
Blessed Father Peter Kasui Kibe: How one man’s journey in faith proved God’s love and helped give 
strength and courage to others to endure 

When Blessed Father Peter Kasui Kibe was born in Japan in 1587, the land was governed by squabbling 
feudal lords and surrounded by a world of warring foreign powers with acutely conflicting political and 
economic interests. The island nation was aggressively sought out for trade by many European states 
seeking access to Asia. Although the Catholic Church conducted extensive successful missionary efforts 
in Japan during his lifetime, being a Christian there could essentially be a death sentence.  

Father Kibe was born to a devout Catholic family in the former Bungo province located in the eastern 
part of Japan’s far southern island of Kyushu. The province had a strong Jesuit Christian presence. During 
the early 1600s, the Japanese mission was the largest overseas Christian community not ruled by a 
European power, with converts exceeding 300,000. Residents in this part of Japan were nearly 100% 
Catholic and the region was often referred to as the “Rome of Japan.” Father Kibe’s family belonged to 
the warrior caste known as the samurai and pledged fealty to a local daimyo, or warlord. Samurais like 
Father Kibe’s father acted as both military and administrative personnel for their daimyo’s domain. Each 
daimyo had their own military and could grant land title and taxation rights to their samurais.  

For much of the 15th and 16th centuries, the daimyos clashed viciously with each other, leaving Japan in 
a constant state of civil war and social upheaval. Prior to Father Kibe’s birth, however, a daimyo 
emerged who advocated national unification. After assuming the title of shogun, or self-appointed 
military dictator over all of Japan (with power greater than that of an Emperor), the shogun achieved a 
great deal of progress in his unification efforts. Much of this progress has been attributed to his 
adoption of European firearms over samurai swords. The shogun was able to obtain Western weapons 
through trade with the Portuguese facilitated by Jesuit priests. The Portuguese interest in trade with 
Japan was secondary and used more as leverage over the rest of Europe vis-à-vis the Chinese Empire 
than to secure domination over Japan itself. The Jesuits, on the other hand, developed trade with Japan 
as a means of evangelizing on behalf of the Catholic Church in accordance with the canons and decrees 
promulgated at the Council of Trent by Pope Paul III. The shogun, who was not religious in Western 
terms, cultivated links with the Jesuits in order to enhance the military superiority of his forces. In fact, 
Catholic evangelism was deployed as a counter to Buddhist groups. Buddhism was a cornerstone of 
Japanese philosophy. From the 8th century onward many Buddhist groups in Japan possessed military 
strength rivaling that of secular leaders.  

Subsequently, Jesuit missionaries set up trade routes between Macau and Japan; constructed 
monasteries; and established a seminary in the port city of Nagasaki. A brief period of evangelistic 
success ensued during the 1540s during which many Japanese people, including Father Kibe’s parents, 
were converted to Christianity by Catholic Jesuits. By 1587, the year of Father Kibe’s birth, the Jesuit 
influence over the region where Father Kibe was born had peaked. Many of the local daimyos granted 
Jesuits fiefdom privileges, and the Portuguese Jesuits were allowed to fully operate the port of Nagasaki, 
the starting point for all or virtually all trade routes between Japan and the rest of the world. Jesuits 
amassed wealth and began taking roles in courts and military matters. Christianity spread throughout 
the Japanese archipelago to all socioeconomic levels as a result of Jesuit efforts. As Portuguese Jesuits 
grew in numbers and strength in Japan, a rivalry emerged with Spanish Jesuits. Pope Gregory XIII 
granted the Portuguese Jesuits proselytizing rights for Japan in 1575.  



Trade activity through Nagasaki consisted primarily of goods and firearms. Unfortunately, slave trade 
was also conducted by Portuguese sailors. The Portuguese Jesuits must have been aware since they 
controlled the port of Nagasaki. Spanish Jesuits accused the Portuguese Jesuits of corruption and of not 
adhering strictly to their orders of poverty. They also noted that the slave trade was inconsistent with 
Christian teachings and undermined achievement of evangelistic goals. Citing these and other 
justifications, the Spanish Jesuits lobbied the Pope to gain control of the port. The unifying Shogun died 
at this time; although the new shogun initially continued existing relationships with the Jesuits, he began 
favoring the Spanish.  

