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Abstract 

Emigration between Japan and Brazil has been a reciprocal process. There were two main waves of emigration: 

beginning in 1908, a large number of Japanese emigrated to Brazil, while in the latter half of the 1980s, 

immigrants from Brazil emigrated Japan. In the former emigration, the Japanese brought some aspects of 

Japanese culture to Brazil while the reverse applied for the later emigration. This paper will focus on religious 

aspects of this cultural exchange and will examine Japanese religions in Brazil and Brazilian Christianity in Japan.  

The discussion will address the acculturation of religions and will provide an analysis of ethnic boundary 

maintenance of religious organizations. 

 

(1) Japanese Religions in Brazil 

Religions in Brazil include Roman Catholicism, religions of indigenous peoples, and tribal religions of the 

Afro-Brazilian population.  In addition, a type of spiritualism originating in France - Kardecism - has become an 

integral part of Japanese-Brazilian religious life . It is characterized by a belief in miracles and spirit possession. 

Recently Pentecostalism, a Protestant sect, has also gained momentum. 

Japanese religions in Brazil started as ethnically-based organizations for Japanese and Japanese Brazilians. 

Some new religious groups have also succeeded in converting non-Japanese Brazilians. Offshoots of Shintoism 

include the Seicho-no-Ie Group, Sekai-Kyusei-kyo (Messianica) Group, Perfect Liberty Group, and the 

Sukyo-Mahikari Group.  Likewise, the Soka Gakkai Group and Reiyu-Kai Group can be placed in the category of 

new Bhuddist sects.  As religious groups have developed, it has been imperative to incorporate non-Japanese 

Brazilians. These groups have therefore faced the difficult tasks of ①retaining their original messages and 

②accommodating Brazilian beliefs and customs. Those groups which have successfully converted non-Japanese 

Brazilians have satisfied the following conditions. First, they have overcome the language barrier. Second, they 

have succeeded in modifying cultural biases in their religious practices.  (It should be noted, however, that 

Brazilians tend to accept cultural biases in religious practices should they logically understand their necessity.) 

Third, these groups have accommodated the Brazilian tendency to embrace a belief in miracles and spiritual 

possession. Finally, the groups have acknowledged dual membership with the Roman Catholic Church or other 

religions. Those Brazilians who also join Japanese religions tend to be spiritualists and accept the existence of 

spirits and the concept of Karma. 

Some Brazilians are not stable members of any religious group. They tend to move on to other groups in 

pursuit of more effective practices.  Japanese religious groups face the task of stabilizing their Brazilian 

membership.  To achieve this goal, they have to meet the following conditions. First, they must understand the 

disposition of Brazilians. Second, they need to develop a system for educating and training Brazilian converts in 

their new religion. Third, they have to help reward-oriented Brazilians to deepen their religious convictions. In 

order to become permanent adherents, the converts have to learn to accept religious insights rather than simply 

seeking immediate rewards. Finally, the headquarters of the relevant religious group needs to develop more 

accommodating doctrines without jeopardizing their core message. 



In Brazil, the core messages of Japanese religions have sometimes been modified or even distorted. Under 

these circumstances, religious groups in Brazil have had to maintain a close relationship with their headquarters 

in Japan. Besides these aforementioned Japanese religions, some additional religious groups have emerged in 

Brazil, initiated by Japanese shamans. These groups have acculturated to the Brazilian context through syncretism, 

in other words, by incorporating elements of Catholicism, spiritualism, or Afro-Brazilian religions. 

Emigration of Japanese Brazilians to Japan has had a great impact on the religious groups to which they 

belonged in Brazil.  After losing a significant part of their original congregations due to emigration to Japan, such 

groups have had to push themselves to accommodate non-Japanese Brazilians, and even to appoint some of 

them to key positions within their organizations. 

 

(2) Brazilian Christian Groups in Japan 

Amongst Japanese new religions, the Seicho-no-Ie Group, Sekai-Kyusei-kyo Group and Soka Gakkai Group have 

been successful in accommodating Japanese Brazilian immigrants. These groups organize regular worship services 

for Brazilians, but the services are held separately from the Japanese congregations. 

Ethnic religious groups for Brazilians in Japan are Christian groups. In Brazil, the Roman Catholic Church is the 

largest religious organization. In Japan, however, Catholic churches have failed to offer masses in Portuguese. As 

well, the Japanese style of worship is solemn and quiet, while the Brazilian style is very lively. Because of these 

cultural differences, Brazilian Catholics do not participate widely in Catholic churches in Japan. 

The most active Brazilian Christian groups in Japan are Protestant churches, particularly the Pentecostal Church. 

The number of Brazilians baptized in Japan has increased and most of the converts belong to the Pentecostal 

Church. These congregations hold weekly services with lively music and prayers. Some attendees become ecstatic. 

The preachers are charismatic, and their messages are straightforward and simple.  They emphasize 

participation of the laity in church activities and social services, a feature which further attract Brazilians. 

The following is a short list of Brazilian Christian groups in Japan.① Some churches are organized by Japanese 

Brazilians. ② Some are organized as a part of the overseas missions of Brazilian churches, including the Kingdom 

of God Universal Church (Igreja Universal do Reino de Deus).③ Some are established from the outset as branch 

congregations of churches headquartered in Brazil.④ Some are transplanted from Japanese Christian churches in 

Brazil, including the Holiness Church. Generally, Brazilian Christian churches in Japan tend to be fluid and mobile. 

The churches frequently move from one place to another as do the members. 

In addition, some Japanese Brazilian spiritualists have initiated spiritual activities rooted in Kardecism and 

Umbanda, offering “passé” or cleansing practices. The participants in these activities join groups which study the 

gospel or consult psychic mediums: they take part in such meetings to enhance their own spirituality. They also 

volunteer by cooking meals for homeless people as part of their spiritual upgrading. 

These Protestant church groups and spiritualists groups meet the immediate needs of members, including their 

personal problems and their sufferings as immigrants. The groups offer a Brazilian cultural setting for the 

immigrants, functioning as comfort-providing ethnic churches in Japan, and helping to maintain ethnic 

boundaries. The best example of such a group is the Pentecostal Church. 

Catholic churches have assisted unemployed Brazilians following the Financial Crisis in 2008. They have also 

helped immigrants to navigate the Japanese school system, working in conjunction with the Japanese. In addition, 

the churches offer immigrants opportunities to interact with other South Americans and with Japanese 

congregants. But due to cultural barriers, services are held separately from Japanese congregations. 

Brazilian Protestant churches were established in Japan only in the first half of the 1990s, and have a history of 

less than 20 years there. Due to the limited timeframe, these churches have not yet experienced significant 

cultural modifications.  They remain as Brazilian ethnic churches, aiding in the maintenance of ethnic 

boundaries. 


