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Greeting

Before I begin, please permit me to introduce myself as
Yosuke Sakai. In April of this year I assumed office as the new
Director of the Sophia School Corporation Catholic Jesuit
Center, and I look forward to working with all of you in the
days to come.

Two major events occurred recently within the Catholic
Church, at around the same time. The first was the passing of
His Holiness Pope Francis, who was deeply affiliated to our
university, and the second was the election of the new Pontiff,
His Holiness Pope Leo XIV. In the course of his papacy, Pope
Francis took the lead in showing the world that the current
Catholic Church had the role of erecting bridges and not
walls, and that above all, it had to serve as a field hospital for
the entire world. Also, in November 2019, at an assembly of
students at Sophia University, he offered us all the following
message:

“Quality university education should not be the privilege of a
few, but should constantly be informed by the effort to serve
justice and the common good, a service to be carried out by
each one in the sector in which he or she is called to work.
This is a concern that regards everyone.”

Is this not a plea to all of us to learn and serve, while being
mindful of our personal ties to others? Pope Francis also
convened two Synods (World Conferences of Catholic
Bishops). In the first endeavor of its kind, delegates of
diverse groups, regardless of age or gender and ranging from
college students to theologians and cardinals, sat side by
side around tables, to visibly realize “The Church Walking
Together.” They revealed to us a novel way of being Church.
The spirit of “being together,” which may be said to signify
the spirit of the late Pope Francis, will continue to endure as
a great spiritual legacy in the tradition of the Sophia School
Corporation, which is to be open to and oriented towards
others.

When the new Pope Leo XIV took office, from the balcony
of the Basilica of St. Peter he intoned the words “May peace
be with you all,” and preached on faith in the proclamations
of the Risen Christ. The name Leo also refers to Pope Leo
XIII. Pope Leo XIII issued the encyclical Rerum Novarum
(1891), which is often referred to as the first social teaching
of the Catholic Church. That was the first occasion for the
Church to express empathy for the rights of workers who
endured poverty, exploitation, and hardship, during the
Industrial Revolution of the 19™ century. The choice of the
name Leo was a gesture of honor to Pope Leo XIII. Pope Leo
XIV insists that the turmoil and threats in the world of that
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time are relevant to our present age, where Al is in full swing
and human presence is fading. He highlighted the fact that
the Church should not be merely influenced by conflicts and
threats, but should serve rather as a bridge linking the two
sides. That was also the desire of the earlier Pope.

This is where the mission entrusted to the Catholic
Jesuit Center becomes apparent. We at the Sophia School
Corporation are at the frontlines of spreading the Gospel.
We are a field hospital that welcomes young people who are
searching for the meaning of life, and our desire is to serve
as a bridge that links to Christ, all who enter our schools
and universities. The Catholic Jesuit Center is not just an
office. It is a place that sustains an educational approach, that
advocates the principle of “for others, with others.” Hence,
it is a place of interaction that links visitors to Christ, a place
where one can communicate with Christ through prayer, and
a place to pass on to coming generations the beliefs and tales
of our erudite scholars, woven over more than 110 years of
Jesuit education in Japan. Being at the crossroads of the past
and present in Japan, let us strive together in taking a fresh
step forward, a step that will enable our youth to align with
the future.

Yosuke Sakai, SJ
Director

Sophia School Corporation Catholic Jesuit Center
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Journeying Together
in 2024

It was really an honor to journey together with many
students, faculty and staff members of the university in 2024.
I personally felt abundant grace being poured down on me
from being a part of this journey. Regular programs of the
Center such as daily noon Mass, Bible Study and prayer
groups, and school-wide events such Christmas, Easter,
Entrance Mass and Commencement Service continue to
provide accompaniments of faith journey for all the students
at this university throughout the year. Noon Masses on
Tuesdays and Fridays provide the source and summit for the
rejuvenation of faith. Bible Study and prayer groups continue
to flourish with students from various cultural and religious
backgrounds.

I would like to especially mention the involvement of the
Center in preparing and accompanying students for the
ASEACCU and AJCU-AP student summer programs. I
personally was blessed with the opportunity to accompany
students in participating in the Service Learning Program of
the AJCU-AP in Davao, Philippine for two weeks. There we
were taught about democratic resilience especially from the
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fishermen’s families where we did our home stay program. I
believe international encounter among students from various
universities at this place provided us with a platform to relate
the concretization of faith in political sectors.

Another program I would like to mention is the pilgrimage to
Hirado, Nagasaki. Through this pilgrimage, faculty members,
staff, and students were all united in the effort to build a
culture of hope in this year of Jubilee. Hope is the virtue that
we can foster by learning from the footprints of the Christians
in Nagasaki. It was a short pilgrimage and yet we felt how
it contributes to the nurturing of hope in our group as a part
of the Sophia University family. We do feel that we need to
continue this pilgrimage further foster that hope.

In this year of Jubilee, we see the challenges of wars, frictions,
and injustices everywhere in the world. However, we can also
sense the presence of the culture of hope in various parts of
the world by becoming beacons of mercy to this world. How
I wish, in the Catholic Jesuit Center, we can also participate in
these efforts.

Antonius Firmansyah, SJ

Deputy Director

Sophia School Corporation Catholic Jesuit Center
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Signs of Hope

“The signs of the times, which include the yearning of human
hearts in need of God’s saving presence, ought to become
signs of hope.”

—Pope Francis, “Hope Does Not Disappoint — Bull of Indiction
Promulgating the Ordinary Jubilee Year of 2025” 8-

It seems as though His Holiness Pope Francis is asking us to
take note of the fact, that signs of hope are already present
among us. Yet, how do we become aware of these signs?
During the academic year 2024, Tada Ayano, a fourth-year
student at Tokyo University of the Arts, was toiling on her
graduation project. One spring day, while the project was
evolving, she detected pilgrimage routes to hidden sites in
the city that were related to the Bible, and she pursued them
as though innately goaded, with the wind urging her on from
behind. Her insight seems to have paved the way for the call
of Pope Francis for a Holy Year. (A Holy Year is a memorial
year, a Jubilee, celebrated by the Catholic Church every 25
years).

On hearing her story, a desire arose within us to traverse this
pilgrimage path along with other youth, as a preparatory
pilgrimage for the Jubilee Year. After about 6 months had
elapsed with study and planning, the “Pilgrims of Hope
2024” group was set up on Saturday November 30. It was
a group formed by the Sophia University “Association
of Dedicated Life of the Faculty of Theology” (a circle of
students and religious of the Theology Faculty), and it was
co-sponsored by the Catholic Jesuit Center. Around 30 youth
participated in trekking this pilgrimage path. We split into
seven small groups amidst the hurly-burly of the city, and
starting from Ogikubo Church we pursued the path to Koenji
Church, while heading for Sekiguchi Church, which is the
Cathedral.

Forty “Signs of Hope” lay hidden on this pilgrimage path of
20,000 steps, and within the booklet designed by Ms. Tada
for the day, markers were strictly inscribed, so as to facilitate

the detection of those “Signs.” Photographs, maps, and
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waymarks indicating points of caution proved to be definitive
guideposts, for aside from being of help to the group of
friends who had become buddies, they urged them to persist
in walking, despite their fatigue. What we termed “Signs of
Hope” were for example the smokestacks of a waste disposal
plant, that became “towers of the fortress of affliction” (Psalm
59:17), “Maison Izumi,” the name of an apartment, which
meant “Fountain of Life” (John 4:14), and a steep slope facing
the Cathedral became “the meaning of the pilgrimage” (John
5).

