
T H E S P I R I T  O F  P L A C E T H E S P I R I T  O F  C O O P E R A T I O N

Women’s Associations
Nikkei women’s church activities often extend into the broader community. 

The Fujin Kai, or women’s associations, serve as leaders, organizers, and even the 

workforce for community social and fundraising activities, including youth and senior 

care projects. The Fujin Kai are also essential in carrying on many of the community’s 

cultural and religious traditions.

Obon Festival
Mid-summer is the time for Obon, a Buddhist observance honoring deceased ances-

tors whose souls are believed to return to visit loved ones for three days. Obon is a 

time of remembrance, reflection and festivity that is shared throughout the Japanese 

American community, particularly through participation in Bon Odori (communal folk 

dancing). Banned in Meiji-era Japan as a bad influence on the young, the first Bon 

Odori on the American mainland was held at the San Francisco Buddhist Temple 

under the leadership of Rev. Yoshio Iwanaga in 1931. The tradition quickly spread 

among Japanese American communities. Throughout the Bay Area, each summer 

weekend people of all faiths joyously participate in local Obon celebrations with me-

morial observances, church bazaars and Bon Odori. 

Church Bazaars
Nikkei churches of all faiths host annual bazaars that are fundraisers as well as commu-

nity celebrations. Church bazaars feature everything from sushi to hamburgers, as well 

as crafts made by seniors, carnival games and the ever-popular bingo. There are 

friendly rivalries over who cooks up the best teriyaki chicken, udon noodles or curry 

rice. Buddhist, Christian, Shinto and Konko, everyone is welcome at these truly inter-

faith gatherings as friends and family gather to support each other in the spirit of 

Nikkei community.

Scouting and Youth Activities
Scouting has long been a popular youth tradition among Nikkei families. One of the 

nation’s first scout troops, Troop 12, was formed in San Francisco and is now based at 

Pine United Methodist Church. Troop 12’s renowned drum and bugle corps has been 

pleasing crowds since 1932.  Japantown’s churches also sponsor other Scout troops, 

including the Girl Scouts and Brownies. Giving back to their community, the Nikkei 

Scouting troops actively participate in community events and projects.

Nikkei churches also have historically sponsored a range of cultural activities aimed at 

youth, including martial arts like kendo, aikido, tae kwon do and karate, traditional arts 

like taiko drumming, social activities, athletics like basketball, and general community 

services.

Sunday School & Japanese School

Japanese Benevolent Society

Japanese American churches have always valued and encouraged cultural and reli-

gious education.  Sunday Schools, or Dharma Schools in Buddhist churches, inte-

grated religious and cultural education.  The Issei established supplemental Japa-

nese language schools, originally for the benefit of children of families returning to 

Japan, but later to support the families staying to create a new home in America.

JARF began the first Japanese American com-

munity housing project for low-income and 

elderly residents in 1968. A complex of three 

buildings, named Hinode Towers, Tsurukame 

and Bunka Jutaku, opened in 1975. The project 

was dedicated to the Issei pioneers with the 

purpose of assuring that community elders 

would always have a place in Japantown. 

The project also houses the Japanese American 

National Library and its archival collections of 

materials related to the Japanese American experience. 

In 1996, JARF’s Japantown Senior Housing Task Force, later 

known as the Japanese American Assisted Living Facility, 

Inc. (JALFI), purchased the former Sokoji Temple at 1881 

Bush Street from the Redevelopment Agency in order to 

create an assisted living facility. The site was fondly remem-

bered by many long time Japantown residents as a center for 

community activity, especially as one of the places Japanese 

families gathered weekly to see Japanese films with benshi 

performing the narration and sound effects. Great care was 

taken to preserve the building’s historic elements even 

while making it functional and comfortable for its intended 

residents. When construction workers discov-

ered a trove of artifacts placed in the building’s 

cornerstone by its original creators, the Obahai 

Shalome Temple, JARF donated this unex-

pected treasure to the Judah Magnes Museum 

in Berkeley. In 2003, with reconstruction of 

the former temple and a modern addition 

completed, Kokoro Assisted Living opened its 

doors. Reflecting JALFI’s vision and mission, 

Kokoro (heart) invokes the deeply centered 

spiritual feelings that enable us to live with 

compassion and kindness.  

