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Introduction

Introduction
The Hayama Missionary Seminar is an annual gathering of Christian
missionaries for the purpose of missiological study, exchange of ideas,
mutual sharing and fellowship. (The name “Hayama” is taken from the town
Hayama in Kanagawa Prefecture where the earliest meetings were held.)
There is no official sponsorship; the Hayama Missionary Seminar is a
volunteer association of missionaries in Japan. All persons engaged in
Christian mission are welcome.
This year, the organizing committee decided to focus on ministry
strategies for the Christian movement in Japan in the light of the realities of
our pluralistic 21st century world. Recognizing postmodernism, with its
radical relativization of truth, as a very significant challenge for Christian
mission, the committee decided to invite Jim Leffel, education director of
Xenos Christian Fellowship in Columbus, Ohio and a major contributor to
The Death of Truth, a very accessible introduction to postmodernism.
Missionaries as witnesses to Christ in Japan have long been challenged by
our neighbors’ assumptions that truth is relative and individually or socially
determined. In this context, the committee anticipated that Mr. Leffel would
have much to share with us, as a leader in a Christian community engaged in
creative and strategic witness to a people group that no longer shares JudeoChristian presuppositions (North Americans).
As a reading of Jim’s three papers (Understanding Postmodernism, The
Postmodernism Dilemma, and Strategic Christian Initiatives in a
Postmodern Culture) will reveal, these expectations were abundantly
rewarded and led to much fruitful interaction at the seminar. Each paper was
followed by a response by a missionary working in Japan, which focused on
the implications for our ministry context.
This year’s Seminar actually opened with a very helpful paper by W.
Robert Shade on “The Social World of the New Testament” and how the
early Christians responded to it. Dr. Shade reminded us pluralism with its
multiplicity of truths and “paths” is nothing new but rather the very milieu
in which witness to the universality of Jesus Christ began and flourished.
Other papers highlighted exciting opportunities for witness in a Japan
undergoing 21st century stresses and challenges. Mitsuo Fukuda reflected on
the The International VIP Club, a Christian outreach to businessman by
businessman which responds to the growing disillusionment with the empty
promises of lifetime employment and the kaisha system. Lonnie Dufty
reported on returnees to Japan—their struggles to understand their new
identities and Christian outreach focused on meeting their needs. Real life
“returnees” participating in the seminar gave helpful responses to this
presentation. Tim Boyle discussed the contribution of “old earth
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creationism” for science-based Christian apologetics in Japan. Addressing a
basic Christian imperative and strategy, Michael Höhn and Ken Saito gave
two perspectives on the promises and perils of networking.
Finally, we were treated with a heartening reminder of our Lord’s
sovereign use of trends such as “multiculturalism” to reach people. Ron
Rucker shared with us how, through the current boom of interest in black
gospel music throughout Japan, he and others have found an open door to
share what this joyful good news is all about. It’s maybe unfortunate that we
can’t include a few audio clips in the book, as Ron with the help of family
and friends began his presentation by leading us in invigorating praise
through gospel music. Maybe on the forthcoming CD version of Hayama
2000?
Abundant thanks are due to members of the organizing committee who
put together such a rich program: Russell Sawatsky (Chairman), Paul Clark,
and Michael Höhn. In addition to serving as chairman, Russell went above
and beyond the call of duty by taking on all of the initial work of compiling
and editing the papers. Although Russell’s return to Canada prevented his
completion of this task, his contributions to the missionary community
through Hayama Missionary Seminars are much appreciated.
Funabashi, Japan July, 2000
Cynthia Dufty
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The Social World of the New Testament
and How the Early Christians Responded to it:
Hints for the Japanese Church
By
W. Robert Shade1
Introduction
There has been a surge of interest in describing the social milieu of early
Christianity and attempts at analysis of the social structure of the early
church in the last third of the 20th century. Though there is nothing new
about attempts to gain a historical understanding of New Testament texts,
specific attention to sociological understanding of those times are
represented by books and articles by E. A. Judge (1960), A.J. Malherbe
(1977), Gerd Theissen (1982), and especially Wayne A. Meeks (1983).
Although this field is by no means my forte, I will attempt to survey the
scene by selective raiding of their writings.
In a seminar devoted to the theme “Postmodernism,” the organizing
committee thought a paper on this subject would be useful to anchor the rest
of our deliberations on our so-called “postmodern” society. It is
immediately apparent that such a pretentious title belongs to a 500-page
book, not a 30-page paper. Nevertheless, as requested, I shall attempt to
outline some of the salient features of Greco-Roman society in the first
century, how the first century Christians responded to the challenges of their
world, and lastly, what hints there might be for the Japanese church at the
turn of the second millennium.
The Cosmopolis of the Roman Empire
“And it came to pass in those days, that there went out a decree from
Caesar Augustus, that all the world should be taxed” (Luke 2:1). Did
historian Luke realize that the rise of the Roman Empire and the birth of the
Christ were not simply a coincidence? Many have pointed out that
Christianity spread along an extensive system of safe roads policed by the
Roman Army from the Caspian to Gibraltar, from the Nile to the Thames. It
was the collapse of this system in the 5th century under barbarian
onslaughts that brought on “The Dark Ages.” The new sect of Judaism
could not have spread as quickly before or after “Pax Romana.” “…the

1

W. Robert Shade teaches New Testament and Theological English at Tokyo Christian
University. He has been a missionary in Japan with TEAM since 1969. He holds the PhD
in New Testament from Trinity Evangelical Divinity School.
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people of the Roman Empire traveled more extensively and more easily than
had anyone before them—or would again until the nineteenth century.”2
Epictetus exclaimed, “Caesar has obtained for us a profound peace.
There are neither wars nor battles, nor great robberies nor piracies, but we
may travel at all hours, and sail from east to west.” 3 “The quantity and
extent of trade are staggering to those who do not realize the highly
developed commercial activity of ancient times. Revelation 18:11-13
provides a thorough list of the goods transported over the Roman trade
routes.”4
The result of such high mobility over such an extensive area was, despite
local distinctives, a common civilization; art, architecture, literature, and
especially language. Koine Greek was the lingua franca from Persia to
Rome. And from Rome westward, Latin was the language of civilization
until the sixteenth century. Various Greek philosophies vied in the
academies of the cities of the empire and the Egyptian deities Isis, Osiris,
and Sarapis were worshiped in Rome as well as Alexandria. Slave labor
made book publishing possible even before the much-vaunted invention of
the printing press. Most of the cities of the Greek world had libraries. The
library of Alexandria contained 700,000 volumes.5
The Roman cosmopolis enabled the flourishing of a mixing and diffusing
of cultures and a uniformity of culture alongside a plurality of ideologies
and religions hitherto unknown in world history, and not again duplicated
until modern times. It was into this maelstrom of cultural crosscurrents that
the tiny vessel of a new sect of Judaism, the followers of Jesus of Nazareth,
was launched.
The Cities
The cities were where the civilized life of which we have been speaking
existed. In the country, the small independent landowner had all but
disappeared, swallowed up by absentee landlords living in the cities who
might have villas in the countryside. Those left on the farms were reduced
to slavery or peasantry. MacMullen says, “They and their population
hovered so barely above subsistence level that no one dared risk a change.”6
The average city dweller might, however, have envied the peasant his
fresh air and wide open spaces on occasion. What ancient cities lacked in
size they made up for in density. Antioch in Syria, the third largest city in
the Roman Empire, and the first city of Gentile Christianity, could easily be
2

