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“‘Follow the Gleam’: Michi Kawai (1878-1953) and Christian Internationalism in Japan”
In Michi Kawai’s autobiography My Lantern
, the educator and General Secretary of the Japanese YWCA describes the tensions that Japanese Christian women faced in the early decades of the twentieth century. In 1950, she recalled these difficult times in the following: 
Without entering into a discussion of political problems…the writer wishes to emphasize the difficult position in which Japanese Christians, and especially Japanese women, who are promoters of international peace and harmony, have been placed. They were closely watched and severely criticized by the non-Christian elements of the country, as well as by the Christian peoples of the West. To some nationalists, the term “internationalism” is synonymous with “Communism,” and they regard Christians as dangerous and disloyal; while the peace workers and pacifists of other countries brand them as cowards, kowtowing humbly before militarism. 

Through her education in the United States and frequent travels to North America and Europe, Michi Kawai developed strong bonds with Western Protestantism and voluntarism-- allegiances that eventually placed her into conflict with authorities in war time Japan. For Kawai, the groundwork for this allegiance had been slowly built through her early education by American Protestant missionaries, the eventual conversion of her uncle and her parents to Christianity, and the sponsorship of her own education and of her schools by Western Christian women. Her accomplishments can not be understood without an appreciation of the spirituality that informed her life and career.
 
In the nineteenth century, a variety of women’s clubs and movements rooted in Evangelical Christianity and eurocentric Protestantism provided the impetus for voluntary organizations, such as the YWCA.
 The entrance of women into higher education in the late nineteenth century provided these organizations with an educated leadership and a body of workers who sought service opportunities and adventure after graduation.
 The impetus for social betterment derived from shared Christian values and friendship. Local clubs grew into national movements which then evolved into world organizations such as the World Young Women’s Christian Association. In the case of the World Student Christian Federation (WSCF), women were not originally present at the founding in 1896, but a long tradition of missionary clubs and leadership made them part of the momentum that resulted in the creation and diffusion of federation that worked with students. When a women’s department was created in 1905 headed by a dedicated women’s secretary, Ruth Rouse, the membership of women in the movement grew rapidly.
 

Kawai’s participation in Christian internationalism was achieved through her work with the WSCF and the YWCA. Branches of the YWCA and the WSCF had been brought to Japan by Western women volunteers, missionaries, and activists, as well as Japanese women like Kawai who had been educated in the West or influenced by others who had been Western educated. Kawai believed that participation in voluntary movements could unite people around the world to overcome cultural and religious differences. In her life and practice, education and Christianity were the instruments to support international friendship and understanding. To understand how her education and experience shaped her beliefs, we will examine her family background and education. 
Family background

Kawai’s father was the youngest son of a samurai. He was registered at birth to become a priest of the Imperial Shrine at Yamada, Ise. He began his studies at five, learning the rituals and ceremonies of Shinto. His health was frail during his teen years and he began to read Japanese legends and poetry and learn the tea ceremony and flower arranging. He married one of the wealthiest women in the community but she died shortly after childbirth. Because he had lost his position as a priest due to Government retrenchment during the Restoration (1878-1912) he had to let go of his large staff of servants that cared for him. He surrendered to family pressure and eventually married again. Class was apparently not an issue in the match since “it was decided that the social position of the women was of less importance than that she should be healthy and not afraid of work.”
 The daughter of the village master, named Kikue, became his wife. 

Kawai’s maternal grandparents had three sons and one daughter, Kikue (branch of the chrysanthemum), who became her mother. The sons received formal education, but Kikue learned practical arts, such as how to raise silkworms, spin, weave and simple writing. The practical skills of her mother would time and again keep the household alive during times of financial need. 
The couple lived with the grandparents until they were forced to sell their house. Michi’s mother convinced her husband to buy a large house so she could take in boarders. Bad investments led to further decline in their circumstances. Michi’s father felt disgraced in the community and moved his family to the northern island of Japan, Hokkaido where he could distance himself from these disasters. 

Michi presumably absorbed the class and gender tensions in their household. Her father retained a sense of privilege irrespective of his straightened financial situation. In their new location in the north their financial difficulties continued as her father was not equipped to teach and he suffered from both hearing and physical disabilities. Her mother found work in a confectionary store while her father home schooled the young girl. When the villagers asked him to write or prepare documents for them, he did not have a concept of charging for his labour.  

In this household, Michi, from a young age, was exposed to both her father’s sense of privilege derived from learning and literacy and the practicality of her mother’s skills. Interestingly, her educational vision that eventually found expression in her own school would embrace both types of learning. 