Pro-Christian sentiment began to change with the advent of the new shogun. Nagasaki port was 
nationalized, and restrictions were imposed on missionary activities. Circumstances soon led to yet 
another turnover. The latest shogun was not Christian-friendly. In addition, he relied solely on the 
Spanish Jesuits for trade. In the wake of these developments, Pope Clement VIII granted the Spanish 
Jesuits proselytizing rights for Japan. The Portuguese Jesuits decided to disarm themselves so they could 
return to their primary goal of spreading Christian faith to Japan. It was at this time that Father Kibe 
entered seminary at age 13. Immediately afterwards, the Dutch took the opportunity to drive a wedge 
between the Japanese Emperor and the Spanish Jesuits, as well as Christianity itself. The Dutch incited 
fear that the Spanish Jesuits were acting as an arm of the Spanish government to facilitate a takeover of 
Japan. Thus, an active attack on Christianity was underway just as Father Kibe began his seminary 
training.  

During his time in seminary, Father Kibe witnessed many horrific executions of Christian clergy, laity, 
and missionaries in Nagasaki. The methods employed were merciless and vile. No one was spared. Even 
neighbors and children of suspected Christians were martyred. The accused were often crucified and 
burned alive after enduring unspeakable tortures. Many of these martyrs were later canonized by Pope 
Pius IX. Despite the atrocities, Father Kibe remained undeterred in his love of Christ and completed his 
studies.  

At the time, most daimyos and their supporting samurais became Christian only to secure Western 
weaponry and compete more effectively against other lords. As a result, the Jesuits were skeptical of the 
local Father Kibe’s faith and felt he needed to prove its sincerity. He endured an 8-year catechesis of 
hard labor and poverty until 1614. That year, Franciscan priests asked the shogun for permission to 
construct a Spanish fortress on Japanese soil. The shogun, fearing Spanish invasion in the North, and 
believing that Christian daimyos and their samurais held conflicting loyalties in the South, expelled all 
Catholics and their converts. All Christian activities were forced underground. Father Kibe was deported 
with other Jesuit clergy. They found exile in Macau where Father Kibe, relentless and undaunted, 
returned to seminary away from home. He was again denied ordination and shortly, thereafter, the 
seminary closed. Unfortunately, the Jesuits remained uninterested in ordaining local priests. Still 
undeterred, Father Kibe vowed to travel to Rome to resume seminary. He took the nickname Kasui, 
which in phonetic Han script, means Living Water.  

Father Kibe initially traveled by boat to Jesuit-controlled Goa, India, with other samurai seminarians. 
There he was denied ordination for a third time but decided to continue to Rome on foot so that he 
could visit Jerusalem on the way. He became the first Japanese person to visit Jerusalem. At the age of 
33, after walking over 6000 miles, he entered Rome. There is no record of his travels since Father Kibe 
had no contact with his home after the age of 13. He undoubtedly encountered all sorts of dangers and 



difficulties along his way. When he arrived in Rome, he had no official papers. Rome had been warned 
by the Jesuits of Goa to look out for Japanese arriving via Macau seeking the church. Notwithstanding 
the warning, the Jesuits of Rome were surprised by Father Kibe’s proficiency and welcomed him as a 
novitiate. Normally, the Jesuit novitiate lasts two years but Father Peter petitioned to return to Japan 
immediately because he felt an urgent call to guide the Christians remaining in Japan. His petition was 
received by the Jesuit General, Father Claude Aquaviva, whose last name in Latin, like Father Kibe’s 
Japanese nickname, means “living water.” Having read reports that the shogun was aggressively 
persecuting Christians, Father Aquaviva agreed to Father Kibe’s return to Japan.  

