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The sign outside Tokyo District Court 

 

Lower court to rule on 25th March in landmark religious dissolution case with wide-ranging 

implications for all religions 

 

3 Judges to Decide Fate of Religious Organization That Has Committed No Crimes 

 

by Knut Holdhus, editor 

 

Several Japanese news outlets - NHK World, Mainichi 

Shimbun and The Japan Times - reported 23rd March 

2025, that Tokyo District Court is expected to decide on 

Tuesday 25th March whether to issue a dissolution order 

for the religious organization formerly known as the 

Unification Church. The Japanese government's education and culture ministry requested the court's 

intervention in 2023, arguing that the organization engaged in unethical fundraising practices and 

frightened members with stories about eternal damnation in hell. 

 

This case follows an extensive investigation by the ministry, which claims to have 

interviewed over 170 former members who had sought "damages" and their donations 

being refunded after being advised to do so by activists and hostile lawyers 

campaigning against the religious organization since the 1980s. 

 

According to NHK World, government ministry officials claim that the religious 

organization forced its members to offer substantial donations over a long period of time. 

 

The Japan Times reports that the Ministry of Education, Culture, 

Sports, Science and Technology claims that members of the former 

Unification Church "committed illegal acts" when soliciting "people to 

make large donations to the group by stirring up their anxiety". 

 

The Japan Times article was provided by Jiji News Agency, which states, 

 

"The Unification Church has rebutted that the receipt of donations is part of religious activities and is not 

a way to acquire property through illegal acts. In January, the group filed with the court a claim that the 

evidence submitted by the ministry was fabricated." 

 

The Unification Church, which in 2015 changed its name in Japan to Family Federation for World Peace 

and Unification, denies forcing anyone to offer donations and stirring up potential donors' anxiety. 

 

As NHK World reports, the religious organization points out that "receiving donations is part of its 

religious activities." According to Japanese law, all registered religious corporations are entitled to solicit 

donations. And donors are entitled to offer large donations if they wish to do so. 

 

According to the media reports, the government ministry contends that asking for donations using 

 
Mainichi Shimbun  



 

 

wrongful methods constitute unlawful acts under Japan's Civil Code, providing grounds for dissolution 

under the Religious Corporations Act. Up until now, only criminal acts would be ground for dissolution 

of a religious corporation. However, after the Abe assassination, the Kishida administration changed the 

law overnight in order to allow claimed civil wrongdoings to suffice for issuing a dissolution order. 

 

Although NHK World does not 

mention specifically that the 

authorities changed the law to 

specifically target the Family 

Federation, the large state-run 

media outlet writes, 

 

"The latest request [for a 

dissolution order] is the first case 

filed based on illegal acts under 

the Civil Code." 

 

NHK describes that it "is the third 

time that a Japanese government 

ministry or agency has sought the 

dissolution of a religious group 

for violating laws." The state 

channel describes the two 

previous cases: 

 

the Aum Shinrikyo movement, responsible for the deadly 1995 Tokyo subway sarin gas attack the 

Myokakuji group, whose leader was convicted of fraud. 

 

In order for the Family Federation to be placed in this category, the law had to be changed. Unlike these 

prior instances, the case against the former Unification Church is entirely based on alleged violations of 

the Civil Code rather than criminal offenses. 
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Sekai Nippo 

Abduction and 
Confinement 
Speak in 
Yokohama 

by the editorial 

department of Sekai Nippo 

On 20th March, a believer of 

the Family Federation for 

World Peace and 

Unification (formerly t he 

Unification Church) who 

was abducted, confined, 

and forcib ly pressured to 

renounce his fa ith by 

relatives under t he 

Poster used for the exhibition in 
Yokohama, Japan 19th and 20th March 
2025. Photo: FFWPU 

guidance of pastors and professional "faith-breakers" opposing t he 

Family Federation, spoke at a panel exhibition in Yokohama. The 

event was hosted by t he "Yokohama Cit izens' Association for the 

Protection of Religious Freedom and Fundamental Human Rights". 

Toru Goto ({!1:iii~) represented the "National Association of 

Abduction, Confinement, and Forced Deconversion Victims". He had 
been confined for 12 years and five months and pointed out that 

former believers who were forced to leave the religious organization 

through abduction and confinement often developed hostility toward 
the organization, lead ing to an increase in lawsuits and other 

reported incidents. 

He also noted t hat the day of the event marked exactly 30 years since 

the Aum Shinrikyo Tokyo subway sarin attack, which occurred while 

he was in confinement. Goto reca lled being told by fait h-breaking 

activists about the murder of lawyer Tsutsumi Sakamoto (±,&:;js:~) 

and his fam ily [See editor's note 1 below]. 