One of the rare visitors to their new northern home arrived in the form of an uncle who explained that he had converted to Christianity. As a Christian, he was effectively exiled from his Shinto priestly family. After attendance at a theological school, he took a post in a Presbyterian church in Hakodate. His visit had a number of consequences for the household. 
As a result of his influence, Michi’s father began to read the Bible in Japanese and eventually converted. Michi added a prayer to the foreign god to her daily prayer rituals—adapting to changing beliefs in a child’s inclusive ways. She noted that such inclusion came easily to the Japanese since “it is easy for the Japanese to accept the existence of another god, but hard for them to believe that there is but one god. Father was like the Athenians when St. Paul preached unto them “The Unknown God”; it was merely one more god whom he had begun to worship and he bade me do the same.”

At the age of ten, Michi was sent to a Methodist boarding school run by missionary women. Her innate shyness and the strict regimen imposed by the headmistress turned the boarding school experience into a nightmare. She had never lived away from home and was terrified.  She wrote: 

I was afraid of everyone, especially the foreign women teachers, for I had never seen foreigners before. I was so dazed in the large dining-room of girls that I could not remember my place at table, and twice in one day I skipped a meal, because I did not ask anyone where I should sit. When the matron discovered it, she gave me a good scolding.


Her prolonged misery contributed to a breakdown in her health; as a result she was finally sent home. Her delight in being there was quickly dispelled when her uncle pronounced that she needed more education. In Hakodate, a Presbyterian missionary from New England named Sarah Clara Smith was working with Michi’s uncle to plant a church. Smith was planning to move to Sapporo to teach English in a male boarding school and she hoped to start a boarding school for girls there as well. She took a group of girls from the original school in Hakodate to help her start the school. Michi’s parents allowed her to gradually become acquainted with Sarah Smith before they revealed the plan to send her north to apprentice with the teacher. 


Although her removal from home and family was initially frightening, Kawai felt in retrospect that the apprenticeship at Miss Smith’s school was a major formative experience in her life. The seven girls at the school studied Japanese composition and writing with a Miss Fujio and arithmetic and other subjects with another older teacher. After Miss Smith finished her day in the boy’s school, she would return and begin to teach the girls. On Sundays, she organized socials where they popped corn, cut pictures out of English language magazines and listened to organ music played by their teacher. Miss Smith helped Michi overcome her innate shyness. 


It is difficult to assess the level of Miss Smith’s school for girls. Michi remembered that the standard was not very high, yet, “as a training place for wise living, it was excellent. Each teacher was father and mother to us.”
 As the school became more established, the curriculum was expanded by lectures from visiting professors and foreign visitors. These lectures expanded the curriculum with the addition of subjects such as science, arts, and mathematics. 


A scholar and historian, Dr. Inazo Nitobe, lived with his American wife next to the school. Mrs. Nitobe instructed the girls in American geography and etiquette; lessons that would prove useful to Michi in her later travel and studies. Students were instructed in meal preparation and elements of domestic science. They learned to play the organ and sing and their performances and poetry recitations provided entertainment for audiences at the local Presbyterian Church. The impressionable young girls were deeply influenced by their teachers. Traditions and feasts imported directly from the United States gave the girls exposure to a new set of customs. 
When a second foreign teacher arrived, Michi described her as “young and beautiful, with bangs on her forehead and dimples which reminded me of my wax doll.”
 The wax dolls with golden hair had been a much cherished gift from their teacher. However, the formation of attachments to foreign things held certain risks for the young students. After a short period of time in Japan, the teacher married a professor at the college and returned to the United States. Not even the comfort of her foreign doll was available, since the face of the treasured wax doll had melted—much to the Kawai’s despair. Kawai interprets this event in a positive light. She noted that the loss of the doll gave her the opportunity to hold a beautiful burial ceremony and she observed that: “For a long time I did not care for foreign dolls; yet, when my first Christmas in America came and the girls asked what I should like, I promptly said, ‘A doll.’ So dolls are associated with my very first Christmas and also with my first American Christmas.”
 
At this school she learned how to use cutlery, to make table conversation and to follow social conventions. At one dinner party, the students watched every move their teacher made and imitated her to the best of their abilities. Years later, Michi would put her social skills to good use at dinners with such American hosts as the Rockefellers. While at the school though, there was still much to learn. Miss Smith realized that the demands of Western etiquette were causing her students a great deal of distress so she invited the older girls to come and help prepare and serve the meals. According to Michi, a better course in domestic science could not have been organized.

