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Kuroda Josui and Dazaifu Tenmang:
With special reference to his Tenjin Faith and donation
of the “Three Bridges”

Daniel C. Strack

Abstract

While Kuroda Josui's generous contributions to Dazaifu Tenmangt
have been commonly acknowledged, the fact that he donated the “Three
Bridges” to the shrine in 1602 is less well known. According to tradition,
the “Three Bridges” symbolize the Buddhist idea of the unity of past,
present and future worlds. While Buddhists are welcome to interpret the
“Three Bridges” in this way, it is unlikely that this was the significance
Josui intended when making his donation to the shrine. Josui was a
devoted Christian both during his stay in Dazaifu in 1602 and 1603 and
thereafter until his death in 1604. It is this fact that makes his enthusiastic
support of Dazaifu Tenmangu and its Tenjin Faith all the more
remarkable.

Examining the details of Josui's period of residence in Dazaifu offers
unexpected insights into his motivations for offering such unprecedented
support. While there can be no doubt that he engaged extensively in

composing and promoting Haikai no renga during his stay, there is
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evidence that his sojourn included certain surprising religious aspects.
With Hideyoshi's 1587 Edict expelling Catholic missionaries from Japan still
in effect, Josui appears to have been using his time in Dazaifu to make
surreptitious contact with itinerant Catholic priests. Jesuit records indicate
that at the very time of Josui's stay in Dazaifu, Pedro Ramon was traveling
around northern Kyushu visiting believers after having been temporarily
driven out of Hakata by Josui's son, Nagamasa.

Testimonial evidence would appear to indicate that aside from hosting
religious meetings with other Christians at his personal residence, Josui
was attempting to establish a syncretistic connection between Catholicism
and the Tenjin Faith. The discovery of a statue of the Tenjin featuring an
engraved cross and a deftly hidden Virgin Mary image in Dazaifu
Tenmangil's religious artifact repository represents further evidence that
such efforts were indeed made.

In light of Josui's syncretistic promotion of the Tenjin Faith, a new
and startling interpretation of the “Three Bridges” emerges. Juxtaposed as
they are with the Shinji-ike (a pond shaped like the Chinese character for
the human heart), crossing them would appear to symbolize a movement
toward purification through a supernatural encounter with the Triune God
of Biblical tradition. While such an interpretation has much to recommend
it, offering this perspective as an alternative does not preclude the
relevance of traditional explanations. Rather the new viewpoint should be
seen as an until now unacknowledged spiritual dimension that can only
add to the richness of Dazaifu Tenmangi's already storied cultural and

religious heritage.
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