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The history of Catholic missions is marked by both remarkable successes and 
profound challenges. From their inception, Catholic missions aimed to spread the 
Christian faith and provide educational and social services across the globe. 
However, their journey was often fraught with conflicts and suppressions 
instigated by political, religious, and cultural tensions. This comprehensive study 
delves into significant historical instances where Catholic missions faced severe 
opposition, examining the causes, impacts, and responses to these challenges. By 
exploring events such as the Jesuit suppression, the Chinese Rites Controversy, 
and the persecution during the French Revolution, this paper highlights the 
resilience and adaptability of Catholic missions. It also sheds light on the intricate 
relationship between religion and power, offering insights into how missions 
navigated hostile environments and maintained their presence. Through a 
detailed analysis of primary and secondary sources, this study aims to provide a 
nuanced understanding of the historical dynamics that shaped Catholic missions 
and their enduring legacy in the face of adversity. 
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I. Introduction 

A. Background of Catholic Missions 

The history of Catholic missions is as vast and diverse as the history of the 
Catholic Church itself. Catholic missions began in earnest following the Great 
Commission, where Jesus Christ instructed his disciples to spread the Gospel to all 
nations. Over the centuries, the Church developed a structured approach to 
missionary work, often led by religious orders such as the Jesuits, Franciscans, 
Dominicans, and Augustinians. These missions aimed not only to convert 
individuals to Christianity but also to provide education, healthcare, and social 
services. Catholic missions were instrumental in the spread of Christianity across 
continents, from the Americas to Asia and Africa, adapting to various cultures 
while promoting the Church’s doctrines and values. 

B. Importance of Studying Historical Conflicts and Suppressions 

Studying the historical conflicts and suppressions faced by Catholic missions is 
crucial for several reasons. First, it provides a nuanced understanding of the 
challenges and resilience of the Church in spreading its faith amidst political, 
cultural, and social adversities. Second, it sheds light on the complex interplay 
between religion and power, illustrating how external forces such as 
governments, colonial authorities, and rival religious groups have influenced 
missionary activities. Third, this study helps in recognizing the contributions and 
sacrifices of missionaries who often faced persecution and hardship in their 
efforts to evangelize. Understanding these historical dynamics offers valuable 
lessons for contemporary missionary work and interfaith relations. 

C. Objectives of the Paper 

The primary objective of this paper is to provide a comprehensive analysis of 
significant instances where Catholic missions faced conflicts or were suppressed 
throughout history. This involves: 

1. Documenting Key Events: Chronologically detailing specific historical 
events where Catholic missions encountered severe opposition, censure, or 
expulsion. 
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2. Analyzing Causes and Consequences: Exploring the underlying causes of 
these conflicts and the immediate and long-term consequences for the 
missions and the broader Church. 

3. Understanding Adaptation and Resilience: Examining how Catholic 
missions adapted to and survived these challenges, and how they 
influenced the missions' strategies and the Church's policies. 

4. Drawing Contemporary Relevance: Highlighting the relevance of these 
historical events for today's Catholic missions, offering insights into current 
challenges and strategies for effective missionary work. 

5. Encouraging Further Research: Identifying gaps in historical records and 
encouraging further scholarly research on less-documented instances of 
suppression and conflict. 

Through this paper, we aim to contribute to the broader historical and theological 
understanding of Catholic missions, emphasizing their enduring impact and the 
lessons they offer for future ecclesiastical endeavors. 

 

II. The Jesuit Suppression (1773-1814) 

A. Rise and Influence of the Jesuits 

The Society of Jesus, commonly known as the Jesuits, was founded by Ignatius of 
Loyola in 1540. From its inception, the order rapidly grew in size and influence, 
becoming one of the most dynamic and powerful forces within the Catholic 
Church. The Jesuits were known for their rigorous education, intellectual prowess, 
and unwavering commitment to missionary work. They established schools, 
universities, and seminaries across Europe and beyond, significantly influencing 
education and intellectual life. Their missionary activities were global, reaching 
the Americas, Asia, and Africa. Jesuit missionaries, like Francis Xavier and Matteo 
Ricci, became famous for their cultural adaptability and efforts to integrate local 
customs into Christian practices. This approach often led to significant 
conversions and the establishment of Christian communities in diverse regions. 
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B. Political Pressures Leading to Suppression 

Despite their successes, the Jesuits' growing influence and independence sparked 
envy and suspicion among various secular and ecclesiastical authorities. By the 
mid-18th century, the order had amassed considerable power, wealth, and 
political influence, which led to conflicts with European monarchs and other 
religious orders. The Jesuits' involvement in political affairs, their defense of 
indigenous rights in the colonies, and their opposition to slavery were particularly 
contentious. This resulted in a series of expulsions from Portugal, France, Spain, 
and other countries. The climax of these tensions occurred in 1773 when Pope 
Clement XIV, under immense political pressure, issued the papal brief Dominus ac 
Redemptor, which formally suppressed the Society of Jesus. This decree led to the 
closure of Jesuit institutions, the confiscation of their properties, and the exile or 
secularization of their members. 