Another American teacher named Clara Rose arrived from the Presbyterian girls’ school in Tokyo named Joshi Gakuin. She was an artist who taught art and singing to the girls, further increasing their exposure to American culture. Michi’s reluctance to take this apprenticeship opportunity was rooted in her dreams of obtaining more higher education. She expressed her ambivalence in the following:
But I myself was fully conscious of my immaturity, my lack of experience; and I was not altogether happy at the prospect of this pioneer work, realizing the menial labor it would demand and the loss of opportunity for the further study recommended to me by Mr. Iwamoto. The thought of being left behind by my classmates, who would be getting a higher education, filled my heart with pain; and yet something urged me to go with Miss Rose. So, with apprehensions and misgivings, I told her that I would go.”
 

In 1895, Miss Rose’s school opened with eight students and a staff of two-- Michi and a Miss Fujio. Caring for the students was a full-time occupation. Michi felt that her experience of the past three years as apprentice teacher had prepared her well, but the supervision and feeding of eight hungry girls daily nearly finished her career before it started. Miss Rose set a high standard for herself and for others who worked with her, since she taught in Sapporo on week days and then traveled to Otaru to teach the girls at her own school. On Saturday evening she taught two classes, English and Bible for men, with an average attendance of about fifteen. Michi provided translation for these classes; an experience that helped her overcome her innate shyness. This experience would later prove useful during her travels in North America and Europe and her speaking engagements to mixed audiences. While at the school, she actively fought her homesickness and she believed that with each battle her strength grew and her love for the work increased.
 

Higher Education
When Michi returned to Sapporo, her neighbour and former history teacher at Miss Smith’s school, Dr. Nitobe, told her about a scholarship that would fund study in the United States. Her interest was presumably further fueled by the time she spent boarding in the home of Ume Tsuda, a Bryn Mawr graduate with a teaching career in Japan.
 Michi was awarded this scholarship and prepared to enter a preparatory school prior to admission to Bryn Mawr. 

The problem of a wardrobe was solved by donations by Mrs. Nitobe, who remade one of her Quaker grey wool dresses for Michi and by school supporter Mary Denton. This Western wardrobe was supplemented with a few kimonos, and with her luggage she traveled by steamer to Vancouver, by rail to Toronto and finally to Philadelphia. She commenced her studies at Ivy House, a preparatory school run by a Mary E. Stevens. She found her studies to be not too difficult with the exception of French. She took her college entrance exams and started at Bryn Mawr in the fall of 1900. 

College life allowed for participation in many rituals and customs which had been carefully inculcated by her American missionary teachers. She spent her vacations with various families and individuals in the Pennsylvania and New Jersey area –with women who had an interest in Japan and in women’s education. These lasting friendships would play a key role in supporting her own eventual educational mission to women in Japan. Concerning her college experience she observed that: 

The things I learned in the class-room may slip from memory; but the things the girls said and did under this circumstance or that can never be erased from my mind. Even now my decisions are affected by such things; and I pity our Japanese people who go abroad to study and get nothing outside of intellectual education.


In 1902 Kawai attended a YWCA summer camp at Silver Bay in Lake George, New York—an experience that proved to be of lasting influence. She was amazed by the four hundred college girls who prayed and played together without rivalry. She expressed her amazement in the following: 

This was something new to me. At that time there were a few girls’ high schools in Japan; and instead of friendliness and cooperation there was envy and rivalry, the students of one school not speaking to those of another but looking down on them, each considering her school the best. Even mission schools were not free from this condition.
 

At Silver Bay she had the novel experience of hearing women declare their intention to become missionaries. If she had a vague sense of calling prior to this conference, the experience at Silver Bay sharpened her vocation: “Thus my narrow ideas were being broadened; I began to realize that I belonged not only to Japan, but also to the world, God’s world. With this new light I came to appreciate the missionaries in my own country.”
 The emergence of a global vision transformed her sense of vocation. Previously she had focused on her own educational attainment, but at Silver Bay, the notion of international friendship and collaboration beckoned her and she truly began to ‘follow the gleam.’
 Her education, experience, and her contact with key individuals in voluntary organizations placed her in an excellent position to pursue a call to international work. Some of these friends included Dr. and Mrs. Mott of the World Student Christian Federation and Mrs. Robert Speer of the YWCA, an alumna of Bryn Mawr, who served as leader of the World’s YWCA from 1915-1932.Yet her vision was rooted in her personal belief and spirituality, without which she might not have withstood the obstacles which would be eventually be placed in her way.  
Kawai’s growing sense of vocation transcended national boundaries and  allowed her to visualize friendship as a bond between individuals based on a common Christian faith.
 Higher education was a privilege that motivated her to be of service in a way that might inspire other Japanese women. The sense of privilege echoed similar sentiments held by early women’s college graduates in England and North America.
 At the end of the Silver Bay conference, she sat in the boathouse and prayed that God would use her to develop a spirit of mutual helpfulness with Japanese women. 