When we finally reached the Cathedral after first losing our
way, and with aching feet and the din of the traffic stifled by
the sounds of our rosaries, we were amazed to realize that
each one of us in the group signified the ultimate “Sign of
Hope.”

“Youngsters, whose very being constitutes hope, also have
a need for signs of hope” (John 12). While celebrating the
Mission Mass or Mass meant to send people out to serve
God, Fr. Haidar made the following remarks in his homily,
“Searching for signs of hope can at times be strenuous. As in
the case of today’s pilgrimage, you may suffer fatigue, or you
may even feel that you want to quit walking. Nevertheless
however, we still have a mission to search for signs of hope,
and to live for and with others. Henceforth in our everyday
lives, let us share with all people the signs of hope that we
have discovered through this pilgrimage.”

The pilgrimage ended, with aching feet and abundant smiles.
Yet, the Holy Year trek of the “Pilgrims of Hope” serenely
and ceaselessly continues unabated, in our day-to-day living.

Association of Dedicated Life of the Faculty of Theology
Organizers for 2024: Mukadi Ilunga (Society of Jesus)
Ishida Sakiko (Sisters of Marie-Auxiliatrice)
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Practicing my faith
in Japan

Pursuing a master’s degree in Japan turned out to be even
more enjoyable and fulfilling than I had imagined, with so
many unexpected blessings along the way.

What I hadn’t expected was the profound spiritual journey I
would undertake, especially through my involvement with
the Catholic Jesuit Center, a place where I encountered God
and developed lasting friendships.

Before moving, I had some concerns about practicing my
faith in Japan. Knowing that the religious landscape would be
completely different from what I was used to, I worried about
how I would stay spiritually nourished. Little did I know that
this challenge would encourage me to grow closer to God by
being more intentional with my faith.

The first few months in Japan were all about adapting to a
new environment and culture. One constant that provided
peace and comfort during this transition was the daily Masses
on campus. These daily Masses offered a sense of familiarity,
grounding me amidst the newness. They also became a
space where I met some of my closest friends—people who
supported me spiritually, mentally, and physically. Frequent
lunches with them further deepened these bonds and made
my experience in Japan feel more like home.

My first year in Japan passed quickly, almost in a blur. But in
that blur, I found God in the community, in the friendships
that blossomed through faith. I am incredibly thankful for
the Catholic Jesuit Center staff, who not only provided
spiritual nourishment but also introduced me to new friends,
activities, and communities.

One of the most special experiences at the Catholic Jesuit
Center was Eucharistic Adoration. It was a true gift to
come together with students, faculty, and staff from
various departments and backgrounds to adore the Lord.
These moments of quiet reverence and prayer were truly
transformative.

As my second year began, I could already see how much I
had grown spiritually and personally. I had formed deep
relationships, and I felt rooted in both my faith and my
community. Even though I continued to face challenges,
the strength I drew from the Eucharist and my community
helped me persevere.

The friendships I formed at the Catholic Jesuit Center were
undoubtedly the fruit of Divine Providence. One of the most
beautiful blessings I received was becoming a Godmother.
I met a friend at the Masses at the Center who eventually
became my Godson through the sacrament of baptism. This
deepened my sense of connection not only to him but also to
the broader spiritual family we share.

Looking back now, I am deeply grateful to God for His

guidance throughout this journey. As I reflect on my time at
Sophia University, I realize just how miraculous and blessed
it was. I also recognize the kindness and patience of those
around me who supported me when I was homesick or
frustrated.

In closing, I cannot wait to reunite with this wonderful
community and continue our shared journey of faith. “Every
good and perfect gift is from above, coming down from the
Father of the heavenly lights...” (James 1:17). I see so much of
this truth in my time here, and I am forever thankful.

Emmanuelle Komaclo

Graduate School of Science and Technology



Hello everyone! I am a Catholic who was confirmed in 2023.
After my confirmation, I had the grace of participating in
World Youth Day in Lisbon, and shortly afterward, I came to
Japan. It was a big change moving to a country with relatively
few Christians. I was concerned that I would not be able to
grow in my faith in a place like Japan, which is known for
many things but not for Christianity.

How wrong I was! God provided so many people and
experiences to show me the depth of faith in this country.
From the early Christian persecutions to the atomic bombing
of Nagasaki, Christians have been deeply present in Japan’s
history even to this day. Getting to know Japanese Christians
in my parish, Sekiguchi Church, and reading about historical
figures like Nagai Takashi, I was moved by their faith and
encouraged to see that Christianity still holds a place in the
hearts of many Japanese people.

One of the things that touched me most was how Nagai
Takashi wrote about Nagasaki as a sacrifice made for peace.
Even though his own wife died tragically in the atomic
bombing, he wrote that the dead Christians were precisely
the ones holy enough to be united to Christ’s sacrifice on the
cross. The Christians left behind like him were given more
time to repent of their sins. To see a horrific tragedy as a grace
- only a deep Christian faith can achieve this. The beauty
of the stained glass in the present day Urakami Cathedral
depicting the ruins of the old cathedral are a testament to this
totally radical vision of the atomic bombing.

After my year here, I'm convinced that Japan has a deep faith
and that it is only a matter of time before this country once
again falls in love with the Christian faith. Please pray for
Japan!

Elmer LOH Wei Zheng

NUS-Waseda Double Degree Program

School of International Liberal Studies
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1. From Avignon to Tokyo: An Unexpected Journey

I beheld no written document indicating that a person of my
modest situation would one day study at a university, and
that too at a high-ranking university located abroad in Tokyo.
I was born in the south of France, in the mid-sized town of
Avignon, which though small for professional prospects and
affluence was yet large enough to reveal the effects of poverty
and crime. My academic life commenced in a vocational high
school, and I worked as a teenager, pursuing the normal
path fashioned by my milieu. Christianity existed in my
community, but in name alone, for my parents were low-
church evangelicals. Our household had no church tradition,
no prayer life, and no real faith, and I grew up hating
my country. I received the conviction through the public
education system that my country hated me as well, and so
I soon began to dream of escaping. This I ultimately did at a
young age, first to America and Canada and later to Japan.
The reason for my choice of Japan was that during my final
year of high school, it suddenly dawned upon me through
a friend that almost everything I fancied, namely games,
movies, cars, bikes, anime, fashion, and even girls, came from
Japan. That realization settled the issue, and Japan became
my dream.
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2. The Idol of the ideal

To me Japan was like fiction. That is to say, it was untainted,
more refined, and freer than real life, and the core of this
dream was located within the heart of Tokyo, namely in
Sophia University. The city’s ethos, prestige, and global
mystique instantly resonated with me and my setting, and
I began idolizing Tokyo culture. What I idolized more were
the students of Sophia (and frankly, the Sophia girls). In the
first year of my master’s course I wrote a thesis on human
trafficking, where I focused on the Toyoko Kids as a case
study. Yet none of this satisfied me, for deep down I sought
something greater. “Our hearts are restless until they rest
in You,” wrote St. Augustine, and that longing led me to cry
out to God who had been patiently waiting all along, to enter
and fill my heart with love and light, through His Truth. At
Sophia, God responded to my plea, and I realized then that
this nation, town, university, Church, and religious order,
would remain with me forever.

