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SPIRITISM IN JAPAN 

Spiritual Warfare is a real thing, and as Christians, we must be aware of the reality 

that Satan and his army are trying to influence people all around the world. The awareness of the 

spiritual conflict in the Christians life is central to Pauls' message in Ephesians 6. We also see 

John 10:10 says "the thief comes only to steal and kill and destroy"; the enemy will go to all 

extremes to spread evil in this world.  One of the main ways this is reflected today is through 

culture and cultural practices. Many occult practices are deeply ingrained in people’s worldview, 

their worldview is the lenses by which they interpret the world around them. Many people view 

these occult practices as a "normal" and part of everyday life. The enemy uses these culturally 

accepted forms to keep people bound. 

 One of the goals of this paper is to take a more in-depth look into Shinto and 

Buddhist practices within Japanese culture. Many of these practices are tied to dark occult roots 

and have the potential to open doors to spiritual oppression to the people in this setting.  In 

addition, the author desires to help those who want to reach the Japanese people with the gospel. 

Missionaries often share that spiritual oppression is more apparent and noticeable when they are 

on the field. There may be a variety of factors that explain this phenomenon. It is known that 

when in a foreign country we can sometimes find ourselves blindsided because we do not 

understand the religious, cultural and social setting. Being in an unknown environment is also a 

prime opportunity for the enemy to bring oppression in a way that we may not understand.  As 

we learn in about these practices in Japan the goal is to create awareness of possible ways 

spiritual oppression that come to hinder the mission. Being prepared is essential when 
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ministering to Japanese people who have grown up in a complex religious and spiritually 

oppressive setting. As a missionary, we not only need to understand, but we also need to know 

how to respond to these occult influences so that Christs’ light may shine amid the darkness. 

Jesus has come to bring life and life in abundance.  

It is said that "traditional Japanese religiosity is a mixture of Shinto and Buddhism, with 

other religious elements drawn from Confucianism, popular Daoism, and folk religions are 

woven into the framework of Buddhist and Shinto practices.”1 “The religious culture of Japan is 

a tapestry woven from strands of tradition both native and foreign.”2 As we try to understand 

how occult practices are woven into Japanese culture, we must take a look at not just one religion 

but a complex mix of religious practices that merge into what we see today in the current day 

Japan. In short, the Japanese synthesis combines various elements but does not discard their 

original identity. A leading scholar of Japanese religion puts it this way. “A person might be 

married in a Shinto shrine, live his life according to Confucian social teachings, hold some 

Taoistic beliefs about 'lucky' and 'unlucky,' participate in folk festivals, and have his funeral 

conducted by a Buddhist temple."3 This quote is a clear picture of the combination of religion for 

a typical Japanese person. For this paper, we will focus on two major religious movements in 

Japan which are Shinto and Buddhism, and we will also take a look at some folk religion 

practices that are customary in Japan. 

                                                
1Michiko, Yusa,  Japanese Religious Traditions. Religions of the World, (Upper Saddle River, N.J.: 

Prentice Hall, 2002.),16. 

2 Thoburn T, Brumbaugh,  Kyōbunkan and Christian Literature Society of Japan, Religious Values in 
Japanese Culture. (Tokyo: Kyo bun kwan , Christian literature society of Japan, 1934.), 50. 

3 Winfried Corduan,  Neighboring Faiths : A Christian Introduction to World Religions. 2nd ed. 
(Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2012), 457. 
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Shinto in Japan 

Shinto is the national religion in Japan. Two of the main reasons it is considered as a 

national religion is because it comes from native Japanese mythology and at a point in Japan's 

history, it was incorporated as a national religion headed by the emperor. The word Shinto means 

the way of the gods. The main reason it was named Shinto was to “distinguish it from Buddhism 

(the way of Buddha)."4 The term kami typically refers to a source of divine power. “In the most 

general sense, it simply means "divine" or "sacred.5 At the same time, it can also refer to deities 

that dwell in these objects or a supernatural power, ancestor spirit that protects the family. 

