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Power of the WordsÑHow Joe Neesima was enabled to build DoshishaÑ

3-E-13 Mei Kaneda

Have you ever thought about the origin of the word ÒenthusiasmÓ?  Enthusiasm comes from the

Greek meaning Òinspired by GodÓ.(1) Joe Neesima was inspired by God to change Japan.  During

his life, he acted enthusiastically to build an institute for trained Christians in Japan.  He believed

that by establishing a Christian College, Japan and her people would be able to change.  He was a

man full of enthusiasm and passion.  These feelings made JoeÕs words have special power.  The

words spoken attached with his enthusiastic feelings, moved many people to help achieve his

goal.  Just having more passionate feelings than others, would not have enabled him to build

Doshisha.  He was able to succeed by his words.

In what kind of situations did JoeÕs words put forth?  One example is within the letter he wrote to

Alpheus Hardy, ÒWhy I Exited From JapanÓ.(2) Joe reached Boston port on July twentieth, 1865.

He boarded the ÔWild RoverÕ from Shanghai and Captain Horace S. Taylor took care of him

during the journey.  However Joe realized that he had nowhere to stay once they arrived at

Boston.  Not being able to find a place to stay, Joe had to spend seventy days at the Boston port

alone.  Fortunately, Captain Taylor was able to find a place for him to stay.  He was to stay at the

HardyÕs residence.(3)

Alpheus Hardy was a senator for Massachusetts, and he welcomed Joe to his house.  It was a

wonder to Hardy why a strange young Japanese man would bother to come to America risking his

life.  So he asked Joe what his purpose was in coming to America.  Joe tried hard to explain with

his poor English, but Hardy could not understand it.  So Hardy took him to a crew home and had

him write it down on a paper.  This is where Joe wrote the letter, taking three whole days to

finish.  Reading this letter, Hardy was moved and determined to help Joe in every way he could.(4)

It can be said that this letter was the trigger to draw Hardy and Joe close together.

Within the letter, he wrote the reason why he departed from Japan was because he wanted to learn

the culture and Christianity, and even more, see the country where Christians lived.(5) By reading

his letter even once, his intense feelings of wanting to learn was evident.  Also it could be seen

that he already believed strongly in God more than anything else.(6) It was not the vocabularies

that he used that showed his earnestness.  The grammars were rather a mess due to his scarce

English ability.  Still his seriousness and passion was expressed clearly from the contents that he

wrote.

Reading the letter, you could see how Joe was absorbed in learning new knowledge from the past.

This can be seen when Joe got sick from the hard work that he was given by the prince.(7) He

became so ill that he did not even want to go out from his room.  The doctor had no medicine for

him because it was a mental illness.  So Joe decided to use his hours to rest by reading books.  ÒI

9



pleased to read it so much as I would say that this book would be more better than doctorÕs

medicine to my sickness.Ó(8) As we can see from this quote, reading books was the cure for him.

He loved to learn, and studying was not pain for him.  Another time, he had problems with his

eyesightÕs.  They became weak because of studying during nighttime.  Joe had to study during

nighttime because he worked at the princeÕs office at daytime.(9) His eyes had become weak twice

in Japan, and after the second time, he could not help but comment, ÒAh! The study of night-time

caused me weak eyes again, and I could not study at all during the time of one year and half

which would not come again in my life.Ó(10) It still would have made sense if this sentence had

ended, Ò~during the time of one year and half.Ó(11) Yet Joe had to write, Ò~which would not come

again in my life.Ó(12) to emphasize the regret he still had inside him.  These incidents showed how

much he wanted to learn, no matter what kind of condition he was in.

The expressions he used inside the letter were impressing too.  ÒO Governor of Japan!

Why you keep down us as a dog or a pig?Ó(13) ÒWhy let us be a bird in a cage or a rat in the

bag?Ó(14) By using animals in the expressions, we perceive that the Japanese government was not

thinking about the citizens at the same level, but looking down on them as if they did not have

human rights.  This was the difference between Japanese and American system in those days.(15)

At first it may seem to be extreme to use animals as to express the citizens, but this shows JoeÕs

honest anger towards the Japanese government.  This is the reason why he came to think that he

had to change the Japanese society.  