3. Lifted By Grace Carried By Trust: Faith in a Round-Trip
Ticket

A few months prior to my acceptance as an exchange student
at Sophia, which in itself was a unique blessing (since a
very small fraction of students of my socio-economic milieu
manage to make it to the third year of undergraduate study,
let alone compete to go abroad and be accepted at a top
university), I encountered Christianity. Being all alone, with
no Church, no proper guidance, and not even a Christian
friend or relative to encourage me, I came to believe in Christ
as represented in the Nicene Creed (even though I had no
idea as to what the Nicene Creed was at the time, and nor did
I have any knowledge of Church history). Some may perhaps
say that was the very instant when I became a Christian, and
perhaps even received the Holy Spirit, but as yet I have no
knowledge about that. However, what I did know at that time
is what I know even now, namely, that Christ is risen! He has
risen indeed! I have no wish to delve into the details here,
because the encounter was deeply personal and too emotional
for this type of reflection, and besides, I would like to focus
on the truth, and not merely on feelings. However, the
bottom line is this: regardless of one’s religious or irreligious
backdrop or nationality, none but a person who sincerely
seeks the truth, will find Jesus. To my Japanese friends who
read this, I firmly recommend that they read the life of Paul
Takashi Nagai. I stepped into the plane with this fragile new
faith, with my mind full of questions, my heart full of peace,
and a feeling that this year in Japan would transform me
forever, from an empty, sad, and lost youth to a fulfilled,
grateful, and discovered man. I wept and prayed. (Indeed,
I wept a lot, but let’s keep that between us), and I entrusted
all to Christ, the only one who had truly guided me up to
that point. Aside from writing cynical essays on the practical,
faithless, syncretism of Shinto myths and the Buddhist
quest for emptiness, I had not given much thought to the
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religious setting of Japan, and as for Japan’s Christianity, all
I knew was that Christians comprise about 1% of the nation’s
population, and I had no notion as to how I could pursue my
conversion journey from there. Even so however, I trusted in
God’s plans.

4. All I Wanted, None I Needed. (The Fall Semester)

Once the semester commenced, life seemed almost perfect.
I worked on great school projects with talented students,
volunteered for NPOs aiding orphans and single mothers, I
pursued the Tokyo life, and felt as though I was thriving. I
joined every “Sophia event” possible, and I was also invited
to the splendid Christmas Sophia Philharmonic Orchestra
event, by a comely and highly gifted violinist. I also took
part in as many school trips as possible, so as to discover
Japan. Thanks to the SSIC’s superb staff, I was so grateful and
astonished at every trip offered by the Sophia Network, that
I came up with the saying, Jouchi adovanteiji, which made
everyone laugh. I joined a youth group at a very convivial
evangelical community, made great friends, and we reached
out to many, notably the lonely Tokyo youth.

5. Vanity of Vanities

However, for some reason or other I was not at ease.
Something was amiss, especially regarding the Church, for
I felt spiritually starved. I wished to study and proclaim
the genuine Gospel, and not just a toned-down version
that fitted neatly into modern narratives. Being a recent
convert, I longed for the truth. I craved for the profound,
grounded, and unshakable truth, and not just another affable
and cheery community. Dimness soon returned since I had
ceased following the Light (John 8:12), and I once again
began relying on my own plans. The peace I had relished on
the plane was gone, and despite the fact that I had owned
nothing then and ostensibly everything now, a deep yearning
returned to me. I was literally covered by blessings, and yet
none of them truly satisfied me, for even beneficial things like
academic success, friendship, relationships, and volunteer
work, can become idols. As stated in the biblical book of
Ecclesiastes, “Vanity of vanities; all is Vanity.”
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6. The Three ‘Ds’: Desolation, Desert, Discernment

During this period, urged on by the frustration evoked by
the fragility of my faith, I commenced a serious study of
apologetics. I loved Jesus, but my love was not sufficient to
apply the words of 1 Peter 3:15, namely, “But in your hearts
revere Christ as Lord. Always be prepared to give an answer
to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope
that you have.” Hence, to do this with serenity and respect
I fortified my pledge to reason, while striving my utmost to
remain rationally honest. As I had previously never pondered
over the issue of ancient Churches, I decided to deal solely
with Christianity. Yet, as I stated before, going deeper into
the subject and seeking the truth, always leads to Jesus and
the Church that He historically founded. At this time, I had
debates with a Catholic friend, in my dorm kitchen. On the
one hand it made things harder, since formerly I had never
identified as Protestant, though theologically that’s exactly
what I was, while on the other hand, those discussions,
regardless of whether I won or lost, made me reflect deeply
and gain an awareness of an alternate viewpoint. I am sure
this friend was a Christian, because as Jesus said, “You will
know them by their fruits,” and he also said, “They will know
you are my disciples by seeing how you love one another.”
To sum up this period, I may perhaps say that I still desired
truth, but I also wanted to be right, and my pride led to the
barring of grace. God allowed me to fall and hurt myself
numerous times, until I returned to Him like a child. “Lord,
you led me here and blessed me beyond imagination. But I
keep messing up. I don’t know what I'm doing. Please save
me again.”

7. The Sophia Advantage (Spring Semester)

I recall the moment God answered my prayers through His
Church. I had signed up for a trip to the Kansai area prepared
by the SSIC, and to qualify, I had to write a short paper on
St. Francis Xavier. That’s when everything began to make
sense. Sophia, “Universitas Sedis Sapientiae,” the university
I had revered from afar, was erected on the legacy of Jesuit
missionaries, who had devoted their lives to bringing Lux
Veritatis to the world, and all the way to Japan. I finally
realized why I had always been so attracted to Sophia
University, even though I knew so little about it. There is
no such thing as coincidence. I was called to be there, even
if it wasn’t for the reasons I had initially envisioned. From
that moment onwards, it felt like a video game speed-run
towards the light of Truth, although I was barely holding the
controller. The Holy Spirit was performing the onerous tasks.
Everything I had studied about core Christian doctrines led
me to the same path, that is the ancient apostolic Churches.
For me, there was no more moving in circles, toiling with
modern conflicting bible interpretations, and choosing
between endless Protestant denominations. I was finally
getting answers that were both sensible and filled with
wisdom and depth. Briefly stated, I listed on the basis of
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import all Catholic and Orthodox doctrines that I opposed
or did not understand, and one by one, they fell. Being
evangelical, Marian dogmas and the Eucharist were indeed
at the top, but halfway down the list, after researching the
intercession of the saints, I stopped and said to myself,
“What am I protesting against? Sola scriptura is self-refuting,
and in any case, these doctrines are biblical!” I am sure the
saints in heaven had a good laugh. So, I prayed thus, “Lord,
I trusted and lost myself again. Please forgive me. However,
I promised to follow You no matter the cost, even though
I am weak. If this truly is the Church You established, the
One, Holy, Catholic, and Apostolic Church, please guide
me gently. I trust in You.” He heard my cry and answered
me. So, be careful what you ask for, because “To whomever
much is given, of him will much be required.” I could never
have imagined that it would be my newfound passion for
apologetics in Japan that would reveal what I had loved
about Sophia all along, that is, the Seat of Wisdom, Mary,
the Mother of God, who brought me back home to her Son,
Christ, Wisdom incarnate. Now, I grow daily in loving
devotion to Mary, my mother and queen, simply abiding
by the modern evangelical tradition, even though I once
spurned her out of ignorance and not conviction. I started
attending daily Mass, confronting my former protestant
misconceptions, and realizing how truly Christocentric and
biblical the liturgy is.