C. Impact on Global Missions 

The suppression of the Jesuits had profound effects on global Catholic missions. 
Jesuit missions in the Americas, Asia, and Africa faced immediate disruption. 
Many missions were abandoned, and indigenous Christian communities were left 
without pastoral care or leadership. The educational institutions that Jesuits had 
established were either closed or transferred to other orders, often leading to a 
decline in the quality and scope of education. The suppression also led to a 
significant loss of cultural and scientific knowledge, as Jesuit scholars were 
renowned for their contributions to various fields, including astronomy, 
geography, and linguistics. The interruption of their work slowed the progress of 
missionary activities and weakened the Catholic Church's presence in several 
regions. 

D. Restoration and Long-term Effects 

The restoration of the Society of Jesus began with Pope Pius VII's papal bull 
Sollicitudo omnium ecclesiarum in 1814. This marked the official re-establishment 
of the order, allowing Jesuits to resume their educational and missionary 
activities. The restoration was a gradual process, as the order had to rebuild its 
institutions and reclaim its influence. Over time, the Jesuits regained their 
prominent role in the Church and society, re-establishing schools, universities, 
and missions worldwide. The long-term effects of the suppression and restoration 
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were multifaceted. The Jesuits' experience of suppression led to a period of 
introspection and reform within the order, fostering a renewed focus on their 
founding principles of education, intellectual rigor, and missionary zeal. 
Moreover, the suppression highlighted the vulnerability of religious orders to 
political pressures, influencing how the Catholic Church navigated its relationships 
with secular authorities in subsequent centuries. The resilience and adaptability 
of the Jesuits allowed them to emerge stronger and more determined, continuing 
to shape the intellectual and spiritual landscape of the Catholic Church into the 
modern era. 

 

III. Franciscan Missions in California 

A. Establishment and Activities of the Missions 

The Franciscan missions in California were established during the late 18th and 
early 19th centuries as part of Spain's colonial strategy to expand its territory and 
convert the indigenous population to Christianity. The effort was spearheaded by 
Junípero Serra, a Spanish Franciscan friar who founded the first mission, San 
Diego de Alcalá, in 1769. Over the next several decades, a total of 21 missions 
were established along the California coast, stretching from San Diego in the 
south to Sonoma in the north. These missions served multiple purposes: they 
were religious centers for converting and educating the Native American 
population, agricultural hubs that introduced European farming techniques, and 
strategic outposts that reinforced Spain's claim to the region. 

The daily activities at the missions revolved around religious instruction, manual 
labor, and cultural assimilation. Native Americans were taught Catholic doctrine, 
baptized, and integrated into mission life, which included farming, livestock 
rearing, and various crafts and trades. The Franciscans sought to create self-
sufficient communities, combining spiritual care with economic productivity. 
While the missions contributed to the cultural and economic development of 
California, they also imposed significant changes on the indigenous way of life, 
often through coercive means. 
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B. Mexican Independence and Secularization 

The Mexican War of Independence, which concluded in 1821, resulted in Mexico's 
independence from Spain. This political shift had profound implications for the 
Franciscan missions in California. The new Mexican government implemented 
secularization policies aimed at reducing the power and influence of the Catholic 
Church and redistributing mission lands. The Secularization Act of 1833 was a key 
piece of legislation that ordered the confiscation of mission properties and the 
redistribution of their lands to private individuals and secular authorities. 

The secularization process was intended to integrate the missions into the 
broader Mexican society and economy. However, it often led to the displacement 
of the Franciscan friars and the Native American populations who had lived and 
worked in the missions. The lands that were supposed to be given to the 
indigenous people frequently ended up in the hands of Mexican officials and 
settlers. The missions were gradually dismantled, and their buildings fell into 
disrepair. 

C. Consequences for the Franciscans and Native Populations 

The secularization of the California missions had severe consequences for both 
the Franciscan friars and the Native American populations. The Franciscans, who 
had dedicated their lives to missionary work, were often forced to leave the 
missions and return to Mexico or seek other assignments within the Church. The 
loss of their mission properties and resources significantly diminished their 
presence and influence in California. 

For the Native American populations, the consequences were even more dire. 
The missions had disrupted traditional lifestyles, and with secularization, many 
indigenous people found themselves without the support and structure provided 
by the missions. They were often left landless, impoverished, and vulnerable to 
exploitation by Mexican settlers and ranchers. The dismantling of the mission 
system led to a decline in the population and well-being of Native Americans in 
California, exacerbating the social and economic challenges they faced. 

D. Legacy and Historical Significance 

The legacy of the Franciscan missions in California is complex and multifaceted. 
On one hand, the missions played a crucial role in the early development of 
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California, contributing to the region's agricultural, cultural, and religious 
landscape. They introduced new farming techniques, crops, and livestock, which 
laid the foundation for California's agricultural industry. Architecturally, the 
missions left a lasting imprint, with many of the mission buildings being preserved 
as historical landmarks and tourist attractions. 

