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Expanding the New Paradigm:  
Winners and Losers among Exclusive and Nonexclusive Religious Firms 

in the Chinese and Japanese Communities in the United States, 1850-1945 
 

Eric Y. Liu 
 

Mentor: Rodney Stark 
 
 
From the perspective of a refined religious economy theory, the present paper is 

the first to empirically study the interplay between exclusive and nonexclusive religious 

bodies.  Through reconstructing the historical facts of Chinese and Japanese 

immigration to the pre-1945 United States, I find that: 1) under certain social 

circumstances, an exclusive religious firm (e.g., the Christian mission church) with 

problematic styles of religious delivery gives way to its nonexclusive competitors (e.g., 

the Chinese temple and the Japanese Buddhist church); 2) among nonexclusive 

religious groups those who adopt a congregational structure (e.g., the Japanese Shin 

Buddhist church) grow and thrive, while those otherwise tend to die out (e.g., the 

Chinese temple and the Shinto shrine) in face of social conflict.  The implications of 

this study are discussed. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

Introduction 
 
 

Recently, growing criticism of the general rational choice perspective has emerged 

in social sciences, arguing that it does not fit well in certain historical and socio-cultural 

contexts (e.g., Mouzelis, 1995:5-6; Lechner, 1990; Chaves, 1995; Beyer, 1998).  In the 

sociology of religion, the universality of religious economy theory, the “new paradigm” 

based on rational choice assumptions (Stark, 1999; Finke & Stark, 1992; Stark & Finke, 

2000; Iannaccone, 1994; Stark & Bainbridge, 1987; Stark & Iannaccone, 1994; Warner, 

1993), has been questioned, as well (Sharot, 2002; Chaves & Gorski, 2001; Lechner, 

1989; Olsen, 1999; Bruce, 1999).  In response to skepticism and criticism, advocates for 

the religious economy theory, on the one hand, accept that “improvements” and 

“amendments” are necessary (Stark & Bainbridge, 1987, p.53); on the other, they stress 

that anomalous cases deviant from the predictions of the theory are “not numerous 

enough to refute it,” but, instead, “may permit an expansion of the general theory by 

developing auxiliary propositions consistent with the core postulates of the theory” 

(Froese & Pfaff, 2001, p.483-84).  

Whereas a progressive research agenda for a refined religious economy theory has 

been called and the initial studies of the anomalous cases in East European countries 

(e.g., Poland & East Germany) have amassed supportive evidence for the underlying 

logic of the new paradigm (Froese & Pfaff, 2001), further research with a broader scope 

seems needed as the debates on the new paradigm continue.  For instance, one of the 

recent criticisms is particularly aimed at the simple core proposition of the theory:



2 

“Because exclusive religious organizations offer more valuable and apparently less 

risky religious rewards, when exclusive firms appear in religious economies previously 

dominated by nonexclusive groups, the exclusive firm(s) become dominant” (Stark & 

Finke, 2000, p.194).  Critics maintain that this theoretical proposition is not well 

grounded due to its heavy American bias toward modern western religious economies 

consisting primarily of exclusive Christendom, while the nonexclusive traditions such 

as Buddhism, Taoism, Chinese folk religions, as well as ancient Greek and Roman 

religions, being ignored  (Sharot, 2002:427; Yang, 2005).  To incorporate the 

nonexclusive religious traditions, as Sharot (2002) has suggested, the religious economy 

theoretical framework should be modified substantially.  Yet, to my knowledge, few 

scholarly attempts have been made toward this end, in either theoretical or empirical 

research.  

Do nonexclusive religions always lose out to exclusive religions?  Is there any 

anomalous case deviant from this prediction of the religious economy theory?  If so, 

there may arise serious concerns in regard to the potential for the religious economy 

theory being extended beyond exclusive religions and its capacity to explain the 

dynamics and interactions between exclusive and nonexclusive religions.  Taking a 

comparative historical approach, the present study attempts to clarify these issues 

through examining the religious scenes of the Chinese and Japanese communities in the 

United States between 1850 and 1945.  

Specifically, the major religious players in this study include the early Christian 

mission churches, the Chinese folk religion and Buddhist temples, and the Japanese 

Buddhist as well as Shinto groups.  The Christian churches were typically exclusive 
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religious firms, most of which evolved from the Protestant background, while the rest 

were nonexclusive in nature.  The Chinese religions included a majority of Joss Houses 

which integrated Buddhism, Taoism, and Confucianism (Yang, 2002; Yu, 1996), as 

well as “a number of purely Buddhist temples” (Fields, 1981, p.76).  These temples 

were primarily for individual religious services, not for congregating with fellow 

believers (Yang, 1999).  The Japanese religious groups consisted primarily of Buddhist 

denominations such as Shin, Zen, and Nichiren Buddhism, and several Shinto sects 

(e.g., Daijingu, Taisha-kyo, Tenri-kyo, and Konko-kyo).  Particular attention will be 

directed to the Shin Buddhist sect, which successfully grew into the dominant religious 

group in the Japanese immigrant community, while the other, smaller Buddhist and 

Shinto sects are briefly discussed for comparison. 

This essay is significant in the following areas.  Theoretically, it is the first study 

from the religious economy perspective to explain the dynamics and interactions among 

exclusive and nonexclusive religions.  In this paper I argue that, although the new 

paradigm has been limited by the western mindset and confined to Christendom, its 

underlying logic remains effective and gains power when tested in a broader scene that 

includes nonexclusive religions.  In particular, I emphasize, the role of conflict in 

religious transformation, which has been understudied overall in the religious economy 

theory.  Therefore, this study helps facilitate the current debates on the new paradigm, 

particularly its applicability to differential religious bodies in varying socio-cultural 

contexts.  

This study also adds to the general knowledge of Asian minority religions and race 

relations in the United States, especially in the “old” immigration era.  Despite their role 
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of “model minority” exemplified in today’s Asian American society, Chinese and 

Japanese immigrants, rather than other minority groups, were the first victims of the 

racial discrimination and exclusion undergirded by the U.S. laws.  Thus, it is crucially 

important to understand how differently these Asian immigrant minority groups reacted 

in their religious life to the hostile climate and racial violence they encountered.  It 

should be noted here that the goal of this study is not to merely repeat the historical 

facts already explored in-depth by previous research.  Instead, it is a reconsideration of 

history within an expanded religious economy theoretical framework.  Hence, the 

primary intent of this study, due to the theoretical nature, is to account for why things 

happened in a certain way rather than recounting what happened. 

In this paper I find that the situations in Chinese and Japanese religious 

communities in the pre-1945 United States contradict the simple core hypothesis of the 

new theoretical paradigm, which argues for the absolute advantage of exclusive 

religions over nonexclusive religions.  Indeed, regardless of the differences in religious 

content, the marketplace favored the Chinese temples and the Japanese Buddhist and 

Shinto groups, while finding the early Christian missions unable and often quite 

unwilling to attract and hold a loyal following.  This was largely due to the anti-Asian 

racism which considerably undermined the efficacy of the Christian mission church by 

preventing it from forming open networks among the Chinese and Japanese immigrants 

and satisfying their spiritual and secular needs.  Put succinctly, the appeal of a religious 

product may matter a great deal, but the style of delivery—who promotes it and how 

they do it often plays a critical part in the success or decline of a religious body.  
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This study further reveals the significant role of conflict in religious 

transformation.  When faced with conflicts with the surrounding Christian society, the 

Japanese immigrant religions, the Shin Buddhist churches in particular, adopted 

congregational structure to cope with risks and crises and to achieve continuous growth; 

in contrast, the Chinese folk religions and Buddhism, which remained a temple structure, 

almost died out.  The contrasting historical trajectories of the Chinese temples and 

Japanese Buddhist churches, nevertheless, reflect the differential law constraints on the 

immigration flows from China and those from Japan, respectively.  