The Holy Eucharist moved me deeply. It made me encounter
Christ a second time. I researched the remaining sacraments,
sealing the deal about the truth of the apostolic Church. To
conclude, in less than a year I learned that providence is
better than fiction. Prior to arriving in Japan, I imagined my
life would change, but not that I would lose it and gain a new
one in Christ. Even now as I write this, it’s hard to recall in
detail everything that occurred, because God’s goodness is
so abundant. I would like to tell anyone reading this: If you
honestly and humbly seek and ask God to guide you to the
truth, He will never abandon you. A useful piece of advice is
this: Mary, the Mother of God, will always direct you to her
Son with the gentleness of a mother. As St. Louis Marie de
Montfort declared, “Mary is the safest, easiest, shortest, and
most perfect way to approach Jesus.”

8. Resurrection in the Land of The Rising Son

Some say Japan is a missionary graveyard, but for me as well
as for hundreds of thousands of Japanese people of the past,
it became a cradle of rebirth. On July 31, 2024, the feast of St.
Ignatius of Loyola, I received full initiation into the Catholic
Church. I received the sacraments of Baptism, Confirmation,
and my First Holy Communion at Sophia, under the guidance
of Fr. Firmansyah who had instructed me and others of the
wonderful Catholic Jesuit Center. This was the central gift
I received from God, via His Church. I could never have
chosen a better patron saint. In fact, I am beginning to believe
it was he who chose me. St. Ignatius, my dear Patron, was a
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soldier of Christ, a saint with a disciplined heart, a servant of
Our Lady, one of the greatest bridge-builders and defenders
of the faith in the Kingdom of God, and above all, a humble
servant of Christ. Although I have now returned to France,
the nation that is viewed as the eldest daughter of the Church,
I carry Japan with me. Now, for the first time, I can truly love
the profound culture of my own nation as well, not in spite
of my faith, but because of it. Finally, by means of the Jesuit
network, the Catholic Jesuit Center, and the kindly Catholic
student community of Sophia, I received the opportunity to
go on the pilgrimage to Nagasaki as a Catholic, walking in the
footsteps of the Hidden Christians who are my brethren of
old, and thanks to a bright Sophia associate and our amazing
priests, I was even able to interview the Bishop of Nagasaki.
These memories lie etched within my heart forever, and I am
truly grateful. To all who upheld me along the way, I say,
“Thank you.” You know who you are. You lived out Romans
15:7, where it is said, “Welcome one another, therefore, as
Christ has welcomed you, for the glory of God,” and you
helped me to discover the Church, which as stated in 1 Tim
3:15, “is the pillar and bulwark of the truth.” God knows no
boundaries. I shall keep praying for Japan, and please, pray
for me too. May the Peace of Jesus Christ remain with you all
forever.

Ignatius Dylan

Faculty of Liberal Arts Exchange student
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Nagasaki

During my residence in Japan, I received an opportunity to
visit Nagasaki. For me it was truly a dream, because when
applying to Sophia I prayed to the first Mexican saint, San
Felipe de Jestis, who was one of the 26 martyrs to die in
Nagasaki, and I came to know his story. Also, St. Maximilian
Kolbe, who lived in Nagasaki for several years before World
War II, was a person who really inspired me. However, two
years ago I read a book entitled “Requiem for Nagasaki.” It
concerned the story of Doctor Nagai, a Japanese doctor who
had converted to Catholicism, and who had lived in Nagasaki
during the dropping of the atomic bomb. It described the
challenges of seeing God in the horrors of the bomb, as well
as in the beauty of the faith of the people of Nagasaki.

Coming from a nation where Catholicism had existed during
a large part of its history, and where most people are Catholic,
I'had never seen a city where faith was ceaselessly tested, and
where it proved to be so strong. I visited many places, such
as the Twenty-Six Martyrs Museum and Monument, where
I saw how the hidden Christians sought to keep their faith
alive by celebrating Mass even without priests, or how they
disguised their statues of Christ and the Virgin Mary, so that
they resembled deities of Buddhism. I also visited places like
the Oura Cathedral, the Nagasaki Atomic Bomb Museum,
the Sotome region of Nagasaki prefecture, and others, but the
place that sums up for me all my experiences of the city as
well as its history, was the Urakami Cathedral.

I went to Urakami Cathedral to join in the Mass for the
commencement of the Jubilee year of 2025, where the
principal theme was “Pilgrims of Hope.” I felt this city was
suitable for that theme, since it had shown that by having
firm faith, we can attain hope. Even during dark times, such
as times of persecution, times when there was a need to
hide, or times when, though they ultimately felt they had
overcome all, World War II began and the dropping of the
atomic bombs occurred, the Japanese Christians persisted and
praised God, never doubting that He was there with them,
and that they would be able to endure everything.

These events made me ponder as to how strong my faith was,
and motivated me to take a closer look at my relationship
to God. I was inspired to grow on the strength of my faith
and my commitment to my beliefs, and this gave me hope. I
realized that He is also there with me, and like the Christians
of Nagasaki, I had no need to fear. All I had to do was
persevere in my faith and trust, for with God, no challenge is
insurmountable.

Natalia Guerrero Espinosa
Universidad Iberoamericana Puebla

Magis Exchage Program
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To serve others

Coming to Japan has been a dream of mine, especially
knowing I would be able to deepen my knowledge while also
growing spiritually. Moving to a new country, adapting to a
different culture, and balancing academics were exciting yet
daunting challenges. As I grew up in a Catholic household
and country, basic activities and devotions have always been
part of my routine. However, despite the busyness, I was also
worried that the change in my environment might affect my
faith.

At Sophia University, especially with the presence of the
Catholic Jesuit Center and its supportive activities, I have
maintained my devotion both spiritually and practically.
Spiritually, with programs such as Adoration at S] House
and Mass at the chapel, these opportunities have been truly
convenient since I can easily participate after my classes
without worrying about traveling far.

In addition to Adoration and Mass, the Catholic Jesuit Center
chapel also offers a space to reflect or simply breathe after
a long day at the university. It gives me peace in my heart
every time I pray inside, knowing how busy and fast-paced
everything is at Sophia and in Tokyo. The chapel helps me
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pause, slow down, and reflect on how far I've come, allowing
me to be grateful for everything.

Through practical means, I participated in a memorable
activity with the help of the Catholic Jesuit Center, which was
volunteering in a service-learning activity/excursion at the
Arrupe Refugee Center in Kamakura. During this activity,
we had the opportunity to witness firsthand how the center
supports refugees and their families. We shared meals while
listening to different stories from people who had endured
immense challenges, each narrative offering a unique glimpse
into resilience and hope.

These heartfelt encounters deeply moved me, inspiring me
to reflect on my own life with a renewed sense of gratitude.
Hearing their stories reminded me that even in the face
of adversity, unwavering faith and trust in God, through
Jesus, can guide us through difficult times. Their courage
encouraged me to hold on to my own faith in Jesus, believing
that no matter how tough life may seem, God always opens a
path for those who trust in Him and work hard.