Wayne A. Meeks, The First Urban Christians, 17.
Discourses III.xiii.9. Cited in Everett Ferguson, Backgrounds of Early Christianity, 64.
4
Ferguson, 64.
5
Ferguson, 98.
6
Ramsey MacMullen, Roman Social Relations, 27; cited by Meeks, 15.
3
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circled in an afternoon stroll. “MacMullen estimates that the average
population density in cities of the Roman Empire may have approached two
hundred per acre—an equivalent found in modern cities only in urban
slums.” 7 Sanitary facilities, though somewhat advanced in some places,
were such that an ancient city could be smelled before it was sighted.8 One
thing that made the crowding tolerable was the large amount of space
devoted to public agoras, marble temples, and baths such as we see in the
map of ancient Athens. The Mediterranean climate permitted common
people to spend much of their time on the streets or in their shops. Their tiny
hovels in five- to six-story tenements were used for little but sleeping.
Privacy was a luxury only of those wealthy enough to own large homes with
a central court and pool, surrounding porticos, atrium, and triclinium. It was
in such homes that the first Christian assemblies gathered.
Meeks makes the point that, “Privacy was rare.”9 “News or rumor would
travel rapidly; riots could flare up in a moment.” Recall how rapidly the
silversmiths of Ephesus were able to gather “the whole city” into the rather
large theater (capacity 24,500). “A peddler of copper pots or magic amulets,
of horoscopes or a revelation, could count on the word getting around—
once he had made his initial contacts.”10
At this point we may reflect on how different, and how difficult, things
are today. The irony is that with superior means of transportation and
communication we are more isolated from fellow citizens than ever before.
Quantum leap advances in transportation have enabled our cities to sprawl
from horizon to horizon. The majority who can afford single unit
accommodations, whether high rise condominiums or modest single unit
houses, seldom meet their neighbors face to face. No one is on the street
except to walk the dog or put out the garbage or walk to the station.
Television, the video player, and the computer game keep children off the
streets and playgrounds. We have instant worldwide communication with
electronic mail but seldom see a friend face to face. Will spoken language
diminish in favor of the electronic keyboard? We travel at high speeds in
hermetically sealed steel and glass cocoons called “cars” or smashed cheek
to jowl in the anonymity of a high-speed train. So much for “friendship
evangelism.”
Cities were not composed of an amorphous mixture of peoples nor of
one homogeneous people group. Strangers who arrived in the city would
gravitate to residents from their own region or dialect or ethnos. The Jews
7

Ferguson, 28, citing MacMullen, 63.
The public latrine in Ephesus (men only) featured a stream of running water to sweep
effluent into the Aegean Sea. There were no stalls and the marble holes were close
enough to permit leisurely conversation.
9
Meeks, 29.
10
Meeks, 29.
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would live in the “Jewish quarter,” the Italians or Romans in their area, and
the Egyptians in their section. People also tended to group by trades:
Linenweavers’ Quarter, Leatherworkers’ Street, Portico of the Perfumers.11
It may be that such a “tentmakers’ street” furnished Paul with many of his
contacts for the gospel. Artisans who worked with their hands, without the
din of high-speed machinery, no doubt welcomed any kind of news, even of
a new religion.
Perhaps a discussion of entertainment available in the cities of ancient
times would be apropos to both modern life and the temptations faced by
first century Christians. Tertullian worried about “the customary pleasures
of the maddening circus, the bloodthirsty arena, and the lascivious
theatre.”12 Any city worth its salt had all three and their ruins can be seen to
this day all over the former Roman Empire. Even Jerusalem had a compact
theater three stories high, built by Herod the Great. The circus was for
chariot races, the arena, such as the Colosseum, was for man to man combat
to the death (gladiatorii), or man to beast combat (bestiarii) or beast to beast
combat. Or, for feeding Christians and other criminals to lions. “Enormous
numbers of criminals and wild animals were required to satisfy the
bloodthirsty populace.”13
As for the theatre, the golden age of Euripedes and Sophocles was long
in the past, and theatre pandered more and more to the vulgar and sexual
preferences of the masses. Professional actors were sacred to the god
Dionysus and the unsavory reputation of their profession has lasted until
fairly recent times in Christendom.
The circus or hippodrome was for chariot racing. The Circus Maximus in
Rome had a capacity of 225,000 seats, testimony to the immense popularity
of the sport. “Business firms supplied the horses, chariots, and drivers.
(Except for the chariots, how little times have changed!) Charioteers were
able to acquire huge sums of money and became popular heroes….
Professional teams were identified by their color (Reds, Whites, Blues,
Greens) and became the focus for political factions on into Byzantine
times.”14
There were also gymnasia characteristic of Greek culture, and the baths
of Roman culture. The Roman genius for engineering produced intricate
arrangements for cold, tepid, and hot baths. At the bath one could chat with
friends, snack and drink, read, exercise, get a massage, or listen to poets and
philosophers as well as bathe. A few cities had separate baths for women,