It is important, however, to keep in mind that to stress the style of religious 

delivery does not necessarily underplay the importance of religious content.  

Undeniably, religious goods present the ultimate attraction to the audience in pursuit of 

the meaning of life and spiritual fulfillment.  Rather, this essay highlights the fact that 

religion comprises an economy of dynamics and complexity, given a certain socio-

historical setting, and the call for a more comprehensive and systematic investigation of 

religion from an extended and refined religious economy perspective. 

 



 

CHAPTER TWO 

The Winners and Losers: 1850-1945 
 
 

In the Chinatowns 

According to historical documents, in 1853 the earliest Christian mission and the 

first Chinese temple were both established for Chinese immigrants.  Both were located 

in San Francisco, the city with the largest Chinese population, over 30,000, counting for 

one fifth of the total Chinese population in the United States (Tweed and Prothero, 1999, 

p.75; Yang, 1999).  The first Chinese temple was called Kong Chow Temple, installed 

by the Sam Yup Company, a Chinese fraternal society (Wells, 1962, p.20).  In 1854, a 

second Chinese temple was built by the Ning Yeong Company.  By 1875 the number of 

temples rose to eight, and by the end of the century “there would be more than four 

hundred temples up and down the West Coast, wherever the Chinese worked and settled, 

from San Diego to Vancouver and inland to the Sierra Nevadas” (Fields, 1981, p.73) 

These Chinese temples had a great appeal to an overwhelming majority of the 

immigrants.  For example, the entire Chinese population of San Francisco’s Chinatown 

with at least fifteen Chinese temples by that time (Yang, 2002:79), was reported to 

uniformly profess the principles of Buddhism.1  Despite their rapid growth and 

prevalence, Chinese temples failed to achieve a lasting presence in the United States 

(Fields, 1981).  The number of Chinese temples started to drop rapidly in the late 

nineteenth century. By the 1930s, for example, only two of the fifteen temples in San 

Francisco survived, primarily as tourist attractions (Yang, 2002, p.79). 

                                                        
1Warsaw Commercial Gazette in January 1878. 
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The earliest Christian mission efforts among the Chinese immigrants were 

initiated by an American Presbyterian missionary in 1853 (Yang, 2002).  In the 

following years, Christian mission workers from other denominations, such as Southern 

Baptists, Methodists, Congregationalists, Episcopalians, and Catholics, sought to 

establish churches in the Chinese community and to proselytize these Oriental strangers 

who knew little about God.  As it turned out, the early mission work was a relative 

failure in comparison to the prosperous Chinese temples.  During the ensuing century, 

from 1853 to 1952, only 66 mission churches2 were installed at a slow pace in the 

immigrant community, suffering from lack of membership (Yang, 1999).  Between 1850 

and 1910, there were only about 6,500 converts to Christianity (Woo, 1983, p.276).  

Even in Southern California, where the target population of potential Chinese converts 

grew substantially and the mission efforts were more influential than their Northern 

California counterparts, the churches established by American missionaries converted 

few Chinese, despite of four decades of effort (Lou, 1982).  As Raymond Lou (1982) 

notes in his study of the early Chinese immigrants on the west coast of the United States: 

It was evident the Chinese community mainly supported Chinese temples and 
priests rather than the Christian counterparts…only a few converted community 
members sought the guidance of the mission workers.  Sunday services were 
sparsely attended by Chinese where Chinese priests were available throughout the 
week.  Whenever important social events arose . . . , Chinese residents rarely 
sought Christian ministers to conduct service. (p.280) 

 
 

In the Japanese Immigrant Communities 

The advent of the Christian mission in the Japanese immigrant community came 

much earlier than that of the Japanese Buddhist and Shinto groups, which arrived more 

                                                        
2They included both the mission churches and the Chinese ethnic Christian churches. 
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than two decades later.  Indeed in October 1879, only months after the arrival of the first 

Japanese immigrants, Christian missionizing began to take place when the Methodists 

founded the Gospel Society (Fukuin Kai) in San Francisco (Petersen, 1971, p.179).  

Initially, the Christian missions gained favor from the newly arrived Japanese 

immigrants (Ichioka, 1988) and attracted sufficient Japanese immigrants to build a good 

number of nuclear congregations along the west coast (Hosokawa, 1961).  In Los 

Angels, for example, by 1910 there were already five Christian missions competing 

with a single Buddhist group (Petersen, 1971, p.179).  Hence, a general claim has been 

made that the Christian churches were at the “forefront” of assimilation, turning the 

entire Japanese immigrant community into a “fruitful missionary field.”  No matter 

where one went, whether to the Little Tokyo of Los Angeles, the “Jap Town” of Walnut 

Grove, or similar places, he would find a Christian church in each of the Japanese 

immigrant communities (Kitano, 1976, p.53).3  

Although it can hardly be said that the early Christian mission among the Japanese 

entirely failed as in the Chinatowns, what was quite evident is that its growth has 

remained numerically insignificant in comparison to the flourishing Buddhist 

movement, which arrived more than two decades later.  Historical statistics show that, 

despite the decades of Christian mission efforts, the vast majority of the Japanese 

immigrants embraced Buddhism as well as Shinto religion, which came in 1898 and 

1900, respectively.  For example, in his remarkable work on Japanese immigrant 

                                                        
3The first established religious group was Christian church. Reverend Seizo Abe, quoted in 

Toru Matsumoto, Beyond prejudice: A Story of the Church and Japanese Americans (New York: 
Friendship Press, 1946), p.2; also Alpha H. Takagi, “Mini-Sermon: 95th Anniversary of Christian 
Churches,” San Francisco Hokubei Mainichi, October 30, 1972, p.2; the first Protestant mission 
church was established in San Francisco in 1877 (Kashima, 1977, p.12). 
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religions in the United States, Kashima (1977) observes that in many places, such as 

“Reedley, Guadalupe, Salinas, and Parlier, California; Honeyville, Utah; and Cleveland, 

Ohio, there are only Buddhist institutions and no Japanese Christian churches.” (p.39) 

This is especially true in the rural areas of the Pacific Coast, where Buddhism, rather 

than Christianity, remained the predominant religion among the Japanese (Kashima, 

1977, p.21)  Several independent social surveys also reveal that the proportion of 

Buddhists never fell below 68 percent of the total Japanese population by the end of the 

war (Yoo, 2002, p.121), and a majority of them were supported by Jodo Shinshu 

Buddhism, whose membership grew rapidly, from thirty in 1898 to about 55,000 by 

1944 (Table 1.1).  In sharp contrast, up to the early 1930s the thirty Christian churches, 

affiliated with most important Protestant denominations, gained a total membership of 

only slightly more than 2,000 among the Japanese in California (Strong, 1933, p.171).  

In any event, Christianity had remained in a subordinate role in the Japanese immigrant 

religious community until after the war. 

 
Table 1.1 NABM/BCA Membership Statistics, 1930-1944 

Membership 1898 1930 1936 1942 1944 

Family Membership N/A 11,852 14,388 N/A N/A 

Estimated Total Membership 30 35,000 43,164 46,289 55,000 

Source: Kashima, Tetsuden. 1977.p.142. Buddhism in America: The Social Organization of an 
Ethnic Religious Institution. Greenwood Press; U.S. Department of Interior, War Relocation 
Authority, Community Analysis Report, No.9, “Buddhism in the United States,” May 15, 1994, 3. 

 

Thus, critical questions come into view: Why did the early Christian mission 

lose to the competing Chinese temple?  What led it to give way to the Japanese 

Buddhist church, which took over the dominant role in the religious scene of the 

Japanese immigrant community?  How did the Japanese Buddhism, the Shin Buddhist 
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sect in particular, gained tremendous growth, while it’s Chinese counterpart collapsed 

rapidly?  These are the principal questions for which I shall attempt to seek explanations 

in the following sections.  Before I proceed, however, it seems appropriate first to 

introduce the relevant sociological theories on religious economy.



