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Nagasaki, a city with a profound Christian heritage, faced unparalleled 
devastation when an atomic bomb was dropped on it on August 9, 1945. While 
Hiroshima is often the focal point of discussions on the atomic bombings, 
Nagasaki's story is uniquely poignant due to its significant Christian community. 
This community, deeply rooted in the city since the arrival of Portuguese 
missionaries in the 16th century, had survived centuries of persecution and 
flourished, making Nagasaki a beacon of faith in Japan. The bombing not only 
obliterated the physical structure of Urakami Cathedral, one of the largest 
Christian churches in Asia, but also inflicted a severe blow to the spiritual heart of 
the community. Despite the immense loss and suffering, the resilience and faith 
of Nagasaki’s Christians shone through as they embarked on the arduous journey 
of rebuilding. This article delves into the historical significance of Nagasaki’s 
Christian community, the immediate and long-term impacts of the bombing, and 
the enduring legacy of faith and hope that continues to define the city today. 
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1. Introduction 

The atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki by the United States in August 
1945 marked a pivotal moment in world history, bringing about the end of World 
War II and ushering in the nuclear age. On August 6, 1945, the city of Hiroshima 
was the first to be targeted, followed by Nagasaki on August 9, 1945. These 
bombings resulted in unprecedented devastation and loss of life, with tens of 
thousands of people killed instantly and many more suffering from the effects of 
radiation exposure in the years that followed. 

While both cities experienced immense destruction, this article focuses on 
Nagasaki, a city with a unique historical and religious significance. Unlike 
Hiroshima, Nagasaki was home to a significant Christian community, a legacy of 
its early interactions with Portuguese and Dutch missionaries in the 16th and 17th 
centuries. This Christian heritage set Nagasaki apart from other Japanese cities, 
making its experience of the atomic bombing particularly poignant for its Christian 
residents and for the history of Christianity in Japan. 

The aim of this article is to explore the impact of the atomic bombing on 
Nagasaki's Christian community. We will delve into the historical context of 
Christianity in Nagasaki, examine the immediate and long-term effects of the 
bombing on the city's Christians, and reflect on how this event has shaped the 
identity and memory of the Christian community in Nagasaki. Through this lens, 
we hope to provide a deeper understanding of the broader implications of the 
atomic bombings and the resilience of the human spirit in the face of such 
profound tragedy. 

 

2. Historical Context 

Early Christianity in Japan 

The story of Christianity in Japan begins in the mid-16th century with the arrival of 
Portuguese missionaries. The most notable of these early missionaries was St. 
Francis Xavier, a Jesuit priest who landed in Japan in 1549. Xavier and his fellow 
Jesuits were part of a broader effort by the Catholic Church to spread Christianity 
across Asia. They found Japan to be a land receptive to new religious ideas, and 
their efforts quickly bore fruit. By the late 16th century, tens of thousands of 
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Japanese had converted to Christianity, including several influential daimyo 
(feudal lords) who provided protection and support to the missionaries. 

However, the spread of Christianity in Japan was not without challenges. The 
missionaries faced suspicion and opposition from some Japanese authorities, who 
were wary of foreign influence and the potential threat it posed to their power. 
Despite this, Christianity continued to grow, and by the early 17th century, it is 
estimated that there were over 300,000 Christians in Japan. 

Nagasaki as a Christian Hub 

Nagasaki holds a unique place in the history of Christianity in Japan. The city 
became a central hub for Christian missionary activity, largely due to its 
geographical location and its openness to foreign trade. In 1571, Nagasaki was 
established as a port city, and it quickly became a major center for trade with the 
Portuguese. This trade brought not only goods but also missionaries, who found 
in Nagasaki a supportive environment for their work. 

The daimyo of the region, Ōmura Sumitada, was one of the first Japanese lords to 
convert to Christianity, and he played a crucial role in fostering the growth of the 
Christian community in Nagasaki. He granted the Jesuits land to build churches 
and other facilities, which helped to establish Nagasaki as the heart of Christian 
Japan. One of the most significant constructions was the Nagasaki Seminary, 
which became a center for the training of Japanese clergy. 

Nagasaki's role as a gateway for Western influence extended beyond religion. The 
city became a conduit for Western science, technology, and culture, which were 
introduced alongside Christian teachings. This blending of Eastern and Western 
ideas made Nagasaki a unique melting pot and a beacon of cultural exchange. 

