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Foreword


    
Philip Yancey
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    Christian martyrs regularly make the news. From places like Nigeria, Iraq and Syria, the media report on believers persecuted and killed by the Islamic State and other radical groups. And who can forget the scene of orange-clad Egyptian Christians kneeling by the Libyan surf, mouthing prayers, just before jihadists slash their heads from their bodies. All these join a host of martyrs from the twentieth century, which produced more martyrs than all previous centuries combined.


    “The blood of the martyrs is the seed of the church,” wrote the early church father Tertullian, and indeed in many places persecution gave rise to times of remarkable growth. But what of those who recant? In Rome, in Nazi Germany, in Stalinist Russia and Maoist China, some pastors and ordinary believers either publicly renounced their deepest beliefs or stayed silent. Who tells their stories?


    In Japan the blood of the martyrs led to the near annihilation of the church. Francis Xavier, one of the seven original Jesuits, landed there in 1549 and planted a church that within a generation had swelled to 300,000 members. Xavier called Japan “the country in the Orient most suited to Christianity.” Before long, however, the Japanese warlords grew wary of foreign influence. They decided to expel the Jesuits and require that all Christians repudiate their faith and register as Buddhists. To dramatize the change in policy, in 1597 they arrested twenty-six Christians—six foreign missionaries and twenty Japanese Christians, including three young boys—mutilated their ears and noses, and force-marched them some five hundred miles. Upon arrival in Nagasaki, the focal point of Japan’s Christian community, the prisoners were led to a hill, crucified and pierced with spears. The era of persecution had begun, on what became known as Martyrs Hill.


    Japanese culture deemed suicide an honorable act, and rulers feared that too many martyrs might enhance the church’s reputation and spread its influence. Instead, in a society that values loyalty and “saving face,” the warlords gave priority to making the Christians renounce their faith in a public display. They must trample on the fumi-e, a bronze portrait of Jesus or Mary mounted on a wooden frame, and thus deface their most revered symbols. Not just once, they had to step on the fumi-e every New Year’s Day in order to prove they had decisively left the outlawed religion.


    The Japanese who stepped on the fumi-e were pronounced apostate Christians and set free. Those who refused, the magistrates hunted down and killed. Some were tied to stakes in the sea to await high tides that would slowly drown them, while others were bound and tossed off rafts; some were scalded in boiling hot springs, and still others were hung upside down over a pit full of dead bodies and excrement.


    Mako Fujimura writes of standing on Martyrs Hill, a mile from Nagasaki’s Ground Zero. In one of history’s cruel ironies, the second atomic bomb exploded directly above Japan’s largest congregation of Christians, many of whom had gathered for mass at the cathedral. (Clouds obscured the intended city, forcing the bombing crew to select an alternate target.) In the end, more Christians died in the atomic destruction of Nagasaki than in the centuries of persecution that followed the deaths of the twenty-six martyrs in 1597, for over the years by far the majority of believers had apostatized.


    In the 1950s a young writer named Shusaku Endo visited a nearby museum to begin research on his next novel, which he planned to set in the devastation of postwar Nagasaki. He stood gazing at one particular glass case, which displayed a fumi-e from the seventeenth century. Blackened marks on the wooden frame surrounding the bronze portrait of Mary and Jesus, itself worn smooth, gave haunting evidence of the thousands of Christians who had betrayed their Lord by stepping on it.


    The fumi-e obsessed Endo. Would I have stepped on it? he wondered. What did those people feel as they apostatized? Who were they? History books at his Catholic school recorded only the brave, glorious martyrs, not the cowards who forsook the faith. The traitors were twice damned: first by the silence of God at the time of torture and later by the silence of history. Instead of writing his intended novel, Endo began work on Silence, which tells the story of the apostates of the seventeenth century.


    Shusaku Endo went on to become Japan’s best-known writer, his name making the short list for the Nobel Prize for Literature. Graham Greene called him “one of the finest living novelists,” and luminaries like John Updike joined the chorus of praise. Remarkably, in a nation where Christians comprise less than 1 percent of the population, Endo’s major books, all centering on Christian themes, landed on Japan’s bestseller lists. Now a major motion picture directed by Martin Scorsese will bring Silence, his most powerful story, to a worldwide audience.
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    Bicultural in upbringing and sensibility, Mako Fujimura understands the nuances of Japan, and his knowledge of the language sheds light on Endo’s original source material. At the same time, Mako’s years of living in New York have given him a contemporary, global perspective. On that visit to Nagasaki, he could not help reliving another Ground Zero experience, for on September 11, 2001, Mako was working in his studio a few blocks from the World Trade Center. And on the very day he stood on Martyrs Hill, news outlets were featuring photos of two Japanese journalists kneeling before sword-wielding jihadists, shortly before their executions. One of the two, Kenji Goto, was an outspoken Christian. Though the perpetrators may change, the age of religious martyrdom endures.


    Informed by both East and West, Mako guides the reader on excursions into Japanese art, samurai rituals, the tea ceremony and Asian theology, even while relying on Western mentors such as Martin Luther King Jr., Nelson Mandela, J. S. Bach, Vincent van Gogh and J. R. R. Tolkien. Much like Shusaku Endo, Mako feels caught between two worlds, conversant with both, though not fully at home in either.