 

 CHPATER THREE 

On Theory 
 
 

Religious Rewards and Style of Delivery 

According to the fundamental proposition of religious economy theory, it seems 

that the outcomes of religious competition between exclusive and nonexclusive 

religious firms are solely dependent on the nature of their commodities provided in the 

marketplace (Stark & Finke, 2000, p.194).  Nonexclusive religious traditions primarily 

offer worldly benefits rather than immortality or a promise of an attractive afterlife; in 

these religions practitioners engage in a short-term and infrequent exchange relationship 

with a number of gods rather than a single god.  In contrast, because they require 

extended and exclusive commitments from the adherent, exclusive religions have 

distinctive advantages when they enter a religious marketplace previously dominated by 

nonexclusive firms.  Thus, Stark and Finke (2000) assert that exclusive firms tend to 

“always” win over nonexclusive competitors. 

Elsewhere, nevertheless, religious economy theorists write that the success of 

religious firms also depends on other factors such as organizational structure (polity), 

religious specialists (clergy), product (religious message), and marketing techniques 

(e.g., evangelism) (e.g., Finke & Stark, 1989, p.32).  In other words, religious products 

are not the only determinant of competitive success; rather, the style of delivery—who 

sells the product (the religious message) and how they do it—also bears tremendous 

significance.  For example, it has been stressed that the success of a religious movement 

very much depends on its degree of openness toward the outside world and the level of

11 
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its religious specialists’ commitment to their clientele (Stark, 1996).  That is, a religious 

organization in pursuit of success, first of all, needs to recruit new members and 

maintain their loyalty; to this end, the crucial issue is establishing an open and 

committed social network, a structure involved with the efficient performance of its 

clergy and marketing techniques capable of forming and sustaining direct and strong 

interpersonal attachments (Stark, 1996, p.20; Finke & Stark, 1989).  

As a matter of fact, the style of delivery is particularly important among the 

religious bodies competing for marginalized social groups.  As Stark (1996) states, only 

in a free and open religious market can mass conversion take place, in that minorities 

find it a lot easier to resolve marginality by way of religious conversion in such a 

friendly environment.  Often, the number of the minority converts turned out to be so 

substantial as to cause the rapid growth of a religious movement.  By contrast, in a 

society burdened with conflicts, mass conversion is less likely to occur, as a result of 

being prevented from either helping the minority populations solve the marginality 

problem or from facilitating their assimilation into the greater society (Stark, 1996, 

p.53).  Thus, in addition to religious product, the style of delivery would provide a 

crucial basis for the health of a religious body.  Even if a religious firm produces many 

competitive goods in the marketplace, poor performance of the clergy and inappropriate 

marketing techniques likely will doom the future.  To state this as a proposition: 

Proposition 1) the exclusive religious firms that fail to form an open network and 
present high levels of commitment among their clientele will give way to the 
nonexclusive competitors that remain open and committed toward the target population 
in the market segment. 
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Recent historical data in Europe suggest that in the early Christian cult movement 

the conversion of the Hellenized Jews well-received by the greater society not only 

contributed to the rise of Christianity but also long sustained its continuous growth until 

the fifth century (Stark, 1996, p.49).  In contrast, Christian exclusion prevented 

emancipated Jews from assimilating with gentiles in nineteenth century Europe and 

further drove them to turn to Reform Judaism.  In short, Proposition 1 defines a 

circumstance in which nonexclusive religious firms would withstand competition from 

exclusive competitors or take over the market segments previously dominated by them.  

 

Conflict and Religious Transformations 
 

It has been argued that in a relatively unregulated marketplace competition—

perhaps the most preeminent key to explanation of religious economy through a rational 

choice perspective—increases overall levels of religious commitment and results in 

more efficient and energetic religious firms (Stark & Finke, 2000; Finke & Stark, 1998).  

With a particular emphasis on the supply side, religious economy theorists insist that 

religious demands remain very stable over time, and ultimate success belongs to 

competitive firms that better cater to clientele’s needs and provide more appealing 

religious commodities (Stark & Finke, 2000).  

Nevertheless, it is important to keep in mind that competition is not the sole 

source of high levels of religiosity—under certain circumstances it is conflict that 

comes to substitute for competition (Stark & Finke, 2000, p.239; Finke & Stark, 1988; 

Finke & Stark, 1998).  The significance of conflict for religious commitment and vigor 

of religious organizations has been demonstrated in a series of case analyses in North 
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America (e.g., Quebec), Northwest Europe (e.g., the Netherlands), and East Europe 

(e.g., Poland and East Germany) (Stark & Iannaccone, 1994; Stark & Finke, 2000, 

p.239-243; Froese & Pfaff, 2001).  

Moreover, in some instances conflict can also drive religious firms into a process 

of organizational transformation.  This is particularly true in a marketplace where the 

degree of tension between majority and minority religions remains relatively high (Stark, 

1996; Stark & Finke, 2000; Finke & Stark, 1988).  According to Rodney Stark (1996), it 

is because professing a foreign religion in a host culture can be very risky for socially 

disadvantaged immigrants; it may violate the prevailing religious norms of the host 

culture and thus add to their burden of marginality, making them the target of 

considerable hostility.  Thus, when faced with strong repressive forces from the 

surrounding environment of hostility, minority religions often tend to “shed their 

ethnicity” and minimize their differences from the local mainstream religion in order to 

survive.  Recall the case cited earlier that traditional Judaism transformed into Reform 

Judaism, gaining wide popularity among the newly emancipated Jews (Stark 1996). 

Stark states, in his comparative analysis of the emancipated Jews and the Hellenized 

Jews:  

[Instead of converting to Christianity,] many newly emancipated Jews . . . 
responded to their marginal situation by turning to Reform Judaism—preserving 
some semblance of their religious heritage while jettisoning its heavy burdens of 
ethnicity. Had it not been for the preceding centuries of Christian hostility, they 
might very well have taken up Christianity instead, for it too would have been 
more compatible with the modern enlightenment and would have released them 
from the confines of the Law, the two concerns most urgently expressed in 
Reform writings. (p. 69) 
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Despite the acknowledgement of the significance of conflict, only recently 

proponents of religious economy theory have begun to theorize on the link between 

conflict and religious mobilization and transformation in terms of axioms and postulates 

(Sharot, 2002, p.442-443; Froese& Pfaff, 2001).  For instance, Froese and Pfaff (2001) 

expect that national churches will thrive during national conflicts through their 

association with and contribution to a concerted nationalist effort.  More specifically, 

they hypothesize that only with institutional autonomy from the state will national 

churches serve as organizational vehicles for national conflict (Froese & Pfaff, 2001, 

p.485-86).4  This hypothesis has been tested and supported with religious data from 

Poland and East Germany in the post-communist era.  However, it should be noted that 

this new theoretical development has been confined to the western mindset, with 

attention focused entirely on Christendom.  

Given the purpose of the present study, I now extend research scope beyond 

exclusive religious firms and continue to theorize on the extent to which nonexclusive 

firms can survive and prosper in a social environment fraught with conflict.  At this 

point, special attention is given to the role of congregational structure in such a situation.  