In the summer of 1903, Michi traveled to Europe chaperoned by a Bryn Mawr professor who was going to Europe to work on her doctorate. A sponsor, a Mrs. William Murphy paid for her ticket. Although she would make this trip to Europe many times in subsequent decades, she felt that her first trip made the greatest impression. She wrote: “it was my first trip that stretched my mind so that I could begin to think internationally, and set me to pondering on how my own country could have a part in the mutual development of the human race.”
 With a vision of international friendship that was rooted in the Christian voluntary organizations of the West, Michi returned to Japan in 1904 after an absence of six years, not imagining that her optimistic vision would be severely tested by a world at war.


Return to Japan


Michi recorded mixed emotions on her arrival inYokohama after years of absence. When she arrived at her mother’s village, the villagers gave her a royal welcome. Her mother had moved to a small village with Michi’s younger brother where she opened a shop. The shop turned into a social gathering spot where people came to talk or ask advice. Michi tried to have her mother stay in Tokyo with her but she preferred village life. 
One Christmas Michi visited the village where her mother led the villagers in a performance of a number of hymns. Her mother gave a speech about how she and her daughter followed a religion which did not require people to bow before images of stone or wood or gold. Michi told a Christmas story to the children and small gifts were distributed to all, ,such as notebooks, soap, towels, balloons, and for the older boys a copy of “The Gospel for Common People,” a book by a Japanese Salvation Army officer. On another occasion, Michi organized a party for all the elderly villagers to which she invited four students from a Tokyo theological seminary to sing. Although her mother felt most at home in the village, she also visited Michi in Tokyo and derived pleasure from adventures in the city. She spent many hours redesigning cast off clothing to bring back to her villagers. While she was in New York in 1916, her mother had the first of two cancer surgeries. In 1921, her mother died in her beloved village. Her sense of service to her local community and her determined leadership had provided a powerful model for her daughter who would served a global community with a similar devotion. 
Teaching


The first decade of the twentieth century was “epoch-making’ in the field of women’s education in Japan.
 Several schools had been established, such as Ume Tsuda’s school, Nihon Women’s University and a growing number of high schools for girls. Tsuda’s school had been supported by a Miss Anna Hartshorne, who raised half a million dollars for Tsuda College’s new buildings. Michi began her teaching career at the Tsuda school, but she quietly nurtured her own ambitions about establishing a girls’ school. She taught a combination of History, translation and English. 
After she had been at the school for six months, the Canadian YWCA representative Caroline Macdonald (1874-1931) arrived.
 Macdonald had been sent out under the auspices of the World YWCA to organize a national Y in Japan. With an eye for talent and a dedication to building up national leaders, Macdonald persuaded Michi to help as a volunteer-- a valuable training opportunity for the latter which would eventually lead to her role as leader of the National Japanese YWCA. When Caroline rented a house, Michi invited girls from Miss Tsuda’s school for Bible classes, while Caroline taught literature and advanced English Bible. According to Macdonald, Michi and Miss Tsuda did not work together as well as they might and she saw that as a “case of two really big women who do not understand each other.”


The influx of women from the provinces to study in Tokyo fueled an increased demand for housing. The National YWCA and the local Tokyo YWCA responded by jointly raising money for their first student dormitory. With this success in hand, they then organized a summer conference based on the Silver Bay model at the Aoyama Methodist Girls’ School in the summer of 1906. It was a fitting celebration for the friendship between Macdonald and Michi that had commenced with their meeting at Silver Bay. One hundred and twenty girls attended to hear speakers such as the first Japanese bishop of the Episcopal Church in Japan. With no prior experience in this type of organizing, Michi quickly learned all the basics--from printing programs to fundraising. 


In addition to her Y work, Michi was also involved in the WSCF, particularly when the WSCF Conference took place in Tokyo in 1907. She translated and met many foreign leaders at this conference, who in turn invited her to England and Germany to observe the student movement. In 1909, Caroline Macdonald urged WSCF leader Ruth Rouse to try to get Michi away for a while: “She needs to get away & personally I want her to go to England. I suppose we can get her to the Conference & have her stay. Believe me Ruth this is imperative!”
 Michi received an invitation to attend the World YWCA conference in Germany in June 1910 where she presented a paper on evangelism. Her stops en route included a meeting with Grace Coppock, WSCF student secretary in Shanghai and with Emily Kinnard, vice chair of the World’s YWCA, who was visiting Colombo at the time.  


