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First Essay—Important Dialogues (#3) 

 

‘Sawano has told you. Give up this stubbornness! We’re not telling you to trample in all 

sincerity. Won’t you just go through with the formality of trampling? Just the formality! Then 

everything will be alright.’ 

The priest remained silent, his eyes fixed on a point on the wall. It was not that the other’s 

eloquence irritated him; it simply passed through his ears without conveying any meaning. 

‘Come now! Don’t cause more trouble. I’m asking you in all sincerity. It’s not pleasant for me 

either.’ 

‘Why don’t you hang me in the pit?’ 

‘The magistrate keeps saying that it’s better to make you see reason and accept our teaching.’ 

Clasping his knees with his hands, the priest shook his head like a child. 

—Silence (Endo 155) 

 

 Aside from illustrating the inescapable hardships of mission, this dialogue between 

Portuguese missionary and Japanese interpreter reveals the insurmountable moral dilemma upon 

which Shusaku Endo’s Silence is founded. The priest, Jesuit Father Sebastian Rodrigues, faces 

the impossible decision of having to choose between his faith and the lives of his fellow Japanese 

Christians. If he places his foot on the fumie, he would set them free, but the resulting apostasy 

“would mean betrayal of his whole life” (Endo 133). If he stays true to Christ and the Church, his 

faith would indeed live, even as tortured Christians hang upside down suspended over a pit, slit 

on the forehead and dying from blood loss drop by drop. Although Silence is a historical novel, 

the character dialogues within its pages are reflective of the real-world politics of foreign mission 

and the resulting diplomatic tensions which for many missionaries made Endo’s fiction their 

reality. 

 Despite his persecutors’ assurances that trampling upon the sacred image is only a 

“formality” which need not correspond to one’s true feelings, Rodrigues’ Euro-centric 

missionary formation has no doubt drilled into him a necessary continuity between exterior 



actions and interior disposition. Historian Ikuo Higashibaba, commenting on the missionary-

endorsed text entitled “Recommendation of Martyrdom,” demonstrates that Rodrigues’ initial 

refusal to be swayed by the interpreter corresponds to historical reality: “For the missionaries, 

martyrdom was the only legitimate behavior when persecuted, and they certainly demanded the 

same of the Japanese devotees. They never justified apostasy even if it was done merely on the 

surface” (154). This is not to say that Rodrigues never succumbs to such mental torture; rather, it 

assures that when he does, his decision to apostatize will be all the more heart-wrenching. 

 The cruel torture that ultimately claims Rodrigues in Silence is only a specific instance of 

the reoccurring clash between European Christianity and Asian Imperialism in the former’s 

attempt to introduce its creed to the latter. Once thriving under the local daimyo, Japan’s 

subsequent unification at the end of the sixteenth century combined with a growing suspicion of 

Portuguese traders and an increased emphasis on practice of its traditional Shinto, Buddhist, and 

Neo-Confucian religions led in the early seventeenth to Christianity’s condemnation as “a 

pernicious doctrine” and its missionaries’ denunciation as foreigners conspiring to “change the 

government of the country and own the country” (de la Cruz 3/8, Higashibaba 139). Catholicism 

had a similar fate in Korea, which caused Protestant missionaries a century and a half later to 

carefully dissociate themselves from anything that might label the new Revivalist Protestantism a 

Western, and therefore “subversive,” invasion (Kim 28). Ironically, the centralization that was so 

detrimental to Catholicism in Japan and Korea was just as beneficial in the Philippines. By 

“congregating” a widely-spread indigenous population into dense settlements, Spanish 

missionaries overcame their limited personnel as well as the existing political structure (Phelan 

44). Politics and religion thus formed a double-edged sword throughout Asia, with the victor 

being the one who wielded it. 



 In the context of foreign Christian mission, this political war so often fought with body 

and sword was also waged with no less fiercely in the domain of the mind and intellect. Such 

scholarly engagements inevitably provoked, as in Silence, the controversial issue of syncretism: 

‘For twenty years I labored in the mission.’ With emotionless voice Ferreira repeated the 

same words. ‘The one thing I know is that our religion does not take root in this country.’ 

‘When you first came to this country churches were built everywhere, faith was fragrant 

like the fresh flowers of the morning, and many Japanese vied with one another to receive 

baptism like the Jews who gathered at the Jordan.’ 

‘And supposing the God whom the Japanese believed in was not the God of Christian 

teaching…’ 

‘You are denying the undeniable.’ 