Initially, congregation is a term unique to western exclusive religions, especially 

Protestant Christianity.  It refers to the smallest, relatively autonomous membership unit 

within a religious organization, which is the crux of the matter of religious vitality 

(Stark & Finke, 2000, p.154).  In other words, it is people—who they are and how they 

relate—that determine whether a religious institution can prosper. As a fabric of the 

church, a congregation consisting of a small number of adherents can be a source of 
                                                        

4Proposition (2): National churches will serve as organizational vehicles for national 
conflict only when they have institutional autonomy from the state. 
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accountability, instruction, encouragement, and support for its members (Hurston, 1994, 

p.99; Mellado, 1991, p.12).  In particular, churches with small-sized congregations that 

develop stronger attachments among group members demonstrated the greatest vitality 

and eventually become the dominant players in a religious marketplace (Stark, 1996, 

p.18).  This is precisely how such sects as Jehovah’s Witnesses and the Mormons have 

achieved the fastest growth across the world by intentionally limiting the size of their 

local congregations (Stark & Finke, 2000, p.155).  

Recently, a growing body of literature has come to suggest that the congregational 

form of Protestant Christian churches has been widely adopted by non-Judeo-Christian 

religions in relatively unregulated religious economies (Yang & Ebaugh, 2001; 

Bankston & Zhou, 2000; Beyer, 1998; Numrich, 1996; Wind & Lewis, 1994; Warner, 

1993).  This trend, termed as “de facto congregationalism” by Stephen Warner (1994, 

p.54), exists extensively not only in the contemporary United States but also elsewhere 

in the world.  For instance, Yang and Ebaugh (2001) report that even in the 1920s 

Buddhism in mainland China started an institutional transformation partly inspired by 

the western Christian congregational practices; and so too the Buddhists in Taiwan since 

the 1960s.  

Although a vast majority of these congregational transformations of nonexclusive 

religions have been spurred by competition in relatively free religious economies, it 

seems reasonable that, by the same logic, when confronted with conflicts, nonexclusive 

religious firms likewise tend to be transformed into congregational communities and 

thereby minimize costs and risks and maximize benefits.  The instrumental benefits of 

congregation would be quite evident among cultural/ethnic marginalized groups, since it 
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is a function of “free social services”, which are believed to be capable of offering 

social capital in great need (Sherkat & Ellison, 1999, p.374-5).  Indeed, religious 

communities that assist marginalized groups and facilitate social mobilization during 

conflict times of conflict have been found existing in a wide variety of settings, 

including the U.S. (McAdam, 1982; Morris, 1984), the Middle East (Foran, 1994; 

Kurzman, 1994), Latin America (Gill, 1998), and Eastern Europe during communist and 

post-communist eras (Johnston & Snow, 1998; Pfaff, 2001; Pollack & Rink, 1997; 

Froese & Pfaff, 2001).  Taken together, these observations lead me to the second 

proposition: 

Proposition 2) when confronted with conflicts from the surrounding society, 
nonexclusive religious firms adopting the congregational structure tend to stabilize and 
prosper over time, while those otherwise tend to be unstable and ultimately fail. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

CHAPTER FOUR 

The Anti-Asian Social Environment 
 
 

Social scientists have long noted that a subculture group on the high end of the 

tension axis is particularly identified with a higher degree of distinctiveness, separation, 

and antagonism in its relationship with the outside world than any other groups (Stark 

and Finke, 2000).  From their early days of immigration through WWII, the excluded 

Chinese and Japanese minorities in the United States typically were subculture groups 

of this kind.  Indeed, this situation remained unchanged until after the war, when the 

institutional basis for the racial division of American society started to dissolve (Chan, 

1991).  

Pushed by the social disorganization caused by the European colonization of 

China (Chan, 1990) and pulled by the Gold Rush, transcontinental railroad construction 

and other opportunities in the United States, many Chinese in south China left for a new 

world in the 1840s and 1850s.  Initially the Chinese were well-received by the 

Americans, who said that “the China Boys will yet vote at the same polls, study at the 

same schools, and bow at the same altar as our countrymen”5 But when the migration of 

Anglo-Americans from the Eastern seaboard grew and job opportunities dried up, the 

Chinese quickly became the target of resentment.  Further, anti-Chinese sentiment and 

agitation had considerable impact on local anti-immigration legislation, which forbade 

the Chinese to become citizens and forced them out of the mainstream economy and 

small towns and cities during the 1870s.  As a result, Chinese workers settled in the 

                                                        
5May 1851. San Francisco Daily, Alta California. 
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enclaves of the large urban cities, such as San Francisco and Los Angeles, where their 

traditional ways of life were maintained and contact with the greater society of hostility 

was minimized (Daniels, 1988).  In 1882, the Chinese Exclusion Law was enacted, 

forbidding any immigration from China.  

The Japanese immigrants began to arrive on the West Coast in large numbers in 

the early 1890s.6  Again, they were initially welcomed by Americans who expected 

them to fill the gap in labor supply caused by the Chinese Exclusion Act.  However, 

immigration flow was inhibited by growing anti-Japanese agitation, as their rapid 

economic success presented an unwelcome challenge to white laborers in local job 

markets.  Finally, the hostile sentiments and activities escalated into the general anti-

Asian legislation, such as the 1913 Alien Land Act and the 1924 Asian Immigration Act.  

The fundamental basis of all legislation, as Attorney General Webb stated the day the 

Alien Land Bill was passed,  

has been, and is, race undesirability. It seeks to limit their [Japanese as well as 
other Asian immigrants] presence by curtailing their privileges which they may 
enjoy here . . .and it seeks to limit the numbers who will come by limiting the 
opportunities for their activity here when they arrive.7  

 
Due to this legislation, the vast majority of Japanese immigrants had no choice but to 

leave the mainstream economy, relegated to working in a limited range of poorly paid 

occupations, such as agriculture, small business, and gardening.  As a marginalized 

subgroup, the Japanese subsequently formed ethnic enclaves—just as the repressed 

Chinese did—in which religious institutions were deeply rooted in the community’s 

self-sustained networks of collaboration and mutual support (Yamato, 1994).  When 

                                                        
6The official Japanese immigration started in 1885 (Yoo, 2002, p.121). 

7Gulick, Sidney L. 1914. The American Japanese Problem. University of Washington Press. 
p.189. 
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World War II broke out, the Japanese were confronted with unconstitutional political 

persecution, being forced to leave their homes and driven into internment camps.  It was 

not until the early 1950s that the Japanese immigrants became eligible for naturalization 

(the Walter-McCarran Act).  

Whereas anti-Asian immigration laws considerably reduced the Chinese and 

Japanese immigration flows to America, they had differential impacts on the sizes of 

Chinese and Japanese populations and their demographic compositions in the United 

States.  Indeed, the vast majority of the Chinese immigrants were young male adults; 

and due to the 1882 Chinese Exclusion Act that prevented virtually all Chinese 

immigrants, the sex ratio remained extraordinarily high from the very beginning (Takaki, 

1989).  By the end of the nineteenth century, for example, Chinese males outnumbered 

females by over 25 to 1, and this gender imbalance did not approach parity for many 

decades (Wong, 1995, p.64; Ling, 2000; Table 2.1 & 2).  The scarcity of Chinese 

women also delayed the second generation until the 1920s, when nearly one third of 

Chinese in the United States were native born there.   

By comparison, although the 1908 Gentlemen’s Agreement curtailed the Japanese 

immigration, it did not reverse the general trend of growth in the Japanese population in 

the United States (Table 2.1). A sizeable number of “picture brides” and children of the 

Japanese laborers were still permitted to enter America in the early decades of the 

twentieth century.  Hosokawa (1969) observes, “. . . in every year without exception, 

women outnumbered male immigrants, often by a more than two to one margin” (p.96).  

Eventually, this led to an approximately balanced sex-ratio within the Japanese 

community (Table 2.2).   
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It is important to keep in mind the differences in population size and sex-ratio 

between the Chinese and the Japanese immigrant communities.  As explained later, 

these fundamental demographic differences, as a result of enacting discriminatory U.S. 

immigration laws, are important to help understand the success and decline of the 

religious groups in Chinese and Japanese communities in the United States from 1850 

through 1945.  