This activity also helped me understand that being a good
Christian is not just about what you do at church but also
about how you serve others. With the capacity, resources, and
gifts that God gives us, it’s important to ask ourselves what
we can do with them, especially for the people around us.
Through this, I try to embody these values by simply helping,
being a good listener to my friends, and creating a positive,
welcoming atmosphere for everyone in my surroundings.

I hope that by continuing my studies at Sophia University, I
am not only growing as a student but also as a person who
seeks to live out these values, learning to love and serve
others as Jesus taught us.

Faculty of Global Studies 1* year

Judith Quintao Cristavao
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Encounter with ISLF

For me the ISLF has been an encounter, a meeting with
chums and a rendezvous with Jesus. I first took part in the
ISLF when I was in my third year of Junior High School, and
I made the acquaintance of friends from four Jesuit schools.
My ISLF encounters did not end there, but persisted. I came
across students from Asia, and when I began joining in
as a helper, I even ran into students junior to myself. The
people I came to know via the ISLF have grown dear to me,
and they are akin to my family. Although the time spent at
the ISLF was brief, comprising just 3 to 7 days, yet it was a
restful period when I felt free to converse on any issue, even
more than I would have done with people at my school or
members of my family. In my first sharing experience during
my third year of junior high school, I recall striving hard to
curb my tears, as I spoke of issues related to myself that I had
never been able to reveal earlier. I realized then that there
do exist people and places where I can speak to others, and
where people will listen to me and accept me.

Sensing within myself the guidance of Jesus, I concluded
my junior high and high school years as well as college
years, and the feeling that arose within me was as though
Jesus himself had gifted an encounter with me, via the ISLF.
Interestingly however, after joining the ISLF as a high school
student I felt a desire for baptism, and so after moving to
Tokyo as a university student at the age of 20, I was baptized
at St. Ignatius Church, amidst my ISLF friends. I express my
gratitude to God for the professors who incessantly sowed
the seeds within me, the members of the staff who always
made the preparations necessary for the ISLF, and for the
Fathers and all my friends. My thankfulness goes to God for
the many occasions I received to meet my friends. I have the
feeling that residents of large cities today are grappling with
issues like loneliness and the wide variety of choices before
them, and I believe it is in times like these that places like the
ISLF are vital, places that enable us to confront ourselves and
share with others. I wish to cherish all these encounters, even
after my graduation from the ISLF.

Hinata Kodama
Hosei University 4" year

(Graduate of Sophia Fukuoka Junior and Senior High
School)
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The ISLF and 1

It appears to me as though the ISLF was the place where
certain vital periods of my life had elapsed, through my
lifetime of 23 years. They were interludes that played a role
towards the formation of my being, during my high school
and college years. Ever since my primary school (or perhaps
kindergarten) days, I had pursued a life of intimacy with
Christianity, and it was in my first year of high school that
I received a call to join the ISLF, via a Bible study group
that I had casually entered while I was still in the middle
school. The ISLF was so designated with the aim of fostering
Ignatian-style leadership, although at that time I did not have
much of an understanding of this. Even so, I joined in, due
to my belief that it would be an opening for me to link up
with the 4 sister schools across the nation. On actually taking
part though, with the succession of fresh encounters and
the elation of swiftly gaining friends of my own age group,
what finally remained with me was merely a feeling that the
whole thing was enjoyable. Later, however, on becoming a
university student and getting an invitation to participate as
a helper for the ISLF, I returned to the ISLF in the winter of
my second year of university life, with the feeling that after
a long parting I would be reunited with the ISLF members.
I did return with a feeling that I would be reunited with
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my friends, but that was not the only outcome. I believe it
also became an opportunity for me to ponder over Ignatian
leadership and Ignatian thought.

Recently it dawned upon me, that to utilize the sharing
sessions I had casually engaged in at high school, as well
as various other ISLF activities like Tokyo walks and mini
games, ‘was perhaps something that had been envisioned all
along.” Also, through recent ISLF activities, I have come to
grasp the significance of the spirit of MAGIS, as well as some
other things I had learned at Eiko Gakuen. This makes me
feel as though the loose ends in my life are being resolved.
On thinking back now, it appears as though the relationships
I had relaxedly enjoyed with other schools (and particularly
schools that shared the same ideology) were in line with the
intentions of the ISLF.

It was only recently that I came to realize that it has been
around 7 years since I first joined. Despite the fact that a long
time has passed, I intend to continue my life here without
quitting.

Tanaka Eisuke
Hitotsubashi University 4" year

(Graduate of Eiko Gakuen Class of 68)




Live for Love

My name is Maria Antonietta Casulli, but my friends call me
Mitty. Today, I want to share how I went from a small town
in southern Italy —surrounded by great food, beautiful sea,
and sunshine—to Tokyo, Japan, where I spent six amazing
years of my life!

Let’s start from the beginning. I'd say I grew up between
“two fires.” From my father, I inherited scientific curiosity.
He was a university professor of plant sciences and always
encouraged me to ask questions about how the world works.
From my mother, I learned wisdom —which is different from
intelligence. She taught me how to “live well in this world.”
I call it “the science of relationships,” and it has helped me
immensely in life. She taught me to give—my time, my
talents, my possessions—and not to be attached to material
things. That’s how I discovered that “there is more joy in
giving than in receiving,” because when you give something
to someone, it creates a relationship that enriches your life
far more than the object you gave away. She also taught me
to forgive my siblings when we argued and to “start over”
when I made mistakes. She used to say, “It’s not important
if you fall; what matters is getting back up.” She taught me
to love others even when they’re difficult to deal with, and
most importantly, that I'm immensely loved by God, who
even died on the cross for me to fully share in every type of
suffering I might experience in life. This faith has been the
key to overcoming many difficult moments in my life.

Fast forward to 2013. I was 24 years old and living in
Switzerland: I had a fiancé, a stunning house overlooking
Lake Geneva, incredible nature, and had just started working
at a university with an excellent salary. In short, I had it all.
But Europe was in the grip of a major economic crisis. In
Italy, many of my friends couldn’t find work, and some had
fallen into depression or even taken their own lives. I found
myself living a dream, but as I looked at the Alps, I felt I was
basing my happiness on something fragile—a dream that
could easily shatter. I had so many questions inside me and a
feeling of not being truly happy. So before starting my PhD at
EPFL (one of the most prestigious universities in the world),
I decided to dedicate four months to volunteer work in the
Philippines.

I arrived in Tagaytay on October 28, 2013, and just 10 days
later (on November 9), I found myself in the path of Super
Typhoon Yolanda—the largest typhoon recorded that year.
I experienced what it’s like when “everything collapses.”
Overnight, houses and forests were gone, many lives were
lost, food disappeared, diseases spread, and there was no
power or internet for weeks. During those challenging days,
I worked with a young Filipino woman a little older than
me named Myla. We had heard nothing from her family in
Tacloban, where the typhoon had hit even harder than in
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Tagaytay. They were likely all dead. Yet she worked with me
every day and always had a beautiful, genuine smile.