On the other hand, the missions are also remembered for their impact on Native 
American populations. The process of conversion, cultural assimilation, and labor 
exploitation significantly altered indigenous societies and often led to suffering 
and displacement. The mission period is viewed critically by many historians and 
descendants of the Native American communities affected by the missions. 

Today, the California missions are recognized as significant historical and cultural 
sites. They serve as reminders of the complex interactions between European 
colonizers and indigenous peoples, the spread of Christianity, and the broader 
history of California. Efforts to preserve and interpret the missions' history aim to 
present a balanced view that acknowledges both their contributions to 
California's development and the profound impacts on the Native American 
populations. The missions' legacy continues to shape discussions about heritage, 
identity, and historical memory in California and beyond. 

 

IV. Liberation Theology Movement 

A. Origins and Principles of Liberation Theology 

Liberation theology emerged in the late 1960s and early 1970s in Latin America, 
amidst widespread poverty, social injustice, and political repression. It was a 
response to the stark socio-economic inequalities and the suffering of the poor, 
inspired by both the Christian gospel and contemporary social analysis. Key 
figures in the development of liberation theology included Gustavo Gutiérrez, a 
Peruvian priest who is often credited with founding the movement through his 
seminal work "A Theology of Liberation" published in 1971, and other influential 
theologians such as Leonardo Boff from Brazil and Jon Sobrino from El Salvador. 

The core principles of liberation theology emphasize the preferential option for 
the poor, which posits that the well-being of the poor and marginalized should be 
a primary concern of the Church and society. Liberation theologians advocate for 
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the active involvement of the Church in social and political struggles, viewing the 
fight against oppression, injustice, and poverty as integral to the Christian 
mission. They interpret the teachings of Jesus Christ as a call to liberate people 
from economic, political, and social oppression, using Marxist analysis to critique 
existing power structures and advocate for radical social change. 

B. Tensions with the Vatican 

The radical nature of liberation theology and its close association with Marxist 
thought led to significant tensions with the Vatican, particularly during the 
papacies of John Paul II and Benedict XVI (then Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger, head of 
the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith). The Vatican was concerned that 
liberation theology's emphasis on class struggle and its use of Marxist analysis 
could undermine traditional Church teachings and lead to political radicalism. 

Pope John Paul II, having experienced Marxist regimes in his native Poland, was 
wary of any ideology that appeared to align closely with communist principles. He 
and Cardinal Ratzinger criticized liberation theology for what they saw as an 
overemphasis on political activism at the expense of spiritual and doctrinal 
integrity. In 1984 and 1986, the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith issued 
two critical documents, "Instruction on Certain Aspects of the 'Theology of 
Liberation'" and "Instruction on Christian Freedom and Liberation," which warned 
against the perceived dangers of liberation theology and reiterated the Church's 
commitment to social justice within the framework of traditional Catholic 
doctrine. 

C. Suppression and Censure of Missionaries 

In response to the Vatican's criticism, several prominent liberation theologians 
and missionaries faced censure and suppression. Leonardo Boff, for instance, was 
silenced by the Vatican and eventually left the Franciscan order. Other 
theologians, such as Jon Sobrino, were similarly censured, and their works were 
scrutinized or condemned. 

Beyond individual theologians, many priests and nuns who were actively involved 
in social justice movements and who advocated liberation theology faced various 
forms of suppression. In countries like Brazil, El Salvador, and Nicaragua, priests 
who aligned themselves with the movement often found themselves at odds with 
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both church authorities and political regimes. In some cases, the suppression was 
severe; notable figures like Archbishop Óscar Romero of El Salvador, who spoke 
out against human rights abuses and defended the poor, were assassinated for 
their advocacy. 

D. Impact on Latin American Missions and Social Justice Movements 

Despite the opposition from the Vatican, liberation theology had a profound and 
lasting impact on Latin American missions and social justice movements. It 
inspired a generation of clergy and laypeople to engage deeply with the social and 
political issues facing their communities. Many missionaries adopted the 
principles of liberation theology, working tirelessly in poor and marginalized areas 
to improve living conditions, educate the youth, and empower local populations 
to fight for their rights. 

Liberation theology also contributed to the rise of base ecclesial communities 
(CEBs), small groups of Christians who gathered to read the Bible and discuss 
social issues in the light of their faith. These communities became important 
centers of grassroots organization and political activism, helping to mobilize 
people for social change and advocate for their rights. 

The legacy of liberation theology extends beyond the Church. It played a 
significant role in various social and political movements across Latin America, 
contributing to the broader struggle for democracy, human rights, and social 
justice. In countries like Brazil, Chile, and Nicaragua, liberation theology 
influenced political discourse and activism, helping to shape the agendas of social 
movements and leftist political parties. 

