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PREEA.C:E

InMarchl995,justa丘ertheAumShinriky60rganizationstagedits

sarinnervegasattackontheTbkyosubways,Ireceivednumcrous

requestsfbrcommentsontheincident.Atthattime,almostallofthe

journalistswhocontactcdmeconfided,inanswertomyquery;thatthey

were"atheists."Tbacertainextent,thisresponscwaspredictable.Most

ofthcscholarsandintellcctualsaroundmenotonlyroutinelyconducted

theirlivcsasthoughtheywereatheist,butsecmedtoexpectthatIwould

beawareoftheirattitudesandinfactsharethem.Ihavelongwondered,

however,whethermostcontemporarγJλpaneseareactually"atheists."

Whilehazyattitudesgenerallyregardedas"atheistic"arequitecommon,

genuineatheismasaconsideredconvictionissurelyrare.Thetheoretical

andphilosophicalatheism飾undinthcWest,expressedbγsuchngures

asDostoyevskyandNietzche,hλsnotbeenhighlydevelopcdinJapan・

Rather,theatheismofthemodernJapanesemightbecharacterizedas

practical_asimplelackofconcernwithreligion-andnotthekindof

radicalatheismarrivedatafterrealizingthe"dcath"ofBuddhaorGod.

AsIwasrenectingonthissituation,anEnglish-language

publicationaskedmefbranarticleonthebackgroundoftheAum

Shinriky6incident,andIdccidedtowriteonthisquestionofthe

atheisticattitudesofcontcmporaryJapanese.1uponpublicationofthe

article,Ireceivedanumberofunanticipatedresponscsfbmabroad.One

letterthatsurprisedmecamefromaprisoncrinaUtahstate

penitentiary;anotherwasarequestfromanAmericanjuniorcollege
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askingpermissiontousethearticlcinaclass.Thelctterfromthe

prisonerwassomewhatdifnculttograsp,butitseemshewasamcmber

ofanewreligiousmovementidentifiedas"Surdism,"withwhichIwas

COmpletelyUnfamilia二ACCOrdingtOtheletter,theWOrd"SUrd"haSthe

meaningof"mute"or``silent."McmbersoftheSurdistmovement

observesilence"asthoughdeaf=mutes,"basingthemselvcsuponaspecies

ofanti-rationalism.

Accordingtotheletter,themajorthcmeofthisreligiousmovcment

isthechoicebetweentheimmanenceandtranscendenceofthesacred.It

statedthatintheChristianworld,immanencehaso丘cnbecn厂cgarded

aspaganoratheisticinorientation.Nevertheless,thenotionofa

transcendentGodlosesitsattractioninmarshlandregions.Inreality;it

istheimmanenceofpag盆nismthatisthetruth,andtheorientation

towardtrλnscendenceisdelu.sionλ1.Further,thebelieverinimmanence

whokeepsthesilenceofadeaf=muteisnotasimplepantheist,muchless

anatheist,fbrinthcworldofimmanence,allthingsinexistencepossess

theluminositアoftheirownsolemndignitメThelctterwritcrassertcd

thatabsorptioninprofbundimmanencehadnothingincommonwith

3theismorthedenialofreligion,andthathecouldthcrefbrerespondto

myarticlewithafヒelingofafnnityfbrJapanesecivilization.

Isensedfromthisletterthedif臼cultyofbeliefinimmanencc

withinaworldviewrootedintranscendentmonotheism,butatthesame

timcIwonderedhowthisissuemightbeseenf}omtheperspectiveof

Japan.viewedhistorically,thepresentatheisticattitudeofmany

Japaneserepresentsadistortedself=understandingthatisclearlythe

productofvariouspressurcsf士omoutside.EarlierImcntionedthe

responseIreceivedfピomjournalistsatthefbref}ontofthemedia.In

Japan,asking,"whatisγourreligion～,"amountsinessencetoaquestion

ofwhethcroneismonotheisticorpolytheistic,orwhcthcroneis

ChristianorBuddhist.Ithasanaggressiveedgereflectingthehistorical

circumstanccsofeithertheChristianageduringthesixteenthand

seventeenthccnturiesortheMeijiperiodattheendofthenineteenth

centurylDuringthefbrmerperiod,thequestionwasputtopeoplein

linewiththepolicicsofrcligiouspersecutionandisolationismofthe