Historically formalized Shinto surfaced as a response to a growing Buddhism. 

Throughout history, Shinto and Buddhism have had a shaky relationship, but both have learned 

to adjust to one another.  Shinto always tried to distinguish itself from the Buddhist traditions 

and practices. At a point in Japanese history, Shinto became part of the state. State Shinto was an 

expression of Japanese nationality and tradition. State Shinto didn’t last long in Japanese history. 

Another important aspect of Shinto is the Shinto shrine. They are an essential part of 

Japanese culture. In the shrine, they typically practice ceremonies of purifications and offerings 

are made to the Kami spirit.  The offering is composed typically of a gift or food is offered not 

red meat.6 The most important Shinto shrine is the Ise shrine, and it is considered as the 

emperor's official shrine. In a Shinto shrine, you may also see Buddhist structures as well. In a 

Shinto shrine you will see fortune telling booths and vendors of amulets and Gohei (sacred 

                                                
4 Yusa, Japanese Religious Traditions, 19. 

5 Corduan, Neighboring Faiths : A Christian Introduction to World Religions, 460. 

6 Ibid, 467. 
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pieces of paper). It’s a sacred place in Japanese culture with a mix a different religious and folk 

practices. 

There are many different levels of Shinto practices in Japan. First, we may see 

expressions of popular Shinto which are primitive practices that people have preserved through 

everyday life (also known as folk Shinto). Second, we might see domestic Shinto which is 

referring to practices in a Shinto home altar which include ceremonies of purification, offerings 

to different kami and prayers. The prayers are often complete in a "style so that the mystic 

feeling embodied in the manner of addressing the kami, which had been inherited from great 

antiquity.”7 Most traditional Japanese homes will have a Kamidana altar which is a small shrine 

dedicated to kami with an offering. It is important to note that some Shinto sects practice spirit 

possession or incarnation. "Esoteric Shinto consists in compelling spirits to circulate for 

particular ends. Possession is simply the entrance into one body of another body's spirit and the 

simultaneous expulsion or subjugation of the spirit originally there"8. These spirits can take 

possession of people if they are "pure."9 Although current-day Japan few sects that practice spirit 

possession the concept of the Spirit world it is very ingrained in the mind of the Japanese people. 

Shinto is a way of viewing life after death (Spirit world). "In Shinto, a spirit never dies and this 

                                                
7Motonori Ono, and William P Woodard, Shinto: The Kami Way. 1st ed. (Tokyo: Bridgeway Press, 

1962), 62. 

8 Percival  Lowell, Occult Japan: Or, the Way of the Gods; an Esoteric Study of Japanese Personality 
and Possession, (Boston: Houghton, Mifflin and Company, 1895), 30. 

9 George J. Tanabe, Religions of Japan in Practice. Princeton Readings in Religions. (Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton University Press, 1999), 560. 
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when a person or animal dies it returns to a great reservoir of the Takami musbini kami it is the 

supreme god who decides if the spirt continues or not."10 

Buddhism in Japan 

For the majority of its existence, Shinto has existed with Buddhism. Initially, Buddhism 

was met with resistance in Japan, but it began to put its roots in the Nara period around the 6th 

century. Buddhism originated in India, but it came to Japan via China and Korea.11 “Chinese 

brought their system of writing. The Japanese adopted the Chinese system almost immediately 

and modified it to suit their needs. In this time we also saw innovation in architecture, clothing 

and changes in the Japanese daily living. Buddhism provides a universal outlook: “a better-styled 

pantheism.”12 The Buddhist religion is centered around the teachings of Buddha that have been 

handed down from generation to generation. Within the Theravada tradition we see the four 

noble truths and eightfold path. The four noble truths are (1) Life is full of suffering (2) Suffering 

arises out of craving; (3) Suffering can be stopped if craving is stopped (4) The way to inner 

peace (nirvana) is to follow the eightfold path.  The eightfold path consists of (1) right view 

(wisdom) (2) Right intention (motivation); (3) Right speech (in particular honesty and kindness); 

(4) right conduct (5) right means of livelihood (not harmful to others); (6) Right sustained effort 

(to avoid evil thoughts); (7) right mindfulness and; (8) right concentration (meditation).13  For the 

                                                
10 Lowell, Occult Japan: Or, the Way of the Gods; an Esoteric Study of Japanese Personality and 

Possession, 30. 