Reflecting their traditional involvement 

with the community, and the way the 

community’s various elements have supported each other from 

the beginnings of Nihonjin Machi, JARF clergy commonly partici-

pate in all manner of community events, from the Memorial Day 

services at the Japanese Cemetery in Colma, and the services 

commemorating the atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, 

to the Day of Remembrance commemorations, dedications of 

public places and memorials, and artistic performances. 

The Japanese American Religious Federation (JARF) is an interfaith coalition of San Francisco’s Japanese American churches.  

The organization was founded in 1948 as the Shukyoka Konwakai to encourage “communication, understanding and better 

relationships among religious leaders in the community.”

Japanese American Religious Federation (JARF)

San Francisco Nichiren Church Konko Church of San Francisco Christ United Presbyterian Church San Francisco Sokoji Temple San Francisco Buddhist Church Christ Episcopal Church (Sei Ko Kai)

Christian Churches
Although Jesuit missionaries introduced Christianity 
to Japan in the 1500s, Shogun Tokugawa Ieyasu 
banned the religion. “Hidden Christians,” who 
practiced in secrecy because of severe persecution 
under the ban, came to America for religious as 
well as economic reasons. As Japan emerged from 
isolation during the Meiji Era (1868-1912), religious 
reforms were instituted, including the establishment 
of State Shinto, emphasizing the divine ancestry of 
the emperor, and the legalization of Christianity in 

1873. After arriving in America, some non-Christian Issei went to Christian churches 
for English classes and assistance in finding jobs and housing. Others found joining 
a Christian church helped them gain acceptance as being more Westernized and 
socially acceptable. 

Three churches, Christ United Presbyterian Church, Christ Episcopal Church (Sei Ko 
Kai) and Pine United Methodist Church, descended from the original Japanese 
Fukuin Kai are the primary churches of the Soko Bukai, the San Francisco Japanese 
Christian Church Association. Christ United was the first to establish a church in 
1885 and moved to its present location at 1700 Sutter Street after Redevelopment. 
Established in 1886, Pine, the “mother” church for all Japanese American Methodist 
churches, was named for its original locations on Pine Street and is now at 426-33rd 
Avenue in San Francisco’s Richmond District. Christ Episcopal Church, established 
in 1895 by the Nippon Sei Ko Kai (the Anglican Church in Japan), moved to the 
Western Addition after the 1906 Earthquake. In 1952 it moved to a Victorian 
building at 2140 Pierce Street. 

The First Reformed Church (later the First Evangelical and Reformed Church), formed 
in 1910, purchased the Plymouth Congregational Church building at 1760 Post Street 
and the side lot which became its Educational Building. Redevelopment demolished 
the Church building, then occupied by Mount Pilgrim Baptist Church. The site 
became the Japantown Bowl bowling alley which was replaced in 2000 with 
condominiums. The Educational Building at 1746 Post became the home of the 
Hokubei Mainichi newspaper in 1977, who sold the building to Viz Media in 2006.

The first Japanese Salvation Army in the United States, established in 1918 under 
Major Masauke Kobayashi, built its building at 1450 Laguna Street. A donation from 
the Emperor of Japan inspired broad support from the Issei. The Salvation Army 
eventually sold the building to the Chinese government for its consulate over the 
objection of Nihonmachi residents who sought its return for community use.

Catholic Church
San Francisco’s Japanese Catholic community 
began in 1913 with the establishment of St. 
Francis Xavier Mission. In 1925, Fr. William 
Stoecke and Fr. John Zimmerman of the 
Society of the Divine Word were appointed 
to the church. They established Morning 
Star School at 1715 Octavia Street and trans-

formed the existing Victorian mansion at 1801 Octavia into an elegant mission-
style church with a distinctive Japanese entry and graceful green-glaze tile roof.