That’s when my “scientific mind” started asking questions.
Why were my friends in Italy—who still had homes,
families, and food —taking their own lives, while here in
the Philippines, where people had literally lost everything,
no one had done so? It didn’t make sense to me. And that’s
when intelligence gave way to wisdom.

Myla had discovered a happiness that even a typhoon
couldn’t take away. And what was that happiness? The same
thing my mother had taught me: God-Love—the awareness
that, despite everything, behind every pain lies a greater
design of love; that I'm not the only one suffering; and that
I can transform my suffering into something that alleviates
the pain of others. We can always love, and when we love
the person in front of us, our hearts fill with happiness, even
when we’ve lost everything. Myla had decided to dedicate
her entire life to loving. She gave up everything to follow
God, becoming a “focolarina,” a consecrated member of
a community called the Focolare Movement, which exists
worldwide. The purpose of this community is to create a
family with everyone—poor and rich, Christians and people
of other religions, believers and non-believers —because we
all need love. That’s when I decided: I also want to become a
focolarina and bring this happiness to the world, just as Myla
shared it with me.

I never returned to Switzerland. I spent three years in a
discernment process to become a focolarina and was then
assigned to a community in Tokyo, Japan. That marked the
beginning of another beautiful chapter of my life, where I
learned so much from all of you—and you stole my heart!

I could tell you countless heartwarming stories about my life
in Japan, but I'll share just one. On the very first day I arrived
in Japan, the focolarine in Tokyo took me straight to Mass.
Where? Right here in Yotsuya! I vividly remember that the
Sophia University building was the first one I saw in Tokyo.
I had this feeling in my heart: “This university will have
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something to do with your story!” Then I completely forgot
about it for two years while I immersed myself in studying

the Japanese language.

At the end of my studies, even though I was living in a
community, it was still important for us focolarini to work.
But I had no idea where to start looking for a job. What could
I do? Teach Italian? Babysit? One day, I was at home with my
Portuguese roommate. It was Golden Week, so we were on
vacation. I had my Japanese exam right after Golden Week,
so it suited me perfectly to go to a 6 a.m. Mass near our home
so I could study all day. But my Portuguese roommate,
being on vacation, wanted to go to a noon Mass in Yotsuya.
To show kindness to her and not leave her alone, I decided
to change my study schedule and go to Mass with her in
Yotsuya. At that Mass, by chance, I met an Italian friend who
lived in Turkey. It was his last day in Japan. He had come for
a scientific conference organized at Sophia University. When
he greeted me, he asked about my work, and he was the one
who connected me with Professor Hayashita. That’s how
Professor Hayashita got to know me and offered me a PhD
position with him. For that small act of kindness toward my
Portuguese roommate, God gave me back the career I had
left behind in Switzerland. God wanted me to resume my
scientific career —not for the sake of money, but to use science
and research as a way to love people and serve the world.

Where am I now? I've moved to Belgium, where we’ve
opened a Focolare house dedicated to the young students
of Leuven University. Here, young people from all over the
world come to study, and many feel lonely. So we try to be
there for them and create a family with them. Of course, I
work as a postdoc researcher at Leuven University. But at
least once a year, I return to Japan because I collaborate with
several Japanese universities, and I love acting as a bridge
between Japan and Europe.

One more story: During the pandemic in Japan, the suicide
rate among young women increased by 80% compared with
the previous year—reaching shocking numbers, almost like
a war bulletin. It was a challenging time for me too! Around
those months, my mother was diagnosed with a severe heart
condition, but I couldn’t leave Japan, or I would lose my visa
and wouldn’t have been able to complete my PhD.

I felt that I could endure that pain thanks to the support
of my Focolare companions. So I wanted to offer the same
opportunity to other Japanese women. During those months,
I reached out to friends from various religious backgrounds
in Japan. We had already been working together through
WCRP Japan. Six of us dedicated ourselves to creating a new
initiative called the “CommuniHeart Project,” specifically
designed for women of all kinds—from mothers to career
professionals, from 18-year-olds to women in their 40s.

Together, we aimed to empower one another, provide a
safe space to open our hearts, and offer tools to face life’s
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challenges. This project was directed toward a group of 20
women from across Japan. We truly witnessed a miracle
as we saw each of them transform from “caterpillars” into
“butterflies.”

Mitty Casulli
KU Leuven University post-DOC researcher

Sophia University Doctoral Program Graduate
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For most of my life I lacked faith in spirits or in things divine.
On the contrary, I detested religion, because I believed it to
be an imposition of morality and faith, an issue based solely
on membership in a group. Life has its ups and downs, and
yet the degree of hardship and pain that tackled me, led me
to adopt a nihilistic attitude towards the world. If God is love,
then why does he have to inflict such pain on me? I failed
to see how obeying a moral code could make me a better
person, and neither could I understand why people were so
devoted to the practice of their faith.

The truth became evident to me only in late 2021, after I had
overcome my major trials of that time and entered Sophia
University. Emerging from an era of gloom in my life and
embarking on a new one, I at first toiled hard, striving to see
how I could rise above my past by mere critical reflection.
However, in the Christian Fundamentals course of Michael
Polito, by learning about God’s Grace and of His desire for us
to grow, as well as from discussions I had with others on the
Catholic side of my family, I gradually came to realize how
wrong it was on my part to view the world in such a negative
manner. After opening myself up to Catholicism, I acquired a
desire to learn more and more about the teachings of God, in
order to gain an understanding of the kind of path He desired
that I follow.

In early 2023, after having heard my story, my department
supervisor invited me to join her in attending the monthly
Eucharistic Adorations that are held at the Sophia Catholic
Jesuit Center. From these Adorations, I was able to partly
feel the affection Christ has for us all, as well as the impact
His teachings had on other members of the Sophia Catholic
Jesuit Center. I then applied as much as I could of what I
had gained from these experiences to my daily routine, and
consequently became a much more tolerable and fun person
to have around. Perhaps it was coincidental, but 2023 turned
into the best year of my life, up to that point. Of course,
knowing this is one thing, and experiencing true devotion is
another.

Despite my interest in the Catholic Faith, I have not yet been
baptized (and the reason for this is that I am rather selective
as to how and where it should be done). Also, due to the
fact that my attendance at Catholic Jesuit Center events
and Adorations were rather sporadic, my genuine grasp of
the Catholic Faith and Grace were still rather limited. On
observing the life I had led so far, I would not judge it as bad.
Yet, I always had the feeling that something was missing
from the equation. Of course, I now came to understand how
essential morality is for people to have mutual trust in one
another, but the continuous practice of the Faith was a little

harder for me to grasp.

Fortunately, an occasion arose for me to acquire this
understanding, via the 2025 Nagasaki Pilgrimage conducted
by the Sophia Catholic Jesuit Center. Although my
department supervisor, the individual who had invited me
to join the Nagasaki pilgrimage in the first place was, sadly,
unable to accompany us, yet a certain non-Catholic friend of
mine was curious enough to join the event along with me.
Owing to the inability of my department supervisor to attend,
my own tedious workload, and the many hitches I had with
billing and registration, I grew unsure as to whether I really
wanted to commit myself to joining this pilgrimage. Yet, on
reflecting back on the event now, I see that the experience
as well as the critical lights I gained through the Pilgrimage,
made it one of the most spiritual and influential experiences
of my life.