11  Yusa, Japanese Religious Traditions 31. 

12 Brumbaugh, Religious Values in Japanese Culture, 26. 

13 Yusa, Japanese Religious Traditions, 31-32. 
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Japanese people, this system provided a high sense of morality. Buddhism’s message of 

universal salvation provides people’s spiritual awareness and sharpened their sense of morality.14 

Buddhism contributed a philosophical system that fitted well with Japanese practices and 

was accepted quite rapidly. Other contributions such as filial piety through Confucian thought 

and ying-yang through Daoism were integrated as well. “Buddhism strongly influenced the 

ongoing development of Japanese culture. Buddhism provided something that had been lacking 

in Japanese culture up to that point, namely, a comprehensive worldview and a system of clearly 

ordered celestial beings (Buddhas and bodhisattvas).”15 Because of this Buddhism was successful 

and well accepted in Japan.  

Some of the Buddhist practices in a Japanese home is the butsudan. A butsudan is a small 

cabinet with doors made of black wood. The butsudan usually contains a figure of a Buddhist 

divinity (frequently Amida) and the tablets of the family ancestors. Ancestor veneration is 

maintained under the umbrella of Buddhism rather than Shinto. In addition to recognizing the 

family kami every day, the family performs daily obligations to the ancestors.16 

Both Buddhism and Shinto have played an enormous role in Japanese culture and 

religion. There is a consistent overlapping of Buddhist and Shinto practices. A typically Japanese 

family has ties with both a Buddhist temple and a local Kami (guardian spirit protects the 

family). “It is casually said that Japanese are “born Shinto and die Buddhist. But some Japanese 

claim that they “die Shinto” because they draw comfort from the thought that they are joining 

                                                
14 Ibid, 17. 

15 Corduan, Neighboring Faiths : A Christian Introduction to World Religions, 570. 

16 Ibid, 471. 
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their ancestors when they die.”17 Since these practices are so cultural, it is rare to that Japanese 

distinguish between their Shinto practices and Buddhist ones.  Some of the practices that we see 

are the onmyodo (Jing- Jang), astrology, fortune telling, and calendrical taboos. In Shinto and 

Buddhist temples you will see sellers of oomijuke with fortune telling strips.   

Development of New Religions 

Present-day Japan is now facing a rapid growth of new religions. Using the 

foundations of long-established religions such as Buddhism, Shinto, Confucianism, Christianity 

and folk religions.18 These movements are in response to people demand because they are 

“generally dissatisfied by the traditional religious systems in Japan.” 19 In the past century around 

23,000 new religions have emerged.20  Paul Hierbert says is that these new religions are 

providing a space for people to come into a community (hoza circles) in which they care to share 

their troubles and blessing and in celebrating corporate identity.21 There is a spiritual need in 

Japan and this is an opportunity for Christians to engage with people who are longing for true 

life. John 4:14 Jesus says that “whoever drinks of the water that I will give him shall never thirst; 

but the water that I will give him will become in him a well of water springing up to eternal life." 

                                                
17 Yusa, Japanese Religious Traditions, 17. 

18 島薗, 進,From Salvation to Spirituality : Popular Religious Movements in Modern Japan. English 
ed. Japanese Society Series. (Melbourne, Vic.: Trans Pacific Press, 2004), 30. 