During her stay in England in 1910 at the YWCA headquarters in London, Michi made field trips to schools, colleges and city associations. She visited Royal Hollaway, St. Margaret’s, Girton, Birmingham and Leeds Universities. This tour of higher education for women fueled her determination to develop such learning opportunities for Japanese women. She visited the castle home of Lady Overtoun, philanthropist and recent widow, whom she had met in Tokyo and who had given money to purchase land for the Tokyo YWCA. She traveled to Germany to present her paper and met Grace Dodge, American YWCA leader while there. She visited the Geneva WSCF foyer hosted by Constance Grant—an experience which strengthened her resolve to develop such centers of hospitality and home life for women students in Japan. 

On her way home, she attended the Canadian YWCA conference at Elgin House in Muskoka and met friends of YWCA workers in Japan Caroline Macdonald and Emma Kaufman
 at the conference. Her travels took her to a camp in the Adirondacks run by the father of her former Bryn Mawr roommate. The notion of a cooperative camp based on shared labour was new to her and she observed this with great interest, no doubt already planning how to develop such an activity in Japan. 


Travels through Europe, Canada and the United States helped sharpen her determination to develop YWCA work in Japan. As the Y work became more of a priority, she reduced her teaching commitment to part-time. She insisted that her salary be raised in Japan: “for this would give the responsibility to the Japanese members, which is the only way to make the work become an indigenous, growing movement.”
 On her first day as National Secretary of the Japanese YWCA, she expressed a need to be an example to Japanese women. She realized that the work had to be led by a Japanese woman or it would be interpreted as ‘foreign work.’ She also shared Caroline Macdonald’s concern that the movement foster national leaders but recognized that the foreign secretaries had been crucial in preparing her and others to take up this leadership.
 Her friends advised her not to give up the security of teaching for a career with the Y, but she persisted. She continued with her plans despite their advice and observed: “Most of my friends are most kind in encouraging me in my new task but others are waiting to laugh at me. What ever it will be I am most sure that this work will never be a failure though I am.”
 Caroline Macdonald tried to convince her to become a full time Y worker, but Michi declined. Macdonald threatened to some day pray her into it—an event which according to Michi finally took place in 1916. 


Michi was also pressed into service for the World Student Christian Federation (WSCF). Although she felt burdened by these multiple demands, there was much pressure on her to continue to represent the WSCF. Ruth Rouse, women’s secretary of the WSCF, urged her to continue her work with that organization:

The reasons which make you of such tremendous value to us as chairman and which makes us long to have you in America next year, are, I must admit, to a large extent sentimental reasons, but sentimental reasons in the very best sense of the word sentimental…We are standing for the unity of the Christian church throughout the world amongst all races and divisions of mankind. It is a striking lesson in unity when our offices are drawn very freely from different nations: and even if you and Mr. Wang did nothing---which is very far from being the case---the very fact of having your name on the letter head forces upon countless students one of the deepest and most important lessons that the Federation has to teach. I have seen the effect of this lesson again and again upon students of different nationalities. They do not think it is possible for men and women of all nations to work together for Jesus Christ. Our letter head shows them that this is so, and it is a witness moreover to them of the power of Jesus Christ in the Orient where they are always being told that Christianity has no message and no influence. 

Michi felt that her nominal presence as chair was not essential and that the Miss Tsuda was a better choice. In addition, as representative of the YWCA, Kawai felt that she should not hold two positions representing women’s work. Ruth Rouse did not accept these reasons and argued that she had a unique point of view as an Asian woman with the additional perspective of knowing the Canadian, American and European student work like no one else did. Rouse observed: “We feel that you will help interpret both Europe and East to America, and from your American experience help to interpret American in both Europe and the East.”
 Michi’s ability to translate culture in both Eastern and Western contexts made her a desirable quantity for organizations who claimed that their field was global. Rouse reminded Kawai of the power of her presence during the war:

You made a deep mark on the women students of Europe who are members of our movements by your visit during the war, which was so much appreciated on both sides, and I believe in a particular way that you oriental women coming to us in Europe can do much to draw all sides together again and to help them look on their differences from a wider and deeper point of view. I think the best spirit of the East is need in the West right now.”

Kawai became aware of the needs of Japanese women who were emigrating to the U.S. In 1915, she made plans to study at the YWCA training school in New York.
  She planned a stop over in California to assess the needs of Japanese women living there. As a result of that visit, she started classes in Japan for women who were planning to immigrate.
 Her studies in New York and her contact with the Women’s American Oriental Club provided her with a number of social contacts which would assist her work in Japan. 