Love can be harsh. Love can be cruel. God’s love can also
be so, even if He alone knows the reason why. When the
Europeans first established links with Japan in the 16"
century, the greatest of the many loved (and unloved) objects
of life they conveyed to Japan was the Catholic faith. Many
Japanese converted to Catholicism on seeing the power of
Faith and Grace, but they were soon hounded by the Japanese
leaders, chiefly during the Tokugawa period. During that
time, the Japanese Catholics had to secretly practice their
faith, lest they ended up dead, or worse. One of the first sites
we visited on our pilgrimage to Nagasaki was a secret Shinto-
style shrine, below which lay some small and randomly
assorted series of white pebbles. To my wonder and shock,
our tour guide revealed how the Japanese Catholics would
arrange the white pebbles into the form of a Cross during
prayer time, and then hastily scatter them once their prayers
had ended. If they were caught at any point they would have
been forced to renounce their Faith, or perish as outcasts of
Japanese society. Such creativity and ingenuity sheds light on
the devotion people had at that time to persist in their Faith,
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even when it seemed as though the entire world was against

them.

Regardless of how harsh or cruel it may be, we know that
God'’s love is beautiful. Despite their attempts to crush what
was publicly viewed as heresy, at the close of the Tokugawa
period it was seen that many devoted Japanese Catholics
had held on to their Faith. Also, the dawn of the new Meiji
era that focused on westernization and growth, ensured the
fact that the torment of Catholics would not only end, but
that their adherents would be provided suitable places of
worship. Of the many places we visited in Nagasaki, some
of the earliest Catholic churches included those built in the
Meiji era. Despite their age those churches serve as glistening
beacons of hope, on sites where in recent times Catholics
were hunted for their faith. Owing to the strong Catholic
population in Nagasaki having a grasp of their history, those
churches, some of which are 200 years old, seem to have been
cared for and upheld in such a way, that their present state is
superior to what they had when first erected. Beacons such
as these display the necessity of Hope, for regardless of how
bad the situation may be, via hope and fidelity to Faith better
times will emerge, times that will last even for generations to
come.

Yet, no matter how elegant God’s love may be, at times it still
appears harsh and cruel. On August 6 and August 9, 1945,
after years of severe island battles against the US and decades
of warfare on the Asian mainland, World War II ended with
atomic bombs dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Since
these bombs dropped by the US were more potent than
earlier weapons, they caused a devastation hitherto unknown
in human history. Those in affected zones who died instantly
were the lucky ones, for the anguish and nuclear fallout
that ensued, produced grief for thousands. However,
despite this outwardly irrevocable catastrophe the people
of Nagasaki were able to restore their lives, and forge fresh
ways of progress. Many of the churches we visited during
the Nagasaki pilgrimage were erected after the war, with the
greater part being peerless and superb to behold. These post-
war churches exude a charm typified by massive intricate
structures, diverse panels of stained glass, and panoramas of

artworks and spirals, reminiscent of the beauty of a butterfly’s
wings. In a time of crisis, when even nature seemed woeful
and death-ridden, the Japanese Catholics of Nagasaki devised
their own devotion to Faith through beauty, for no matter
how dreary a site may be, the radiance of God can always be
viewed within it.

There are many other issues concerning the Nagasaki
pilgrimage I would like to mention, but sad to say this
article has already exceeded the permissible length. The fun
experiences we had included talking to students, listening to
the amusing tales of the tour guides, having deep and vital
chats on Faith with Fr. Firmansyah, and of course, drinking
the night away with Fr. Lee. Also, Nagasaki itself is an
incredibly striking locale. Each little island retains its unique
flair and charm, with nature blending the awesomeness of the
towering mountains with the tranquility of the bright blue
sea.

After my Nagasaki pilgrimage, I spent a sizeable amount
of time musing keenly over my encounters and feelings.
Through my own experience of having endured an ambience
of hate, and the superb history of diligence and blossoming
of the Catholics at Nagasaki, I have come to gain not just a
deeper and firmer perception of God'’s love, but also a clearer
appreciation as to why we devote ourselves to it.

Allen Tsai
Faculty of Human Sciences

Department of Education 4" Year
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Nagasaki Pilgrimage Article

When I was still a high school student, my father used to hold
movie nights on weekends. On a certain weekend, my father
found a film that starred Andrew Garfield and told us that
the Hollywood Blockbuster was filmed on the eastern coast of
Taiwan. That film which we ended up watching was the 2016
adaptation of Endo Shusaku’s 1966 novel called Silence. To
say that the scenes of physical and mental tortures received
by the hidden Christian community of Japan and Jesuit
missionaries were noteworthy would be an understatement
but, watching it from historical hindsight and not having
access to excerpts of the English translation of the original
novel, I didn’t quite understand the historical context and
the cathartic themes that Endo Shusaku was composing.
Being curious about history from a very young age, I decided
that one entry from my bucket list that I ought to complete
was to visit Nagasaki and learn about the complex historical
significance of the prefecture.

Flashforward. I'd visited Nagasaki once before embarking on
this pilgrimage with the Sophia Catholic Jesuit Center. While
the main objective during the prior experience was not the
Hidden Christians (Kakure Kirishitan), I visited the Urakami
Cathedral, the Oura Church, and the Nishizaka Hill. While
the former two were built after the opening of Japan, the latter
was the site of the first martyrdom and a monument was built
on top of it. It was there that I got most of my information
on the Hidden Christians, and learned that the nationwide
persecution that followed was mainly politically driven. That
begs the question: if this was a national phenomenon, why
did surviving documents and monuments remain clustered
in Nagasaki? While it is not an easy question to answer, it

was one reason why I applied for the Nagasaki Pilgrimage
held by the Catholic Jesuit Centre.

Early influences of Christianity did affect medieval Japan
nation-wide, with major warrior-class members converting to
the faith, like Justo Takayama Ukon, Konishi Yukinaga, and
Otomo Sorin. While this was not an unusual practice, because
Chinese pirates like Nicolas Iquan Gaspard (Koxinga's father)
did this to gain information and trade around the same time
at Kyushu, the top-down influence does have its concerns.
The guide on our very first day of pilgrimage mentioned that
faith was used as a justification, a means to solve disputes
during difficult times. It also further divided people in the
villages and neighborhoods. These disputes, along with the
active ban enforced by the shogunate, forced people into
hiding. Logically, an area that is difficult to access, further
away from administrative centers of each domain, would be
an ideal place to worship in secrecy. It is also this precarious
environment, where we hiked to reach places of worship,
that logically explains why the filming of Silence was done
in Taiwan, where there’s more ample room to choreograph
movie scenes in a similar terrain.

The importance of this trip was to see how different groups of
hidden Christians persevered. Some who were rediscovered
by priests assigned to Oura rejoined the church that we
know today, but others did not return even after it was no
longer necessary to hide, retaining their syncretic beliefs
and traditions. The guide previously mentioned performed
one of their traditional routines in the forests of Sotome near
Karematsu Shrine It was like what I've seen from Whelan’s
documentary and the BBC reel on YouTube. The difference
is to experience the difficulty of worship during hard times,
as seeing the syncretic tombstone in person. While it is
difficult to determine the line that demarcates which part of
the village retained its syncretic beliefs, the locations of these
isolated settlements from Sotome to Hirado were proof of the
strength of faith that these Hidden Christians showed, and it
sometimes defied natural boundaries to keep traditions and
faith alive.