11

Meeks, 29.
Against Marcion I.27. Cited in Ferguson, 73. Chrystostom preached a sermon “Against
the Circus, Games, and Theatre” (MG 56.263-70).
13
Ferguson, 77.
14
Ferguson, 77-78.
12
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and most baths had separate hours for women.15 The Japanese would have
loved it!
Another popular form of entertainment was the brothel. In Ephesus the
sign to the brothel (a heart and a harlot) and a human foot pointing in the
direction thereof, are still easily discerned carved in the pavement of the
Marble Road. Underground passages from the Celsus Library leading to the
brothel have been discovered. Prostitution was a recognized social
institution and no one thought it strange or wicked except the Jews and the
Christians. Fertility cults are known not only from OT times in Canaan but
were part of religious rites at temples in Asia Minor, Syria, and Phoenicia in
NT times. The one thousand “sacred prostitutes” of the temple of Aphrodite
in Corinth are well known. Homosexuality was common among younger
men in the Greek culture and was thought by some writers to be superior to
the heterosexual kind.
As we research the every day life of Greco-Roman society we meet
ourselves again and again in blatant sensuality which we tend to think is a
recent development. Is the postmodern world rapidly returning to the same
brutality, bestiality, and blood-lust that permeated the ancient world? Every
day we hear of some new atrocity, some new obscenity in our media, and
increasingly acted out, as in the Columbine High School massacre. But there
is still some difference. The violence and sex in entertainment that we have
available on silver screens and cathode ray tubes in virtual reality they had
before their eyes in living reality.
Despite the crowding and the vile odors, it is no wonder that the GrecoRoman world preferred the excitement of the cities to the fresh air of the
country. Despite all the uncleanness, literal and moral, in the first century it
was almost exclusively in the cities that the gospel of Christ spread. Meeks
points out that when Paul wrote the extraordinary claim that “I have fully
preached the gospel of Christ from Jerusalem and as far around as
Illyricum” (Rom 15:19) and “I no longer have any room in these regions”
(Rom 15:23) he was referring to his world, the cities on the main roads of
the Roman Empire. For Paul, everything outside these cities is eremia,
“wilderness.”16 “Fully preaching” means “to plant small cells of Christians
in households in strategically located cities on the northeast Mediterranean
basin.”17 In order to assess the Christians’ interaction with their world we
must now examine more closely the social groups of the cities.

15

Ferguson, 79-80.
Meeks, 9. Paul divided his world into three parts in 2 Cor 11:26: “city, wilderness, and
sea.”
17
Meeks, 10. What then does Luke mean when he wrote that “all they who live in Asia
heard the word of the Lord Jesus, both Jews and Greeks” as a result of Paul’s two years of
teaching in the school of Tyrannus in Ephesus? Does this refer only to the cities of Asia?
16
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The Social Groups of the NT World
What social strata did the early Christians come from? What bearing did
this have on their conversion, their relations with one another, and their
relations with the world around them? Those who research the composition
and relationships in Greco-Roman society are at pains to inform us that we
fall into the trap of anachronism if we apply modern categories of social
analysis by income or status into “upper, middle, lower” classes. For
example, Meeks writes:
…to describe the early Christians’ social status by some single,
general category—say, “of the middle class”—is not only vague but
misleading. It is vague because it ignores the multidimensionality of
stratification. It is misleading because it tacitly assumes that there was
something in the ancient Greek city corresponding to the middle class
of modern industrial society.18
We must, however, start with the Roman hierarchical ranking according
to ordo. At the top of the pile in Roman society were the six hundred
senatorial families. There was a minimum property requirement of 250,000
denarii for admission to the senate. From these were appointed the principle
magistrates of Rome: quaestor, or financial officer, praetor, or judge, and
consul. From the consuls the governors of the provinces such as Pontius
Pilate were appointed.
Next was the equestrian order or knights (equites) derived from times
when a man who could outfit his horse for war was so called. The property
qualification was 100,000 denarii, but many equites were more wealthy
than senators because they were allowed to go into business or trade,
pursuits beneath the dignity of the senatorial class. This order was qualified
to receive certain military or financial or civic posts.19 These two orders,
senatorial and equestrian, comprised less than one per cent of the
population.20
In the cities of the empire there was a class called decurions who
corresponded roughly to the senate of Rome in that they formed the
municipal councils of the towns and cities. In western cities they usually
numbered about 100. They had to be rich because they were responsible for
public benefaction such as financing the construction of the temples, baths,
etc., and paying for public entertainments.

18

Meeks 54.
Information from these two paragraphs taken from Ferguson, 42-44.
20
Meeks, 53.
19
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Beneath these three classes were the plebeians, consisting of all other
free citizens. Among these, former slaves called freedmen formed a special
category relevant to NT studies.
One fifth of the residents of Rome were slaves. Slaves were the
backbone work force of the empire. One became a slave by capture in war,
sale of oneself or a child to pay debts, or birth to a slave mother. The slave
had no legal rights and was the property of his/her master. But within
slavery there was an amazing breadth of status and responsibility, all the
way from the imperial slave to the convict sentenced to the mines or the
galleys. They could be agricultural slaves or domestic workers or
pedagogues or even physicians. Under certain conditions slaves could earn
money and eventually freedom by manumission. This mobility and the fact
that slavery had nothing to do with race or ethnic origin were factors that
make the ancient slavery just a bit more humane than the cruelty and
hopelessness of the enslavement of Africans in the Americas during later
centuries.
This breakdown is useful but we must also, in line with Meeks’ advice,
consider other categories of social status, such as ethnic origin, citizenship,
wealth, occupation or public office, sex, and age. Although these factors
could all be applied within the ordo mentioned above, they especially help
us to look at the plebeian class in more detail.
Meeks has studied the social level of thirty Christians from the Pauline
churches by analyzing slight clues mentioned in passing in the epistles. (For
the thirty-five other names mentioned in the epistles, we have no clue as to
their identity or status.) Concerning the social status of Pauline Christians,
Meeks concludes:
The extreme top and bottom of the Greco-Roman social scale
are missing from the picture.21 It is hardly surprising that we
meet no landed aristocrats, no senators, equites, nor (unless
Erastus might qualify) decurions. But there is also no specific
evidence of people who are destitute—such as the hired
menials and dependent handworkers; the poorest of the poor,
peasants, agricultural slaves, and hired agricultural day
laborers, are absent from the urban setting of the Pauline
groups…. The levels in between, however, are well
represented. There are slaves, although we cannot tell how
21