    In Silence and Beauty, Mako is not so much presenting a thesis as he is following the strands of Endo’s writing that intimately engage him. From his experience as an academic, an artist and especially as a Japanese American Christian, Mako identifies with the sense of an “alien” identity that plagued Shusaku Endo all his life. Endo traveled to France for university training, one of the first Japanese to do so after World War II. He encountered racism and rejection, yet returned from Europe to his own country feeling a stranger there as well. Mako made a similar journey, only in reverse.


    Born in Boston to Japanese parents, Mako became the first nonnative to study in a prestigious school of painting in Japan that dates back to the fifteenth century. While earning a Master of Fine Arts he learned the ancient Nihonga technique that relies on natural pigments derived from stone-ground minerals and from cured oyster, clam and scallop shells. Rather than painting traditional subjects such as kimonos and cherry blossoms, Fujimura applied the Nihonga style to his preferred modern medium of abstract expressionism.


    Mako’s paintings now hang in major museums in Japan, Europe and the United States, and his work commands respect and high prices. Tokyo honored him with a career retrospective before he turned forty, and as a presidential appointee to the National Council on the Arts he served as an American ambassador for the arts. A thoughtful Christian, he also founded the International Arts Movement to help nurture artists, and in 2014 received the Religion and the Arts Award from the American Academy of Religion. Recently he accepted an appointment to direct the Brehm Center at Fuller Seminary, thus splitting his time between studios in Pasadena and Princeton.


    The core identities of an artist and a Christian create an ongoing tension. As Mako explains,


    I have noticed, as an artist with a Christian faith, that if we are explicit about your faith in the public sphere—if we even mention our commitment to live a Christian life—we are dismissed right away in the art world. I have been told by influential critics that if I was not so explicit about my Christian identity, I would have had a far more mainstream career. The worst thing you can do in promoting his or her art career is to be public about how faith motivates their art. To invoke the transgressive, the cynical, the elusive may be the only way to become a respected artist; needy, shock-filled, ironical work gets attention as “serious.”


    Mako believes that art can heal as well as disturb, and in contrast to some modern artists he refuses to abandon the ideal of beauty. To a single work he may apply as many as a hundred layers of paint, ground by hand from such substances as gold, silver, platinum, cinnabar and malachite. He approaches Shusaku Endo’s work in a similar fashion, probing among the multiple layers of Silence and other novels to uncover three main themes: hiddenness, ambiguity and beauty.
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    Hiddenness. Partly because of isolation and partly because of the periodic outbreaks of persecution, Japanese learned to bury their most treasured thoughts and emotions. Ask any Japanese the difference between honne, what takes place on the inside, and tatemae, what others see on the outside, and they will nod knowingly. Ask any American, for that matter, or any European or African. We all “put on a face” for the outside world, concealing our innermost selves.


    By dwelling on acts of betrayal, Endo exposes the fault lines that every person lives with and seeks to hide. In the process he shines new light on the Christian faith—at once a harsh light that bares hypocrisy and also a soft light that dispels the shadows of guilt. From his time in the West, Endo had gained an openness to individualism, doubt and self-reflection—so different from the emphasis on conformity, ritual and repressed emotions that he knew from Japan.


    Reading Shusaku Endo’s work, I am reminded of Søren Kierkegaard: a misfit, haunted by his past, struggling with parent issues and unfulfilled desires. Endo’s novels speak to the inner person, where lie buried the feelings of shame and rejection that the average Japanese must mask in a culture that exalts appropriate and proper behavior. A Japanese businessman may have a secret life—extramarital affairs, sexual perversions, domestic violence, drunkenness—while carrying on a perfectly respectable life in public.


    Apostates may step on the fumi-e in public, but what goes on internally? Not just apostates but all of us: How do we deal with the dissonance of betraying the One who died for us? Americans, known for individuality, have our own culture of conformity—to fashion and consumer goods, to educational and career success—and likewise bury shameful secrets in unseen corners of the self.


    Ambiguity. Visitors to Japan come away impressed by the politeness they encounter. When the plane taxies up to the gate, baggage handlers and cleaners all bow in greeting. At the hotel, bellhops rush to carry your suitcase, then politely decline all tips. You pull into a service station and white-gloved attendants, often women, surround your car to fill it with gasoline and wash your windows and headlights. When you leave, they bow deeply and wave goodbye as if you have done them a great favor by allowing them to serve you. You hear few car horns even in a congested city, as drivers patiently take turns at intersections.


    Then you read an account of the Bataan Death March or see a movie like Unbroken, and you walk out aghast at the unmitigated cruelty of the Japanese. My uncle, who served with the American occupation force in Japan, told me that he and his fellow soldiers expected ambushes from snipers around every corner. Instead, the nation that had launched a surprise attack on Pearl Harbor and had flouted the Geneva Convention in their treatment of POWs turned subservient overnight, in obedience to their emperor’s command.


    Japan absorbed the only two atomic weapons ever used in war, and fire-bombing destroyed the majority of buildings in other cities. War, tsunamis, earthquakes, nuclear reactor meltdown, economic collapse—Japan has shown an almost superhuman ability to respond to catastrophe with equanimity. After the 2011 tsunami, Japanese survivors stood without complaint in long lines to be served rice and to get assigned a sleeping mat on the floor of a gymnasium.


