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Marco Respinti highlights the importance of religious freedom in Hiroshima on December 6, 2024 

 

Hiroshima conference on freedom of religion highlights state's oppression of 

minority faith as scholars condemn court order to dissolve it 

 

Tokyo, 7th December 2024 - Published as an article in the Japanese newspaper Sekai 

Nippo. Republished with permission. Translated from Japanese. Original article. 
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As part of a lecture tour, the Japan Committee of the 

International Coalition for Religious Freedom (ICRF), led by 

Shoichi Ito (伊藤正一), Professor Emeritus at Kyushu 

University, held a conference titled "The Crisis of Religious 

Freedom and Democracy in Japan" on 6th December 2024 in 

Hiroshima. Co-hosted with the Hiroshima Prefecture Peace 

Ambassadors Council, the event emphasized the importance 

of religious freedom for advancing democracy. It cited reports 

from a conference of scholars of religious studies in 

Bordeaux, France, which stated that the government's request 

to dissolve the Family Federation for World Peace and 

Unification (formerly the Unification Church) poses a threat 

to religious freedom. The declaration warned that such 

actions could undermine Japan's standing in the international 

community. 

 

The keynote speech was delivered by Katsumi Otsuka (大塚克己), Chair of UPF-Japan (Universal Peace 

Federation), who criticized the media for spreading false information about the Family Federation. He 

noted, 

 

"I heard that less than 100 members have left the organization, which speaks to its true nature." 

 

Otsuka emphasized the growing rejection of one-sided reporting by mainstream media, urging believers 

to disseminate accurate information themselves. 
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Marco Respinti, director of the Italian online religious magazine 

Bitter Winter, which monitors religious persecution with a focus on 

China, also spoke. Respinti argued that 

 

"freedom of religion and belief is not only a fundamental human 

right but also the first political human right." 

 

He stressed that violations of religious freedom are "among the 

gravest issues" and condemned the Japanese government's 

dissolution order against the Family Federation as a severe human 

rights violation and an attack on democracy. 

 

The lecture series, starting in Hiroshima, will continue in Tokyo 

(8th December), Nagoya (9th December), and Fukuoka (10th 

December). 
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re lig ions was held in Bordeaux, west ern France. The focus was on the 

issue in Japan where t he re lig ious corporation t he Family Federation for 

World Peace and Unification (formerly t he Unification Church) faces a 

d issolut ion order. 

The media created a sensation by crit ic izing the religious organisation 

following t he shocking gun attack on former Prime Minister Sh inzo Abe 

two years ago. That led the government to p lan t he d issolution of the 

religious corporation, an act which severe ly restricts the re ligious 

freedom of al l members of the organisation , who have nothing to do 

w ith the incident . The symposium raised awareness t hat "the Japanese 

government's attack on the Family Federation represents a serious 
crisis for religious freedom in the democratic world." 

The symposium, co-hosted by the Center for Studies on New 

Religions (CESNUR), Universite Bordeaux Montaigne - CL/MAS (Cultures 

and literature of the Anglophone World), and International Society for 

the Study of New Religions (ISSNR), is being held from the 12th to the 

15th June 2024. The theme is ""The Contribution of Minority Religions to 

Society". D iscussions were being held in 23 sessions on the social 

situations of minority re lig ions around the world . 

On 13th Ju ne, the 8th session titled "The Unification Church and 

3apan: What Is Exactly Happening?" addressed the issue su rrounding 

the Family Federation in Japan, wit h the B200 lecture hal l at the 

University of Bordeaux Montaigne nearly fu ll. 

Researchers showed interest in t he circum stances su rrounding the 

government in "no t ime at al l" using it s majority power to request the 

d issolut ion of a religious corporation for reasons other t han v iolation of 

the criminal law. Th is is the first time this has happened in Japan 

under its postwar constitution, a country w here democracy has taken 

root , and w hich has become an advanced nation. This development 
could potentially affect many other minority religions and their 

followers. The session was m oderated by Brit ish sociologist of relig ion 

Eileen Barker. 

