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READER'S DIGEST 

A Conversation withJiro Numano 

Eight years ago,Jiro Numano, a professor at 
Tokuyama University, founded Mormon 
Forum, an independent, twice-yearly, Iapanese 
language publication. Currently, 250 copies of 
the magazine are sent to subscribers, and an- 
other 150 are more or less distributedfree; there 
are just a handfwl of subscribers outside of]apan. 
This interview was conducted by I.  Michael 
Allen, an instructor of history at Brigham Young 
University, and Greg Campbell, a Ph.D. student 
in music at the University of Washington. 

T e l l  us about Mormon Forum. 
The idea for the periodical started when I 

attended Brigham Young University in 1974, 
where I first saw Dialogue; a few years later, 
SUNSTONE came out. When I returned to 
Japan, that idea was still in my mind. I 
waited, and as I luckily got a job at 
Tokuyama University, I had the time and re- 
sources and sent a questionnaire to people I 
knew could be cooperative. I got some posi- 
tive answers and decided that before I got 
any older and lost energy, I had to at least 
make an attempt. 

H o w  many people help you with 
the Forum? 

Only a few. They allow me to put their 
names in it, as if it were done by a group of 
people, but I do about 80 or 90 percent of it 
myself. If I receive some unsolicited manu- 
scripts, I'm very glad, because then the pages 
will be filled by those articles. If there aren't 
many submissions, I have to do it all. It is a 
rather monumental project. 

W h a t  sort of issues or articles do 
you feature? 

One purpose of Mormon Forum is to in- 
troduce important things that happen in the 
center of the LDs church-like the Mark 
Hofmann case-to Japanese Saints. I fea- 

tured for the first time in Japan the change of 
policy when the Church started giving the 
priesthood to all worthy males. 

People in Japan who read only the unified 
Church International Magazine received no 
deep treatment of these important changes. 
So I collected articles and summarized Lester 
Bush and Armand Mauss's White or Black: 
Mormon Scholars Confront the Race Issue in a 
Universal Church (Signature Books, 1984). I 
also wrote about Richard Poll's important 
Iron Rod and Liahona categories of Saints. 

I do a Reader's Digest type of work. 
Sometimes 75 to 90 percent of the articles 
are digested from translations of sources such 
as SUNSTONE and Dialogue: A Journal of 
Mormon Thought. Some are almost verbatim, 
just in shortened form. Other times, I am the 
author. 

W h a t  a n  some of the Japanese 
Mormon news stories you deal with? 

In the early 1980s, there was a flood of 
baptisms in Japan. There was a very hasty 
and rushed competition among the missions; 
it was a deviation from sound policy and 
sound ways of converting people. It subsided 
when the area president was changed. But in 
those three years, many joined because of 
easy conditions, and many of them, of 
course, soon dropped out. Sincere members 
in Japan were womed about it. Every time a 
general authority came to Japan, he looked at 
the statistics-the home teaching and in- 
creased percentage of non-attendance and so 
on. I was almost to the point of saying, "Why 
did you allow such a hasty and loose policy 
of convert proselytism?" But members in 
Japan are rather courteous; they don't say 
things clearly, directly Ten years passed, and 
I thought it might be time to document, and 
to make a rrcord of it. It was a risky, difficult 
thing to treat. 

But I consulted some Tokyo area people 
who had been brave enough to raise an op- 
posing hand at a stake conference when a 
sustaining vote was asked for the Seventy 
and the stake president. A brother raised his 
hand because there was one general au- 
thority in Japan who was in Tokyo during- 
and who directed-the period of hasty 
baptisms. And the stake president supported 
that general authority This brother gave me 
much information. Doing this and that, I 
composed a summary and published some 
provocative articles-maybe just one or two 
in each issue. 

HOW has the perception of the 
Church in Japan changed over the 
years? 

In the past, we thought that the Japanese 
people and the press in the early part of the 
century were curious about Mormonism be- 
cause, as we had been told, the Protestant 
ministers were very much against its entry 
into Japan. But in the original newspapers, I 
found that the editorial writers, as well as 
their readers, were almost unanimously op- 
posed to the Church because of polygamy, 
which had been practiced only ten or eleven 
years before. So I felt that the Japanese 
people might be justified in being very 
careful about it. Japan was then trying to 
overtake Western nations, economically and 
also as a civilized country, a democratic na- 
tion. And they were very careful about what 
they saw as immoral practices among the 
Japanese. And that is why, in the first quarter 
of a century, there were only 166 converts. 

There  are places in the world when 
the Mormon missionary effort suffers 
because the Church is closely identi- 
fied with the United States. Has that 
been a hindrance in Japan? 

I don't see any serious anti-Momon senti- 
ment. There may be individuals who don't 
like the Americanism of the Church, and 
they may think so when they see American 
missionaries on the street or on a train some- 
where. But 1 don't think they raise their 
voices to say, "Go back to America." Many 
years ago in the English newspaper in Japan, 
there was a series of letters to the editor, 
started by one titled, "Mormon Missionaries 
Go Back." At the end of the series, strangely 
enough, there was a letter from a Catholic 
reader, who stood beside us, denounced the 
writer of the first letter, and said that we 
should open the door to anybody So in re- 
cent years, even in anti-Mormon literature, 
some Catholics have expressed a more mod- 
erate understanding. 
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D o  Japanese members of the 
Church pay much attention to what's 
going on in Utah? 