    The pressure of social conformity produces this kind of response. A Japanese person dare not bring shame on the community by misbehaving, by responding like the Americans who may protest or even riot after a natural disaster destroys their neighborhood or cuts off power and water supplies. As psychology has taught us, though, pain repressed does not go away. It leaks out: in alcoholism, in Japan’s high suicide rate, in the rare but shockingly brutal crime.


    Mako points to the oddness of Shusaku Endo’s characters as a way of lancing the cultural ambiguity. “In the New Testament of the Bible, in the Gospel of John 8:32, Jesus says, ‘You will know the truth, and the truth will set you free.’ [Flannery] O’Connor added her inimitable twist: ‘You shall know the truth, and the truth will make you odd.’ In Japan, such oddness is perceived as threatening the entire society.” Yet therein may lie the path to honesty and inner health, a way of loosening the bonds of denial.


    Mako’s autobiographical insertions point the way toward transparency and healing. Like Endo, he is a cultural stepchild vulnerable to rejection and misunderstanding by either side. He writes openly of depression and despair, and the allure of suicide. Beauty and death, honor and shame, pain and stoicism, ritualism and disbelief—Mako has lived with these ambiguous Japanese pairings and he helps Endo’s readers untangle them.


    Endo’s unique gift was in identifying the wounds of the Japanese soul and exposing the air that Japanese are breathing in; it was as though he had a therapeutic and clinical purpose in his identification of the deep trauma that is a constant invisible companion to the Japanese. His illnesses and many failures in life had stirred him to empathy, and by depicting the raw anguish of the Japanese past, he was indeed defining a Japanese perspective, and beauty, toward suffering.


    Beauty. Japan savors beauty. The humblest hostess serves tea in delicate china cups, never Styrofoam or plastic, and fresh flowers usually grace the table. Some Japanese homemakers spend an hour each morning preparing bento lunch boxes for their schoolchildren, arranging the portions of seafood, rice, meat and vegetables in colorful patterns to resemble cartoon characters, animals or famous monuments. A Japanese homeowner fortunate enough to have a yard usually finds a place for a tiny garden or goldfish pond. And Christmas cards from Japan, which often feature pop-up flowers or kimono designs, are exquisite works of art.


    In Japan’s reverence for beauty Mako sees a reflection of God, for beauty mirrors God’s own self. The New Testament book of James declares, “Every good and perfect gift is from above, coming down from the Father of the heavenly lights, who does not change like shifting shadows.” Mako adds, “It is my conviction that God expresses his great love through Japanese beauty, just as refractive light permeates the broken, prismatic surface of Nihonga paintings.” The delicate aesthetics of Japan, a form of common grace, fed Mako’s own growth as a Christian and enrich his work now.


    According to Flaubert, the artist inhabits his or her work as God does: present everywhere, but visible nowhere. Endo helps to identify signs of that presence, working (in Mako’s words) as a kind of archaeologist, “scooping up the elements of broken shards of the culture of Christianity in Japan.” Much of the essential humanity and beauty in Japan traces back to the era of failed faith. Godlikeness —compassion, joy, love— refracts qualities of God whether they are recognized as such or not. Mako proposes that Japan is a Christ-hidden culture, haunted by a past that has left indelible historical marks, like the blackened footprints on the wooden frame of a fumi-e.


    Mako uses an analogy from art classes to suggest the imprint of Christianity on Japan: in design, open space or “negative space” surrounds the “positive space” of the central, highlighted object. A skilled artist knows that negative space, though in the background, makes a subtle but indispensable contribution to the overall effect. Mako sees in contemporary Japan a background laid down by the Christianity that its ancestors rejected. “So while the Tokugawa era successfully purged Christians from Japan, an unanticipated outcome was that in banning Christianity, they created an imprint of it, a ‘negative space’ within culture. In a culture that honors the hidden, the weak and the unspoken, Christianity became a hidden reality of Japanese culture.” Cultural values long suppressed may manifest years later.


    Painting in the Nihonga style, Mako must anticipate how the minerals will change over time, for his paintings will look very different in fifty years or a hundred. Silver tarnishes to charcoal black; copper oxidizes to green. Hiddenness, ambiguity, beauty: the three themes he identifies in Endo’s writings also pervade his own paintings. The product of long, painstaking work gets hidden beneath scores of layers and may remain hidden for years, or even forever. Mako’s style, like that of all modern art, evokes a response of ambiguity, with no precise “message” to each viewer. Yet beauty emerges—rooted in tradition, yes, while also set free.
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    Shusaku Endo described Japan as a swampland for Christianity, and missionaries who have served there tend to agree. Other Asian countries have seen explosive growth—the megachurches of the Philippines and South Korea, the massive unregistered church in China—while in Japan, the average church numbers fewer than thirty. A nation that copies nearly everything Western, from management practices to McDonald’s, baseball and pop music, curiously avoids religion. Most puzzling, as Mako mentions, is that so many values in the culture already reflect the way of the New Testament. Why, then, do so few Japanese convert?


    That question troubled Shusaku Endo too, who ultimately concluded that the failure stemmed from the Western emphasis on God’s fatherhood. Mother love tends to be unconditional, accepting the child no matter what, regardless of behavior. Father love tends to be more provisional, bestowing approval as the child measures up to certain standards of behavior. According to Endo, Japan, a nation of authoritarian fathers, has understood the father love of God but not the mother love.