Challenges and Persecution 

Despite its early successes, the Christian community in Nagasaki, and Japan as a 
whole, faced severe persecution beginning in the early 17th century. The 
Tokugawa shogunate, which came to power in 1603, viewed Christianity as a 
threat to its authority and to Japan's social order. In 1614, the shogunate issued 
an edict banning Christianity and began a campaign to eradicate the religion from 
Japan. Christians were forced to renounce their faith, and those who refused 
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were tortured and executed. Many went underground, practicing their faith in 
secret as "Kakure Kirishitan" (Hidden Christians). 

Nagasaki, once a thriving center of Christianity, became a focal point of this 
persecution. The most infamous event was the martyrdom of 26 Christians in 
1597, who were crucified in Nagasaki. Despite these hardships, the Christian faith 
persisted, sustained by the resilience and secret practices of the Hidden 
Christians. 

Revival and Modern Era 

Christianity in Nagasaki saw a revival in the late 19th century when Japan 
reopened to the world and the ban on Christianity was lifted. The legacy of the 
Hidden Christians and the rebuilt churches, such as the Urakami Cathedral, 
symbolized the enduring faith of Nagasaki's Christian community. 

In the 20th century, as Japan modernized, Nagasaki continued to be an important 
center for Japanese Christianity. The presence of the Christian community in 
Nagasaki by the time of World War II was a testament to its resilient spirit and 
historical significance. 

Understanding this rich and tumultuous history of Christianity in Nagasaki 
provides a crucial backdrop for comprehending the profound impact of the 
atomic bombing on the city's Christian community. It is a story of faith, 
endurance, and the interplay between different cultures and beliefs, all 
converging in the unique context of Nagasaki. 

 

3. Christian Community in Nagasaki 

Population Statistics 

At the time of the atomic bombing in August 1945, Nagasaki had a population of 
approximately 240,000 people. Among them, the Christian population was 
estimated to be between 12,000 and 15,000, making it one of the most significant 
Christian communities in Japan. This sizeable Christian population was a legacy of 
Nagasaki’s historical role as a center for missionary activity and its unique position 
as a gateway for Western influences. 
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Prominent Churches and Cathedrals 

The most iconic symbol of Christianity in Nagasaki was the Urakami Cathedral. 

• Urakami Cathedral: 

o History and Construction: The Urakami Cathedral, also known as St. 
Mary's Cathedral, was a Roman Catholic church located in the 
Urakami district, which was home to a large concentration of 
Nagasaki's Christian population. The original church was built in the 
late 19th century after the ban on Christianity was lifted, with 
construction completed in 1895. It was one of the largest Christian 
churches in Asia at the time. 

o Destruction and Symbolism: Tragically, the Urakami Cathedral was 
destroyed by the atomic bomb on August 9, 1945, as it was located 
near the bomb’s hypocenter. The cathedral’s destruction symbolized 
the immense loss suffered by the Christian community and became a 
poignant reminder of the devastating power of nuclear weapons. The 
ruins of the cathedral, including the surviving statues and relics, 
became a site of pilgrimage and reflection for many. 

• Other Christian Landmarks: 

o Oura Church: Another significant landmark was the Oura Church, 
also known as the Basilica of the Twenty-Six Holy Martyrs of Japan. 
Built in 1864 by French missionaries, it is considered the oldest 
standing Christian church in Japan and was designated a National 
Treasure. Oura Church stands as a testament to the early presence of 
Christianity in Nagasaki and the resilience of its Christian community. 

o Martyrdom Sites: Various sites across Nagasaki commemorated the 
early martyrs who suffered during the period of intense persecution. 
These sites include monuments and memorials dedicated to the 26 
martyrs who were crucified in 1597 and other individuals who laid 
down their lives for their faith. 
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Cultural and Social Impact 

The Christian community played a vital role in Nagasaki’s social and cultural 
fabric, contributing to various aspects of city life: 

• Education and Social Services: Christian missionaries and organizations 
established numerous schools, hospitals, and orphanages in Nagasaki, 
providing essential services to the broader community. These institutions 
not only served the Christian population but were open to all residents, 
fostering a spirit of inclusiveness and care. 

• Cultural Exchange: The Christian community acted as a bridge between 
Japanese and Western cultures. Through their interactions with foreign 
missionaries and traders, Nagasaki's Christians were exposed to Western 
science, medicine, technology, and arts. This exchange enriched Nagasaki’s 
cultural landscape and promoted a broader understanding of global 
perspectives. 

• Religious Festivals and Traditions: The Christian calendar brought unique 
religious festivals and traditions to Nagasaki, adding to the city’s cultural 
diversity. Celebrations such as Christmas and Easter were observed with 
communal gatherings, special church services, and public festivities that 
engaged both Christians and non-Christians alike. 

