members were almost all Portuguese. Usually, the
Misericórdias could be seen as an element of the portuguese dynamic of colo-
nisation, but in Japan it was only an element of acculturation: the brother-
hood that was established in Nagasaki had the same characteristics of the
others, it had a “Portuguese style”, but their members were Japanese.
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37 Cf., ARSI, Jap-Sin, 35, fl. 138.

38 Cf. Marius Jansen, China in the Tokugawa World, Cambridge (Mass.)-London, 1992, p. 10. For
this question see also Aloysius Chang, The Chinese Community of Nagasaki in the First Century of
the Tokugawa Period (1603-1688), New York, 1970 (Doctoral thesis presented to St. John’s Univer-
sity; fotocopied text).

39 Cf. Monumenta Historica Japonica ..., p. 520; Luís Fróis, SJ, Historia de Japam..., vol. III, p. 6;
for the Misericórdia of Nagasaki see Ignatia Rumiko Kataoka, “Fundação e organização da
confraria da Misericórdia de Nagasáqui”, Oceanos, Lisbon, 1998, pp. 111-122.

40 Cf. ARSI, Jap-Sin, 33, fl. 436.

41 Cf. Luís Fróis, SJ, Historia de Japam ..., vol. V, p. 228.

42 The letter of 1602, quoted above, was signed by seven members of the Misericórdia, all
Japanese, but the text was obviously prepared by a western hand, which is surely one more
example of this mutual accommodation of Japanese Christianity to local and European tradi-
tions and concepts.



It was a special institution within Japanese Christianity, as we can see by
Fróis’ description of the funeral of the Vice-Provincial Gaspar Coelho 43. 
He died in Katsusa, and was buried in Arima. First, his body was taken to the
house of the local misericórdia. However, the Jesuits wanted to organise 
an impressive funeral, according to Japanese tradition 44. Therefore they
prepared a solemn procession for which they called the members of
Nagasaki’s misericórdia. Fróis reports that the procession was opened by 
350 torches and 200 children. Then came the flag of Nagasaki’s misericórdia,
the head of the brotherhood (provedor), and 100 brothers with their black
robes (vestimentas pretas da irmandade) 45. It seems to me that this episode is a
good example of the different nature of Japanese and Portuguese models of
misericórdias in Japan – for an official ceremony the presence of members of
the formal brotherhood was preferred despite the existence of an informal
one in the city where the ceremonies took place.

The Misericórdia of Nagasaki was a very rich, powerful and influential
institution, which every year received large sums of money from donations.
The brotherhood also had a second hospital outside the city for lepers, which
represented an important influence of Christian practices, because there
were no hospitals in Japan before the arrival of the Portuguese, and this was
devoted to people who had become “repugnant for the Japanese”, according
to the Jesuit Luís Fróis (1532-1597) 46.

In 1608 the old church built in 1583 was replaced by a larger one. Like
all Japanese churches, it was a Japanese style building, but was completed by
a tower with a clock 47. It was a symbol of the wealth of the brotherhood, and
also of its condition as a Japanese institution organised according to
Portuguese tradition.

After the banishment of the Church and the issue of universal anti-
Christian laws in Japan, under Tokugawa Ieyasu (1543-1616) 48, in 1614,
Nagasaki’s misericórdia continued to function normally for several years, but
it gradually disappeared in the subsequent decades 49.
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43 Gaspar Coelho (1531-1590) came to Japan in 1572, and he became the Vice-Provincial in
1581. He was responsible for the massive admission of Japanese brothers to the Society of Jesus
in the 1580s.

44 Cf. Luís Fróis, SJ, Historia de Japam ..., vol. V, p. 218.

45 Cf. ibid., vol. V, p. 220.

46 Ibid., vol. IV, p. 6.

47 The first clock tower had been built in the Cathedral of Nagasaki, 5 years earlier.

48 For his biography see Conrad Totman, Tokugawa Ieyasu: Shogun, Heian, 1983; for his birth
date, see the article of José Miguel Pinto dos Santos in this issue.

49 For the end of the Portuguese presence in Japan see Valdemar Coutinho, O fim da presença
portuguesa no Japão, Lisbon, 1999.
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*

In conclusion, it seems to me that it is important to stress that Japan
became a unique case in the history of the Misericórdias: it was the sole
country where the original institution was adapted to the specificity of local
Christianity and where native laymen assumed control of the brotherhoods.
This means that the Misericórdias are an excellent example of the specificity
of evangelisation in the Land of the Rising Sun. The Gospel introduced new
ideas and new practices in Japan, but the Japanese Christians created new
solutions, adapted to their own culture, and to their social and political condi-
tions. The Japanese experience enriched the history of Christianity as the
Christian experience enriched the history of Japan.
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Abstract

The foundation of the Santa Casa da Misericórdia in Lisbon, in 1498, marks the
beginning of an institution dedicated to assisting the needy, which soon multiplied
throughout the urban centres of the Portuguese Empire and, thus, constituted an
element that supported colonial policies.

Even though the Empire’s political and military structures did not extend to
Japan, Misericórdias were also created in this country. Here, however, the classic
model of this brotherhood was instituted only in Funai and in Nagasaki, the two cities
that were the headquarters of the mission. Many other Japanese Christian communi-
ties organised “informal Misericórdias” that, in keeping with the spirit of the Lusi-
tanian institution, were adapted to local traditions and practices.

For this reason, the case of the Misericórdias is an interesting example of the
singularity of Japanese Christianity in the 16th and 17th centuries – a community that
grew significantly but was not subject to the pressure of a colonising elite and, thus,
began to develop its own unique ways of living the message of the Gospel.

Resumo

A fundação da Santa Casa da Misericórdia de Lisboa, em 1498, marca o início de
uma instituição dedicada à assistência dos mais necessitados, que cedo se espalhou
pelos núcleos urbanos do Império Português e constituiu, por isso, um elemento
favorecedor da política colonial.

Embora as estruturas político-militares do Império não se tenham estendido ao
Japão, também foram criadas misericórdias neste país. Aqui, porém, o modelo clás-
sico da irmandade só foi instituido em Funai e em Nagasaki, as duas cidades onde
funcionou a sede da missão. Muitas outras comunidades cristãs japonesas organi-
zaram “misericórdias informais”, que seguindo o espírito da instituição lusíada, se
ajustavam as práticas e à tradição locais.

Por isso, o caso das misericórdias é um exemplo interessante da peculiaridade
da cristandade japonesa dos séculos XVI e XVII – uma comunidade que cresceu signi-
ficativamente, mas liberta da pressão de uma elite colonizadora, pelo que começou a
desenvolver formas próprias de viver a mensagem do Evangelho.
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