    On my trips to Japan I have heard accounts of authoritarian fathers who never apologize, who remain emotionally distant, who show nothing resembling love or grace, who offer criticism but little encouragement. One woman told me that, at the age of thirteen, she had actually plotted to kill her father after he sexually abused her.


    For Christianity to have any appeal to the Japanese, Endo suggests, it must stress instead the mother love of God, the love that forgives wrongs and binds wounds and draws, rather than forces, others to itself. (“Jerusalem, Jerusalem, you who kill the prophets and stone those sent to you, how often I have longed to gather your children together, as a hen gathers her chicks under her wings, and you were not willing!”) “In ‘maternal religion’ Christ comes to prostitutes, worthless people, misshapen people and forgives them,” says Endo. As he sees it, Jesus brought the message of mother love to balance the father love of the Old Testament. A mother’s love will not desert even a child who commits a crime. Endo mentions the transformation of the disciples once they realized that Christ still loved them even after they had betrayed him. To be proven wrong was nothing new; to be proven treacherously wrong and still loved—that was new and radical.


    This insight helps answer a common question about Silence: Why did Endo express his own deeply felt faith through a story of betrayal? When Silence first appeared in 1966, many Japanese Catholics responded with outrage. Protective of their martyred forebears, they objected to the romanticization of apostates. How easily we forget that the church was founded by disciples who also betrayed their Master. At his moment of greatest need, Jesus’ disciples fled in the darkness. The boldest of the lot, Peter, was the very one who cursed and denied him three times before the cock crowed. It was for traitors that Jesus died.


    Endo explains that he centers his work on the experiences of failure and shame because these leave the most lasting impact on a person’s life. Jesus’ most poignant legacy was his undying love, even for—especially for—those who betrayed him. When Judas led a lynch mob into the garden, Jesus addressed him as “friend.” On Calvary, while stretched out naked in the posture of ultimate disgrace, Jesus roused himself to cry out for his tormentors, “Father, forgive them.” To those scandalized by the apparent apostasy of his characters Ferreira and Rodrigues, Endo points to the two great founders of the Christian church: Peter denied Christ three times, Paul led the first persecution of Christians.


    The entire Bible can be seen, in fact, as a story of betrayal, beginning with Adam and proceeding through the history of the Israelites, culminating in the cross. In an astonishing reversal the Romans’ cruelest execution device became the ubiquitous Christian symbol. “And I, when I am lifted up from the earth, will draw all people to myself,” Jesus had predicted. John adds by way of explanation, “He said this to show the kind of death he was going to die.” At the cross, hiddenness, ambiguity and strange beauty converge.


    Every one of Jesus’ followers, from the first disciples down through history to the present day, knows the feeling of betrayal. Sharp-edged gossip, the stab of envy, that colleague we humiliated, the racist comment that drew a laugh, a sudden and inexplicable cruelty, apologies to our children deserved but never made, a furtive fantasy, a stolen kiss, callousness toward another’s misery, an addiction to what demeans or even destroys—in ways small and large we too step on the fumi-e. Our only hope is the forgiving gaze of the betrayed Savior, the still point of Endo’s novel.


    And now Martin Scorsese, director of movies such as The Wolf of Wall Street and The Last Temptation of Christ, has in his old age chosen this picture of Christ as his subject. When Mako Fujimura spoke on silence and beauty at Hiroshima City University, a professor who stands as one of Japan’s greatest painters commented, “Fumi-e is the best portrait of Christ I’ve ever seen.”


    Only Mako Fujimura could have written this book. It sheds light on a wealth of topics—a classic novel, Japanese culture, Martin Scorsese’s filmmaking, the fine arts, theology, the enigmas of East and West—and leaves the reader with a startlingly new encounter with Christ.

  


  
    




    
Introduction


    
A Pilgrimage
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    I write this in my red barn studio in a converted horse barn in Princeton, New Jersey. This morning I made a fresh mixture of nikawa (Japanese hide glue), which smells mildly sweet, and I stirred the glue with malachite pulverized by hand. I will apply this pigment to Japanese kumohada paper, using a traditional Japanese painting technique called nihonga, to create semi-abstract works. I am preparing for my next exhibits by creating multiple 7-foot-by-11-foot works. My art is considered contemporary, but it also is rooted in the ancient history of Japanese aesthetics. I spent more than six years in Japan studying the current form of nihonga as a National Scholar. As a Japanese American I was fortunate to be part of a lineage program based in the mentoring model of Japan’s artistry and crafts tradition, fortunate to be invited into the heart of Japanese culture, to be given access to the best inside sources. During this experience, which focused my attention on the great inflection point of Japanese history in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, I discovered the history of Japanese Christianity. My journey of faith took a turn then as well. God took me to Japan, a country of my roots, to become a Christian. Thus, my aesthetic journey overlapped with my faith journey. This book reflects on both those pilgrimages, through the lens of my encounter with Shusaku Endo’s postwar masterpiece, Silence.


    The nihonga process, which flows out of a thousand-year refinement, overlaps as a metaphor for the journey of faith that is refining me. Malachite and azurite are strikingly beautiful in the form of rock, but to use them for nihonga one must pulverize them, shatter them into small, prismatic pieces. They are to be layered, sometimes over sixty layers, to create a refractive surface. It is a laborious, slow process—I like to call nihonga “slow art.” The layers take time to dry, and in the act of waiting an image is revealed. Nihonga is, by nature, also a collaborative art form, a generational process of learning and working with crafts folks who create handmade paper, delicate brushes and woven silk. Transformative faith is collaborative too, with elements that are communal and also intergenerational.­ Like precious natural resources, these craft forms of Japanese art are endangered and disappearing from the world today. My art, then, is also a lament for eroding cultural forms and the fragmentation of nature and culture in Japan.