In recent years, there has been a renewed interest in liberation theology, 
particularly under the papacy of Pope Francis, who has emphasized the Church's 
commitment to the poor and marginalized and has called for a more inclusive and 
socially engaged Church. While the movement has evolved and adapted to new 
contexts and challenges, its core principles continue to inspire those committed 
to the struggle for justice and the transformation of society in accordance with 
the gospel of Jesus Christ. 
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V. The Chinese Rites Controversy 

A. Early Missionary Efforts in China 

The early missionary efforts in China began in the late 16th century, with the 
arrival of Jesuit missionaries such as Matteo Ricci. Ricci and his fellow Jesuits 
adopted a strategy of cultural accommodation, learning the Chinese language, 
adopting local customs, and engaging with Chinese scholars and officials. The 
Jesuits presented Christianity in ways that resonated with Confucian philosophy, 
emphasizing similarities between Christian teachings and Confucian values. This 
approach initially found favor with the Chinese imperial court, leading to 
significant conversions among the Chinese elite and intellectuals. 

The Jesuits established missions in major cities, including Beijing, Nanjing, and 
Shanghai, and contributed to scientific and cultural exchanges between China and 
the West. They introduced Western knowledge in astronomy, mathematics, and 
cartography, gaining the respect of the Chinese intellectuals and securing a 
foothold for the Christian faith in the culturally rich and highly sophisticated 
society of the Ming and Qing dynasties. 

B. Nature of the Controversy and Vatican’s Stance 

The Chinese Rites Controversy arose from disputes over the compatibility of 
certain Chinese cultural practices with Catholic doctrine. Central to the 
controversy were the Chinese rites of honoring ancestors and Confucius, which 
were deeply embedded in Chinese social and religious life. The Jesuits, under the 
principle of cultural accommodation, argued that these rites were civil 
ceremonies that could be allowed for Chinese converts. They believed that 
permitting these practices would facilitate the acceptance of Christianity in China. 

However, other missionary orders, such as the Dominicans and Franciscans, 
disagreed. They viewed the rites as idolatrous and incompatible with Christian 
worship. The issue escalated to the Vatican, prompting a series of papal decisions. 
Initially, Pope Clement XI condemned the accommodationist approach in 1704, 
declaring that the rites were superstitious and should not be practiced by 
Christians. This was reaffirmed in 1715 with the papal bull Ex illa die, which 
explicitly forbade participation in the rites. 
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The Vatican's stance was that the integrity of Catholic doctrine could not be 
compromised by local customs perceived as pagan or idolatrous. This decision put 
the Jesuits at odds with the papacy and created significant tension within the 
missionary community in China. 

C. Expulsion of Missionaries and Effects on Chinese Christianity 

The papal decrees against the Chinese rites led to severe repercussions for the 
Christian mission in China. The Qing emperor, Kangxi, who had initially been 
favorable towards the Jesuits, reacted strongly against what he perceived as 
foreign interference in Chinese traditions. He issued an edict in 1721 banning the 
teaching of Christianity in China and expelling missionaries who did not comply 
with the prohibition against the rites. 

This expulsion decimated the missionary presence in China and severely restricted 
the spread of Christianity. Many Chinese converts, faced with the choice between 
their cultural traditions and their new faith, either renounced Christianity or 
practiced it in secret. The missions that survived did so under great difficulty, 
operating covertly and often facing persecution. 

The controversy and subsequent expulsion significantly weakened the Catholic 
Church's influence in China. The missionary efforts that had shown such promise 
were now viewed with suspicion and hostility by the Chinese authorities, and the 
Christian communities that had been established struggled to maintain their faith 
and cohesion. 

D. Long-term Impact on Sino-Vatican Relations 

The Chinese Rites Controversy had long-term repercussions for Sino-Vatican 
relations. The expulsion of missionaries and the condemnation of cultural 
practices created a legacy of mistrust and tension between the Vatican and 
Chinese authorities. This strained relationship persisted into the modern era, 
affecting the Church's ability to engage with China and evangelize its people. 

In the centuries following the controversy, attempts to re-establish Catholic 
missions in China were met with varying degrees of success and resistance. The 
19th and early 20th centuries saw a resurgence of missionary activity during 
periods of relative openness, but these efforts were often disrupted by political 
upheavals, including the Boxer Rebellion and the rise of the Communist Party. 
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The People's Republic of China, established in 1949, implemented strict controls 
over religious practice, further complicating relations with the Vatican. The 
government's policy of state-sanctioned religion led to the establishment of the 
Chinese Patriotic Catholic Association, which operates independently of the 
Vatican's authority. This has resulted in ongoing conflicts over issues such as the 
appointment of bishops and the status of underground Catholic communities 
loyal to the Pope. 

Recent decades have seen cautious attempts at rapprochement. Notably, in 2018, 
the Vatican and China reached a provisional agreement on the appointment of 
bishops, aimed at bridging the divide and addressing the status of the Catholic 
Church in China. While this agreement represents a significant step towards 
improving relations, the legacy of the Chinese Rites Controversy and subsequent 
historical events continues to influence the complex and often fraught 
relationship between the Vatican and China. 

The Chinese Rites Controversy remains a critical case study in the challenges of 
cultural accommodation in missionary work and the delicate balance between 
doctrinal integrity and contextual sensitivity. It highlights the enduring impact of 
historical conflicts on contemporary religious and diplomatic relations, 
underscoring the importance of understanding and addressing cultural 
differences in the global mission of the Church. 