However, Meeks overlooks convert Sergius Paulus, proconsul of Cyprus (Acts 13:712). Proconsuls could be appointed only from the senatorial or equestrian ranks. This is
the highest ranking convert mentioned in the NT. Meeks, in line with many modern
scholars is sceptical of the historical reliability of Acts, and thinks Luke has invented
many of these incidents to make Christianity appear as if favored by rulers and high class
people.
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many. The “typical” Christian, however,…is a free artisan or
small trader. Some even in those occupational categories had
houses, slaves, the ability to travel, and other signs of wealth.
Some of the wealthy provided housing, meeting places, and
other services for individual Christians and for whole groups.
In effect, they filled the role of patrons.22
The social status of the first century Christians “reflected a fair crosssection of urban society.”23 One other generalization can be made: Paul and
many of his converts represent people who are upwardly mobile; despite the
virtue of Christian humility they took advantage of the relative social
fluidity of the times to achieve higher status. They were admonished to be
content with their status but to use gains in wealth or position as douloi of
their Lord (1 Cor 7:20-21; 1 Tim 6:17-20). Many did just that. The last two
sentences of the quotation from Meeks just above are in my opinion a bit
understated. The list of wealthy householders who provided lodging and
meetings places for the early missionaries and their converts is rather long.24
After a survey of “elites” in the early churches which puts more weight on
the evidence from Acts, David Gill objects to Meeks’ conclusion: “There
are now good reasons to think that the Christian communities became
established in part through the elite families of the main urban centers in the
eastern provinces.”25
What can we say to compare this picture with church at the end of the
20th century in Japan? Ethnically, the situation is entirely different.
Whereas there was a mixing of ethnoi in the Roman Empire, Japan is the
most racially homogeneous large country in the world. The “we Japanese
are unique” mentality has had a strong negative impact on the spread of a
religion still perceived as being “non-Japanese.” Never mind that the
Japanese have borrowed wholesale cultural and especially technical items
through the centuries, including a foreign religion, Buddhism; the fact
remains that Christianity is still perceived as alien and even dangerous. This
22

