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Changes of Views of Nature from Christianity, Buddhism and
Shinto in Japan in Connection with Contemporary Environmental Problems

FUJIMURA Ken’ichi

As a result of the influence of Lynn White’s thesis, relationships between the natural environment
and religions have been discussed frequently in Japan since the 1970s. In these discussions, Western
civilization and Christianity have often been blamed for environmental destruction, while ‘traditional’
forms of beliefs involving nature worship and animism in Japanese religions, especially Buddhism and
Shinto, have often been viewed positively. However, only a few researchers have noted modern
doctrinal opinions by individuals of religions in Japan that focus on the natural environment. In this
paper, I analyze the views of nature by priests, theologians and adherents of Christianity, Buddhism
and Shinto in modern Japan and examine how individuals of each religion have understood nature.

Many individuals of religions in Japan express the so-called ‘Japanese view of nature’ (which
includes apotheosis of nature, an affinity with nature and a sense of oneness with nature). Indeed,
Japanese Christians often express an affinity with nature and a sense of oneness with nature. The
‘Japanese view of nature’ was often despised from the end of the 19th century to the middle of the
20th century. But this view has been re-examined since the 1970s, when environmental problems
received serious attention. Given that both Christianity and Buddhism were originally foreign
religions in Japan, and both are religions for human salvation, they have not traditionally placed much
emphasis on doctrines that directly concern nature. Recent Christianity has tended to explain the
close relationship between humanity and nature by quoting Japanese theories concerning identity
with others including Nishida’s philosophy or by citing ideas of Japanese ‘traditional’ beliefs including
animism. Buddhists also quote a Japanese doctrine concerning the attainment of Buddhahood by
plants and the thought of animism. However, some Christians and Buddhists oppose the ‘Japanese
view of nature’ and the doctrines of their respective religions related to it because of conflict with
their original teachings. Japanese Christian and Buddhist views of nature are thus conflicted. By
contrast, Shinto is not a religion that seeks salvation, as do Christianity and Buddhism, but is said to
be a Japanese ethnic religion that developed from the idea of nature worship. Shinto is thus more
harmonious with the ‘Japanese view of nature’. However, there is no consensus as to whether Shinto
is a type of nature worship (animism) or not. In conclusion, each religion in Japan is not monolithic
regarding the view of nature.

Most Japanese geographers have never taken doctrinal opinions by individuals of religions
seriously. Yet geographers of religion should listen to the voices of adherents.

Key words: Christianity, Buddhism, Shinto, geography of religion, environmental problem