19Masaharu, Anesaki , 1961. Religious Life of the Japanese People. Edited by Hideo Kishimoto. Series 
on Japanese Life and Culture, Vol. 4. (Tokyo: Kokusai Bunka Shinkokai (The Society for International Cultural 
Relations), 2. 

20 Paul G, Hiebert, and R. Daniel Shaw, Tiénou Tite, and Tite Tienou. Understanding Folk Religion : A 
Christian Response to Popular Beliefs and Practices, (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Baker Books, 1999), 355. 

21 Ibid, 359. 
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In Japan people thirst for new life and deep spiritual truths that lead to transformation and 

meaning. 

Open door to the occult 

Christianity in Japan is around 1% of the population, about one church per 17, 000 

people.22 What makes Japan so resistant to the gospel? Historical, cultural and social factors play 

a big role why it has been so difficult to reach the Japanese people for Christ.  

The historical factors, cultural factors, and religious traditions need to be at the 

forefront of the Christians mind as we engage the Japanese. Because of the complex mixture of 

Buddhist and Shinto practices there are many open doors for the occult. As a result, oppression 

on the Japanese people, on the church and on missionaries are a present-day reality. Although 

they are seen as a common cultural practice, these practices are also ways where the enemy takes 

foothold among the people. Many times, these effects are not as dramatic (seen in the physical) 

but they play a huge role in hindering the work of Church in Japan. Demonic oppression and 

demonization can happen because of intentional practice with the occult, ignorance, through 

opposition of ministry and by permission through continual sin.23 These four forms are pathways 

to demonization are all present in some way or form within Japanese Shinto/Buddhist practices. 

The practices of ancestor worship, spirit worship, spirit possession, fortune telling, worship of 

nature and object are all doors that the enemy uses to bring oppression to people.   

Anyone who desires to be effective in ministry in this context first of all needs to 

have a solid theological foundation of doctrine and scripture. By having a solid foundation 
                                                

22 John Dudley Woodberry. Reaching the Resistant : Barriers and Bridges for Mission. Evangelical 
Missiological Society Series, #6, (Pasadena, Calif.: William Carey Library), 119. 

23 Pocock, Michael, WM525 Class Presentation: Paths into Demonization, Dallas Theological 
Seminary, Dallas Texas, 2019, 3. 
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Christians (both local and foreign) need to help people discern what is of God and what is of the 

occult. There are many syncretistic practices and human developed religions that people continue 

to walk in without knowing. Believers need to help people distinguish these because we need to 

set ourselves apart from the occult. As the Bible says we are called “not conform to the patterns 

of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind.” (Romans 12:2) In this way we 

we can encourage the Japanese Christians to live out. As Paul Hiebert say we need to help 

believers people move from where they are to where God wants them to be. 

Believers can also use the current knowledge of spiritual life, philosophy of living a 

good life and contextualize it to what Christ has done and to godly living. Thoburn Brumbaugh, 

mentions “the Christian cause can never be assured of ultimate success in Japan until, in addition 

to its characteristic social passion, it shall also be seen to develop the conditions of inner peace 

through introspection and self-mastery which have been the noblest fruits of Buddhist piety 

throughout the centuries?24  Buddhism, Shinto and folk religion practices were addressing felts 

needs within the Japanese people, the church needs to help people understand that Christ can 

meet their need.  Japanese culture has a high view of community and filial respect. Sharing the 

Christian truth of God as Father and acceptance into his family through Christ is a great way for 

Japanese people to be drawn to the Gospel message. Especially since many of them find comfort 

in Shinto/Buddhist practices because it keeps them connected to family.  

These are just a few ways that we can engage with Japanese. We need to help people 

walk towards freedom and closer to God and be free from spiritual oppression. Walk with people 

in the process as we repent from sin and sinful ways and draw closer to Christ.  Within Japanese 

                                                
24 Brumbaugh, Religious Values in Japanese Culture,30.   
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culture, we are going to face oppression. But we walk into this context knowing that Christ is 

already victor and he desires for people to experience freedom from the occult. 
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