Meeks, 73.
Meeks, 73.
24
Mark’s mother whose house in Jerusalem furnished one meeting place for the early
Christians (Acts 12:12), Gaius of Corinth (1 Cor 1:14; Rom 16:23; Acts 19:29), Crispus
the ruler of the synagogue in Corinth (Acts 18:8; 1 Cor 1:14), Stephanas of Corinth (1
Cor 1:16; 16:15, 17), Erastus of Corinth the oikonomos of the city (Acts 18:8; Rom
16:23; 2 Tim 4:20), who is very likely the aedile (one of the four highest city officials)
mentioned in the Latin inscription as the donor of the paving for the courtyard east of the
theater, Philemon of Colossae, Phoebe of Cenchrea (Rom 16:1), Lydia of Philippi (Acts
16:14, 40), and Jason of Thessalonica (Acts 17:5-9).
25
David W. J. Gill, “Acts and the Urban Elites,” in The Book of Acts in its First Century
Setting, vol. 2 Graeco-Roman Setting, ed. David W. J. Gill and Conrad Gempf , 1994,
117.
23
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is in no small measure due to the lingering effects of over 250 years of
paranoid suppression, eradication, and persecution of Christians during the
Tokugawa Era.
As far as social class and social mobility, the similarity to the world of
Paul is more striking. At the beginning of the Meiji Era the four feudal
classes (nobility, samurai, farmers, artisans) were abolished. Then again at
the beginning of the American military occupation further social reforms
were made by breaking up the industrial zaibatsu and forced sale of larger
agricultural land holdings to tenants. Japan is remarkable in that, despite
disparities in wealth, a little less than 100 percent of the population
considers themselves to be “middle class.” Democracy, even what I call
“ultra-democracy” has a strong hold.
Though there are more destitute (homeless) now than in previous times,
it is hard to find people starving or located in slum districts (Sanya in Tokyo
comes to mind, however). Nevertheless there are class distinctions
according to education and occupation and a hierarchy of the biggest and
best companies. In contrast to many countries, but not unlike the first
century church, the gospel has made almost no headway in Japan among
rural communities or in the blue collar (“grey collar”?) class. Since ronin
samurai were first attracted to Christianity in early Meiji, most Christians
still come from the college educated urban salaryman class. Missionaries,
following the path of least resistance in a highly resistant culture, probably
compound this tendency by using English as a contact point for the gospel.
Women outnumber men two to one in most churches because of the long
hours spent in work/commuting and the total loyalty until now demanded of
salarymen by most companies.
One thing that the first century church had that is missing in Japan is the
virtue of hospitality or really generous giving by the wealthy. In fact I
would go so far to say that though the Japanese are generous to a fault
(almost always in restaurants) with complete strangers to whom they might
sense some obligation or from whom they desire to receive some
commercial benefit, when it comes to opening up their own homes Japan
must rank near the bottom. One reason for this may be that few Japanese,
even relatively wealthy Japanese, have had spacious homes until very
recently. The “uchi” versus “soto” mindset no doubt reinforces this
mentality. We need more wealthy patrons in Japan who give generously of
their wealth and real estate to help struggling churches.
How many missionaries dare to approach high officials, either on the
local level, or national level? As one reads the book of Acts, one is
impressed again and again how Paul either deliberately sought out or was
providentially put in contact with “kings” and those in authority. This was
part of his call (Acts 9:15) and he fulfilled that call. This explains why Luke
used up precious parchment to write at such length about Paul’s trials and
imprisonment period (Acts 20-28).
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Aside from the class (status) structure, another way of looking at the NT
world is to investigate the important groups that existed in that society and
how they impacted the NT churches. We now consider two: the oikoia
(households) and the koinonia (associations).
The Household
The household was the basic building block of ancient society.26 There
was nothing unusual in this; it was so in most societies in many parts of the
world until comparatively recent times. In the Greco-Roman world the oikia
(Latin familia) was composed not only of the father and mother and children
but included living grandparents, grown sons, free servants, slaves and their
children, and clients (clientela), usually freed slaves who still had
obligations to their patron. Clientship once accepted was binding. Clients
were expected to show up at a daily morning meeting before the patron,
often received doles of money, and were often guests at banquets given by
the patron. The patron gave help in time of need and legal protection. In
exchange for guarantees of basic support needs the clients were expected to
perform services for the patron and give unconditional political support and
walk in his funeral procession.
Not organically members, but still considered supporters were the amici
or friends of the family. These were not simply casual friends, but usually
associates of one’s youth (Acts 13:1: “Manean, who had been brought up
with Herod the Tetrarch”). One thinks of the links of Japanese men who
attended the same school together. Authoritarian leadership was vested in
the pater familias.
Authority in those times was accepted and understood. Competition and
conflicts in society were between households, not so much within
households. Betrayal of loyalties to the household was a serious offense. We
moderns can visualize the ancient oikia if we think of the “cosa nostra” of
the Mafia or the Japanese sumo stable, both relics of a bygone system.
The Roman imperial system was an extension of this system to the whole
nation. Whereas in the Republican period, various families vied for power
in elections, Augustus’ triumph and control of the army enabled him to
extend his patronage to the whole empire. His Res Gestae lists at length the
benefits his citizens had received from him for which he demanded loyalty
as Pater Patriae. The imperial system was not thus based on a revolutionary
new system, but was rather an extension of the household concept.
We individualistic moderns with disintegrating nuclear families need to
make a major mental shift to fully appreciate the power of the household
and its pervasiveness in the NT. Again and again we read of those who were
26
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baptized “with all their house.” Cornelius (Acts 10, esp. vv. 24, 33, 44, 47),
Lydia (Acts 16:15), the Philippian jailer (Acts 16:31-34), Crispus (Acts
18:8), Stephanas, whose whole household was “the first fruits of Asia” (1
Cor. 16:15). Decisions to believe could be corporate (no matter the problem
that poses for our soteriology or our ideas of individual rights). Nothing in
the NT text suggests that these household decisions were bogus or
problematic.
When we come to apply this insight to modern Japan I must admit to
some frustration. The household we have been describing was in many
respects the norm of feudal Japan. To this day when asked his religion the
Japanese replies “the religion of my house is…. “The Catholic missionaries
who followed Xavier between 1550 and 1600, largely by cultivating
relationships with daimyo and the related households under them saw the
conversion of some 300,000, a much larger percentage of the population
than is Christian today. That some of these “conversions” were not sincere
can hardly be questioned; nevertheless thousands of these converts were
willing to die for their faith.
The frustration is that the ie system of old Japan, and even that of prewar Japan has completely collapsed. It still retains some power to demand
loyalty to the family sect of Buddhism for the rites of the dead. Opposition
to Christianity and fear of baptism is not due to Christianity per se, or the
freedom to pursue individual convictions about religion, but more to the
intolerance of Christian churches to the rites of the dead.27 So the Japanese
ie is no longer a bridge for the gospel (à la McGavran) but retains just
enough power to frustrate conversion. Even the nuclear family is
undergoing fragmentation. I was astonished to see a TV documentary
recently about a new social problem: young husbands who are abused by
their wives.
The other positive aspect of the household in NT times as described in
the previous section is of course the fact that many households were also
meeting places for the church. Judge asks whether the expression “the
church in (so and so’s) house” refers only to members of the household who
have converted or an assembly (including some outsiders) meeting in so and
so’s house.28 The very meaning of the word ekklesia as an assembly would
seem to point to the latter. It would be pointless to speak of an “assembly”
in a social unit that was presumably always together.
Though the evidence is not absolutely clear, it seems that larger cities
like Corinth had a number of “house churches” (the households of Gaius,
Crispus, Stephanas, see note 24) which met once a week on the Lord’s Day
(1 Cor 16:1) in one central location. In Corinth this was very likely the
27
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house of Gaius (“Gaius, my host, and the host of the whole church” Rom
16:23). Dunn comments on this verse that, “A typical well-to-do home of
the time could accommodate meetings of 30-40, at best 50… the adjective
‘whole’ must mean there were other meetings of the church in Corinth, that
is in smaller house churches….”29
To conclude our discussion of the household concept we do well to
reflect on the fact much of the theological vocabulary of the NT was drawn
from the ancient household. The Gentiles are “no longer strangers and
foreigners, but fellow-citizens with the saints, and members of the
household of God” (Eph 2:19). There is a warmth of belonging to a family
that resonates in that phrase. The church is also referred to as “the
household of faith” in Gal 6:10. In Hebrews 3 Christ is pictured as the pater
familias, “the Son over his house” (3:6). The concepts of “steward” and
“servant” assume the mutual prerogatives and obligations of the ancient
household. “The bond (of the servant) frequently excited feelings not of
resentment, but of personal devotion and loyalty toward the master.
Moreover, as with the centurion whose servant ‘was dear unto him’ (Lk.
vii.2), the bond could be the basis of mutual affection.”
The Association
Another important type of social group in the Greco-Roman world was
the association (koinonia in Greek, and collegium in Latin). Ferguson
writes, “Club life was as highly developed among the Greeks (he could have
added the Romans) as it is in modern American life.” In the earliest period
they were religious associations devoted to the cult of some deity. Gradually
the monthly banquet replaced the strictly religious function though the clubs
continued to meet in the name of the deity. Other koinonia were centered
around common interests such as athletics or common occupations such as
silversmiths. In Rome financial assistance in the funeral and proper burial of
deceased members was an important ancillary function of the collegia.
Some associations were only funerary or burial societies. Each collegium
owned its own burial plot. Anniversary memorials for deceased members
were another important responsibility. Membership varied between ten and
one hundred with an average number of thirty to thirty-five. Most met
monthly, paid dues, and elected officers. Here democracy survived and
flourished at the grass roots level.
In imperial Rome, all associations had to be licensed by the government.
The Roman government went out its way to preserve the autonomy of the
29

James D. G. Dunn, Romans 9-16, 1988, 911. However, Bradley Blue (“Acts and the
House Church,” The Book of Acts in its First Century Setting, vol. 2 Graeco-Roman
Setting, 175) estimates that the number of believers in Corinth were more likely about
100 and makes the point that “a large house (even unrenovated to accommodate a large
gathering) could cater a gathering of this size” (175).