In 1942 Father Stoecke moved to the Topaz Internment Camp in Utah to continue 
to serve the members of his congregation imprisoned there. Fr. Zimmerman 
stayed behind to look after the Mission and Morning Star School, which 
welcomed the African American children who moved into the neighborhood.  
After the war St. Francis Xavier was designated the Japanese National Parish of 
San Francisco. Morning Star School closed in 1985 but the historic building has 
been preserved. Since 1994 St. Francis Xavier Church has been shared by St. 
Benedict Parish for the Deaf and the Japanese Catholic Society.

Buddhist Church of San Francisco
The Buddhist Church of San Francisco was the first 
Buddhist organization in North America, originating in 
1898 as the Young Men’s Buddhist Association (YMBA) 
at the Pythian Castle Auditorium at 909 Market Street. 
The following year, the Buddhist Mission of North 
America, later the Buddhist Churches of America, was 
established to spread the teachings of the Jodo Shinshu 
(Pure Land) sect of Buddhism. The church moved several 
times before and after the 1906 earthquake until settling 
at its present location at 1881 Pine Street in 1914.  In 

1938 a new building, designed by Gentoko Shimamano, was completed.  The 
building was named Busshari Hoto—The Sacred Tower Housing Buddha’s Holy 
Relics—honoring the relics of the Buddha presented to the Church and the Mission 
by the King of Siam in 1935 that were placed in the stupa (dome shaped shrine) 
atop the building. In contrast to the building’s plain exterior, its hondo (worship 
hall) features beautiful painted screens and gilded altar pieces based on its mother 
church, the Nishi Hompa Hongwanji Temple in Kyoto.  

Adapting to America, the church adopted a number of westernized features 
such as using western titles for its ministers, establishing a Sunday school and set-
ting its teachings to hymns sung to the accompaniment of an organ during 
services. During WWII the church continued to hold services in the recreation 
building of Block 28 in the Internment camp at Topaz, Utah. When Japanese 
Americans returned to San Francisco the church served as a hostel and resumed 
its community activities including its Fujin Kai (Women’s association) begun in 
1900, the Soko Gakuen language school established in 1915, Boy Scout troop 29 
which began in 1933 and Cub Scout troop 29 started in 1934.  

Independent Churches 
Konko-Kyo
During Japan’s turbulent transition from feudalism to modernity in the 1850s, 
“new religions,” were established. The Konko religion was founded in 1859 by 
Ikigami Konko-Daijin. It is an independent religion that uses Shinto prayers, 
rituals and robes. The Konko Church of San Francisco was founded in 1930 by 
Rev. Yoshiaki Fukuda. Like other leaders of non-Christian Japanese churches, 
Rev. Fukuda was arrested by the FBI shortly after the bombing of Pearl Harbor. 
The church closed during the six years Rev. Fukuda was imprisoned. After the war, 
the Konko Church returned to 1909 Bush Street to serve the spiritual and social 
needs of its congregation.  

In the 1960s, an outpouring of community support and donations kept the 
Church’s property from being taken by Redevelopment for residential housing.  

The congregation erected a new building in 1973 
with Shinto architectural features based on the 
Grand Shrine at Ise, Japan.  In contrast to the 
ornate altar of the SF Buddhist Church, the Konko 
altar is a simple and austere polished wood altar 
with an alcove featuring the yatsu-nami, the 
Konko symbol of divine light

Religion has long played a central 
role in the life of the Japanese 
American community. Most Issei 
did not subscribe to a single, exclu-
sionary belief system but instead 
incorporated various religious ele-
ments into their daily lives. In 
Japan, families registered with their 
local Buddhist temple and also ob-
served time-honored rituals at local 
Shinto shrines. Traditional beliefs 
encompassed folk gods and demons, nature spirits, 
shamanism and Confucianism. Several thousand 
“hidden Christians” practiced their faith in secrecy to 
avoid persecution during Japan’s Edo period.   