‘Not at all. What the Japanese of that time believed in was not our God. It was their own 

gods. For a long time we failed to realize this and firmly believed that they had become 

Christians.’ (Endo 147) 

 

If Ferreira is right, Rodrigues certainly has good reason to share in the despondency of his 

former mentor—now unashamed apostate. It is near impossible to imagine the anguish of a 

Jesuit who travels halfway around the globe and endures ceaseless hardships only to discover 

that the people he has worked so tirelessly to convert to Christianity are not really Christians. 

 Yet shockingly, across the East China Sea Rodrigues’ Jesuit contemporary Matteo Ricci 

is simultaneously advocating that the eternal truths of Christianity are compatible with the 

philosophical traditions of Confucianism. Published specifically to appeal to the Chinese literati, 

Ricci’s True Meaning of the Lord in Heaven attempted to adapt the Westernized teachings of 

Christianity to a context that could be more easily understood in the East. Ricci himself admits as 

much in the opening chapter of his work: 

The doctrine of the Lord of Heaven is not the doctrine of one man, one household, or one state. All the 

great nations from the West to the East are versed in it and uphold it…But the scholars of your esteemed 

country have seldom had contact with other nations, and are therefore unable to understand the languages 

and cultures of our regions and know little of their peoples. I shall [therefore] explain the universal teaching 

of the Lord of Heaven in order to prove that it is the true teaching. (67-69) 

 

By confronting the foreigners on their own terms, Ricci ultimately hoped to a catalyze top-down 

conversion en masse to Christianity, starting with the Chinese intellectual elite. 



 Ironically for Ricci and his Figurist disciples, this carefully-calculated political 

proselytization faced its own political hurdles from within in the so-called Chinese Rites 

Controversy. Unlike the mission-related tensions of the past, this drawn-out political struggle of 

the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries originated not from hostile native governments but from 

suspicious Christian clerics (de la Cruz 2/14). Alleging that the Figurist movement’s toleration of 

certain Confucian practices amounted to doctrine-comprising syncretism, these traditional 

Chinese rites were eventually judged by Pope Clement XI in 1715 to be religious in nature and 

therefore prohibited to the Christian faithful (de la Cruz 2/16). Condemnation of syncretist 

practices in the Philippines, however, was admittedly less severe. Even today, established 

religious practices, such as the chanting of the Pasyon during Holy Week, draw heavily from the 

islands’ pre-colonial indigenous heritage (de la Cruz 3/20). In one place a hindrance and in 

another a help, these syncretist practices and the responses they provoked only serve to 

underscore the fact that the intellectual political sword, like the physical one, is also two-sided 

and—furthermore—just as sharp. 

 For better or for worse, then, Western political relations with their Eastern “host” 

countries dramatically impacted the fate of countless lives—and souls. In its last analysis, Endo’s 

Silence testifies to the extraordinary physical and mental hardships created when these often-

volatile tensions stretched to an equally explosive snapping point. Once unmoved by what he 

perceived as Kichijiro’s inherent weakness, Rodrigues on the night before his apostasy cannot 

help but recall the haunting words of his betrayer, words that the very next morning will become 

his own: “I am an apostate; but if I had died ten years ago I might have gone to paradise as a 

good Christian, not despised as an apostate. Merely because I live in a time of persecution…” 

(Endo 115). 



Second Essay—Kichijiro and Hu (#2) 

 

 Of all the characters in Shusaku Endo’s Silence, the serial apostate Kichijiro is perhaps 

the least predictable and most mysterious. Constantly alternating between shunned betrayer and 

reconciled believer, Endo’s portrayal of the Japanese guide to Father Sebastian Rodrigues and 

his companion Portuguese missionaries is hardly flattering. A “whipped dog” with “dirty, 

mouse-like little eyes,” Rodrigues nonetheless “just can’t hate him” (Endo 54, 71, 48). Even after 

his capture, Rodrigues grants absolution on multiple occasions to “this dirtiest of men” who once 

betrayed him (115). Yet despite this pitiful description, Kichijiro does have some redeeming 

qualities, as evidenced by his frequent—and sometimes improbable—appearances throughout 

the novel to beg for mercy. Although written in the specific context of Japan, Rodrigues’ 

ambivalent relationship with Kichijiro—similar to Foucquet’s strained ties with the equally 

enigmatic Chinese convert Hu in Jonathan Spence’s The Question of Hu—is nevertheless 

indicative of the general and recurring love-hate relationship between the foreign Christian 

missionaries and the native Asian peoples they sought to convert. 