18

W. Robert Shade

collegia but could come down with a heavy hand if the association was
deemed to be a threat to public order or the ethos of the state.30 Thus the
town clerk of Ephesus dismissed the silversmith rioters in the theater with a
warning: “For we are in danger of being charged with rioting today, there
being no cause that we can give to justify this commotion” (Acts 19:40).
Associations suspected of sedition or immorality were banned. During the
periods of persecution the Roman government cracked down on Christians
because they were perceived as illicit associations inimical to the state.
Many students of ancient social structure think that Christian assemblies
were first put in the mental slot of a kind of “club” by outsiders. Certainly
the religious purpose, the small size of meetings, the regularity of meetings,
and the selection of leaders from among the membership with little outside
interference would all contribute to such a perception.
But Meeks points out that the Christian churches did not fit the mold.31
The Christians were exclusivistic and totalistic in a way that no other club
claimed. Loyalty to Christ supplanted all other loyalties. “Conversion” was
required. Moral expectations/lifestyle restrictions were foreign to other
clubs, even religious clubs. However the Christians were much more
inclusivistic in the social sense. They drew from a cross section of society
across lines of rank and occupation, whereas other associations were more
homogeneous socially. The convivial function was strictly secondary in the
churches; whereas it was the raison d’être for most associations. Certainly
the Christians did not model themselves along “collegium” lines; there is a
complete absence of common terminology for officers or epithets for
members.
Do the churches of Japan function as social “clubs”? There is a strong
need to “belong” to a group in Japan, especially among women. The basic
social unit of urban men is the all-consuming company, for students school
bukatsudo is a serious rival to Sunday schools and church youth groups.
Unemployed homemakers and retired people have little to do in small
residences and join study (ikebana, English) and interest groups of all kinds
largely to meet their social needs. For some, the church fills this function.
This is especially true for marginalized members of society. Though they
are not welcome in most groups, they find acceptance in Christian churches.
This can create problems for small churches with too high a proportion of
people with mental problems and other social misfits. This explains some of
the unique features of Japanese churches. Many young Christians “hang
around” after the reihai for the whole afternoon. Many churches serve some
kind of simple meal every Sunday. Attendance is taken and each member
has his/her own “mail” slot. “Shoes off” at the genkan also reinforces the
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“cozy family” mentality. Even if they are transferred quite a distance away,
members are reluctant to abandon a group they feel comfortable with.
On the negative side, a small church with people we know is “cozy” and
real church growth is a threat to that comfort. The entire membership has to
do everything together. This can really be helpful in harnessing cooperation
for a Christmas program, but can be a significant negative factor for those
who just want to attend reihai and go home. In fact, such a person may feel
that they have to drop out. The decision to attend on Sunday means a
commitment of six hours, not just two. The “club” mentality, not the small
churches, may be the chief reason why churches in Japan seldom draw more
than 50 for reihai (the national average in 1998 was 34, about the average
size of the ancient collegia). If for some reason there is a significant loss of
membership (such as when a missionary turns a church over), or a split
occurs, the group will often gain new members until the “quota” is filled.
Everything depends on smooth “ningen kankei” and if that breaks down, the
offended parties must leave; they cannot simply withdraw into the
anonymity of a church of 500 members.
As for outsiders, the danger is that they may perceive the church as just
another club. The absolute claims of Christ on all people are never really
perceived or accepted. “You have your thing, and we have ours. Don’t
bother me, I’m plenty busy with my hobby.”
The Religious Milieu
This gets closer to the heart of the matter. However much outsiders put
first century Christians in the “club” slot, it was of course a religion, and as
such had a bewildering array of competition.
Family Altar
“Near the entrance to a Roman house was a niche that served as a shrine
to the lares, who were watchful, protective spirits of the family and the
household. The lararium (household shrine) was a wooden cupboard or a
stone or masonry niche or aedicula for images or paintings of the household
deities . . . At every meal a small portion of food was placed before the
lararium. Three times each month an offering of flowers as made as well.”32
The father of the household was responsible for executing the proper rites at
the occasions of birth, puberty, marriage, and funerals.
Religious Diversity and Tolerance
The original Greek pantheon consisted of a manageable committee of
twelve chief deities who divided the work among themselves. To give their
Greek names, there was Zeus, Hera, Poseidon, Apollo, Artemis, Athena,
32
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Hermes, Ares, Aphrodite, Demeter, Dionysus, and Hephaestus. I’m sure
most of you can not only give their equivalent Roman names, but also their
special responsibilities. The Greek gods were remarkably like human
beings, as their statues show, but the difference between the powers of gods
and human beings was absolute. Sacrifices were offered to these gods in
beautiful temples in the spirit of bargaining, either to get what one wanted
or to prevent what one did not want.
But the actual situation was much more complex, even from ancient
times. “The Greeks thought the countryside was filled with supernatural
powers, with demons or spirits inhabiting mountains, forests, trees, stones,
rivers, and fountains.”33 There were female nymphs and male half-human,
half-animal satyrs and centaurs. To placate these spirits Greek travelers
marked their roadways with stone heaps, each one who passed adding to the
collection. “One could hardly take a step out of doors without meeting a
little shrine, a sacred enclosure, an image, a sacred stone, or a sacred tree.”34
It has been observed that in medieval Christian times the saints and martyrs
took over the same sacred springs and mountains. “Demonic forces were
everywhere and were constantly affecting human life.”35 Fate, a capricious
god, was much feared and popular gods like Asclepius, Isis, and Serapis,
claimed power even over Fate. Astrology and magic were also widespread.
By the first century there had been an importation of new gods:
Asclepius, the god of healing; the Egyptian deities Serapis, Isis, and Osiris
gained immense popularity. The Phoenician deities Astarte and Adonis as
well as the Syrian deity Atargatis, the Phrygian gods Cybele and Attis, and
the Persian deity Mithras were all worshipped by earnest devotees in Rome.
In fact, in the first century the splendor and mystery and elaborate worship
at temples of Isis seem to have been more popular than the traditional gods.
By the first century mystery religions were popular throughout the empire.
“Mystery” refers to a secret cult in which the uninitiated could not
participate.36 In contrast to earlier times, by the first century foreigners and
slaves were no longer excluded. The central element was a sacred banquet
with processions, sacrificing of oxen, chanting of hymns, and drinking of
wine. There were many local mysteries but the most famous were those at a
large temple in Eleusis near Athens, which attracted new initiates twice a
year from all over the empire.
On the top layer of the first century religious compost heap a new