 
Table 2.1 Chinese and Japanese Populations in the United States, 1860-1940 

Total Total Year 
Chinese          Japanese 

Year 
Chinese          Japanese 

1860 34,933 -- 1910 71,531 72,157 
1870 63,199 55 1920 61,639 111,101 
1880 105,465 148 1930 74,954 138,834 
1890 107,488 2,093 1940 77,504 126,947 
1900 89,863 24,326    

Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census (1860-1940); U.S. Bureau of the Census, Statistics of 
the Population (Washington, D.C.:U.S. Government Printing Office). 

 

Table 2.2 Sex Ratios of Chinese and Japanese Americans in the U.S., 1860-1940 

 

Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census (1860-1940); Daniels, Roger. 
1988. Asian America: Chinese and Japanese in the United 
States since 1850, p.127. 

Year Chinese Japanese 
1860 1,860:100 -- 
1870 1,280:100 -- 
1880 2,110:100 -- 
1890 2,680:100 -- 
1900 1,890:100 2,410:100 
1910 1,430:100 820:100 
1920 700:100 300:100 
1930 390:100 250:100 
1940 290:100 230:100 

 

Having introduced the relevant sociological knowledge and reviewed the history 

of Chinese and Japanese immigration, now it is time to apply all of the above to  
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pertinent cases of religious economies in the Chinese and Japanese immigrant 

communities in the decades before 1945. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

CHAPTER FIVE 

Why the Early Christian Mission Efforts Failed 
 
 

At first glance, it appears that the failure of the early Christian missions was 

primarily due to the Chinese and Japanese’s rigid resistance to Christianity and their 

firm insistence on the pagan traditions such as Buddhism, Shinto, and the Chinese folk 

religions.  In fact, Tweed and Prothero (1999) note that most Americans, the local media 

in particular blamed the “heathen” nature of the Chinese for low rates of conversion to 

Christianity.  For instance, the San Francisco Chronicle mocked the Christian 

missionizing among the Chinese as a naïve effort, arguing that the only workable 

solution to the “Chinese Question” was to entirely cut off immigration from China 

(Tweed and Prothero, 1999, p.63).  However, it has been shown convincingly that the 

Chinese and Japanese on the demand-side were simply not the source of problem.  Lou 

(1982) observes that the Chinese overall have traditionally maintained a tolerant, 

flexible, and open attitude toward other religions.  He further notes that, seeing no 

conflict in the mutual co-existence of religions, the Chinese immigrants in the new 

culture exhibited great interest in and “were willing to accept specific components of 

Christianity” (p.281).  The same is true of the Japanese immigrants.  In fact, the desire 

of the Japanese to assimilate into the greater Christian society and to adopt the western 

lifestyle seemed even stronger than that of their Chinese counterparts.  In his 

remarkable study of the Japanese immigration to the United States, Ichioka (1988) finds 

that the first generation of Japanese immigrants (Isseis), dissatisfied with external 

changes in appearances, attached primacy importance to Christian religious values as 

23 



24 

well as to the democratic principles and practices in America (p.187).  Therefore, 

Christian conversion became the first priority in the Japanese agenda of assimilation 

into the host American society. 

But if the demand side—the Chinese and Japanese immigrants themselves—

opened the door to faith in Christ, why didn't mass conversion take place?  Why did the 

vast majority of the Asian immigrants turn to other competing non-Christian religious 

groups?  To unravel this paradox, it is necessary to take into account the supply side: the 

early Christian missions.  As mentioned earlier, both Chinese and Japanese immigrants 

were marginalized racial minority groups, subjected to discrimination and isolated from 

the larger Christian society; in fact, by the end of WWII, the degree of tension between 

these two subculture groups and the greater American society had remained quite high.  

Therefore, if the Christian clergy, the supply side, sanctioned or indulged the anti-Asian 

social atmosphere, displayed little or low levels of religious commitment, and/or offered 

commodities that failed to meet the needs of the immigrants, the likelihood is high that 

the excluded Chinese and Japanese would no longer deem Christian conversion as a 

convenient or attractive means of assimilation into the surrounding society.  Quiet the 

reverse, for they were justified simply not to do so.  

Indeed, this was precisely what happened.  First of all, some missionaries 

exhibited a low level of commitment to their mission work, which created social 

distance between them and the immigrants.  In his study on conversion, religious 

economy theorist Rodney Stark stressed that only when personal bonds of trust and 

friendship have been built with a potential audience can a professional missionary make 
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converts.8  Unfortunately, however, it was the syndrome of half-hearted involvement, 

rather than the willingness to develop intimate interpersonal relationship with Asian 

immigrants, that existed among some missionaries.  For example, Lou (1982) observes 

that, 

neither (the Baptist missionary) Francis nor his assistant attempted to settle in Los 
Angeles . . . after several weeks in Los Angeles they traveled to other towns in 
Southern California and back to San Francisco. The local residents demanded a 
greater degree of participation in daily affairs from mission workers. The lack of 
consistency and the failure to establish a support group of local church member 
and proselytes were primarily responsible for Francis’s poor performance. (p.259)  
 
Furthermore, the missionaries failed to employ appropriate and effective 

conversion techniques.  For example, the newly arrived Chinese immigrants were most 

concerned with their survival in the host culture—not with being immediately converted 

to a way of life they little familiarized or understood.  It was unfortunate that the 

missionaries overemphasized the biblical doctrines and utterly dismissed the urgent 

needs of the immigrants.  Lou (1982) in his treatise on the subject further explained: 

 A major goal of their (the missionaries’) efforts was to reshape the Chinese into 
the American mold of acceptability. The benefits of Christian life . . . could be 
obtained only by changing Chinese American thought, culture, and behavior . . . 
they (the majority of Chinese residents) had no objections to a higher standard of 
living in California and its attendant amelioration of ethnic antagonism, nor did 
they object to salvation in the hereafter or even in this life; but they chose to 
accommodate those conditions while maintaining the essence of their culture and 
way of life. To Christian workers, this seemed contradictory. (p.279) 

 
Although better social services were provided for the Japanese immigrants by the 

mission churches (e.g., the English language classes) than for the Chinese, the way of 

biblical indoctrination led to nearly the same result among the Japanese participants.  

Eventually, the Japanese grew upset and dissatisfied with the forceful way of preaching 
                                                        

8Stark, Rodney. Forthcoming. Christianizing The Urban Empire: New Perspectives on the 
Early Church. p.14. 
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and pleaded with Buddhist leaders in Japan to send priests to the United States, who 

would be capable of wholeheartedly meeting their spiritual as well as secular needs 

(Horinouchi, 1973, p.112).  