Kawai’s mentoring and friendship provided support and encouragement for the next generation of educated women in Japan. In 1920 she traveled to study at Columbia with Yuri Watanabe. Watanabe had graduated from Tsuda College in Japan and Earlham College in the United States. After graduation Yuri returned to Japan and worked with Michi Kawai on various educational and missionary projects with the Y.W.C.A. and in Kawai’s school.  


In 1920, Kawai and Watanabe attended the biennial Y conference in Cleveland followed by a World YWCA meeting in Switzerland. The purpose of the meeting was to discuss war work and tensions ran high among the women. In Geneva, she heard Carrie Chapman Catt address the International Suffrage League Meetings. In the fall Kawai returned to New York to study at Union Theological Seminary, but was called back to Japan in 1921when her mother became ill and subsequently died in 1922. Michi’s work at that time involved fund raising for a rest house for women and children in Tokyo. As this project was reaching completion, Dr. and Mrs. Mott passed through Tokyo on their way to a WSCF conference in Peking with an invitation for her to attend. 


The earthquake of 1923 propelled the YWCA into relief work. Their Tokyo headquarters were rebuilt to provide a temporary shelter for this relief work. With the passing of the Exclusion Act in 1924, Michi felt her call was to mobilize people to stay friendly to the Americans who were still in Japan. Kawai was shocked at the immigration restrictions: “After being showered with such generosity, is it any wonder that we were dumbfounded at the passing of the Exclusion Act the following year? Our thoughtless public turned anti-American overnight.”
 Michi and other women teachers, social workers and journalists organized an appeal to the Japanese to maintain friendly relations with Americans in their midst. It would not be the last time that she would be called upon to defend her American loyalties, as the impending war would soon test the bonds of international friendship with the West. 

Her next project was to organize the building of a camp at the foot of Mt. Fuji; a project in which the Red Cross cooperated with the Y to build up health education programs. The first Japanese YWCA conference was held there in 1925—the same year Michi retired as National Secretary. As the Y work became established, her attention shifted to her long-cherished dream of establishing her own school. She described this inner urge that motivated her as follows: 

The time has come for such a Christian school. Many people were saying that mission schools had had their day; but I was convinced that, not only were more schools needed, but more Christian schools, whether under mission boards or founded by people with means of their own. Japanese history can not deny that the early missionaries with their Christian girls’ schools were the pioneers in girls’ education in our country. We Christian women of today should uphold the prestige of those early schools, whatever their mistakes and shortcomings, and should keep alive such a pioneer spirit as theirs, zealous in developing new fields in girls’ education.


Kawai envisioned a school that would combine the regular curriculum with international studies as a practical element in the curriculum. In addition, her notion of a girl’s high school would combine new subjects such as horticulture with international study. She wrote: “Might I not, through my pupils, make a contribution to the cause of international friendship? Wars will never cease till women interest themselves in world affairs. Then begin with the young—with girls?” She believed that Christianity taught self-respect and respect for others regardless of race or rank, “For all human beings are God’s children.” 


Kawai had many questions related to the appropriate curriculum for a girls’ school which inspired more travel to Europe and the United States.  In the United States she found life changed beyond her imagining. She wondered if she were old fashioned, since she could not appreciate the liberal attitudes of Christians towards evangelism, missions, and even the Christian faith itself. She dined with the Rockefellers and attended an event where Mrs. Rockefeller spoke about the injustice of the exclusion bill. She found this very inspiring and hoped that wealthy women in her country might take leadership in social issues in this way as well. 


She visited horticultural schools in the U.S. and in England to develop a plan for her own school. The school in Kent, England had graduates scattered all over the world and she noted: “No wonder Britishers are good colonizers! Their women go along, not only making new homes, but taking an interest in the development of the new environment.
 She traveled to Geneva where she hoped to learn something from the League of Nations. She was excited to see the proceedings but felt that women had a special task to keep on working, planning, praying and even sacrificing in order to make world peace permanent. While there, the American YWCA cabled her to help for a few months with their international friendship program so she returned to the States and became a temporary traveling secretary for the National Y. 

Establishing the school of her dreams


On her return to Tokyo in the spring of 1927, financial panic was everywhere. Her friends advised her to stay in church work so she took a position as a lay worker. She proposed starting a girls’ high school with two departments, one for city girls and one for rural girls with distinct curricula but emphasizing religious education in both. Her friends formed a sustaining committee and collected two thousand yen. She started in a rented house in Tokyo. She convinced seven well-known Tokyo people to become patrons. She called the school Keisen Jogaku-en, which means a ‘fountain of blessing girls’ learning garden’. 