The second example is the speech that he made in Rutland, Vermont.  On October ninth, 1874,

Joe had a chance to speak at the Grace Congregational United Church of Christ.  The 65th Annual

Meeting for the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Mission was to be held.  Joe was

invited to do a speech as a new cooperative missionary to Japan.(16) This was his chance to ask for

contribution to build a Christian College in Japan.  However his close friend Hardy warned him

on the day before, that it would be difficult to ask and get money from strangers.  Though hearing

his words, Joe was determined to make his speech and not lose his chance, whatever the result

may be.(17)

ÒOn the following day, when I appeared on the stage, I could hardly remember my prepared

piece; a poor, untried speaker: but after a minute or two I recovered myself, and my trembling

knees became firm and strong; a new thought flashed into my mind, and I spoke something quite

different from my prepared speech.Ó(18) The wonderful speech that moved peopleÕs hearts was

actually thought on the spot.  Normally, a speech that is improvised is difficult to understand the

main idea, but Joe made the point strong and clear.  That is why the audience remembers the

speech, and why this incident is handed down.  They saw the necessity of building a Christian

College from his intense speech.  There is a quote by Adlai Ewing Stevenson Jr., ÒWords

calculated to catch everyone may catch no one.Ó(19) This quote fits for the speech that Joe had

made.  The speech that he made moved the people because it came from his soul and not from the

mind.
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�p�K�“�‡�b�{ �¡ (20) This was what an old bucolic said, handing two dollars to Joe as he was
getting off from the stage.  Within this speech, Joe appeals not for himself, but for his country.

He was asking for help that was not for him.  It can be said that this action was why it made many

people want to help more, because this action followed the Christian doctrine, ÒNobody should

seek his own good, but the good of others.Ó(21) We seek for peopleÕs good because we are to love

our neighbors as ourselves.  This is rather a difficult doctrine to follow, but JoeÕs strong belief in

God and devotion to change Japan enabled him to do so.  The sincere speech showed how much

he wanted to help his beloved country.

Joe mentions that the bright future for the youths in Japan depends on the education that they get.

Just improving the politics does not change the bad situation that Japan was in.(22) The

educational institutions had the responsibility to raise sophisticated youths, because education

relates to the root of the society.  You will not know politics, technology or business without any

basic knowledge.  Japan needed a Christian College to send a new breeze into the heads of the

stiff minds of the Japanese youths.  From his speech and tears, the audience realized how much

he was thinking about his country.  They should have been stunned by the tremendous task that

this man was facing alone.  Yet by his speech, they believed that he would be able to accomplish

this dream.  Without any probability that he would succeed, nobody would have donated the

money.  However, the passion in his words was the basis of why the people determined to make a

donation for the school.

Comparing these two examples, a slight difference appears between them.  ÒWhy I Exited

From JapanÓ was practically written for his own good.  Joe appealed in the letter how much he

wanted to come to America and learn.  However in the second example, he made a speech to ask

help for his country.  He spoke for the citizens in Japan to change the country into a better one.  

Here we can observe the difference in his aim.  When he had come to America he was thinking

about himself, but when leaving he was thinking for others.  He came to America determined to

learn everything about this country and to read the Bible.  Now when leaving, he was determined

to earn the fund for the school and not go back home without achieving the goal.  The subject of

his aim changed 180 degrees around through the years.  The person who was just thinking for

him, was now thinking for the country.  Though his aim changed through the years, his eagerness

did not change.  

It is eagerness that has always put the passion in his words.  The passion inside the words that he

used moved everyoneÕs heart.  Though they may have been simple vocabularies, his feelings

hidden inside caught peopleÕs hearts.  That is why JoeÕs words put forth this much power.  That is

why his words made many people stand up and help him.  He had the eagerness and passion that

nobody could imitate.  

11



It is not exaggerating to say that if it werenÕt for the enthusiasm in his words, Doshisha

would not have been built.  If he had not been able to move HardyÕs heart, he would not have had

the aid to go to an American school.  He would also not have had the chance to learn Christianity.

If he had not made the speech in Rutland, he wouldnÕt have been able to receive five thousand

dollars to build Doshisha.  Though it may be unbelievable to think that words have this much

power, the proof is right in front of us.  Joe Neesima accomplished each of his aims with his

words.  The key for his success in life was by his enthusiastic words.  The power of words is

incalculable.  So make the most of it and be ambitious, as Joe Neesima had been.
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