    The surface of my “slow art” is prismatic, so at first glance the malachite surface looks green. But if the eye is allowed to linger on the surface—it usually takes ten minutes for the eye to adjust—the observer can begin to see the rainbow created by layer upon layer of broken shards of minerals. Such a contemplative experience can be a deep sensory journey toward wisdom. Willingness to spend time truly seeing can change how we view the world, moving us away from our fast-food culture of superficially scanning what we see and becoming surfeited with images that do not delve below the surface.


    The term nihonga was coined during the late Meiji era (1868–1912) to distinguish between the traditional Japanese way of painting and the yoga style based on oil painting techniques of the West. Japanese paintings began with Buddhistic works, including mandala paintings, but starting in the thirteenth century Japanese artists began to incorporate multicultural influences, and a new, distinct style developed. Scrolls such as the The Tale of Genji, The Tale of Heiji and popular Choju-giga of frogs and rabbits sumo wrestling (as a satirical look at Buddhist priests), as well as Zen-influenced calligraphy and paintings, began to pave a distinctive Japanese aesthetic. The lineage continued in the early fifteenth century with the Kano school, masters of Japanese art who include Tohaku Hasegawa (whose work has had a great impact on mine) and his son Kyuzo. I also admire many other artists of the same period, such as the bold and fluid work of Tawaraya Sotatsu and consummate artisans such as Honami Koetsu and Ogata Korin. The flourishing of Japanese visual language reached its height during the era that coincided with the influx of Christian missionaries and continued through the 250 years of persecution of Christians and the 230 years of the official closing of Japan, known as sakoku.1


    I befriended both Hiroshi Senju and Takashi Murakami, two notable contemporary Japanese artists, during my years at Tokyo University of the Arts. I worked for Hiroshi as an interpreter and translator when he was a doctoral student and I was a research scholar, and later assisted him in establishing his studio in New York City. With his close connection to the Sen no Rikyu school of tea (as he is a tea master as well as a nihonga master) and his historic installation at the Venice Biennale and Daitokuji Jukoin commission (which were executed while I served to establish his studio in New York City), Hiroshi had a seminal influence on me as I grew as an artist. Takashi Murakami’s brother Yuji, a fine artist himself, was my studio mate at Tokyo University of the Arts. I also got to know Takashi and was impressed by his ambition and desire to become the “Andy Warhol of Japan.” He took part in English conversation classes I held in the nihonga department in the early days. Many years later, his impeccable color and design sense in his translation of Japanimation themes into contemporary art have indeed made him the rightful heir of Andy Warhol. Both of these artists are modern-day incarnations of the Japanese past, Hiroshi finding his voice through the Kano school and Takashi invoking the ukiyo-e (floating world) woodcuts of the Edo past.


    There is for me a deep mystery to the surface created by nihonga layering. I am deeply influenced by Sen no Rikyu, the sixteenth-century tea master of Daitokuji who collaborated with Tohaku Hasegawa, the master painter. Both of these artists spent much of their careers reflecting on cultural and personal trauma, and chose to create indelible works that define Japanese aesthetics. Rikyu’s tea houses, and a famed black lacquered bowl, and Hasegawa’s Shorinzu Byobu (famed pine forest screens) are aesthetic counterpoints to my work, and prepare the aesthetic path to Shusaku Endo’s novel Silence.


    
      [image: ShorinzuByobu.psd]


      SHORINZU BYOBU BY TOHAKU HASEGAWA

    


    Three themes that relate to Rikyu and Hasegawa kept surfacing as I wrote this book and as I journeyed deep into Endo’s writings. The three critical themes in understanding Silence are hiddenness, ambiguity and beauty.


    All three values have deep resonance in Rikyu’s aesthetics. Hiddenness deals with how in Japanese culture, partly because of persecution and isolationism, people developed a habit of hiding their most treasured thoughts. Ambiguity (in Japanese, aimai) is one of the core essences of Japanese culture being birthed as a necessity of hiddenness. By beauty I mean a specifically Japanese understanding of beauty connected with death and sacrifice, a definition slightly different from Western concepts of beauty. Those who know Endo’s writings may be surprised to find the word beauty associated with his writings. Endo is known for shockingly honest depictions of pain, torture and comical failures. I hope to show that this perhaps audacious link between silence and beauty significantly adds to the understanding of Endo’s work.


    In this book these three themes are intertwined with the trauma described in Silence. They are intertwined as well with my own experience, such as becoming a Ground Zero resident along with my family on 9/11, and such as hearing my mother tell of her father’s 1945 visit to Hiroshima, the true Ground Zero, just a week after the atomic destruction. These are layers of dark realities through which my work is made, layers that Endo’s work helped to reshape. Through these bleak conditions—what I often refer to as the “ever-expanding Ground Zeros of the world”—we need to peer into the future. This book is a way for me to communicate about the mystery of Christ working in our Ground Zero journeys. Endo’s Silence is a fitting backdrop. This novel about persecution of seventeenth-century Portuguese missionaries is really about facing the Ground Zero realities of any age and in any culture. Endo intuited the schism in modern cultures that flows out of trauma, and saw seventeenth-century Japanese history as a basis of his inquiry into how doubt, shame, betrayals and trauma affect human experiences and faith. I see my role as an artist as recovering and reintroducing to our age the mystery of the Japanese contemplative aesthetic, the aesthetics of Rikyu and Hasegawa, and perhaps now Endo.