 The entire theme of Christian mission, in Asia in particular and across the world in 

general, is best summed up as fulfilling Christ’s command in the New Testament to “Go and 

make disciples of all nations” (Mt. 28:19). This divine mandate of mission is as equally reflected 

in the etymology of the word as in the actions of the missionaries. The English noun “mission” 

comes from the Latin verb missio, meaning “to be sent” (de la Cruz 1/10). In “sending” himself 

to a foreign land, Rodrigues, like the countless missionaries who came before him, is inheriting 

the apostles’ critical duty of spreading the Gospel for the salvation of souls. For this reason, it is 

important not to understate the perceived importance and urgency of the salvific nature of this 



task. Rodrigues and his missionary cohorts would have never traveled halfway around the world 

and endured such hardships if they did not truly believe that by their work they were saving souls 

that would otherwise be eternally lost. Accordingly, he sees it as his priestly duty to “search out 

the ragged and the dirty,” even if they be as “disgust[ing]” as Kichijiro (Endo 115). 

 Filled with evangelic zeal and encouraged by the papal-sponsored Padroado Real, 

Portuguese missionaries such as Rodrigues enthusiastically embarked to “preach the Gospel to 

every living creature” (de la Cruz 1/31, Mk 16:15). Rather unsurprisingly, as love for the natives’ 

souls increased, so did disdain for their traditional religious practices. In his History of 

Christianity in India, Historian Neill Stephen relays Portuguese Bishop Duarte Nunes’ “stern 

attitude to the continuing existence of idolatry in the island of Goa” (115): 

It would be a service to God to destroy these temples, just in this island of Goa, and to replace them by 

churches with saints. Anyone who wishes to live in this island should become a Christian, and in that case 

may retain his lands and houses just as he has them at present; but, if he is unwilling, let him leave the 

islands…It may be that these people will not become good Christians, but their children will be…and so 

God will be served, and also your highness, by becoming the cause of salvation to so many lost souls. (115) 
 

Just as Kichijiro’s representation as an Asian figurehead of conversion is not limited to Japan, 

neither also is this Inquisition of idols limited to Goa. The great “success story” of Catholicism 

in Asia, the Philippines, saw no less intense persecution of the “false heathen religions, idolatries 

and superstitions of the Filipinos” (Chirino 296). Jesuit Missionary Pedro Chirino boasts how 

after Spanish arrival such practices “have been uprooted, to the point where there is hardly a 

trace of them left, or anything that resembles them” and replaced by those of the “true and 

unconquerable Catholic religion” (376, 384). Although Kichijiro is a Christian, perhaps due to 

similar coercive tactics before Christianity’s suppression in Japan, he is still not immune from 

suspicion of the foreign padres. Conceivably it was in such a moment of distrust that Kichijiro 

became for Rodrigues “the Judas who betrayed him” (Endo 100). 



 As often as Kichijiro renounced Christianity in Silence, the native peoples of the Asian 

mission lands equally often violently resisted the faith’s coming—or remaining—in their 

territories. One of the first causalities—and no doubt the most famous—was none other than 

Portuguese explorer Ferdinand Magellan. After landing in the Philippines and introducing the 

Datu Humabon and his followers to Christianity, Antonio Pigafetta famously records Magellan’s 

untimely death at the hands of the rival Lapu-Lapu: 

An Indian hurled a bamboo spear into the captain’s face, but the latter immediately killed him with his 

lance, which he left in the Indian’s body. Then trying to lay hand on sword, he could draw it out but 

halfway, because he had been wounded in the arm with a bamboo spear. When the natives saw that they all 

hurled themselves upon him. One of them wounded him on the left leg with a large cutlass, which 

resembles a scimitar, only being larger. That caused the captain to fall face downward, when immediately 

they rushed him with iron and bamboo spears and with their cutlasses, until they killed our mirror, our 

light, our comfort, and our true guide. (70) 

 

Christianity, of course, met a similar fate in Japan, as Silence reiterates. Speaking to his former 

mentee Rodrigues, the now-apostate Ferriera gives a historically-accurate reflection on the 

faith’s initial flourishing under the decentralized daimyo: “You have said that there were 200,000 

Christians, but even that figure is conservative. There was a time when we have 400,000” (Endo 

149). For his part, Kichijiro is but one of these countless ex-Christians—not just in Japan, but 

Asia-wide—who, once attracted to the foreign faith, now—even if unwillingly—left, renounced, 

and persecuted it as domestic tides reversed. 