• Influence on Local Customs: Over time, certain aspects of Christian 
influence became integrated into local customs and practices. This 
syncretism could be seen in art, architecture, and even some local 
traditions, reflecting a blend of Christian and Japanese cultural elements. 

The presence and contributions of the Christian community in Nagasaki 
exemplified the city’s historical role as a center for cultural and religious 
exchange. The tragic events of August 9, 1945, brought about profound changes, 
but the legacy of the Christian community in Nagasaki continued to be a 
significant aspect of the city's identity and heritage. Through their resilience and 
dedication, the Christians of Nagasaki left an indelible mark on the city’s history, 
one that endures to this day. 
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4. Impact of the Atomic Bombing 

Destruction of Urakami Cathedral 

The atomic bomb dropped on Nagasaki on August 9, 1945, detonated 
approximately 500 meters from the Urakami Cathedral. This Roman Catholic 
cathedral, which was the largest in East Asia, was completely destroyed by the 
blast. 

• Symbolic Impact: The destruction of Urakami Cathedral was not just a 
physical loss but a profound symbolic blow to the Christian community. The 
cathedral had stood as a beacon of faith and resilience, representing the 
triumph of Christianity over centuries of persecution. Its obliteration was a 
devastating reminder of the war's indiscriminate brutality and the 
vulnerability of even the most sacred places. 

• Actual Impact: The blast leveled the cathedral, killing many of the 
congregants who were in the vicinity. The loss of the cathedral meant the 
loss of a central place of worship, community gathering, and spiritual 
solace. The ruins of the cathedral, with its broken statues and charred 
remnants, became a powerful image of the devastation wrought by the 
atomic bomb. 

Casualties and Survivors 

The atomic bombing had a catastrophic effect on Nagasaki's population, including 
its Christian residents. 

• Loss of Life: It is estimated that around 74,000 people were killed instantly 
or succumbed to injuries shortly after the bombing. Among these were a 
significant number of Christians who lived in the Urakami district, which 
was closest to the hypocenter. The loss was particularly severe because 
many families in this area were devout Christians with a long history of 
faith. 

• Long-term Consequences: The survivors, known as hibakusha, faced 
numerous long-term health issues due to radiation exposure, including 
cancer, chronic illness, and genetic damage. Additionally, they endured 
psychological trauma and societal stigma. The Christian community, already 
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a minority, was further decimated, making the task of rebuilding their lives 
and community even more daunting. 

Personal Stories 

The experiences of Christian survivors provide a poignant testament to their faith 
and resilience in the face of unimaginable suffering. These personal accounts 
reveal how their beliefs influenced their response to the tragedy. 

• Dr. Takashi Nagai: A prominent Christian survivor, Dr. Nagai was a 
radiologist who worked at the Nagasaki Medical College. Despite being 
severely injured, he continued to care for other survivors in the aftermath 
of the bombing. His faith played a crucial role in his perseverance. Dr. Nagai 
later wrote extensively about his experiences and the philosophy of "peace 
through love," becoming a symbol of hope and reconciliation. His works, 
such as "The Bells of Nagasaki," reflect his deep Christian faith and his belief 
in forgiveness and peace. 

• The Kakure Kirishitan Families: Many descendants of the Hidden 
Christians, who had practiced their faith in secret during centuries of 
persecution, were among the victims and survivors. Their stories often 
highlight a profound sense of continuity and resilience. Despite the 
destruction, these families held on to their faith, conducting secret prayers 
and maintaining their Christian traditions even amidst the ruins. 

• Sister Teresia Misawa: A nun who survived the bombing, Sister Teresia 
dedicated her life to helping orphans and those suffering from the 
aftereffects of the bomb. Her story is one of service and faith, showing how 
the Christian values of charity and compassion guided her actions in the 
face of adversity. She played a significant role in the reconstruction of the 
Urakami Cathedral and in supporting the spiritual needs of the Christian 
community. 
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Faith and Response to Tragedy 

For many Christian survivors, faith provided a framework to process the horrors 
they experienced. 

• Rebuilding Community: The Christian survivors of Nagasaki were 
instrumental in the city's post-war recovery. They helped to rebuild not 
only physical structures like the Urakami Cathedral but also the sense of 
community and spiritual life. Their efforts were driven by a belief in the 
importance of forgiveness, peace, and reconciliation. 

• Memorialization: The Christian community took an active role in 
memorializing the bombing. They established peace monuments and 
annual commemorations that emphasized themes of peace and the moral 
imperative to prevent future nuclear warfare. These memorials serve as 
reminders of the tragedy and as calls for global peace and disarmament. 