We then visited Hirado, where most of the descendants
of these Hidden communities are in the present day. We
visited several beautiful churches where descendants of these
Hidden believers reconvened and rejoined the church. We
also glanced over the sites of martyrdom, the most notable
being Nakaenoshima. Even though the island was off-limits
to those who are not descendants of Ikitsuki island, we did
watch footage of the syncretic version of Omizutori in one of
the Kirishitan Museums and learned the significance of the
island to the local population.

The pilgrimage was not merely a visit to sites of the past,
but also an experience with those we walked alongside with.
I, personally, am a curious non-believer who was drawn to
the pilgrimage because of the historical significance and the
opportunity to learn and meet new people. I tagged a friend

—32-—



of mine from the same student dormitory and had casual
banter with other participants at the dining table and in the
onsen baths. Most notably, we shared hardships climbing
and alighting from the hill at Kasuga settlement in Hirado,
where the hill served as a burial site for anonymous Hidden
Christians. That, and discussion with father Firmansyah on
various topics, were some memorable moments I had during

the trip.

Returning from the pilgrimage, I came to a cathartic
realization that the trip was more than just a tour to
Nagasaki and am understanding of both Japan’s past and the
development of the Christian faith in Japan, but I also learned
from the perseverance of the Hidden Christians and formed
a connection with people who are usually not among my
friends or in my academic circle. The brief time conversing
with the school staff, Fathers Firmansyah and Lee, and
students from other faculties like the department of theology
will forever be a memorable chapter in my undergraduate
career at Sophia University.

LU YENPO

Faculty of Liberal Arts 4™ year

Activity Report Concerning the
“Sotome, Sasebo, Hirado Pilgrimage.”

On December 24, 2024, His Holiness Pope Francis ushered in
the “Holy Year.” He thereby initiated the Holy Year jubilee
that occurs once every 25 years, and in February of this year
our pilgrimage group set out for Nagasaki.

At our first pilgrimage stop, which was Sotome, we visited
villages like Shitsu and Ono. Sotome is one of the places
where the hidden Christians upheld their faith, and it was
also the setting for the novel “Silence.” Shitsu Church, which
is located on a hill in the village of Shitsu, was erected by
the French missionary Fr. De Rotz, who was sent to the area
after the ban on Christianity had been lifted. I was informed
that the existence of this Church symbolized the end of the
concealment of the Christians. I could scarcely conceive the
elation and hope the completion of the Church must have
evoked within the Christians of that time, who for hundreds
of years had persisted in maintaining their faith under
grueling circumstances.

On Sunday we attended Mass at the Xavier Memorial Church
in Hirado. There is a road that lies close to a church and
temple that are visible from this Church, and it is said that
Francis Xavier passed along that road. I was deeply moved
by the fact that today we can walk the same road, that Xavier
actually saw and walked upon. I wondered what Xavier
thought about, as he walked along that road.

I believe those four days of the Nagasaki pilgrimage

constituted a period wherein I had a direct experience of the
following words of St. Paul: “And now these three remain:
faith, hope and love” (1 Corinthians 13:13). By visiting the
area and coming to know of the hidden Christians, who never
lost hope but rather risked their lives in order to sustain their
faith, I realized that the faith, hope, and love of those hidden
Christians was passed down to us, who live in the present
day. Also, the fact that I was able to meet a vast number of
people through this pilgrimage has been a source of great joy
for me. The fact that we students who form a varied group
of differing majors and milieus have come together under
the guidance of God, and the fact that we were able to share
many moments together in prayer as a pilgrimage group
imbued me with thankfulness and emotion.

To conclude, I wish to convey my heartfelt gratitude to the
staff of the Catholic Jesuit Center who organized such a
lovely pilgrimage, and to all who were involved in it. Thank
you all very much!

Risa Ino

Faculty of Theology 3" year
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A Journey of Gratitude

This pilgrimage to Nagasaki was the first I embarked
upon. I was looking forward to being baptized on Easter
Sunday, which fell on April 20" this year, and so for a
person like me, this three-night, four-day trip was a valuable
period of preparation for Baptism. A primary reason for
my participation was the fact that I always dreamed of
someday visiting foreign pilgrimage sites such as Rome, and
accordingly, I thought it best to first take part in a pilgrimage
to places within Japan. Concerning this pilgrimage I wish
to share with you some impressions of mine after having
actually visited Nagasaki. First, regarding the stones placed
above the gravestones near the Karematsu shrine in Sotome
town, which we visited on the first day, we understood from
our guide that “those stones were usually left scattered, and
that it was only when people came to pray that they were
arranged into the shape of a cross. This was done so as to
prevent them from being recognized as Christian graves.”
On hearing this, although I marveled at their acumen, I
simultaneously experienced feelings of unease, for I recalled
the pressures that must have been exerted on the Christians
of those days. This experience made me realize once more
how fortunate I was, for thanks to the religious freedom I
enjoyed, I no longer had to face any censure. Also, on the
first day, I remember having been profoundly moved by the
splendor of the sea of Nagasaki, as visible from the Ohno
Catholic Church. This blending of Church and sea, evoked
within me a feeling as though the entire city was pervaded
by an ambience of faith. This was an awareness I was able to
acquire purely due to the fact that I had received this chance
to visit Nagasaki. On facing the Church, sea, and other things
that truly meant something to me, I received the impression
that I was being taught to view issues in a much more
tolerant manner.

The Kuroshima Church that we visited by boat on the
following day also had a deep impact on me. On arriving at
Kuroshima, honestly speaking I found the way to the Church
to be rather long and tiring in parts. Yet, the fact that there
was a Church ahead served as a source of hope for me as I
walked, and what gave me the utmost joy was the feeling
that I was able to confirm the fact that a Church was a place
of value to me. This event led me to feel that a “pilgrimage
perhaps is a tour of self-examination.” On the third day we
joined in the Sunday Mass at Hirado Xavier Church in Hirado
city, along with the local believers. The energetic singing of
the believers offered me an insight into the sincerity of their
faith, for it was a deeply stirring experience. On the advice
of the priest, I visited a ‘Site where St. Francis Xavier had
stayed,” which was located close to ‘Kishotei” where I myself
resided, and I was again grateful for the fact that Sophia
University was born through the efforts of Francis Xavier.

On the fourth day, while I was at the Sasebo Miura Church,
the final point of the pilgrimage, I saw a statue of Jesus. While
I was experiencing feelings of gratitude for the support and
guidance I had received all through the pilgrimage, I recall
that the following words spontaneously arose within my
mind: “I desire to follow you, who are kinder than anyone
else.”

What I have provided above is a sketchy synopsis, concerning
the spiritual insights I gained through my pilgrimage to
Nagasaki. While visiting those many Churches in the course
of my pilgrimage, I came to appreciate deeply the value of
being able to express my gratitude, and this I feel was the
greatest change in myself. If I can convey even a little of the
ambience of faith I experienced in Nagasaki to my readers, I
shall be happy. Finally, I wish to express my sincere gratitude
to all who planned or were involved in this Nagasaki
pilgrimage. Since the theme for this Holy Year is ‘Hope,” I
pray that all of you will be able to walk peacefully, in an aura
of ‘Hope.’

Rino Watanabe

Faculty of Theology 3 year
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