As an introduction, co-founder of CESNUR 

and Ita lian sociolog ist of rel ig ion Massimo 

lntrovigne gave an overview of the 

c ircum stances leading to the government's 

req uest for a d issolution order against the 

Family Federation. His presentation was 

tit led "The Post-Abe Assassination Crisis: 

An Outline". He d iscussed t he incident 

caused by Tetsuya Yamagami, t he 

defendant who harboured resentment 

aga inst the religious organisation due to 

h is m other's large donations as a believer. 

lntrovig ne stated t hat after the incident, "a 

parad e began of defectors who had 

becom e apostates." They crit icized the 

religious organisation in the med ia. The 

Dr. Massimo lntrovign e, 

april 2023. Photo: FOREF 

Ital ian scholar ind icated that the statements of those defectors are 
one-sided and sometimes not factual. He also expressed concern 

about the situation surround ing minority re lig ions in Japan, mentioning 

abusive criticism against the Jehovah's Witnesses. lntrovigne stat ed, 

"The way forward is to internationalize the issue and bring it to 
international conferences. I believe what we are doing today 

contributes to that." 

During the session, there was tim e to hear voices from offic ials from the 

religious organisation. They expressed concerns about the t h reat to 

relig ious freedom posed by the request for a d issolut ion order against 

the Family Federation in Japan. Testimonies were g iven by Attorney 

Tatsu ki Nakayama; Deputy Director of the Legal Affairs Bureau of the 

Family Federation's Japan Headquarters Norishige Kondo; and Suzuko 

Hirsch m ann, who lives in Vien na and whose o lder sister was forced to 

de-convert through abduction and confinement. 

Tatsuki Nakayama spoke on the topic 

"Why the Family Federation in Japan 

Should Not Be Dissolved." He said that the 

cond it ions for d issolution under A rticle 81 

of the Religious Corporations Act stip ulate 

that an act must be "clea rly" recogn ized as 

v iolating the law and "significantly" 

harm ing t he public welfa re, and t hat t his 

shou ld be interpreted strictly. He argued 

that the Family Federation does not m eet 

these c riteria and noted that past p rime 

m in isters, governments, and cou rts have 

said no to dissolving the organisation. He 

mentioned that Prime M inister Fumio 
Kishida overnight changed h is 

parliamentary response, stating that "to rts 

Attorney Tatsuki 

Nakayama in Jan. 2024. 
Photo: Screenshot from 

live transmission. 
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under civ il law" cou ld qualify as grounds for d issolution. 

Nakayama furt hermore emphasized t hat 

l ) The Family Federation has been recognized as a religious 
corporation for 60 years as of July and has not been involved in any 
crime during this time. 

2) They lost some c iv il lawsuits for the return of donation, but 

3) behind those lawsuits are apostates who have been forcibly de­
converted. 

Norishige Kondo reported that after the 

Abe incident, media reports crit ic izing the 

organisation esca lated, result ing in threats 

and harassment aga inst organisation 

facil it ies and believers. He also criticized 

Prime M inister Kishida's declaration on 

Aug ust 31, 2022, to sever ties with t he 

Family Federation, stating, 

"Since most Family Federation 

believers work in genera l companies, if 

Liberal Democratic Party members 

fo llow Kish ida's instructions, they 

wou ld have to investigate the beliefs 

of everyone they contact, and if they 

are identified as Family Federation 

believers, sever ties, wh ich is 

unconstitutional." 

In addition, Kondo addressed the civil 

lawsu its regarding donations, pointing out 

that 

Norishig e Kondo 

speaking in Tokyo 10 th 

Sep. 2023. Photo: 

Screenshot from live 

transmission 
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l ) there is no research in Japan indicating that t he testimonies of 

apostates are unreliable; 

2) there is no custom in Japan of making large donations to re lig ions; 

3) s ince Japanese people, includ ing legal professionals, genera lly do not 

believe in God,judges think that no one would make large donations 

unless threatened with stories of suffering in hell; and 

4) judges in Japan fear being criticized by the media for helping a 
"cult". 

The dissolution of the religious corporation means that a ll believers lose 

their place to worship and engage in re ligious activities. The fact that a 

session was devoted to this issue at an international conference 

overseas shows the growing in terest. During the question-and-answer 

session, many questions were asked from the aud ience about the so­

cal led second -generation rel ig ious issue, abduction and confinement, 

and other topics. 

Featured image above: The panel during session 8 at the 2024 

CESNUR conference in Bordeaux, France. Photo: FOREF 
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