As the Church grows beyond the bound- 
aries of the United States, what happens in 
Utah is not much in the minds of the average 
Japanese Church member. For example, 
there's the important movie, Legacy, playing 
in the Joseph Smith Memorial Building, and 
so on. Those are news items that will almost 
never arouse interest in members outside. 
What I am interested in is how such maga- 
zines as Dialogue and SUNSTONE treat subtle 
shifts in doctrinal emphasis, or the domi- 
nance of conservatives among the Quorum 
of the Twelve, or conflict between historians 
and some conservative general authorities. 

Among our 400 readers are a variety of 
members. Some informed, deep-thinking 
members who have been in the Church for 
many years hunger after those more impor- 
tant pieces of news. The international 
Church magazine cames many good articles, 
but it has been printing the same type of 
thing for many years. Our readers want to 
know more about more important things. 
Some wonder about the relationship be- 
tween Masonry and the temple ceremony 
Some express the desire to treat polygamy in 
depth. But that type of reader is rare. So 
gradually, in maybe one article an issue, I try 
to treat those issues. 

H a s  there been any kind of official 
response to Mormon Forum? 

Before I started this magazine, Elder 
Henry B. Eynng was in Hiroshima, and I 
asked him for a private conversation. He told 
me he'd held the same type of consultation 
when he was at Stanford. He said, "I cannot 
encourage or discourage this," but he also 
said, "Try to be in line with Gene England." 
That is one hint of mine in running this 
journal. 

Afterward, 1 remained a rather eager sup- 
porter of the Church-I am in the bishopric, 
and I am sometimes asked to translate vis- 
iting general authorities' sermons. There are 
three members of the area presidency in 
Tokyo, and sometimes I'm asked to stand by 
one of them to translate. Then, after the con- 
ference, I have dinner with them, maybe five 
or seven people together around the table, 
and we chat. And I always wonder if this 
member of the area presidency or visiting au- 
thority knows about me and the journal. The 
Church offices in Tokyo must report about 
me or the journal, but there's no sign of it 
when they come to Hiroshima. 

Historically, then has been real an- 
imosity between Japan and Korea. 
Have Japanese members felt resentful 
that they're being presided over by 
Elder Han, a Korean? 

1 stood beside Elder Han In Sang, first 
counselor in the Asia North Area presidency, 
to translate for him in Yamaguchi prefecture. 
I saw the facial expressions of the audience. 
And I sensed some different expressions in 
their eyes, of wonder, maybe, about how well 
he will do as a visiting general authority, and 
how they could feel respect for him. But as 
soon as he started talking and I began trans- 
lating, that sort of delicate wonder melted 
away because of his personality and very 
strong way of talking. And he is very frank in 
dealing with the past conflict. 

Those of us who are young have no mem- 
ories of the Japanese occupation. But when 
Elder Han was young-eight years old-the 
situation was very bad for him and his 
family-they were even forced to speak 
Japanese. When he touches upon it some- 
times, he discloses emotion. But he did not 
show his anger or strong bad feelings to the 
audience. 

Because of his frankness and his Asian 
heritage, he is very well loved, sometimes 
more than the American general authorities 
are. At lunch during my first experience with 
him, I told him that even though I am of a 
younger generation, I should like to express 
my apology for what former generations did. 
He frankly said, "Thank you." 

W h a t  do you see for the future of 
the Church in Japan in terms of Church 
growth and what members of the 
Church there are worried about, inter- 
ested in, looking toward? 

From the end of the 1980s and into the 
'90s, the Church's growth in Japan seems to 
have leveled off in membership, attendance, 
retention, and the providing of local mission- 
aries. So we are wonied. Missionaries are 
sent from America as before, but the pro- 
viding of local missionaries is decreasing. I 
think we have to keep doing what we can. As 
the second generation matures and becomes 
older, our next generation will become older 
and go on their missions. And somehow we 
hope that we can maintain what we have 
now. It will I,e a difficult time, but somehow, 
if we survive this difficult period, we might 
even gradually become steadier. 

Always there are optimistic and pes- 
simistic signs. When I visited the Okayama 
Stake, I was asked to give a fireside talk, and 
I was a s s i p d  to stay with a family, an older 

couple. They were doing a very good job 
inviting missionaries to hold a monthly 
family home evening. Even though secular- 
ization is at a very ripe stage in Japan and it is 
very hard to do proselyting work, there are 
some eager missionaries, members, and fam- 
ilies who are sustaining Church activity 

W h a t  doctrines seem most impor- 
tant, most vital, to members in Japan? 

Only 20 percent of the Japanese member- 
ship are attending sacrament meeting. Those 
members who are doing the service work, 
taking responsibility-they, I think, accept 
everything-the Joseph Smith story, the 
Book of Mormon, the values of the Church, 
the temple endowment, genealogy work- 
and they're very faithful. But the essential 
thing they are sustained with in Mormonism 
is the way of life that the Church instills in its 
members: we get to learn in this world how 
to react, how to make choices, how to solve 
questions. What the Church has been 
teaching us will lead the right way That is the 
core belief among the members. V 

THE GALLERY 
AFTER HOURS 

Cactus waits through long suns, 

keeping water to itself. 

Palm and jacaranda 

gesture vaguely behind gusts 

of west wind as if they 

expected to subdue it. 

Art glass and oils peer through 

wrought iron grates at the humans 

who shade their eyes to catch 

images born stronger than 

all who-half-blind in bent 

light-stumble to and through them. 

-R. S. CARLSON 
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