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As the Jehovah's Witnesses in Japan has sued the state, rushed policy on religion
and child abuse faces backlash being accused of bias

Tokyo, 21st April 2026 - Published as an article in the Japanese newspaper Sekai
Nippo. Republished with permission. Translated from Japanese. Original article.

[Editorial] '""Religious Abuse" Lawsuit
The Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare's Q and A Should Be Withdrawn
by the editorial board of Sekai Nippo

The Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare's Q and A guidelines on "child abuse

related to religious beliefs" (so-called "religious abuse") have faced strong criticism since their
publication for allegedly promoting prejudice and discrimination against religion. A lawsuit has now been
filed against these guidelines. At this point, the government should withdraw them.

Japan's Ministry of Health,
Labour, and Welfare

Jehovah's Witnesses Seek Declaration of Invalidity
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The plaintiffs seeking confirmation of invalidity of the guidelines
and compensation from the state are the religious organization

Jehovah's Witnesses and 20 of its members. This is because the guidelines include items related to the

organization's teachings.

For example, the guidelines state that if a child falls asleep during a doctrinal lecture and a parent
responds by hitting or whipping the child, this constitutes "physical abuse". They also classify refusal of a
blood transfusion deemed necessary by a physician as "neglect". However, the Bible - highly valued by
believers - contains teachings such as "do not withhold discipline from a child" [Proverbs 23:13] and

"abstain from blood" [Acts 15:29].

From the standpoint of current social norms, it may seem reasonable to interpret corporal punishment and
refusal of medical treatment as child abuse. In particular, refusal of blood transfusions is a difficult issue




because it can be life-threatening and lies at the boundary of religious freedom. However, if cases
involving individuals aged 15 or older who possess decision-making capacity and voluntarily refuse
transfusions are mechanically deemed "child abuse", does this not amount to denying the child's
personhood? Would it not run counter to the growing emphasis on respecting children's right to self-
determination? These issues require discussion from multiple perspectives.

Although Japanese media have largely not
reported on it, attention should be paid to the
fact that not only Japanese education experts
but also the Office of the United Nations High
Commissioner for Human Rights has issued
warnings regarding these guidelines. The
guidelines include provisions that classify
religious instruction using phrases such as "you
will go to hell if you do/do not do this" as
"psychological abuse", potentially rejecting
religious education itself and fostering
prejudice and discrimination against religion.
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There is no evidence that religious households
have higher rates of child abuse than non-
religious ones, yet these guidelines risk
establishing a new category of "religious
abuse". This cannot be accepted. Rather, it
should be recognized as problematic that religious education for children has been neglected and that
materialistic ways of thinking are spreading in society - factors that may be contributing to the rapid
increase in child abuse.

However, even if an act is religious in nature, causing harm to another person's body constitutes a
violation of the freedom of religion, as established by Supreme Court precedent. At the same time, the
guidelines raise a fundamental question: to what extent can public authorities intervene when guardians,
who hold the right to educate their children, provide religious instruction privately as part of passing on
their faith? The failure to engage in this discussion is what constitutes a flaw in the guidelines.

Following the July 2022 assassination of former Prime Minister Shinzo Abe, the media focused on so-
called "second-generation religious adherents" who claim to have been abused by parents with religious
beliefs. Amid this surge of attention, the guidelines were hastily created. The religious organization's
claim that the guidelines were drafted without seeking input from independent experts or the general
public, and thus lack transparency, accurately points to a failing on the part of the government.

Discussion from Multiple Perspectives Is Needed

In drafting such guidelines, it is essential to hear from religious organizations and to engage in discussion
from multiple perspectives, including the religious freedom of both parents and children, improvements in
parenting difficulties, and the protection of children from abusive conduct. Only then should it be
determined whether such guidelines are necessary.
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