 

VI. French Revolution and Catholic Missions 

A. Revolutionary Policies Towards Religion 

The French Revolution (1789-1799) brought about a radical transformation in 
French society, politics, and religion. The revolutionaries sought to dismantle the 
Ancien Régime and its institutions, including the Catholic Church, which was seen 
as a pillar of the old order and an ally of the monarchy. The revolutionary 
government implemented a series of policies aimed at reducing the influence of 
the Church and promoting secularism. 

One of the first significant actions was the Civil Constitution of the Clergy, enacted 
in 1790, which sought to bring the Church under state control. This law required 
clergy to swear an oath of loyalty to the state, effectively making them civil 
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servants. Many clergy members, known as "non-jurors" or "refractory priests," 
refused to take the oath, leading to a schism within the French Church. The 
government also confiscated Church properties, including land, buildings, and 
wealth, to address the financial crisis and redistribute wealth. 

The revolutionary government went further by instituting a policy of de-
Christianization, aimed at eradicating Christian influence from public life. This 
included the closure of churches, the removal of religious symbols, and the 
promotion of the Cult of Reason and the Cult of the Supreme Being as state-
sponsored alternatives to Christianity. These policies significantly disrupted 
religious practices and the activities of Catholic missions. 

B. Suppression of Missions and Confiscation of Properties 

The revolutionary government's anti-clerical policies had a devastating impact on 
Catholic missions in France and its colonies. The confiscation of Church properties 
stripped missions of their economic base, leaving them unable to sustain their 
activities. Monasteries, convents, and mission stations were seized and 
repurposed for secular uses or sold off to private individuals. 

Missionary activities, both domestic and overseas, were severely curtailed. 
Missionaries who had been sent to the French colonies to evangelize and provide 
social services found their support networks and funding cut off. In many cases, 
they were forced to abandon their missions and return to France or go into 
hiding. The disruption of these missions had significant repercussions for the local 
populations they served, leading to a decline in educational, medical, and 
religious services. 

The suppression extended to the missionary orders themselves. Many orders 
were disbanded, and their members were dispersed. The dissolution of these 
orders not only affected their missionary work but also contributed to the 
broader dismantling of the Catholic Church's organizational structure in France. 

C. Persecution of Clergy and Missionaries 

The French Revolution's radical anti-clericalism led to the persecution of clergy 
and missionaries who were seen as enemies of the revolutionary ideals. The 
refusal of many priests to take the oath of loyalty resulted in widespread arrests, 
imprisonments, and executions. The Reign of Terror (1793-1794), led by the 



14 
 

Committee of Public Safety under Maximilien Robespierre, saw a significant 
escalation in the persecution of the clergy. 

Non-juring priests were particularly targeted, with many being forced into exile, 
hiding, or facing execution. Churches and religious institutions were vandalized, 
and religious practices were suppressed. Missionaries who continued their work 
in defiance of revolutionary policies faced similar fates, with many being arrested, 
executed, or driven underground. 

One of the most notable examples of this persecution was the massacre of the 
Martyrs of September 1792, where hundreds of priests and religious were killed 
in Paris. This period of intense anti-religious sentiment and violence left a deep 
scar on the French Catholic community and severely disrupted the Church's 
operations. 

D. Recovery and Reestablishment Post-Revolution 

The end of the French Revolution and the rise of Napoleon Bonaparte marked the 
beginning of a gradual recovery and reestablishment of the Catholic Church in 
France. The Concordat of 1801, negotiated between Napoleon and Pope Pius VII, 
was a pivotal moment in this process. The Concordat reestablished the Catholic 
Church's legal status in France, allowed for the reopening of churches, and 
provided for the return of some confiscated properties. 

Under the Concordat, the state retained significant control over the Church, 
including the right to appoint bishops, but the Church regained the ability to 
operate openly and to resume its religious, educational, and social activities. The 
Concordat also allowed for the reintegration of non-juring priests and the return 
of exiled clergy. 

The post-revolutionary period saw a resurgence of missionary activity. Religious 
orders were gradually reconstituted, and new orders were founded to address 
the spiritual and social needs of the time. Missionaries were once again sent to 
the French colonies and beyond, rebuilding the networks that had been disrupted 
by the Revolution. 

The recovery was not without its challenges. The Church had to navigate a new 
relationship with the state, which remained wary of its influence. The social and 
political landscape of France had been irrevocably changed by the Revolution, 
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requiring the Church to adapt its approach to meet the needs of a more secular 
and republican society. 

Despite these challenges, the reestablishment of the Church in the post-
revolutionary period laid the groundwork for its continued presence and influence 
in French society. The experiences of suppression and persecution during the 
Revolution shaped the Church's identity and strategies in the 19th century, 
contributing to its resilience and ability to adapt to changing circumstances. 

The legacy of the French Revolution's impact on Catholic missions and the Church 
as a whole continues to be a subject of historical study and reflection, offering 
insights into the complex relationship between religion, politics, and society. 