Even worse, the social gap between the mission workers and the immigrants was 

widened by their identification with or endorsement of anti-Asian sentiments and 

activities.  Yang (2002) argues that, in general, the racist, nativist, and paternalist 

attitudes of the missionaries toward the immigrants, despite their willingness and 

actions to offer help, ruined their credibility in the Chinese community.  Consequently, 

no trust and intimate interpersonal relationships grew among the mission workers and 

the Chinese.  Although there were a good number of American mission workers who 

had work experience in Japan and strived to defend the discriminated Japanese 

immigrants during the most critical times (Ichioka, 1988; Yoo, 2002), the overall 

situation changed little.  At that time racial exclusion was so widely practiced and 

officially institutionalized by the state that, no matter what their religious identities, 

Japanese immigrants were treated as a category (Gordon, 1964; Mullins, 1987; Hayashi, 

1995).  Racial exclusion, condoned at all levels of government, even penetrated into the 

circle of white Christians (Mullins, 1987; La Violette, 1945, p.48).  Petersen (1971), for 

example, reports that most white churches outside the Japanese immigrant community 

expressed little concern for the needs of the discriminated Japanese, and few were 

committed to fighting on their behalf against racial exclusion.  Instead, some white 

church officials segregated the Japanese converts by such means as sending them to 

“Chinese” churches or, in extreme cases, forcing the converts away by occupying their 

church properties in the guise of church mergers (Dunn, 1975; Kashima, 1977).  An 
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anti-Japanese campaign leaflet in Los Angles (1922-1923) perhaps vividly reflects the 

anti-Japanese social atmosphere: 

JAPS 

You came to care for lawns, 

We stood for it 

You came to work in truck gardens, 

We stood for it 

You sent your children to our public schools, 

We stood for it 

You moved a few families in our midst, 

We stood for it 

You proposed to build a church in our neighborhood 

But we didn’t and we don’t stand for it 

You impose more on us each day 

Until you have gone your limit 

We don’t want you with us 

So get busy, Japs, and 

Get out of Hollywood9

In his widely read book Ten Great Religions: An Essay in Comparative Theology, 

James Freeman Clarke (1871) has made it clear that among the world religions, only 

Christianity is not an ethnic religion, nor is it limited to a single nation and race; rather, 

Christianity is the religion for all peoples.  Nevertheless, the problematic style of 

delivery of the early Christian missions, with their lack of consistent commitment and 

distained with racial discrimination against the Chinese and Japanese, challenged the 
                                                        

9Daniels, Roger. 1963. The Politics of Prejudice. p. 97. 
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spirit of tolerance in Christianity. Thus, the mission movement was doomed to fail.  

Kashima (1977) notes, “The Issei were never converted to Christianity in large numbers, 

and as the various bukkyokais [Buddhist churches] were formed within the Issei 

communities, Christian evangelism became less and less effective” (p.12).  Lou (1982) 

also points out, “the relative failure of Christian denominations in establishing 

themselves as primary religious institutions for the Chinese community by the turn of 

the century was not due to their rejection by (the Chinese) residents”, but because the 

Chinese“ simply did not embrace Christian institutions without qualification, as desired 

by the missionary corps” (p.281).  Ironically, what made the mission church fail only 

served to make the rival religious groups more attractive to immigrants in the same 

periods.  As we shall see, not only the non-institutional Chinese temple stood firm in 

face of the Christian missionizing, but also the Japanese Buddhist church successfully 

created a great challenge for the Christian church, taking over its dominant position in 

the local religious marketplace.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

CHAPTER SIX 

Why the Upstart Chinese Temples Declined 
 
 

Compared to the Christian churches, which were colored by racial sentiments and 

blind to what the Chinese most needed, the Chinese temples fared much better in 

America.  In fact, one of the primary goals of the temples, being established or 

patronized by the Six Companies—the primary secular organization in the Chinese 

community—was to cooperate with the companies in providing a wide variety of 

secular commodities and social services: living necessities, financial support, dealing 

with marriage, birth and death affairs for the new arrivals, and so on (Chan, 1991; 

Daniels, 1988).  Moreover, Chinese temples required no formal membership and thus 

provided ready access to the spiritual haven for individuals who could not afford 

membership dues at the time.  This feature of the temple structure, open to whomever 

had a desire or need to make a contact with gods, regardless of their socioeconomic 

status, facilitated the daily process through which a sense of ethnic identity was 

generated among a substantial number of the discriminated and excluded Chinese 

immigrants.  In fact, at the heart of this process were the compassionate Buddhas and 

the merciful Chinese deities that provided inexhaustible sources of spiritual power—

they stimulated “within the heart of the [Chinese] worshipper the courage to go back out 

in an unbalanced world and work patiently while following the Tao” (Fields, 1981).  

Fields (1981) quotes, “The temples symbolized a place where the Chinese laborer was a 

human being.  It was a part of the culture which gave wholeness and meaning to 

existence.  The temple symbolized harmony, balance, and justice . . .”
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Thus, it is not surprising that the Chinese temples, providing readily accessible 

secular supports and desirable spiritual soothing, gained wide popularity among the 

Chinese, who could otherwise find help nowhere else, and rapidly swept the entire 

immigrant community on the Western frontier.  Meanwhile, the inept churches, beset 

with anti-Chinese sentiments, eventually renounced their initial mission plans.  

However, there is still another question that requires answer: why did the temples fall 

into a collapse rapidly in the absence of competition from Christian mission churches 

thereafter? 

Religious economy perspective reminds us that the success of a religious body not 

only relies on what products it provides for customers, but also depends on how it 

sustains growth.  Whereas the secular and spiritual offerings by the Chinese temples had 

the greater appeal to the Chinese immigrants than did that of the competing Christian 

missions at the time, the temples generally lacked a motivated, organized leadership and 

opportunities for well-established interpersonal relationship among the adherents.  

These very characteristics of the temple structure created an inherent downside for the 

Chinese religions to effectively maintain high levels of religiosity among the clientele, 

particularly in a repressive environment.  For example, no formal membership system 

was installed in the temples, which mainly served for individual rituals and devotions 

rather than frequent collective activities (Yang, 2002).  Frederick J. Masters in his 

“Pagan Temples in San Francisco” (1892)11 documents that there was no fixed time for 

religious services; no congregation met together for united praise and prayer, or sat to 

listen to some exposition of doctrine and duty.  The worshipers came when they had 

                                                        
11Frederick J. Masters in his “Pagan Temples in San Francisco” (1892) The Californian 2.6 

(November 1892):727:41. 
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something to pray about, and the entire service “has taken only ten minutes to burn 

candles, incense and gilt paper, say his prayers, cast his lot, and get his answer and be 

on his way home”.  In addition, the religious specialists in the Chinese temples 

demonstrated little passion for reaching sizable audiences, compared to the evangelical 

mission workers.  The temple’s purpose was to simply offer answers of Gods to a 

person’s prayer during his visit, rather than building close ties with him (Masters, 1892).  

The Buddhist priests of Chan School, in particular, seemed most reluctant to reach out 

for clients, being content with retreating from the mundane world and repeating 

ceremonies day after day (Fields, 1981).  In short, the Chinese temple was more a 

physical place offering an event to attend, rather than an active community within 

which personal bonds of trust and friendship could be built among the laity.  

The consequence is, as Fields (1981) notes, that whereas primarily from the 

strongholds of Buddhism and folk religions in Guangdong province, a majority of the 

first generation of Chinese immigrants only presented a “superficial level of 

commitment to Buddhist faith” in the United States.  Instead of being engaged in active 

interaction with other adherents, the Chinese were loosely united by their metaphysical 

faith in deities, with the religious practices being primarily limited to occasionally 

chanting the Buddha names and mantras in the hope of being reborn in Buddha worlds.  

Moreover, the Chinese temples, deficient in dense social networks and deep religious 

commitment, were particularly vulnerable to dramatic demographic changes.  For 

instance, it was very difficult for the temple clergy, most employed part-time, to make 

regular contact with the Chinese laborers in gold prospecting and construction of the 

transcontinental railroad.  As a result, many of the temples were abandoned soon after 
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being established, when large numbers of Chinese workers moved with their jobs (Yang, 

2002).  Admittedly, in the urban Chinese enclaves the temples enjoyed relative stability. 

But it is equally true that upon the passage of the 1882 Chinese Exclusion Act by the 

U.S. Congress, which completely interrupted the Chinese immigration flow, the number 

of the Chinese temples started dropping sharply (Tweed & Prothero, 1999).  