 Endo’s puzzling character Kichijiro, then, is in Silence an archetype for the interior 

struggles faced by innumerable Christian converts throughout the history of Asian mission. To a 

great extent, his strained relationship with Rodrigues mirrors the constant struggles between 

Western and Eastern cultures, politics, and, ultimately, religions. Often, missionary zeal to save 

pagan souls fueled destruction of their temples and idols. This, in turn, sometimes provoked 

violent native reactions against Christians when the former regained the upper hand. Caught in 

the middle of this tension, the weak Kichijiro bemoans his dilemma of having to choose between 



being loyal to the new religion and suffering the consequences imposed by his native homeland 

for doing so. The penitent apostate admits as much when, returning to Rodrigues to beg for 

forgiveness, he asks: “Father, what can I do, a weak person like me? I didn’t betray you for 

money. I was threatened by the officials” (Endo 114). The instance preceding is hardly the only 

time he appears in a similar disposition of remorse, and if this Japanese Judas has one redeeming 

quality it is that he—unlike the other apostates who “ridicule [Rodrigues] with all their might 

and main to prove to those around that they are not Christians”—seems to harbor no doubts as to 

the extent of Rodrigues’ patience and the limits of God’s mercy (Endo 158). 

 If Kichijiro’s relationship with Rodrigues is emblematic of the often-rocky relationship 

between Asian natives and European missionaries, equally so is Chinese convert John Hu’s 

relationship with another Jesuit, Father Jean-Francis Foucquet in Jonathan Spence’s historically-

represented novel The Question of Hu. Rather than repeating all the ways the comparison is 

valid, however, it is perhaps more interesting to notice the juxtaposition’s foreshadowing of 

events to come in this relationship between Christian mission and Asia. In Endo’s novel, the 

Asian Christian convert, Kichijiro, comes to Asia. In Spence’s novel, the Asian Christian 

convert, Hu, quite contrastingly comes from Asia. Although its setting only a century after 

Silence renders the prefiguration somewhat premature, the reversal evident in The Question of 

Hu is nevertheless indicative of the transition that is to soon occur. That once in Europe “Hu 

begins to preach”—even if only mockingly or coincidentally—is a sure sign that soon Jesus will 

no longer just come to Asia (Spence 84). In just a matter of time, Jesus will come from Asia. 

 

 

 



 

Third Essay—Did Rodrigues Really Apostatize? (Freestyle) 

 

 In 1633, rumors of the most devastating sort began to swirl throughout the Catholic 

world. Despite the credible nature of the report, some—including Portuguese Jesuit Father 

Sebastian Rodrigues in Shusaku Endo’s historical novel Silence—could not bring themselves to 

believe it. Father Christovao Ferreira, longtime missionary and Jesuit Superior of Japan had, as 

the stories went, succumbed to the torture of “the pit” and apostatized. Like Rodrigues, the entire 

Church could not fathom that this man universally esteemed for his “spirit of indomitable 

courage,” this “source of inspiration to priests and faithful alike,” could ever, regardless of the 

circumstances, “be induced to renounce his faith and grovel before the infidel” (Endo 3, 7). It is, 

then, partly to minister to the abandoned Japanese faithful, partly to find out the truth about this 

impossible apostasy, and partly to avenge his mentor’s cowardice if true, that Rodrigues sets out 

for Japan at the beginning of the book. Yet a mere one hundred and seventy pages later, 

Rodrigues finds himself in the same situation as Ferreira. The very missionary who initially 

relished the thought of saying “I had rather this foot cut off than that I should trample on this 

image” by the end of the novel deliberately places that same foot upon the fumie (54). While no 

doubt an objective apostate, whether or not Rodrigues apostatized in actuality is significantly less 

clear-cut and, in its last analysis, dependent on the eyes of the person through whom the situation 

is viewed. 

 Taken at face value, evidence from the text makes it abundantly clear that Rodrigues did 

in fact renounce his faith. In addition to trampling on the fumie, the book’s appendix relates how 

the priest subsequently went on to marry, to assist the Japanese in the prosecution of suspected 



Christians, and to “write a disavowal of his religion” (Endo 196). By all external accounts, 

Rodrigues’ final fate appears to be very similar, if not identical, to that of another ex-Jesuit, 

Fabian Fucan. Initially an influential Japanese-born Jesuit irmão, Fucan would later apostatize 

and write one of Japan’s most viciously anti-Christian propaganda, Deus Destroyed, in which he 

mercilessly denounced the “cult of Deus” and furiously repudiated his earlier involvement in it: 

I joined this creed at an early age; diligently, I studied its teachings and pursued its practices. Due to my 

stupidity, however, I was long unable to realize that this was a perverse and cursed faith. Thus fruitlessly I 

spent twenty years and more! Then one day I clearly perceived that the words of the adherents of Deus 

were very clever and appeared very near reason—but in their teaching there was little truth. So I left their 

company. (259) 

 

In the eyes of the Japanese, then, Rodrigues’ apostasy—like that of Fucan—was by all accounts 

sincere. Once assured that stepping on the fumie was merely a “formality,” that one could remain 

interiorly a Christian while exteriorly stomping on the holy images of the faith, the degree of 

Rodrigues’ visible betrayal of his faith appears to surpass even the expectations of his 

persecutors (Endo 155). 