    This book begins with my first encounter, as a graduate student, with images of past Japanese persecution of Christians; it ends with consideration of our missional journey toward the world. The fumi-e—literally, “stepping images,” relief bronze sculptures sometimes set into wooden frames—that I encountered as a graduate student are to me, and to Endo, symbols of trauma and of betrayal of our own ideals. The transformation we each are called to is broader than a Christian mission (although it starts there); it entails all those in search of humanity’s potential to become, as Hans Rookmaaker so memorably put it, “fully human” because of Christ’s intervention in human history.2 Mine is a story of my own discovery of faith in an unexpected setting—Japanese culture, a soil inhospitable to Christianity. Shusaku Endo’s Silence flows out of his own encountering of fumi-e in what he repeatedly called “the mud swamp” of Japan. As I consider my own faith walk and my literal path from Tokyo to New York City to Princeton, places where I have been living and working as an artist for over twenty years, I will look back through the lens of what Endo writes in Silence.3 As I do so, I hope to convey my love for Japanese culture, a culture that has rejected Christianity as a “foreign religion.”


    One reason I want to unravel this journey is to point out significant markers of God’s presence in Japan. They are revealed in that nation’s own cultural expressions and interests, and in how Japanese people respond to works done by Christians. It is my conviction that God expresses his great love through Japanese beauty, just as refractive light permeates the broken, prismatic surface of nihonga paintings. In the 250 years of Japanese suppression of Christian faith during the Tokugawa Period (1603–1868), and then in the nationalism that spawned the wars that culminated in Hiroshima and Nagasaki, Japan has become a culture of groupthink guided by invisible strands of codes of honor. Through visible and invisible forms this can cause many forms of ijime, bullying. It has excluded those who do not fit in. I coin the term fumi-e culture in this book to describe these ijime cultural conditions. Yet the pursuit of the Japanese concept of the beautiful, expressed even in fumi-e worn smooth by repeated trampling, encourages us to move beyond betrayals and trauma. Our deeper contemplation into Endo’s work may even lead to a greater understanding of Japanese culture, and its beauty and ambiguity, as a key element of how we recover our humanity; it may unlock the hidden potential of the biblical message, what Christians call the gospel. This improbable and surprising twist is the thesis of this book.


    My personal encounter in the late 1980s with fumi-e displayed at the Tokyo National Museum led me to read Endo’s masterpiece, Silence. As I write this, the novel is being made into a major motion picture by the master filmmaker Martin Scorsese. A good friend of mine introduced me to Scorsese, and my conversation with him compelled me to write this book. The timing of my writing seems foreplanned by imperceptible and deliberate divine guidance, and as I write this, I am simply peeling away at my own experience to the core of such providence. My journey of faith, like the surface of my paintings, is multilayered. Deep contemplation, and holding onto a point of stillness, will be required if the reader desires to fully benefit from this book. My writing will seem refractive in nature too, with prismatic light of beauty, art and faith emerging from many thematic layers: current events, life practices and stewarding what I call the “ecology of culture toward culture care.”4


    Readers, especially Japanese readers, may wonder what Mr. Scorsese would find of interest in Shusaku Endo’s writings, so much so that he would spend decades making this film one of his life works, his pet project, acquiring the rights to the story in the early 1990s and waiting nearly thirty years to make the film. As part of the mystery being revealed in this book, I want to pursue why Silence has had a profound effect on postwar American intellectuals, perhaps just as profound as its impact on their Japanese counterparts. Some of the director’s earlier films sparked culture wars reactions, and this book may serve as a guide to those who desire to move beyond the boycotting of culture Christians are known for, a guide toward deeper reflections on culture and a guide to the deeper reading of Silence. I do not assume that my readers are Christians or familiar with theology or the church. So as I go along, a few chapters will explain important terms, and, I hope, convey my understanding of the gospel, which Christians call the “good news.”


    I do assume that the readers have read Silence, or at least—perhaps through the film—know of the basic plot. If you desire to know the basic plot without reading the novel or watching the movie version, you can turn to a synopsis at the end of this book. But I highly recommend that readers of this book read Silence (including the most important appendix), whether before continuing in this book or later, after absorbing my reflections on it in my writings here (including my advice about how to go about reading Silence). But as I will note, what began as an inquiry to facilitate our understanding of Silence ended up becoming a deeper discovery that peers into the mystery beyond, the mystery expressed in the title Silence and Beauty.