Goto stated, 

"Under those strange circumstances, my family came to 

believe t hat if they released me, I would commit acts sim ilar 

to Aum Shinrikyo." 

Last month, Goto published an 

autobiography detailing his experiences 

and appealed to the audience, 

"Was it t he religious organization 

that changed my once c lose and 
o rd inary fami ly, or was it t he 

influence of a third party? I want 

readers to decide for themselves." 

Sarutah iko Okami (pseudonym), co­

representat ive of "Ame no Yachimata no 

Kai" (See ed itor's note 2 below], an 

o rganization working to restore parent­

chi ld relationships disrupted by 

abduction and confinement, 

emphasized, 

"Repairing a parent-chi ld 

relationship once it has been 
broken is not easy. The first step is 

J1Cfl•f>bil•r,JJ:"'lil:U::'r,tt~.,,.:,,~ • :,,,n -;,(. 
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Fron t cover page of 
Japa nese ed ition ofToru 
Coto's new book 
"Deadly Struggle: 
Surviving 4,536 Days of 
Confinement" (Sogeisha) 

for parents and children to face each other and foster 

mutual understanding through dialogue." 

Additiona lly, citing materials distributed to elementary schools across 
Japan, t he event ra ised concerns that excessive measures against 

"ch ild abuse" in Japan could lead to religious persecution. One 

example h ighlighted was that if parents provide re lig ious guidance to 
t heir chi ld, and t he child later tells t heir school that they "didn't like it ", 

school counselors and child welfare authorities might collaborate to 

separate t he child from their parents, intentionally creating fam ily 

d ivisions. 

[Editor's note 1: Tsutsumi Sakamoto (:l,&:;js:±~, 1956-1989) w as a 

Japanese lawyer and a key member of the notorious "ant i-cu lt" 

o rganization National Network of Lawyers Against Spiritual Sales(~ 

[fil~®\iflj;~X'.t~#~tl~~. Zenkoku Reikan Shoho Taisaku Bengoshi 

Renraku-kai). He was especially known for his w ork against the Aum 

Shinrikyo g roup, w hich later carried out the 1995 Tokyo subway sarin 

gas attack. 

Sakamoto's legal efforts were seen as a significant threat to Aum 
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assassination in 1989. In November 1989, Sakam oto, his w ife Satoko, 

and the ir one-year-old son Tat suhiko w ere m u rdered by Aum 
Shinrikyo members. The att ackers entered t he Sakamoto's hom e in 

Yokohama at nig ht, drugged the family, and strang led them before 

d isposing of t heir bod ies in th ree d iffe rent p refectu res. 

The case rema ined unsolved unt i l 1995, w hen Aum Shinrikyo 

m embers confessed after being arrested for the sarin gas attack. The 

murders shocked Japa n. 

Tsutsum i Sakam oto is know n for his activ ism pu rsuing legal action 

against Aum Shinrikyo based on t he use of consumer protection law 

to reclaim donations to t he o rg anizat ion. He represented so-called 

apostates, members w ho had left the g roup and become hosti le t o it . 

Sakam oto claimed t hat t he Aum Shinrokyo were involved in unlawful 

act iv it ies years before the sarin gas attack in t he Tokyo subw ay.] 

[Editor's note 2: The Japanese expression Yachimata (/\Ii) refers t o a 
crossroads or intersection where mult iple paths converge. It is often 

used in a metapho rica l sense to symbo lize cho ices, encounters, or t he 

m eeting of different fates. 

In mythology and c lassica l literature, )\ilj (Yachimata) can also evoke a 

mystica I o r sacred space where important decisions o r 

transform at ions occur. It appears in the name of the deity Ame no 

Yachihoko (7i:O)J\ilj). associated w ith crossroads and d iv ine 

encount ers in Japanese fo lklo re. 

As for t h e above-m ent ioned associat ion Ame no Yachimata no Kai (7i: 

O)j \iljO)~). t he term symbo lizes a p lace for reconcil iation, d ialogue, 

and resolution - a meeting point w here estranged families can 

reconnect .] 

Featured image above: Toru Coto (fJtffii{ffj), representing the 

"National Association of Abduction, Confinement, and Forced 

Deconversion Victims·; gives a lecture on the morning of 20th March 

2025 in Yokohama, Kanagawa Prefecture Photo: Takahide Ishii (li# 
:¥fl§). 
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