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How the Great East Japan Earthquake was Talked About: An Analytical
Study of School Chapel Messages from 2011

MATSUMOTO Shu

The devastating earthquake and resulting disaster that occurred on March 11, 2011 came
to be called the “Great East Japan Earthquake” and has been described as an “unprecedented”
and “once in a millennium” event. It was a pivotal moment in Japanese history. While facing
immense damage, Japanese society struggled to find the words to describe the experience, even
as diverse discourses emerged that aimed to articulate the scale of the disaster. Turning to
schools identifying as Christian, how did such communities grapple with the Great East Japan
Earthquake? While numerous books and publications discuss the disaster from a Christian per-
spective, few focus specifically on how Christian educational institutions made sense of the di-
saster. Since Christian schools serve as a bridge between Christianity and the broader society
by virtue of the fact that they employ many non-Christian faculty and enroll many non-Chris-
tian students, examining how the disaster was talked about within these spaces holds impor-
tance for increasing our understanding of the relationship between Japanese society and Chris-
tianity. This paper analyzes how the “Great East Japan Earthquake” was addressed in chapel
messages at various Protestant schools. Through this, it examines the interrelationship be-
tween the words of the Bible, the text, and the situational context, the Great East Japan Earth-
quake. In doing so, it illuminates various ways the disaster was addressed and interpreted. Ad-
ditionally, it considers what was not addressed about the disaster. In closing, the study
discusses messages where the Biblical text is used to illuminate and reveal the deeper meaning

of people’s lived realities.
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