    I also write from a perspective of enormous appreciation of both my Protestant heritage and my marriage to a Catholic believer. I believe that the core message of the Bible connects all of the major branches (Catholicism, Eastern Orthodoxy and Protestantism) of the church today. My wife’s uncle, a Catholic priest, had a significant impact on my spiritual journey; Judy, a Catholic from southern New Jersey with roots in Ireland and England, encouraged my newfound path as a Christian, even bringing me to Protestant churches so I could grow in my faith. For those unfamiliar with the distinction between Catholic and Protestant faith, I write these chapters not to explain my position on what the church is and ought to be, but from my perspective as a bicultural artist of faith who values both traditions. My grandparents and ancestors on my mother’s side were Christians many generations back, a rare thing in Japan. I did not know of my spiritual heritage until after my faith in Christ grew, and part of this book tells of my discovery of my past. My wife grew up knowing that her parents’ generation was forbidden to marry across the Protestant–Catholic divide. Her choice to become a psychotherapist had much to do with finding language that would reconcile relationships, and it had much to do with values instilled in her by her parents’ involvement in the civil rights movement and her father’s leadership of affirmative-action hiring in a major Philadelphia bank. Her care for my soul was a catalyst for my growing Christian faith. Ours is a mixed marriage: a Protestant married to a Catholic, a Japanese American married to an Anglo-Irish girl from south Jersey. We have chosen to intentionally straddle these gaps as a way to acknowledge God’s providence over the divisive history of the church and culture, and that will no doubt play a role in the way that cultural reality and the gospel of Jesus are presented here.


    I also write from a deep appreciation of Japanese art and its potential for the world. When I went to Japan as a graduate student, I knew that something was drawing me back to the culture of my roots. When I became a Christian during that time, I wondered why God would take me back to Japan to reveal God’s presence to me. Why not have me come to Christian faith in America, where there are so many churches, or in Europe with its rich Christian tradition? As I write this, I am beginning to understand that my journey of faith is intrinsically tied to Japanese aesthetics, and that God indeed planned my reconnecting with the heart of Japanese culture to draw me to the origin of my creativity. The nature of the gospel is to speak through the language of the culture and context that one is placed in. In this book this gospel of Jesus is seen refracted through the art and literature of Japan, and I hope to guide you in the mystery, so that the “eyes of [our] heart may be enlightened” (Ephesians 1:18).
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    Reading Endo is like reading a mystery novel in which many of the clues prove to misdirect the reader. When Endo published Silence, some religious authorities wanted to ban their parishioners from reading the book; this turned out to reveal Endo’s scheme to take readers deeper into some of these embedded mysteries. I believe Endo anticipated—even welcomed—those negative responses. They served as a way to expose the dark realities behind religious convictions, and ultimately they cause us to experience more deeply, through his books, the presence of grace in dark, traumatic times.


    As a mystery journey it would be helpful for the reader unfamiliar with Japanese literature to get a map of the cultural context Endo wrote and worked in. Thus, in this book I take two Nobel prize–winning authors, Yasunari Kawabata (1899–1972) and Kenzaburo Oe (born 1935), to guide the reader. Their respective Nobel Prize acceptance speeches are perfect windows through which we can peer into the mystery of Endo’s design. This book is by no means a comprehensive guide to Japanese literature, and Endo stands unique in the masters of the twentieth-century Japanese past, and quite possibly in the history of Japanese literature. But Kawabata’s lyricism brought into the context of postwar Japan, much as my mentor Matazo Kayama’s bold attempt to bring the beauty of Rinpa screens into the barren, gray world of postwar Japan, creates a context for a Japanese view of beauty that amplifies Endo’s work, and Oe’s language devoted to creating ambiguity is a perfect contrast to, and overlaps with, Endo’s descriptive language of trauma.
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      A NEW MOON BY MATAZO KAYAMA

    


    In the Christian calendar Good Friday (commemorating the death of Christ on the cross) is celebrated before Easter Sunday (which celebrates the bodily resurrection of Christ). There is another holy day between Good Friday and the color of Easter Sunday that most people, including Christians, do not pay much attention to. It is Holy Saturday, a day of darkness and waiting. This book is about the movement of our souls into Holy Saturday, waiting for Easter Sunday. Endo, in many respects, is a Holy Saturday author describing the darkness of waiting for Easter light to break into our world.5


    The question that haunts the reader of Silence is this: Christian missionaries went to “the ends of the earth” (as described in the New Testament, Acts 1:8) to spread the news of Jesus in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Japan, as the end of the Silk Road, is literally “the end of the earth.” The mission, as Endo depicts it, ended in utter failure by any human standards. This book traces the journey into the heart of such a darkness by a Holy Saturday experience of waiting through the lament and trauma toward Easter Sunday. To Endo, the failure of seventeenth-century missionaries was not the end, but the beginning of another journey toward compassion, a painful gift for all of us.
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A Journey into  Silence



    
Pulverization
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    I entered the darkly lit exhibit room alone.


    The studio given to me as a National Scholar was a few blocks away from the Tokyo National Museum at Tokyo University of the Arts. In between painting layers I often wandered into the museum, an imposing building with a Western façade and a Japanese roof, reflective of the nineteenth-century Meiji restoration period combining the Japanese past with influences of the West in what is called the Imperial Crown Style. I was studying the Tokyo National Museum’s collections of Rinpa (seventeenth-century) and nihonga byobu screens. After spending time in the main hall where these majestic pieces were exhibited, I entered one of the smaller exhibits to one side. The display cases were full of what seemed like tablets laid flat. I read the description and learned that these were from seventeenth-century Japan, a collection of fumi-e (literally “stepping blocks”).


    Fumi-e were created during the seventeenth-century Tokugawa shogunate Christian persecution. They are images of Jesus, or of the Virgin with a child, carved on wood or cast in bronze. Villagers were asked to line up on the beach and one by one renounce Christianity by stepping on these blocks. Later on, it was the custom of the New Year’s celebration, with villagers lining up to pay tributes to the temple and, for those suspected, to step on the fumi-e. Individuals who refused or even hesitated were arrested and most likely jailed and tortured.