Father Kibe’s hardships continued unabated. He could not easily return to Japan since no ship captain 
dared take Christian passengers there at the time. Instead, he made his way to Macau. However, the 
same type of travel restrictions for Christians applied there. Next, he went to Thailand, but upon leaving 
that country for Japan he was harried and chased back by pirates. Luckily, the community of Ronin 
(unaffiliated samurai) whom he had lived with in Thailand eventually agreed to help him get to Manila. 
Two years later, Father Kibe arrived in Manila, but was unsuccessful in booking passage to Japan which 
he was told he could only enter if he would renounce his faith. Unwilling to do so, and undeterred, he 
met other Christians and an indigenous priest who banded together to build a boat to sail to Japan. They 
sought refuge on a small island and began work, but faced many challenges, including persistent 
termites and storms. Eventually they fastened enough planks together to begin the treacherous voyage 
to Japan. With typhoon season rapidly approaching, the intrepid group sailed and successfully reached 
their destination. All survived despite their boat disintegrating prior to landfall and the sailors swam to 
shore on the spot where Saint Francis Xavier first entered Japan in 1549 to bring the Word of God to the 
island nation.  

Ten years after leaving Rome, Father Kibe finally returned to Japan at the age of 43. Traveling straight to 
Nagasaki, he began ministering to the hidden Christians, many of whom had no ecumenical ministry or 
written traditions prior to his arrival. The shogun had expelled all foreigners and only allowed an English 
Protestant advisor to remain and operate Nagasaki’s port under Dutch control. Father Peter Kasui Kibe 
faithfully ministered to oppressed Christians for nine years until he was unexpectedly betrayed by a 
servant. Arrested on March 17, 1639 for practicing Christianity, he was tried and tortured in Tokyo. A 
special inquisition was held for Father Kibe attended by the shogun himself. The inquisitor was none 
other than his former vice-provincial, Fr. Cristovao Ferreira, who famously apostatized in 1633. Father 
Kibe yet again refused to renounce his faith to Fr. Ferreira (then known as Sawano Chuan). Instead, 
Father Kibe urged Chuan to return to his own faith saying: “Let us go to die together.” He was quickly 
blocked from communicating with other captives since he encouraged others to “do as the Savior 
would” and embrace their agony and earthly demise with Grace. Excruciating torture was inflicted on 
him by Japan’s master executioner Inoue Massashige, but Father Kibe never disavowed Christianity. He 
was martyred on July 4, 1639 and beatified on Nov. 24, 2008.  

Today, the Bible is a top-selling religious text in Japan. Most Japanese view Christianity in a positive light. 
Jesuits returned to Japan in the early 1900s after Commodore Perry opened the country to outsiders. 
The Jesuits reestablished many notable and well-respected schools, universities, and hospitals 
throughout the country. Although executions of hidden Christians continued after Father Kibe’s death, 
220 years later, when the Catholic Church returned to Japan, thousands of faithful emerged. Later, 
Church representatives learned that all along, these faithful continued to recite the Lord’s Prayer and 
the Hail Mary, perform Baptism, venerate Mary, show loyalty to the pope, and follow the liturgical 



calendar. Pope Pius IX declared this a miracle. Later, Pope John Paul II visited and baptized many young 
members of these hidden Christian families (not typical of any papal visit). Today, most Roman Catholics 
in Japan indeed identify as Jesuits. Blessed Father Peter Kasui Kibe never wavered from his faith. Even 
through almost unimaginable adversity, he maintained Grace when all the world was against him. By his 
own faith, he brought faith to so many others.  

Interesting fact:  

The hidden Japanese Christians had a prophecy that black robed priests devoted to Mary and faithful to 
the pope would return on great black ships after seven generations. Not 220 years later, Commodore 
Perry reopened Japan sailing black sails on large ships. The priest who reestablished the new church in 
Japan was wearing a black cossack when he first greeted the hidden Christians. 
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