 

VII. Missionary Work in Japan (16th-17th Century) 

A. Introduction of Christianity to Japan 

The introduction of Christianity to Japan began with the arrival of Portuguese 
traders and Jesuit missionaries in the mid-16th century. The first Jesuit missionary 
to reach Japan was Francis Xavier, who arrived in 1549. He and his companions 
were welcomed by the local daimyos (feudal lords) who were intrigued by the 
new religion and the potential for trade relations with the Europeans. Xavier's 
efforts laid the foundation for further missionary work, as he traveled to various 
parts of Japan, preaching the Gospel and establishing small Christian 
communities. 

The Jesuits were soon followed by other Catholic missionary orders, including the 
Franciscans and Dominicans. These missionaries concentrated their efforts in key 
regions, such as Kyushu and Honshu, where they built churches, schools, and 
seminaries. They worked to translate Christian texts into Japanese and engaged in 
dialogues with local religious leaders and scholars to explain and defend their 
faith. 

B. Successes and Challenges of Early Missions 

The early Christian missions in Japan saw significant successes. By the end of the 
16th century, it is estimated that there were over 300,000 Japanese Christians, 
including members of the samurai class and several influential daimyos. The 
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Jesuits' approach of cultural accommodation, which included learning the 
Japanese language and adopting local customs, facilitated their acceptance 
among the Japanese people. 

The missionaries' educational and medical services also contributed to their 
success. They established schools where Western sciences, medicine, and arts 
were taught alongside religious instruction. These institutions attracted many 
Japanese, including the elite, who were eager to learn about Western knowledge 
and technologies. 

However, the missions also faced significant challenges. The growing influence of 
Christianity began to worry both Buddhist and Shinto priests, as well as some 
political leaders who saw the new religion as a threat to traditional Japanese 
values and social order. Additionally, rivalries between different Catholic orders 
and between the Portuguese and Spanish missionaries created internal conflicts 
that undermined their efforts. 

C. Persecution and Expulsion under the Tokugawa Shogunate 

The turning point for Christianity in Japan came with the establishment of the 
Tokugawa Shogunate in 1603. Tokugawa Ieyasu, the first shogun, viewed 
Christianity with suspicion, seeing it as a potential source of political instability 
and foreign influence. In 1614, he issued an edict banning Christianity and 
ordering the expulsion of all missionaries. Churches were destroyed, and Christian 
communities were forced to disband. 

The persecution intensified under Ieyasu's successors. Christians who refused to 
renounce their faith were subjected to severe punishments, including torture and 
execution. The most infamous event was the Shimabara Rebellion (1637-1638), a 
revolt by Christian peasants and ronin (masterless samurai) against oppressive 
taxation and religious persecution. The rebellion was brutally suppressed, leading 
to the massacre of thousands of Christians and further crackdowns on the faith. 

By the mid-17th century, Christianity had been effectively eradicated from public 
life in Japan. The remaining Christians were forced to practice their faith in secret, 
and any discovered practicing Christianity were harshly punished. The country 
entered a period of isolation known as sakoku, during which foreign influence was 
severely restricted, and Christianity was completely banned. 



17 
 

D. Legacy of Underground Christianity 

Despite the intense persecution and the official ban on Christianity, a resilient 
underground Christian community, known as the "Kakure Kirishitan" (Hidden 
Christians), managed to survive for over two centuries. These communities 
practiced their faith in secret, often blending Christian rituals with elements of 
Buddhism and Shintoism to avoid detection. They passed down their beliefs and 
practices through generations, preserving their religious identity despite the 
absence of priests and sacraments. 

The Kakure Kirishitan developed unique traditions and symbols to maintain their 
faith in secret. For example, they used images of the Virgin Mary disguised as the 
Buddhist deity Kannon and adapted prayers to sound like Buddhist chants. Their 
places of worship were hidden in private homes or remote locations, and their 
gatherings were conducted with utmost secrecy. 

The existence of these underground Christian communities was only fully 
revealed after Japan reopened to the outside world in the mid-19th century, 
following the arrival of Commodore Perry and the subsequent Meiji Restoration. 
When religious freedom was restored, the Hidden Christians emerged from 
hiding, revealing their remarkable perseverance and faith. Many of them rejoined 
the Catholic Church, while others maintained their unique traditions as a 
testament to their ancestors' resilience. 

The legacy of underground Christianity in Japan is a powerful story of faith and 
survival against overwhelming odds. It highlights the profound impact of early 
missionary work and the enduring strength of religious conviction. Today, the 
history of the Kakure Kirishitan is commemorated in various ways, including 
museums, historical sites, and cultural heritage initiatives. Their story continues to 
inspire both Japanese Christians and the broader global community, reminding us 
of the enduring power of faith and the human spirit's resilience in the face of 
persecution. 
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VIII. The Reformation and Its Impact on Catholic Missions 

A. Overview of the Protestant Reformation 

The Protestant Reformation was a major religious movement that began in the 
early 16th century and led to significant changes in the Christian Church in 
Europe. It was initiated by Martin Luther, a German monk and theologian, who in 
1517 published his Ninety-Five Theses criticizing the Catholic Church's practices, 
particularly the sale of indulgences. This sparked a broader movement challenging 
the authority of the Pope and calling for a return to what reformers saw as a 
purer form of Christianity based on the Bible. 