Her home became a building project as she converted it into a school. Desks were gathered and benches and a used piano were moved in. She established the regular curriculum with the addition of horticulture and international studies. The staff consisted of ten teachers who were part time; five were men and one was Florence Wells, an English teacher. Nine students arrived for the first session. 


The students learned bonsai, they took regular walks, they experienced  Hallowe’en and Christmas and New Years and Valentine’s Day, in addition to all the Japanese festivals. By the second year, the population grew to twenty. Michi purchased a property with a school building and donations were collected from many sources. One Japanese friend gave a large foreign house which was moved and reassembled on the property. Many visitors came to see the school, including a Bishop Robert Paddock and her former teacher, Sarah Smith, who would shortly after the event retire to California. Bertha Lambert, her former college roommate, came for a visit that extended to ten months. She took a vacation with Michi and encouraged her to write the book which became Japanese Women Speak. Michi’s complete dedication to the school resulted in a sense of being cut off from other events. Yet this focused dedication was needed, she felt, since her contribution to peace was the education of girls. The students presented a peace petition to the Premier Unuaki, expressing women’s desire for peace in 1932. With great joy, she witnessed the graduation of her first class in 1934. 


At one point, one of her staff asked her what to do about the dead garden hedge that surrounded and provided a barrier to protect the school. The winter had been cold and the newly planted shrubs had died. She opened the window to look out at the hedge and suddenly noticed new leaves near the seemingly dead roots. The message in this unexpected rebirth provided inspiration and hope as she wrote:

My hedge had life at its roots; it did not die. My school shall not die, and my country shall not perish. When old leaves are no longer useful, new buds are waiting to sprout; so shall it be with us and our schools and our countries. Life goes on; and if it is planted in service and the love of God, it lives and grows in the beauty of holiness.

Travels across the Pacific

At the invitation of Gertrude Schulz, chair of the Central Committee on the United Study of Foreign Missions in New York, Michi traveled to the United States to speak to a number of churches about Japan. Her presentations were based on her mission study book, Japanese Women Speak, a book that provided an overview of the status of women. She also tried to counter the ubiquitous war talk. When she landed in Seattle, she observed “a people gloomy from the financial depression, their religion and international good will overshadowed by nationalism, with an absorption in power and motion…”
 Yet beneath that initial impression, she felt that the “innate poise and dignity” of America were still in control. She felt that in her speeches she connected with sympathetic audiences who still loved Japan: “How much Japan has been loved by America, in spite of everything!,” and thus, “Unconsciously, my head bowed before this big-hearted America.”
 Her tour visited sixty cities and overall she was impressed with the earnestness with which Americans were studying her country. 
In Pasadena she shared the stage with her former teacher Sarah Smith. She compared the international situation to a cold winter that killed many young shrubs. Yet, she argued, the New England elms stood firmly, just as in each country, there were individuals who continued to stand firmly and work for peace despite the hostilities and suspicions and rivalry between East and West. She believed that this kind of faith and diligence would root humanity and provide shelter during winter storms. She wrote: “Yes, if we have faith in the ultimate victory of all good, if we love and serve God and our neighbours as Christ commanded us, surely international peace and good-will will ultimately crown humanity.”

By 1935, her school gained recognition by the Department of Education. In addition to the 225 students in attendance, Japanese American students arrived to spend a year of study there as well. She attended the National Missionary Council of China meeting in Shanghai and in 1938 attended the International Missionary Conference in Madras, India. Dr. Mott presided over this conference. In her address to this conference, Michi claimed that “the basic principle of Christian education is spiritual. Character, personality, a creative mind, a sacrificial life are all spiritual. What is evangelism? It is foundation work for ushering in the kingdom of God on earth.”
 For her, the working for the kingdom on earth entailed planting and cultivating the seeds of education to women through her school. 


In Michi’s second autobiography, Sliding Doors (1950), the effects of the war, the isolation of Japanese Christians, and other accusations of support of a militaristic regime are evident. The book begins with an unsent letter to a woman in Shanghai, expressing Michi’s distress at the war. During the period of 1937-1945, Michi argues in their defense that they were completely isolated, received no news and as Japanese Christians were absolutely helpless to oppose militarism. She writes: 

I was not the only one who was severely criticized because of non-participation in the joyous celebration at the news of the fall of Nanking.  Those were gloomy, lifeless days for Japanese Christians. Every report of victory was a sword thrust to our penitent souls. It was during this period that Christian churches and Mission schools were forced to sever their connection with foreign mission boards and become independent or close their doors. Missionaries were forced to return home and every form of communication was forbidden. All the Protestant denominations had to be united in forming “The Church of Christ in Japan.”


