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God IS A Gift-giver 
Fr Malachy Hanratty 
sets out some important 
lessons he learned as 
a missionary in Japan, 
where Christianity 
remains a tiny minority 
and is of little interest to 
the vast majority of the 
population.

Japan has long been a ‘First 
World’ country, very advanced 
in commerce, manufacturing, 

education, medicine, politics, very 
organised and regulated; all of this built 
on a distinct culture. In 1957, when I and 
six others joined the Columban mission in 
Japan, we were entering a country whose 
people were united in rebuilding after 
the ravages of World War II. It was 98% 
non-Christian. I learned in Japan I was a 
‘nobody’. I was in a different world, ‘lost,’ 
ignorant, illiterate, irrelevant, a politely 
unnoticed ‘outsider’.

After a gruelling time at a language 
school, we were sent out to join older 
Columbans in small recently founded 
Christian communities. All our efforts went 
into interesting a few inquirers in what we 
had come to share, namely the teachings 
of the Catholic Faith. We put a mountain 
of time and effort into preparing for little 
classes of two or three adults. Very few 

persevered until baptism. As I struggled 
with disappointment, frustration and 
bewilderment, I kept searching for not just 
how to say things but what to say.

Then Vatican II came like an apparition. 
It meant much more study, talks, seminars, 
discussions and pondering. It was a blessed 
leap forward. I remember listening to 
a speaker who said, “The Nº 1 truth of 
Christianity is not that we must love God 
and our neighbour. No, it is that God loves 
us. Our journey of faith is to integrate 
that.“ But because so much seems to be 
continually going wrong it is hard to believe 
God really loves us. It requires a deliberate 
effort to notice God working in our lives. 
This growing awareness of God’s care leads 
us on the road to accepting He loves us.

It is out of this growing gratitude and 
wonder – not out of an imposed service 
or fear - that we get the desire and the 
strength to love God and neighbour. 
But this requires a habit of prayer and a 
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