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The Nagasaki Church Group and Religious Tourism

MATSUI Keisuke

This paper focuses on the actions of the main hosts, guests, and producers in relation to the move-
ment to register the “Nagasaki Church Group” as a UNESCO World Cultural Heritage Site, while
also elucidating the reality and problems of heritage designation and transformation into tourist at-
tractions via an examination of the Nagasaki Church Group as a tourist attraction from the viewpoint
of its relationship with tourism. The knowledge gained from this study can be organized into the fol-
lowing six points:

1) When the Nagasaki Church Group entered the tentative list of World Cultural Heritage Sites in
Japan in January 2007, it was evaluated for the notable universality, value, and individuality of its con-
stitutive heritage sites, which stem from their originality and narrative quality, in addition to the for-
mative design of the church buildings. In particular, the churches were praised for the uniqueness of
their history, which is one of dramatic revival from a long period of concealment unparalleled in
world history; the narrative quality of tragedy and endurance of this cultural tradition in terms of the
glory of Catholicism in Japan and its subsequent suppression and concealment; and its revitalization
from the Meiji period onwards. Thirteen constitutive heritage sites were ultimately selected; confor-
mance with this historical narrative was an important criterion for their selection.

2) The most important role in the movement to register the Nagasaki Church Group as a World
Cultural Heritage Site was played by the “World Heritage Club” (Sekai Isan no Kai). The secretary
general Mr. K, the central figure within this group, possesses roots as a descendant of Hidden Chris-
tians, and in Nagasaki (where the rapid decline and aging of the population is notable) the strong
sense of crisis towards the loss of the churches and related heritage sites as valuable expressions of
the regional culture and history was at the center of the movement to register the churches as a
World Cultural Heritage Site.

3) From around the time that the Nagasaki Church Group entered the tentative list of World Cul-
tural Heritage Sites, a movement to attempt to utilize churches as tourist attractions was simultane-
ously activated. In Nagasaki Prefecture, work commenced to attach a narrative to historical and
cultural heritage sites within the prefecture, and to discover or create their appeal as tourist attrac-
tions in accordance with the “Nagasaki Historical Discovery and Transmission Project.” Christianity
was selected as the initial theme. There were particularly strong expectations towards such religious
tourism utilizing the group of churches in the Goto Islands, which are lacking in tourist attractions
and have poor transportation, and a focus on tourism in relation to churches and sacred sites of mar-
tyrdom on the islands emerged.

4) Such movements for religious tourism were further facilitated by the construction of the “Naga-
saki Pilgrimage,” a collaboration between Nagasaki Prefecture and the Catholic Church. The Nagasa-
ki Pilgrimage was promoted in the form of a concurrence of intentions between Nagasaki Prefecture,
which aimed for the conservation and utilization of its churches as a tourist attraction by means of
their transformation into a Cultural Heritage Site, and the Archdiocese of Nagasaki, which desired to
promote understanding of the Church and Catholic doctrine through tourism. The Nagasaki Pilgrim-
age Center was established in May 2007, and projects to transmit and disseminate information relat-
ed to pilgrimages as well as schemes and support for regional revitalization are being conducted.

5) A pilgrimage style and the structure of a pilgrimage story were created by the Nagasaki Pil-
grimage; the essence of these was the creation of values for the pilgrimage itself, and a consumable
sacred site narrative was generated.

6) Various problems arise when interpreting religious tourism that targets the Nagasaki Church
Group as commodification of a place. It was indicated that it is necessary to examine the fragmentary
consumption of a place and cheap manufacture of locality in addition to their risks and impacts on the
identity of local residents.

Key words: religious tourism, World Cultural Heritage, Nagasaki Church Group,
commodification of place
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