    I had just come to embrace faith in Christ at the age of twenty-seven, after several years of spiritual awakening. Now I faced, literally, the reality of Christian faith in Japan. I had just been baptized in a missionary church in Higashikurume, but this fumi-e encounter was my true “baptism” into being a Christian in Japan.


    What haunted me, and continues to haunt me to this day, is that all of the fumi-e images were worn smooth. The cast or carved images were hardly recognizable due to so many people walking over them. The image of Christ, hidden beneath the smooth surface of the fumi-e, serves as an emblem of Japanese faith to this day. And the worn surface of fumi-e also captures Japanese beauty enduring trauma.
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      FUMI-E: CHRIST ON THE CROSS
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    Pursuing the aesthetics of Japan, I studied as a National Scholar for six and a half years, apprenticing under several masters of nihonga—in particular, Professor Kazuho Hieda and Matazo Kayama. After being invited to continue my studies as a master of fine arts student, I became the first outsider to be invited into the university’s doctoral-level lineage program, which is linked to the seventeenth century. (Tokyo University of the Arts receives over four hundred applications for its undergraduate class of twenty, and rarely is an outsider of the university system, let alone a foreigner, allowed to study there.) By the time I encountered the fumi-e, I had realized that my path would be quite different from other nihonga students. While I deeply affirmed Japanese tradition and beauty, I had to assimilate my earlier training in American abstraction and minimalism. Further, I now had to live out my newfound faith in Christ.


    I had just been led to Christian faith by my wife. My account of my faith transformation, and my transfer-of-allegiance experience of becoming a follower of Christ drawn out by the poetry of William Blake, is depicted in my first book, River Grace, and is reprinted later in this book. It was then that God began to immerse me in the history and aesthetics of Japan.


    I began to work in response to Endo’s writing and my own encounter with fumi-e. My first series of works, exhibited at Tamaya Gallery in Tokyo and later installed at Yokohama Citizen’s Gallery (curated by Kenji Kitazawa), was called the Ju-nan (Passion) panel series. These small, square, minimalistic works were simple layers of pulverized pigments, layered over and over and distressed by rubbing them with sandpaper and other materials. In my doctoral thesis I created an installation using a series of narrow panels on the floor to “quote” fumi-e works. I used nihonga methods, but the delicate surfaces were precariously installed right on the floor. I called the installation “The Resurrection.”1


    Struggling with Shusaku Endo’s Works


    I read Shusaku Endo’s Silence soon after this encounter with fumi-e at the Tokyo National Museum. I knew it was one of the most important novels of the twentieth century, and I had frequently noted Endo’s name even as an undergraduate in the United States. As a new follower of Christ, I found it fascinating that this Japanese Catholic writer had become an important, popular cultural voice worldwide.


    Reading Silence, though, was an excruciating experience, especially as a new believer in the Christian faith. Understanding Christ’s suffering for our sake is one thing, but a gruesome and graphic depiction of his followers’ torment is never easy to digest. After the first reading, my foremost questions were about the timing and motive of the missionaries’ trek to Japan. Why did they choose to go to Japan knowing that they might be captured and killed? Was their motivation a martyr complex, a type of a death wish to make themselves significant? Did they sense a divine call to come to a closed country hostile to faith, or did they make the journey because of foolish ambition? What is the nature of the faith that missionaries of the past and present desire to bring to a foreign context? And why did the Tokugawa feudal authorities decide to persecute only Christians? What threats did they perceive that made them single out the Christian faith?


    I deal with these uneasy questions in this book. Not all of them will be answered satisfactorily, but they do open up a larger set of questions about faith, betrayal and the question of evil and suffering, which theologians call “theodicy.”


    But one fact remains jarringly clear to me as I write: this book is proof of the remarkable impact Silence has had on the world and certainly in my life. Testament to a writer’s impact may not lie in how successfully a book sells or even in whether the author wins a Nobel Prize. The true testament is the generative impact the work has over time and how the work seems to expand with each age. Silence, in that sense, is proving to be an extraordinarily enduring and generative work of art.


    Endo’s Art of Perseverance


    Endo was born in Tokyo in 1923 but spent some of his early childhood years in Manchuria. After his parents divorced, his mother returned to Japan with him in 1933. He was brought to a Catholic church in Kobe by his mother and his aunt, and was eventually baptized as a child. Even in his early days as a student he knew his future path would be tenuous. His Catholic identity meant that he was a misfit in the broader society of Japan. This was not simply an issue of faith, of being a Christian in a country of Buddhism and Shintoism; bound up in it too was the cultural perception of Christianity as a foreign import. Leading up to the Pacific War, Christians were thought to be suspect: if they valued foreign religion and customs, the thinking went, they therefore were aligned with enemies of the state. This stigma became even more complicated in postwar Japan: Christianity became equated with the push for cultural reconstruction in dependence on American powers. An added burden was the identity of postwar Japan—modern, yet still vacillating between adopted aspects of the Western past and the onslaught of modernist secular values also introduced by the West.


    Endo felt early that his commitment to faith was not his own, but that he was adopted into faith by others. Philip Yancey explores this in his in-depth analysis of Endo’s career:
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