Chinese temples not only failed to effectively organize the immigrants, but also 

lost their appeal to their descendants in America.  The general decline in the Chinese 

population due to the 1882 Chinese Exclusion Act, which substantially reduced the 

market segments for the temples, continued until the 1930s.  Nevertheless, the new 

generation had begun to increase proportionally in the 1920s.  In theory, the growth of 

the young generations could have become a turning point from which the temples might 

have a chance to revive.  But in reality the temples failed to adapt to the consequences 

of religious freedom and growing respect for racial diversity as anti-Asian sentiment 

and agitation began fading out in the 1950s, and officially ended in 1965.  By that time, 

the American-born Chinese, already adults, became dissatisfied with their traditional 

culture and began to seek new life opportunities beyond the enclaves.  Hence, free from 

racial problem, the number of Chinese ethnic Christian churches rose dramatically and 

successfully recruited the new generation through voluntary organizations such as the 

YMCA (Young Men’s Christian Association) and YWCA (Young Women’s Christian 

Association) (Tseng, 1994; Woo, 1983; Yang, 1999).  

In sum, when Christian conversion became too risky to be accepted largely due to 

the problematic style of delivery, the Chinese turned to the temples that offered them 

both secular and spiritual support.  But, with their lack of effective organizations and 
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techniques to attract and maintain a loyal following, the temples were highly susceptible 

to the consequences of dramatic demographic changes.  As a result, the meteoric rise of 

the Chinese temple eventually fell into a sudden collapse, while gaining no revival 

thereafter as new Chinese ethnic Christian congregations emerged in the Chinatowns.  

Ultimately, religious freedom and racial equality led to the growth of Chinese Christian 

churches, populated by Chinese Americans. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

CHAPTER SEVEN 

Why the Japanese Buddhism Succeeded 
 
 

General historians and sociologists have noted that upon its arrival, Japanese 

Buddhism was perceived as a threat to the Christian America (Tweed, 1992), and thus 

endured growing antagonism from the larger society (Rust, 1951; Ogura, 1932; 

Tajima,1935; Kashima, 1977; Horinouchi, 1973; Hunter, 1971; Spencer, 1947; Okihiro, 

1984).  According to rational choice theory, however, human beings always tend to 

minimize costs and maximize benefits, and Japanese Buddhism, in conflict with the 

surroundings, was no exception.  In order to survive within the hostile Christian society, 

Japanese Buddhists, in the first place, made deliberate efforts to adopt some aspects of 

the church form, physically and organizationally (Yoo, 2002).  Some of the physical 

modifications included the use of Christian ritual formats and terminology (e.g., the 

name of church, the title of Reverend), while the organizational changes consisted 

primarily of the establishment of Sunday schools, sports clubs, Buddhist weddings, 

Buddhist Boy Scouts groups, and other social organizations with Protestant religious 

and secular characteristics (Kashima, 1977; Hunter, 1971; Spencer, 1947; Rust, 1951; 

Ogura, 1932; Tajima, 1935; Hayashi, 1995).  Whenever tension and conflict with the 

surrounding society intensified, an increase in the pace of the reformation took place 

(Hunter, 1971; Spencer, 1947); this tendency was particularly pronounced during the 

war internment period (Okihiro, 1984; Fugita & Fernandez, 2002).  Hence, Horinouchi 

(1973) argues that the Protestantization of the traditional Japanese Buddhism would 
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have progressed less rapidly from the beginning if it had not been threatened by anti-

Japanese sentiment and agitation from the larger Christian society (p.92). 

Nevertheless, despite the general recognition of its prevalence, the early 

Buddhist reform is considered to be confined mostly to external and superficial changes 

(Horinouchi, 1973; Masatsugu, 2004): It was not until after 1945 when a more 

“consolidated, centralized, autonomous, and economically self-sufficient” national-level 

Buddhist network was established that “the most significant changes” in Japanese 

Buddhism began to take place (Horinouchi, 1973, p.331).  Granted, a nation-wide, 

concerted effort to make standardized and uniform Sunday programs seemed needed to 

facilitate the growth of the Buddhist church; but was it necessarily the most profound 

change of the Japanese Buddhism that ever occurred in America?  Actually, religious 

economy perspective suggests a different view.  In terms of what truly determines the 

decline and growth of a religious organization, the advocates for the religious economy 

theory strongly believe that “While it is convenient to speak of organizations doing this 

or that, organizations per se never do anything.  Only people ever act.” (Finke & Stark, 

1989, p.34)  For example, in their comparative historical analysis of the major 

Protestant denominations between 1776 and 1850, Finke and Stark (1989) find that the 

differences in denominational polity simply explain little if any of why the Baptists and 

the Methodists succeeded, while other “mainline” groups declined.  

As a matter of fact, a closer look at the Buddhist churches, particularly those of 

Shin sect, in the years before 1945, reveals a radical change that has often been 

neglected: transforming from a temple religion into a congregational religion.  Indeed, 

as Spencer (1948) explains, the superficial modifications of the Buddhist church 
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“occasioned the rise of congregational bodies analogous to those which appear in 

contemporary Christian, and particularly, Protestant churches” (p.281)  In turn, this 

congregational transformation made possible the establishment of close interpersonal 

relationship among the clergy and laity, leading to “[a]n individualized, less-

regularized, format that characterized Shin Buddhism in the homeland gave way to a 

communal, scheduled worship on Sundays” (Yoo, 2002, p.125).  Notably, the 

substitution of the congregation for the traditional temple structure changed the role of 

the Buddhist priests in the church.  The laity had the right to elect their own priests and 

put them under close surveillance, and the elected priests, who are expected to act on 

the behalf of the people, must make every effort to satisfy their spiritual and secular 

needs.  As a consequence of this, the priests became “placement-advisors and friends 

looking after their needs; they were leaders and followers at the same time” (Takahashi, 

1937, p.85).  Therefore, when the social distance disappeared and the close relationships 

established between the clergy and laity, the levels of religious commitment increased 

and the growth of the church took place. Takahashi (1937) notes: 

These experiences which the Shin sect shared with the immigrants had so much 
influence that in later years almost all the Buddhists have come to have a special 
interest in the sect. When the construction of a new Shin sect is under 
consideration all Buddhists irrespective of sects usually give a wholehearted co-
operation to the plan. This sect, thus, has a deep root in the soil of America as the 
religious pioneer who has shared hard tasks with the Japanese immigrant. (p.85)  

 
Furthermore, the formation of congregations in the Buddhist church also 

facilitated the making of social networks and friendships among fellow believers.  

Unlike the individual visit to temples, the Sunday school and services were collective 

activities that were held at fixed times and where the participants could find the 

meaning of life and benefit from mutual support.  In fact, the congregationalized 
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Buddhist church was determined to be the most complete social institution in the 

Japanese immigrant community (Ogura, 1932) and often the only meeting place in the 

rural areas where the majority of the Japanese immigrants resided (Kashima, 1977, 

p.14-15).   This trend continued among the new generations of the Japanese immigrants.  

Levine and Rhodes (1981) reports for example, that the Buddhist congregation fostered 

denser social ties among the second-generation Japanese than did the Christian church 

(p.131).  In any event, thanks to the congregational life, the Buddhist church became a 

place not only able to provide religious solace, but also to preserve communal social 

ties and maintain ethnic solidarity among the Japanese in the United States (Peterson 

1971).  Befu (1965) expressed it so clearly:  

Nearly all important social and recreational activities of the Japanese 
community are sponsored and organized by the Buddhist Church. These include 
annual bazaars, dance parties, ball games, and film showings, as well as more 
religious oriented activities such as funerals, weddings and memorial and 
Sunday services . . . . It is evident that the social functions of the church are just 
as important, if not more so, in holding the community together as is the 
religious faith of the members. At present, the Buddhist Church alone among all 
formal associations, has any significance for the community as a whole; and it 
has achieved a monolithic dominance over the entire community. (p.214) 
 
Ultimately, the individual Buddhist groups were organized as congregations, in 

no way reminiscent of the temple structure of the Japanese homeland (Spencer, 1948).  