• Legacy of Faith: The resilience of Nagasaki’s Christian community in the 
aftermath of the bombing stands as a powerful testament to their faith. 
Despite the immense suffering and loss, their ability to forgive and their 
dedication to peace and reconciliation have left a lasting legacy. This spirit 
is encapsulated in the reconstructed Urakami Cathedral and other 
landmarks that symbolize both the pain of the past and the hope for a 
peaceful future. 

Through these narratives, the impact of the atomic bombing on Nagasaki's 
Christian community becomes clear. It was a story of profound loss but also of 
incredible resilience, faith, and the enduring human spirit. 

 

5. Aftermath and Legacy 

Rebuilding the Christian Community 

In the aftermath of the atomic bombing, the Christian community in Nagasaki 
faced the monumental task of rebuilding both their physical and spiritual lives. 
The efforts to reconstruct Urakami Cathedral and restore the Christian 
community were driven by a deep sense of faith and resilience. 
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• Reconstruction of Urakami Cathedral: The rebuilding of Urakami Cathedral 
became a symbol of the Christian community's determination to rise from 
the ashes. The reconstruction began in 1958 and was completed in 1959, 
reflecting both the physical and spiritual rebuilding of the community. The 
new cathedral, although different in some respects from the original, 
incorporated surviving elements such as statues and artifacts that had 
endured the blast, linking the new structure to its historical past. 

• Community Efforts: The Christian community came together to support 
one another through the rebuilding process. Local Christians, alongside 
national and international supporters, contributed to the reconstruction 
efforts. This period also saw a resurgence of community activities and 
services, including education, healthcare, and social services, which had 
been central to the community before the bombing. 

• Spiritual Renewal: The reconstruction was not just about physical buildings 
but also about renewing the spiritual life of the community. Religious 
services, communal prayers, and Christian education played crucial roles in 
helping the survivors cope with their trauma and loss. The spirit of 
forgiveness, peace, and reconciliation was emphasized in sermons and 
teachings, fostering a sense of unity and purpose among the community 
members. 

Commemoration and Memory 

The legacy of Nagasaki’s Christian heritage and the impact of the atomic bombing 
are remembered and honored through various means, ensuring that the lessons 
of the past continue to resonate with future generations. 

• Peace Monuments and Memorials: Numerous monuments and memorials 
have been erected in Nagasaki to commemorate the victims of the atomic 
bombing. The Nagasaki Peace Park, established near the bomb’s 
hypocenter, includes statues and memorials that honor the memory of 
those who perished. Among these is the Peace Statue, which serves as a 
powerful symbol of Nagasaki’s commitment to peace and the abolition of 
nuclear weapons. 



11 
 

• Annual Commemorations: Each year on August 9, the anniversary of the 
bombing, Nagasaki holds memorial ceremonies to honor the victims and 
promote a message of peace. These ceremonies often include prayers, 
moments of silence, and speeches by survivors, dignitaries, and peace 
advocates. The Christian community plays a prominent role in these events, 
reflecting their enduring commitment to peace and reconciliation. 

• Urakami Cathedral’s Role: The reconstructed Urakami Cathedral remains a 
central place of worship and a site of pilgrimage for Christians from around 
the world. It stands as a testament to the resilience of the Nagasaki 
Christian community and their journey from devastation to renewal. The 
cathedral also hosts exhibitions and events that educate visitors about the 
history of Christianity in Nagasaki and the impact of the atomic bombing. 

• Educational Initiatives: Educational programs and museums in Nagasaki, 
such as the Nagasaki Atomic Bomb Museum, include sections dedicated to 
the history and experiences of the Christian community. These initiatives 
aim to teach the lessons of the past, highlighting the horrors of nuclear 
warfare and the importance of peace, forgiveness, and reconciliation. 

• Literature and Art: The experiences of the Nagasaki Christian community 
have been captured in various forms of literature and art, further 
preserving their legacy. Books, poems, paintings, and films that depict the 
events of August 9, 1945, and the subsequent recovery efforts serve as 
enduring reminders of the community's resilience and faith. These works 
often emphasize themes of hope, peace, and the triumph of the human 
spirit over adversity. 