T H E S P I R I T  O F  N I H O N M A C H I  

Kashyu Nikkeijin Jikeikai

Since the early 1900s the Japanese Benevolent Society has 

helped to maintain and encourage relations between the 

Japanese government and the Nikkei community. 

The Benevolent Society also manages and maintains the 

Japanese Cemetery in Colma. The original two acre cemetery 

was purchased by the Issei with the assistance of a grant 

from the Emperor Meiji. Although it is the smallest cemetery 

in Colma, only about 4 acres, it preserves an extraordinary 

legacy of  Nikkei history. Among the notable gravesites are 

those of the survivors of the Kanrin Maru, the first Japanese 

ship to undertake a diplomatic mission to the United States; 

Makoto Hagiwara, who created and tended the Japanese Tea 

Garden in Golden Gate Park; Kinji Ushijima, the first Japanese 

American millionaire also known as “The Potato King” for 

the source of his fortune; and Kyutaro and Yona Abiko and 

Shinchinosuke Asano of the Nichibei Times.

The f irst  documented Japanese 
American organizat ion was the 
Fukuin Kai, the Japanese Gospel 
Society, which began meeting in 
1877 in the basement of the Chi-
nese Methodist Mission in San 
Francisco’s Chinatown. In a few 
years this organization would give 
rise to various Christian churches 
and be joined in the community by 
Buddhist  and other religious 

groups. Despite differences in religious doctrines and 
practices, these groups established a continuing 
tradition of community service.  

Sokoji Temple and Zen in America
In 1934 the Soto Shu sect of Zen Buddhism purchased the synagogue building at 
1881 Bush Street for their practice of Zen Buddhism. Maintaining their payments 
on the building during the Internment, they returned in 1944 and re-established 
themselves as the Sokoji Zen Temple. In the 1960s the San Francisco Zen Center 
grew from a group of largely Caucasian members that met at the Temple to study 
zazen (sitting) meditation under Shunryu Suzuki who popularized Zen in the 

West with his book Zen Mind, Beginners Mind. 
Suzuki-roshi later founded Green Gulch Farm and 
the Tassajara Zen Mountain Center. In 1984, 
the Sokoji Temple moved to its new building at 
1691 Laguna Street, built in traditional Japanese
architectural style.

C O M M U N I T Y  A C T I V I T I E S

A group of students established the Japanese Gospel Society in 1877. 
The first Japanese organization in the United States, it served as a shelter 
and social gathering place for new arrivals and was the mother church to 
Japanese Christian churches that followed. 

The Ellen Stark Ford Fujin (Women’s) Home at 2025 Pine Street was established 
by the Japanese Methodist Mission, which served the entire western United 
States. The Home served single mothers, orphans and children from broken 
homes. Photographed in 1912, white matrons cared for Japanese and Korean 
children at the Home and arranged and supervised their foster care or adoption 
by Japanese families in San Francisco.

Photo: Isao Isago Tanaka/NJHAS
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 1 What Happened Here 

 2 Injustice and Honor 

 3 Uoki Sakai Market 

 4 Commerce & Community

 5 Beginnings of Japantown 
  in the Western Addition

 6 Benkyodo 

 7 Educating the Nisei
  Japanese American Citizens League

 8 Heart and Soul
  Continuing Our Traditions

 9 The Spirit of Nihonmachi

 10 A In the Name of National Security

10 B Kodomo No Tame Ni

11 Issei Women's Legacy

12 A New Ballgame

13 Internment Camps and 
  Return to Nihonmachi

14 Redevelopment to Redress

15 San Francisco Japantown Sensu

16 What You Leave Behind:
   Looking to the Future, Remembering the Past

The San Francisco Japantown History Walk is a self-guided tour that 
is approximately 10 city blocks and consists of 16 interpretive signs.

N California Japantown Monument San Francisco
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