element was imposed, emperor worship. Julius Caesar was the first Roman
ruler called a “god.” He seems to have been quite modest about the fuss
made over him but he did build a temple for himself and condescended to be
33
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named a god after his decease (apotheosis). His successor Augustus was
also declared to be a god by the senate at his death in 14 A.D. Emperors like
Claudius were modest about their divinity but megalomaniacs like Caligula,
Nero, and Domitian were quite pushy about it. Caligula was barely
persuaded by his friend Agrippa I to desist from plans to put a statue of
himself in the temple in Jerusalem.
The imperial cult was not required of every citizen until the third
century.37 In the 1st century it was not uniformly and universally required of
all citizens by law. In Asia (Anatolia) however there seems to have been
pressure upon the general populace which forms the background of
persecution in the book of Revelation. Emperor worship does not seem to
have been required of the Jews, and the 1st century Christians were still
regarded as a sect of Judaism. Nevertheless the emperor cult was very
popular; therefore it would seem that in the 1st century the pressure was
more social than legal.
Of course this social pressure provoked a crisis for the Christians who
refused to worship or bow down to any other god, let alone a living human
being, however exalted by the state. The contrast with the reaction of
Japanese Christians to the very same trial during the war years is sad.
Though many stood firm and refused to compromise, too many caved in.
Even in the Nihon Domei Kirisuto Kyodan, records have come to light of
bulletins of churches in the war years where it is clear that yoohai (bowing
to the tenno from a distance) and a visit led by the pastor to the local Shinto
shrine at New Years occurred. How can this be explained (even if not
excused)? Certainly though conditions were remarkably similar to first
century Roman Empire, some strategic factors were different. Japan was not
a polyglot of different nationalities. The whole nation was unified and
controlled in a way quite unlike ancient Rome. Further, the most absolute
dictatorship in world history, the 260 year reign of the Tokugawa shoguns,
was a fear still fresh in the memory of the wartime Japanese. In Rome, “the
blood of the martyrs was the seed of the church.” In Tokugawa Japan, the
blood of the martyrs was the complete extermination of the church. The ten
Roman persecutions were neither empire wide, nor thoroughly carried out at
length. The Tokugawas could have taught the Roman government how to do
the job of eradicating Christians. Will currently renascent nationalism lead
again to the same debacle in Japan? The situation is so different and the
church in Japan so determined and alert that it seems unlikely that that sad
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history will be repeated. Nevertheless I believe that non-Christians and
inquirers are still haunted by the ghost of Tokugawa Ieyasu.
The overall picture is that of a confusing mishmash of competing and
overlapping gods, demons, rites in the home, rites by the state, mysteries,
and magic. Some years ago there was a best-seller in Japan titled Rush Hour
of the Gods, which tried to sort out the plethora of new religions. As in
ancient religion, few of the gods or religions of Japan make exclusive
claims. “Greco-Roman paganism was nonexclusive. Worship, even the
giving of one’s own exclusive devotion to a deity, did not preclude the
acknowledgment of other deities. The exclusive demands made by Jews and
Christians for their God were part of the scandal of these faiths to pagans.”38
As then so now, the only heresy was intolerance.
Speaking of Jews, it may be well to point out that the Jewish diaspora
was a factor in the first century religious milieu that has been lacking in
Japan and greatly helped the launching of the first century church. Strabo
could say that “it is not easy find a place in the inhabited world which this
tribe has not penetrated and which has not been occupied by it.” 39 Two
thirds of the Jews in the first century lived outside Palestine and its
population had increased by then to 7 percent of the Roman Empire. 40
Though Jews were often envied and hated, many gentiles were attracted to
Judaism because of its lofty revelations, monotheism, high moral standards,
and cohesive community life. A considerable number became full proselytes
and many more “god-fearers,” or adherents.
The benefit from the Jewish diaspora for early Christian evangelism is
probably underestimated. The Jewish diaspora laid the rails for the Christian
mission train. Paul was not so much a church planter as a synagogue
splitter. In every town he went to the synagogue first, and if there was no
synagogue, as in Philippi, he went to the Jewish prayer meeting.
How First Century Believers Related to their World
A Clue from the New Testament: Strangers and Pilgrims in the World
The word “society” does not occur in the New Testament, but there is a
word that is a rough equivalent: kosmos, or “world.” The relationship of the
believer and the church to the world was loaded with ambiguity and tension.
On the one hand the world is one of the Christians’ chief enemies and
sources of temptation. Christ came “to deliver us from this present evil
world” (Gal 1:4). Paul declares himself cut off from the world: “The world
has been crucified unto me, and I unto the world” (Gal 6:14). We are to
keep ourselves from the contamination of the world (James 1:27), because
38
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“friendship with the world is enmity with God” (James 4:4) and “If any man
love the world the love of the Father is not in him” declares John in his
black/white, either/or fashion (1 John 2:15).
And yet the same apostle John in his gospel, though he acknowledges the
hatred of the world toward the believer (John 15:18; 17:14), also states that
God loved the world so much that He gave His only Son to save it (John
3:16). Therefore the church is the light of the world (Matt 5:14) and the
gospel must be preached in all the world (Matt 24:14). Thus the Christian is
left in the world but he is not of the world (John 17:16). Perhaps this is the
central tension of the Christian life and the central tension of the church of
any given country such as Japan: How can Japanese believers live in Japan
as Japanese citizens, as children of Japanese culture, without compromising
what it means to be truly Christian? For there is not one monolithic “world”
but a hundred thousand “worlds” (read cultures or societies), ancient and
modern, civilized and savage, high tech and low tech, each a powerful and
unrelenting tyrant over its denizens. How can the church, how can the
Christian, “overcome” his/her particular world?
I would like to suggest, taking a strong hint from Sherwood Lingenfelter,
formerly professor of intercultural studies at Biola University and now with
the School of World Missions at Fuller Seminary, that the most helpful NT
concept to help us solve this dilemma is that of the “pilgrim” life-style
found in 1 Peter 2:11: “Beloved, I beseech you as strangers and pilgrims,
abstain from fleshly lusts which war against the soul.”41 Not “as if you were
strangers and pilgrims” but because you are “strangers and pilgrims.” “The
pilgrim principle” says Lingenfelter, “provides a necessary counterbalance”
to the “indigenizing principle” which tends to suck Christians into the
whirlpool of total conformity to their own cultural surroundings. The
pilgrim Christian ”retains a commitment to bear witness to the world
without becoming part of the world.” 42 The pilgrim has been “redeemed
from the vain manner of life handed down” from his forefathers” (1 Pet
1:18). For the pilgrim, the society in which he sojourns is not morally
neutral; though it probably has many good and praiseworthy elements, it is
loaded, like a Las Vegas slot machine, in the direction of evil; most players