• Global Impact and Peace Advocacy: The story of Nagasaki’s Christian 
community has had a global impact, inspiring peace movements and 
advocacy against nuclear weapons. Nagasaki has become a symbol in the 
global campaign for nuclear disarmament, with its Christian leaders and 
community members often at the forefront of these efforts. Their message 
of peace, rooted in their faith and experiences, continues to resonate 
worldwide. 
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Conclusion 

The aftermath and legacy of the atomic bombing of Nagasaki reveal a powerful 
narrative of destruction and renewal. The Christian community’s efforts to rebuild 
Urakami Cathedral and their own lives stand as a testament to their resilience and 
faith. Through commemoration and education, Nagasaki’s Christian heritage is 
preserved and honored, ensuring that the lessons of the past inform the pursuit 
of a more peaceful future. The enduring legacy of Nagasaki’s Christian community 
serves as a beacon of hope and a call to action for peace and reconciliation in a 
world still grappling with the threat of nuclear weapons. 

 

6. Conclusion 

Reflection on the Significance of Nagasaki’s Christian Community in the Broader 
Context of the Atomic Bombings 

The atomic bombing of Nagasaki, while a catastrophic event in its own right, holds 
a unique place in history due to the city's significant Christian heritage. Unlike 
Hiroshima, Nagasaki's Christian community had deep historical roots, dating back 
to the arrival of Portuguese missionaries in the 16th century. This community had 
endured centuries of persecution and hardship, emerging resilient and steadfast 
in their faith. 

In the broader context of the atomic bombings, the destruction of Nagasaki's 
Christian landmarks, particularly the Urakami Cathedral, symbolized a profound 
cultural and spiritual loss. The obliteration of such a vital religious and historical 
site highlighted the indiscriminate nature of nuclear warfare and its capacity to 
annihilate not only human lives but also cultural and spiritual treasures. 

The Christian community’s experience provides a lens through which we can 
understand the broader human impact of the bombings. Their stories of faith, 
endurance, and recovery add a deeply personal and poignant dimension to the 
narrative of the atomic bombings. They remind us that amidst the geopolitical 
and military strategies, the bombings affected real communities with rich 
histories and cultural identities. 
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The Enduring Impact of the Bombing on Religious and Cultural Identity in 
Nagasaki 

The atomic bombing left an indelible mark on Nagasaki's religious and cultural 
identity. For the Christian community, the immediate aftermath was 
characterized by immense loss and sorrow. The destruction of Urakami Cathedral 
and the deaths of many congregants dealt a severe blow to the community. Yet, 
in the face of such overwhelming devastation, the Christian community in 
Nagasaki demonstrated remarkable resilience and a commitment to rebuilding. 

The reconstruction of Urakami Cathedral and the revival of the Christian 
community were acts of defiance against the destruction wrought by the bomb. 
These efforts were not merely about restoring buildings but about reclaiming and 
reaffirming their cultural and spiritual identity. The rebuilt cathedral stands today 
as a symbol of faith and perseverance, a testament to the community's enduring 
spirit. 

The long-term effects of the bombing have also influenced the cultural memory 
and identity of Nagasaki as a whole. The city's identity has become inextricably 
linked with themes of peace and reconciliation, deeply informed by the Christian 
community's experiences and values. The annual commemorations, peace 
monuments, and educational initiatives all contribute to a collective memory that 
emphasizes the importance of peace and the horrors of nuclear warfare. 

Furthermore, the legacy of Nagasaki's Christian community extends beyond the 
city’s borders. Their story has inspired global movements for peace and nuclear 
disarmament, reinforcing the moral imperative to prevent such tragedies from 
happening again. The community's advocacy for peace, informed by their faith 
and experiences, continues to resonate worldwide, underscoring the universal 
desire for a world free from the threat of nuclear weapons. 

Conclusion 

Nagasaki’s Christian community, with its deep historical roots and profound 
experiences during and after the atomic bombing, occupies a significant place in 
the broader narrative of the atomic bombings. Their resilience and efforts to 
rebuild not only their physical structures but also their spiritual and cultural 
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identity serve as a powerful testament to the human capacity for recovery and 
renewal. 

The enduring impact of the bombing on Nagasaki's religious and cultural identity 
is evident in the city's ongoing commitment to peace and reconciliation. The 
legacy of the Christian community in Nagasaki, encapsulated in their rebuilt 
cathedral, commemorations, and peace advocacy, continues to inspire and 
remind the world of the importance of faith, hope, and the unyielding pursuit of 
peace. 

In reflecting on the significance of Nagasaki’s Christian community, we are 
reminded that the true measure of a tragedy is found not only in the immediate 
destruction but also in the enduring spirit of those who rebuild and the lessons 
they impart to future generations. Nagasaki’s story, particularly that of its 
Christian community, is a powerful narrative of faith, resilience, and the enduring 
human spirit in the face of profound adversity. 
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