Key figures in the Reformation included Martin Luther, John Calvin, and Huldrych 
Zwingli. Luther's teachings emphasized salvation by faith alone, the authority of 
Scripture, and the priesthood of all believers. Calvin's influence spread through 
his teachings on predestination and his establishment of a theocratic government 
in Geneva. Zwingli's reforms in Zurich focused on the rejection of traditional 
Catholic practices and the establishment of a more simplified form of worship. 

The Reformation led to the establishment of various Protestant denominations, 
such as Lutheranism, Calvinism, and Anglicanism, which spread rapidly across 
Europe. It also prompted the Catholic Church to initiate its own Counter-
Reformation, aiming to address internal abuses and reaffirm Catholic doctrine. 

B. Dissolution of Catholic Missions in Protestant Regions 

As Protestantism spread, Catholic missions in regions that adopted the new faith 
faced severe challenges. Protestant rulers often viewed Catholic missions and 
clergy as agents of the Pope and the old order, leading to their suppression. In 
countries like Germany, England, and Scandinavia, Catholic institutions were 
dissolved, and their properties were confiscated by the state or given to 
Protestant churches. 

In England, the break with Rome under Henry VIII led to the dissolution of 
monasteries, convents, and other religious houses. The Act of Supremacy in 1534 
declared the King as the Supreme Head of the Church of England, effectively 
severing ties with the Catholic Church. Monastic lands and wealth were seized, 
and many monastic communities were disbanded. Similar actions occurred in 
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other Protestant regions, leading to the closure of Catholic missions and the 
redistribution of their assets. 

The dissolution of Catholic missions had profound effects on local communities. 
Many missions had provided essential services such as education, healthcare, and 
social welfare. Their closure left significant gaps in these areas, which Protestant 
churches and secular authorities struggled to fill. The loss of these institutions 
also meant the loss of centers of learning and cultural preservation. 

C. Persecution and Expulsion of Catholic Clergy 

In addition to the dissolution of missions, Catholic clergy faced persecution and 
expulsion in many Protestant regions. Protestant rulers and reformers often saw 
Catholic priests and religious orders as threats to their new religious and political 
order. This led to the implementation of laws and policies aimed at curtailing 
Catholic influence and eliminating the presence of Catholic clergy. 

In England, under the reign of Elizabeth I, the Act of Uniformity (1559) and the 
Penal Laws imposed strict regulations on religious practices, effectively outlawing 
Catholicism. Catholic priests were hunted down, imprisoned, and executed for 
conducting Mass and other sacraments. The situation was similar in other 
Protestant countries, where Catholic clergy were forced to flee, go into hiding, or 
face martyrdom. 

The persecution of Catholic clergy disrupted the continuity of pastoral care and 
the administration of sacraments for Catholic communities. Many lay Catholics 
were left without spiritual guidance and had to practice their faith in secret, often 
at great personal risk. The absence of clergy also hindered the ability of the 
Catholic Church to organize and mobilize its followers in these regions. 

D. Adaptation and Persistence of Catholic Missions 

Despite the severe challenges posed by the Reformation, Catholic missions 
demonstrated remarkable resilience and adaptability. The Catholic Church 
responded to the Reformation with the Counter-Reformation, a period of spiritual 
revival and reform aimed at addressing internal issues and reaffirming Catholic 
doctrine. The Council of Trent (1545-1563) was a key event in this process, 
resulting in significant doctrinal clarifications and reforms in church practices. 
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One of the most important outcomes of the Counter-Reformation was the 
revitalization of missionary activity. New religious orders, such as the Jesuits, 
were founded with a strong emphasis on education, evangelization, and the 
defense of Catholicism. The Jesuits, under the leadership of figures like Ignatius of 
Loyola and Francis Xavier, became instrumental in reinvigorating Catholic 
missions both in Europe and abroad. 

In Protestant regions, Catholic missions adapted by operating covertly and relying 
on lay networks to sustain the faith. In England, for example, "Recusants" (those 
who refused to attend Anglican services) maintained clandestine Catholic 
communities, with priests often operating in secret. Jesuit missionaries, known 
for their resourcefulness and dedication, played a crucial role in these 
underground efforts. 

Catholic missions also found new opportunities for growth in the expanding 
global empires of Spain and Portugal. Missionaries traveled to the Americas, 
Africa, and Asia, spreading the Catholic faith and establishing new missions. These 
efforts were part of a broader strategy to counteract the influence of 
Protestantism and to expand the Church's reach. 

The persistence of Catholic missions in the face of adversity had lasting impacts. 
In Europe, the Counter-Reformation efforts eventually led to a more unified and 
revitalized Catholic Church. In the newly colonized regions, Catholic missions laid 
the foundations for enduring Christian communities and contributed to the 
cultural and social development of these areas. 