The executive board of this new body felt it necessary to explain what was happening to the Mission Boards of North America and Canada. She was part of a delegation that left in 1941 to meet the Foreign Mission Boards of North America and Canada. The delegation wanted to show appreciation to them of their “sacrificial evangelism of Japan during the preceding 80 years; moreover our desire was to keep up our Christian fellowship whatever might happen in the political world, and also to find cooperatively the Christian ways and means to dissolve and blow away the thickly gathering war clouds on the horizons of the East and the West.”
 

On her return to Japan in 1941, her friends warned her not to speak of peace to the public. In retrospect she realized she had been careless while addressing a church audience, for she was subsequently taken for questioning in Kyoto. She was asked why she compared Japan with the immoral woman brought to Jesus and why she told people that the Japanese soldiers in Shanghai behaved terribly because they had no religious teaching at home or at school. She was eventually released from the interrogation. 


As war broke out, Michi focused on the administration of her school. The school newsletter ran several articles referring to the birth of Jesus prompting another interrogation by authorities under the charge of propagating disturbing ideologies in schools since Christian teaching was considered a threat to patriotism. 


In the fall of 1941 the semester began as usual but a restlessness pervaded society at all levels as people were trained for fire drills and first-aid, houses were torn down to widen roads, ammunition factories were established. American and British workers in the schools and churches were forced to leave the country. The few that stayed were under careful surveillance. Prices of all goods went up daily. In the midst of this Kawai received news that would change life as they knew it: “The news of Pearl Harbour fighting somewhere in the South Sea all came pell-mell….And the military government at once closed up the country to any news or communication from any channel except its own. Thus the nation remained blind-folded until the surrender.”
 The gravity of the situation and the conditions at the time were too difficult to detail as Michi noted:

Let me put down this one thing;--the intelligentsia class of Japan had no heart, no enthusiasm to fight against Britain and America from the very outset of the war. It is too much for me to recall the horrors of those warring years and I call it a blessing to be able to forget things which are unprofitable and harmful to the progress of world brotherhood.

In the midst of the crisis of war, Michi sought permission to develop a girls’ college for horticulture and light agriculture. The government was initially reluctant to give approval to this proposal and asked her to raise a significant sum of money before they would even consider it.  She admitted freely that the project was utterly absorbing and without it: “I might have lost mental balance and become an inmate of an insane asylum.”
 

War Years

The struggle to expand her school took much of her attention during this time period, partly due to the government bureaucracy that scrutinized her every move. The work provided its own comfort though as a “safety valve for my timid soul in this new pioneering work which demanded my thought and energy completely.”
 Old friends came to Michi’s support.  For example, a Bryn Mawr college friend, Masa Dogura, known as the Countess Uchida, donated 10,000 yen to the project. Uchida’s husband had served as ambassador, minister of foreign affairs and premier of Japan. By 1944, with such support, Kawai had reached her fundraising goal of 300,000 yen. When the department of education visitors inspected her school, they attempted to have the mission statement of the school changed to exclude the terms ‘according to the faith of Christianity’ arguing that this was contrary to the need for patriotism. Thus, Kawai faced a great deal of pressure from ministry officials to change the word ‘faith’ to ‘principles.’ She persisted and won her case. She set to work fund raising despite life threatening conditions to raise the additional 10,000 dollars that the government required. In 1945 the government gave permission to start an Agro-Horticultural College for girls.
 Her dream had been shaped by the early schooling of missionary teachers to Japan, her education at Bryn Mawr, travels on several continents, and experience in voluntary movements. When Kawai accepted her vocation, she pursued her goal with a stubborn single mindedness supported by a deep spiritual commitment born in the sense of privilege inspired by her educational journey. 

Conclusion

Kawai died in 1953, cared for at the end by her student and co-worker Yuri Watanabe.
 Her school continues to the present day, a living legacy to the global vision of its founder. This vision was shaped by opportunities and friendships that were rooted in the Protestant missionary vision of the West. Kawai hoped to develop similar opportunities for Japanese women through education and participation in camps, conferences and organizations such as the YWCA. According to her memoirs, her allegiance to the West remained firm despite the personal danger and suffering that accompanied this loyalty. An assessment of her contributions must balance post-colonial critique of the motivations of the Western-based organizations for which she worked with Kawai’s own deep spirituality and allegiance to many of the values of those organizations. 
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