 While the text of Silence gives the reader an account of Rodrigues’ apostasy-confirming 

actions, it cannot provide a deeper look into his soul. It is interesting to note that Endo, just one 

chapter after the priest’s external apostasy, switches the narration from omniscient narrator to 

detached observer. Significantly, the last glimpse the reader gets of Rodrigues before this switch 

is of him hearing Kichijiro’s confession and reflecting interiorly on what others would call his 

betrayal: 

‘Since in this country there is now no one else to hear your confession, I will do it…Say the prayers after 

confession…Go in peace!’ 

 

Kichijiro wept softly; then he left the house. The priest had administered that sacrament that only the priest 

can administer. No doubt his fellow priests would condemn his act as sacrilege; but even if he was 

betraying then, he was not betraying his Lord. He loved him now in a different way from before. 

Everything that had taken place until now had been necessary to bring him to this love. (Endo 191) 
 

After the narration change, the only further details Endo gives are in the form of extracts from 

the “Diary of an Officer at the Christian Residence” (195). It is in this post-novel appendix that 



the reader learns—undoubtedly shockingly and perhaps depressingly—of Rodrigues’ seemingly-

definitive abandonment of the religion to which he had previously devoted his life. It could be 

argued, however, that the degree to which this revelation is stunning is the degree to which it 

should be taken with a grain of salt. Presumably, the diary is that of a Japanese officer in charge 

of enforcing the ban on Christianity and, as such, represents his perspective of the situation. In 

his eyes, Rodrigues is of course an apostate; if he suspected otherwise the priest would no longer 

be alive. Through the ambiguity of this alternative storyteller Endo is, just perhaps, signaling that 

the faith the priest appeared to still possess after the fumie incident and before the narration 

change remains—at least internally—cautiously ablaze. 

 The text of Silence itself, then, provides evidence both supporting and opposing the 

assertion that Rodrigues actually apostatized. In the eyes of the Japanese persecutors, Rodrigues’ 

external actions were certainly sufficient to provide assurance that he indeed had. In his own 

eyes, however, Rodrigues may have seen this exterior renunciation as a necessary evil justified to 

save the lives of the Christians being tortured on his behalf and to allow him to carry out his 

priestly ministry secretly under the guise of an apostate. Though doing so “disobeyed the 

[official] instruction of the Church,” this “external apostasy” was entirely acceptable in the eyes 

of thousands of real-world persecuted Japanese Christians (Higashibaba 155). For these “Kakure 

Kirishitan,” doing so “was reasonable for them because it enabled them to continue their faith in 

this world. Whichever they might choose, whether apostasy or martyrdom, they could no longer 

continue to practice Kirishitan faith. They therefore created another option for themselves—to 

apostatize but not to abandon their faith” (155). Whether the fictional Rodrigues followed suit—

thus earning him condemnation from his brother missionaries and simultaneous sympathy from 



his fellow Kirishitan—or apostatized in actuality—thus earning him the condemnation of 

everyone but the Japanese persecutors—is known only to Endo. 

 Though it is clear that Rodrigues apostatized externally, neither a textual analysis nor a 

historical examination can prove definitively whether or not the priest protagonist of Endo’s 

Silence also apostatized internally. As such, the underlying question is whether objective 

apostasy makes one an actual apostate or, more generally, whether there is a perpetually-

necessary continuity between one’s external action and his internal disposition. The missionaries 

would answer affirmatively, that “being Kirishitan, when it meant an explicit demonstration of 

the Kirishitan faith, was fulfilled by being martyred” (Higashibaba 154). The Japanese 

authorities understood this all too well—that the action they advertised as “formality” would in 

reality lead to despair-inducing humiliation. Some Japanese Christians, on the other hand, 

justified renouncing the faith outwardly in order to be able to continue practicing it internally. In 

Silence, the hopelessness of Rodrigues’ situation is only reinforced by the fact that the tortuous 

fate of others depends on his decision. Faced with such an impossible moral dilemma, Rodrigues 

would perhaps do well to recall one of the most important tenants of the faith he is being forced 

to deny—that of free will. If Catholicism teaches that authentic love of God must mirror God’s 

free choice to love mankind, then any authentic rejection of God must necessarily involve man’s 

free choice to reject Him. Ultimately, then, whether Rodrigues really apostatized is only 

dependent on one set of eyes—those of God Himself. 
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