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Ucerler, M. Antoni J., SJ. The Samurai and the Cross: The Jesuit Enterprise in 

Early Modern Japan. Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2022. 445 pp.  

 

 The encounter of Europeans with “Warring States” Japan is one of the most 

fascinating intellectual, religious, and political exchanges to have taken place in 

early modernity. The Samurai and the Cross: The Jesuit Enterprise in Early 

Modern Japan by M. Antoni J. Ucerler, SJ, is a detailed and substantial work. Using 

abundant primary sources in Spanish, Portuguese, Latin, and Japanese, Ucerler 

reveals some of the complex relationships between early modern religious orders 

and empire building. The Jesuits largely pursued a form of cultural “adaptation,” 

and they printed books in Japanese to engage intellectually with their educated 

converts. Pedro Gómez, SJ (1533-1600), in particular, wrote texts to train the 

Japanese in Christian theology and practice. His book in classical Japanese was 

discovered by the author in an Oxford library and is a key source for The Samurai 

and the Cross. It was meant as a primer in Aristotelian and Thomistic philosophy 

and theology. The School of Salamanca’s intellectual and legal influence crossed 

the Atlantic and Pacific worlds, as Dominicans, Jesuits and others grappled with 

the numerous questions raised by cultural encounters with other civilizations. 

 Francis Xavier, SJ, arrived in Japan in 1549, stayed for a few years of 

ministry, and was followed there by more Jesuits. In 1612, persecutions began 

against Christians in Japan. By 1614, Tokugawa Ieyasu (1543-1616) issued a 

nationwide ban on Christianity. By 1624, all trade ceased between Japan and Spain, 

and by 1639, trade ended with Portugal leaving the Protestant Dutch as the only 

lawful foreign trading partner (239-240). Within this short period, between 

encounter and expulsion, the amount of ink Jesuits spilled was extraordinary, 

weighing how to best convert the Japanese and guide them within their new 

worldview. One discussion centered on whether the Christian samurai could 

perform rites in honor of Shinto and Buddhist gods at the command of their 

territorial lords. Ucerler argues that “the seeds of the Chinese rites controversy in 

the mid-seventeenth century were first planted in Japan more than half a century 

earlier”—in China, the Dominicans would famously disagree with the Jesuits, 

condemning cultural adaptations like the veneration of ancestors among Chinese 

Christians (294-295).  

 In addition to these educational and religious debates, Ucerler outlines a 

dramatic political controversy surrounding the Spanish Jesuit Alonso Sánchez 

(1549-1593) who proposed in the 1580s that Spain conquer China with the help of 

Japanese Christian samurai. Sánchez believed that the Chinese would intermarry 

with the Spanish and become “pacified, intermixed, Hispanized, and Christianized” 

(123). A missionary in Japan, Sánchez ingratiated himself with the governor of the 

Philippines, with Philip II and his council, and with the Jesuit Superior General 

Claudio Aquaviva in Rome when he returned to Europe. Ucerler remarks, “Thus, 
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rather than consider Sánchez as an eccentric exception to the rule—however far-

fetched and unrealistic his ideas may have been—it is more useful to frame what 

we might call today his ‘right-wing’ views as one significant current of thought in 

early modern Europe” (144). Toyotomi Hideyoshi (1537-1598) did launch 

Japanese forces against Korea in 1592 so a China campaign was not perhaps as odd 

as it may sound to us today—Hideyoshi’s efforts were unsuccessful. Sánchez’s goal 

had been for China to Christianize by force. His views were strongly opposed by 

other Jesuits. The idea that Catholics were seeking conquest was repeated by the 

Dutch and ultimately believed by the Japanese officials who closed Japan to the 

Iberians. Aquaviva wrote of Sánchez, that he “has committed a great mistake in 

going to China, as also in writing his [report], especially with regard to matters of 

war. Your reverence [Mendoza in Mexico] will reprehend him vigorously and make 

it very clear to him how much closer it is to the evangelic spirit to shed one’s own 

blood for the salvation of one’s neighbor rather than to advocate war as a means for 

conversion” (133). 

These Iberians made analogies between their new Christian church in Japan 

and the early church under the Roman Empire, and they meant for this comparison 

to be flattering both to them and to the Japanese. Ucerler’s final chapter uses their 

comparison to explore insightful historical parallels in the longue durée. Since the 

Japanese were able to make a compromise between Shinto native religion and 

Chinese Buddhism in Late Antiquity, integrating them in a compatible relationship 

with political power—was a further “Constantinian” solution possible for the 

integration of Christianity with Japanese religion and politics in early modernity? 

It seems not, Ucerler notes. Individual initiative seems to have driven the approach 

taken by Iberians in Japan. 

This richly sourced and illustrated intellectual and political history written 

by a senior scholar in the field will now be the starting point for future work on this 

subject. It is a powerful contribution to the history of the early modern world, 

employing archives and libraries across Europe, Asia, and the Americas. Scholars 

will find many fascinating insights and treasures within The Samurai and the Cross, 

as it explores key themes of Christian education, imperial politics, cultural 

assimilation, and “reason of state” in the Atlantic and Pacific worlds. 
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