In his careful analysis of the 59 Shin Buddhist churches in early twentieth century 

America, Kashima (1977), therefore, concludes that a sense of community as well as 

crises promoted the Buddhist organizations “to start, flourish, and financially maintain a 

resident minister and necessary religious and social programs” (p.21). 

At this point, a further examination of the differences among several Japanese 

Buddhist sects and the Shinto religion may help better understand the effect of 
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congregational transformation on the historical trajectories of growth and decline in a 

non-Christian religious body.  At first glance, one would suspect that the Shin Buddhist 

sect grew rapidly in the United States due to the fact that the first-generation Japanese 

immigrants were primarily from the strongholds of the Shin sect, and that in the years 

before 1914, there existed no other competing Buddhist sects.  However, this point of 

view fails to note that even in the years that followed 1914 when Zen and Shingon 

Buddhist sects appeared, few members of Shin Buddhist churches gave up on their 

membership and turned to the rival groups.  The Shin Buddhist churches maintained 

vigorous growth among the new generations born in America after the 1920s, when the 

Issei were no longer predominant in the Japanese community.  In contrast, the Zen and 

Shingo sects were not nearly as successful as Shin sect, for they either stressed that the 

attainment of enlightenment primarily relies on individual efforts rather than collective 

efforts of the fellow believers, or experienced only partial and inadequate 

congregational transformation due to the inclination of their elderly members to 

preserve the old temple system (Takahashi, 1937).  

Another example is the Shinto religion, the traditional Japanese folk religion 

introduced into America in the early 1900s.  Despite the steady supply of population 

and relatively balanced sex-ratio in the Japanese immigrant community, the Shinto 

religion declined over time as the Japanese Buddhist churches prospered in the United 

States.  One of the explanations of its decline is that the Shinto religion refused to 

abandon the notion that the shrine is a sacred place—only for gods, not for people—

while attempting to assume the role of a center of educational, social, and religious 

activities among the Japanese immigrants (Takahashi, 1937).  The consequence was 

 



39 

obvious: The congregationalized Buddhist churches, the Shin Buddhist churches in 

particular, which put emphasis on the mortal relationship among man and God, gained 

overwhelming popularity among the vast majority of the Japanese immigrants in the 

United States, while the Shinto religion found little room to grow.  In fact, the decrease 

in the appeal of Shinto was clearer among the second generation of the Japanese 

immigrants, who were fascinated by the Buddhist deities and its superior principle of 

brotherhood, peace, and Buddhahood (Takahashi, 1937).  Therefore, not all Japanese 

immigrant religions were transformed into a perfect congregational form, and only 

those groups in which intimate interpersonal ties were established among the members 

enjoyed growth and success.  

Before concluding, it seems appropriate to note the important role of women in 

religious reformation, especially during the process of congregational transformation.  

Religious economists point out that the formation of a congregation requires a balanced 

sex-ratio and a substantial number of potential clients (Stark & Finke, 2000).  Hence, as 

mentioned earlier, the lack of women in the “bachelor society” of Chinatowns and the 

decline in population posed an almost insuperable obstacle to transformation of the 

Chinese temples.  In contrast, the inflow of Japanese women and the relatively balanced 

sex-ratio allowed the early Japanese immigrants to establish a stable family life.  In turn, 

this favorable balance provided the initial basis for the formation of congregations in 

the Japanese Buddhist churches (Kashima, 1977, p.12).  Kashima (1977) observes that 

Japanese women comprised the majority of adherents and served as the glue that held 

together the programs and activities of the churches together.  These female 

practitioners of the Buddhist churches even enjoyed a higher social status and played a 

 



40 

 

more important part in the community life than men did—their role was extended from 

merely preparing refreshments, food and bazaars to performing important social 

services, raising critical funds for church operations, promoting new civic and social 

groups, and revitalizing community relations. This was particularly true when Japanese 

men had difficulty finding employment in the white-predominated job market (Kashima, 

1977; Hune, 1997).  Meanwhile, the “picture bride” era made possible the start of 

progeny, necessary not only for the general growth of the Japanese population in 

American but also for continuous growth of the Buddhist church (Kashima, 1977, p.23).  

In summary, were it not for the congregations, which established and maintained 

close interpersonal ties among the discriminated and isolated Japanese in the United 

States, Japanese Buddhism, in general, and the Shin Buddhist sect, in particular, might 

have declined well before the end of WWII.  In this sense, congregational 

transformation, which started in the early immigration era and developed during the war 

interment period, may be one of the most critical and profound changes in Japanese 

Buddhism in Christian America.  The post-war growth of the Japanese Buddhist church, 

to a large extent, was primarily a result of this protracted and continuous movement. 

 



 

CHAPTER EIGHT 

Conclusion 
 
 

The present paper is the first to empirically study the interplay between exclusive 

and nonexclusive religious bodies from an enlarged perspective of religious economy 

theory.  More specifically, it principally examines the historical trajectories of growth 

and decline in the Christian mission churches, the Chinese temples, the Japanese 

Buddhist churches, and the Shinto shrines in the Chinese and Japanese immigrant 

communities in the United States in the decades before 1945.  During this period of 

time, both the Chinese and Japanese immigrants experienced forceful racial exclusion 

and isolation from the larger Christian society, thus providing a unique socio-cultural 

context in which the impact of social conflict on religious economy and the dynamics 

between exclusive and nonexclusive religious bodies in the marketplace can be 

examined.  

The findings of this paper include primarily two parts.  First, the competitive 

success of a religious body relies not only on its religious product but also on the style 

of delivery; this “rule of the marketplace” is an inescapable force that determines 

outcomes of the interplay between exclusive and nonexclusive religious bodies in a 

given religious economy.  In both the Chinese and the Japanese immigrant communities, 

the delivery style of the Christian missions was problematic overall as a result of racism; 

thus, not only did the Christian mission church fail to compete with the non-institutional 

Chinese temple, but also to effectively respond to the challenges posited by the rival 

Japanese Buddhist church and the Shinto religion, as well. That is, racism not only
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provided a primary source of social inequality, but also considerably undermined the 

health of Christianity and inhibited its growth.  Additionally, it became an unintended 

“blessing” for the competing non-Christian religions.  This finding is significant in that 

it suggests the religious economy explanation should take into account the effect of 

style of delivery on the success and decline of a religious firm in the marketplace, and it 

shows that the underlying logic of the theory can be extended effectively to 

nonexclusive religious traditions. 

Secondly, this study argues that the adoption of a congregational structure plays a 

critical role in the survival and revitalization of a nonexclusive religious body, 

especially under the conditions of social conflict.  This point of view has been 

illustrated primarily by the comparison of the Chinese temple, the Shinto shrine, and the 

Japanese Buddhist church in the pre-1945 United States.  While the Chinese temple that 

remained in its traditional temple structure fell into a sudden collapse, Japanese 

Buddhism successfully transformed into a congregational religion, and thus survived 

and thrived in the most critical of times, especially when the anti-Asian social ethno 

was institutionalized by the state.  Moreover, I find that previous studies have somehow 

underestimated the magnitude of the Buddhist reformation during this period, 

considering it as consisting of merely external, superficial modifications toward 

Christian forms (e.g., Horinouchi, 1973; Masatsugu, 2004).  Nevertheless, through 

reconstructing the historical facts I find that it was precisely before 1945, rather than 

later, that one of the most vital and profound changes in Japanese Buddhism had 

occurred extensively, albeit locally—transforming from a temple religion into a 

congregational religion.  It was precisely because of the congregation, which generated 
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and sustained a strong sense of ethnic identity and social solidarity, that the Japanese 

Buddhist groups, the Shin sect in particular, gained tremendous vitality and prospered 

over time.  This success was compounded when immigrants were confronted by conflict 

with the surrounding society. 
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