The history of the Reformation and its impact on Catholic missions underscores 
the complexities of religious change and the resilience of faith communities. It 
highlights the dynamic interplay between religious movements and political 
power, and the ways in which missions can adapt to and survive in hostile 
environments. The legacy of these missions continues to shape the religious 
landscape of the modern world, reflecting the enduring influence of both the 
Reformation and the Counter-Reformation. 

 

 

 



21 
 

XIV. References 

A. Primary Sources 

Primary sources are original documents or physical objects which were written or 
created during the time under study. These sources provide direct or firsthand 
evidence about an event, object, person, or work of art. For this paper on the 
historical conflicts and suppressions of Catholic missions, primary sources will 
include: 

1. Official Church Documents and Papal Bulls: 

o Dominus ac Redemptor (1773): The papal brief by Pope Clement XIV 
that suppressed the Jesuits. 

o Ex illa die (1715): The papal bull by Pope Clement XI condemning the 
Chinese rites. 

o Civil Constitution of the Clergy (1790): The law enacted during the 
French Revolution regulating the Catholic Church in France. 

o Concordat of 1801: The agreement between Napoleon and Pope Pius 
VII that reestablished the Catholic Church in France. 

2. Letters and Correspondence: 

o Letters from missionaries such as Francis Xavier, Matteo Ricci, and 
other Jesuit priests detailing their experiences and challenges in 
mission fields. 

o Correspondence between church authorities and political leaders 
regarding the suppression and regulation of missions. 

3. Government Edicts and Legal Documents: 

o Edicts issued by the Tokugawa Shogunate banning Christianity in 
Japan. 

o Acts of Parliament from the Reformation period in England, such as 
the Act of Supremacy (1534) and the Act of Uniformity (1559). 
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4. Contemporary Accounts and Diaries: 

o Diaries and journals of missionaries, clergy, and laypeople who lived 
through the periods of suppression. 

o Contemporary accounts of events like the French Revolution, the 
Shimabara Rebellion, and the persecutions under the Tokugawa 
Shogunate. 

B. Secondary Sources 

Secondary sources interpret, analyze, or summarize primary sources. They are 
written after the fact and provide historical context, analysis, and scholarly 
interpretation. For this paper, secondary sources will include: 

1. Historical Texts and Analyses: 

o Books and articles on the history of the Catholic Church and its 
missions, such as The History of the Jesuits by William V. Bangert and 
A History of the Missions in China by John W. Witek. 

o Studies on the Protestant Reformation and the Counter-Reformation, 
including works by historians like Diarmaid MacCulloch and Euan 
Cameron. 

2. Biographies and Scholarly Monographs: 

o Biographies of key figures such as Martin Luther, Ignatius of Loyola, 
Matteo Ricci, and Junípero Serra. 

o Monographs on specific events like the French Revolution, the 
Chinese Rites Controversy, and the persecution of Christians in 
Japan. 

3. Journal Articles and Academic Papers: 

o Peer-reviewed articles from historical and theological journals 
discussing various aspects of Catholic missions, their suppression, 
and their impact. 

o Papers presented at academic conferences on religious history, 
mission studies, and church-state relations. 
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C. Archival Materials 

Archival materials are collections of historical documents and records that are 
preserved for their long-term value. These materials provide in-depth and often 
unpublished information on specific topics. For this paper, archival materials will 
include: 

1. Church Archives: 

o Records from the Vatican Archives, including decrees, letters, and 
reports related to the suppression and regulation of missions. 

o Archives of religious orders such as the Jesuits, Franciscans, and 
Dominicans, containing mission reports, correspondence, and 
internal documents. 

2. National and State Archives: 

o Documents from national archives in countries affected by these 
historical events, such as France, Spain, Portugal, Japan, and England. 

o Records of government edicts, legal proceedings, and confiscations 
related to the suppression of Catholic missions. 

3. University and Research Institution Archives: 

o Collections of personal papers, diaries, and manuscripts held by 
universities and research institutions. 

o Archives of academic and missionary societies that collected data on 
the history and activities of Catholic missions. 

D. Scholarly Articles and Books 

Scholarly articles and books provide critical analysis, interpretation, and synthesis 
of historical events and themes. They are essential for understanding the broader 
context and implications of the topics discussed in the paper. For this paper, 
scholarly articles and books will include: 

1. Books on the History of Christianity and Missions: 

o The Catholic Church: A Short History by Hans Küng, providing an 
overview of the Church's history and key events. 
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o The Missionary Enterprise in China and America edited by John K. 
Fairbank, exploring the history and impact of missions in China. 

2. Articles from Academic Journals: 

o Articles from journals such as Church History, The Journal of 
Ecclesiastical History, and Missiology: An International Review. 

o Studies on specific events like the Jesuit suppression, the French 
Revolution's impact on the Church, and the legacy of underground 
Christianity in Japan. 

3. Theological and Religious Studies: 

o Works examining the theological implications of the Reformation and 
Counter-Reformation, such as The Theology of the Reformation by B. 
A. Gerrish. 

o Analyses of liberation theology and its impact on social justice 
movements, including A Theology of Liberation by Gustavo Gutiérrez. 
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