lose.
In exploring the theme of “pilgrim” suggested by Walls and Lingenfelter,
I am encouraged in this direction by the use of cognate words in the
patriarchal narratives (mostly Genesis). Abraham and his sons were
41
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reminded again and again that they were “strangers” in the land, a land not
one square foot of which was theirs (Gen 17:8; 28:4; Exod 6:4), though
promised to them in the most solemn of covenants. When Abraham had to
bury his wife, he had to beg a Canaanite to sell him a burial plot because “I
am a stranger and a sojourner with you” (Gen 23:4). Of these the book of
Hebrews eloquently states: “These all died in faith, not having received the
promises, but having seen them afar off, and were persuaded of them, and
embraced them, and confessed that they were strangers and pilgrims on
the earth” (Heb 11:13).
Again in Egypt the Israelites were strangers “in a land that was not
theirs” (Gen 15:13; Acts 13:17). Moses named his son “Gaijin” (“Gershom”
= “sojourner”) “for I have been a stranger in a strange land” (Exod 6:4).
David, at the end of his tumultuous life, confessed in a wonderful prayer:
“We are strangers before thee, and sojourners, as were all our fathers: our
days on earth are but a shadow, and there is none abiding” (1 Chron 29:15;
see also Psa 119:19 and 54).
As I meditate on this theme, I wonder if this is this is not the missing
piece in the puzzle of Japan. Here is a people, who perhaps more than most
peoples of the world, are wedded and welded to their land and their identity
as Japanese. They never tire of the theme that Japan and the Japanese are
special, different, unique from all the nations of the earth. Does any other
nation on earth so often repeat a phrase equivalent to “Wareware Nihonjin”?
The most powerful adversary we face in Japan is not Buddhism, or
Shinto, or any of the “new religions” but the religion which swallows and
incorporates all of these to serve its own purposes: Nihonkyo. This word
was coined in the early 70’s by Shichihei Yamamoto.43 It encapsulates his
main thesis that the real religion of Japan is not Buddhism or Shinto. The
real faith of Japan is faith in Japan and the Japanese = Nihonkyo. Any
religions which occur in Japan such as Shinto, Buddhism, and Christianity
are only branches or particular expressions of Nihonkyo. “Humanity, not a
deity, sits at the center of Nihonism. “Man made man’s world.” “The world
of man may be hard to live in, but there is no other land to flee to. And if
such a world did exist, it would be inhuman, therefore more difficult to live
in than the land of man. If this inescapable world of man becomes difficult,
make the best of it. Live out the brief span of life as comfortable as
possible.”44
What we can we do to penetrate such a curtain of fog? I do not pretend to
know the solution, but lately have more emphasized two truths in my
preaching. The first is to say, in the midst of a sermon to my Japanese
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audience, “The day will come when you will lose your Japanese citizenship.
That is the day you die.” To Christians we must say, “You are a Christian
first and a Japanese second. You are a stranger and a pilgrim in this land and
your real home and citizenship is in heaven.”
The second thing we need to do is to start where the Bible starts. “In the
beginning God . . . “ We cannot preach the cross without a foundation in
creation and the God of creation. For where there is no God, there is no sin,
and where there is no sin there is no judgment, and without judgment there
is no need for salvation, except on the earthly this-life plane, and where
there is no need for salvation, there is no need for the cross.
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A Response toW. Robert Shade,“The Social World of
the New Testament”
By
1
Russell Sawatsky
I would like to express my appreciation to Dr. Shade for his fine
presentation on the social world in which the early Christians found
themselves, and for his efforts in applying these insights to the life of the
church in Japan. When I first approached him about his willingness to tackle
the subject, Dr. Shade made the following observation: “…the challenges
the first Christians faced were either a) similar to; b) different from; or c)
both a and b; compared to what we face today. Much scholarship is chiefly
concerned with is a) different from b) or are they the same? This causes
endless arguments and provides scholars with a good living.” I won’t
comment on whether or not he makes a good living, but I think we are all
glad that Dr. Shade sided with the scholarly opinion that there are helpful
hints in the early church for Christians in Japan, and throughout the world,
today.
In his concluding section, Dr. Shade asks this key question: “How can
Japanese believers live in Japan as Japanese citizens, as children of
Japanese culture, without compromising what it means to be truly
Christian?” It is through his study that we hope to find hints that will help
our fellow believers in this country answer this question. To a large extent,
Dr. Shade has already accomplished that part of the job with his comments
of comparison and contrast on Japanese society.
As I read through Dr. Shade’s paper, I was struck by the apparent
parallels between ancient Rome and the world we live in today. We in the
industrialized world live in remarkably mobile societies, and the
extraordinary level of trade in both the ancient and modern eras is another
point in common. Especially obvious to those of us who teach English, the
lingua franca of Greek and Latin in ancient times have most clearly been
replaced by the English language in our day. And that too, because of the
economic and cultural dominance of the United States, the Pax Americana,
corresponding to the ancient Pax Romana, at least in the eyes of this
barbarian from the north (Canada, that is).
In the concluding paragraph of the opening section, I see a helpful
parallel that offers hope to the Christian in our day. Dr. Shade notes that the
Roman cosmopolis was characterized by “a mixing and diffusing of
cultures,” “a plurality of ideologies and religions,” calling it a “maelstrom of
1 Russell Sawatsky, a missionary for 10 years with the General Conference Mennonite
Mission, has been involved in pastoral and outreach ministries with the Kobe Mennonite
Church. He holds the MDiv degree from Associated Mennonite Biblical Seminary.
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cultural cross-currents.” Who would argue that this is not also an accurate
description of the urban world in which we live today? Yet, as Dr Shade
notes, it is also very different, and more difficult, today. Improved means of
communication and transportation have combined with increased isolation.
Word got around easily in ancient society, thanks to meeting places that
were a part of that society, but apparently that is not so today. Or, if it does
get around, there are so many words, that our word seldom gains a hearing.
How do we “get the word around” today? Are there natural means by which
to communicate the gospel in Japan that correspond to Paul’s approach in
the ancient Roman empire?
As I read through this paper, I kept on seesawing back and forth between
similarities and differences. A similarity: entertainment. In earlier
generations, movies and many other forms of entertainment were regarded
as largely sinful. Today, we seem to have largely moved beyond that
attitude. Yet, entertainment, a powerful element today, as it was in ancient
society, cannot be accepted uncritically. Indeed, the adulation of sports
heroes sometimes approaches idolatry. They don’t call entertainment and
sports stars “idols” for nothing.
On the other hand, note the differences in the social composition of the
churches. Dr. Shade notes that ancient Roman urban society was strongly
segmented into residential quarters divided according to ethnicity or trade,
and he later notes the hierarchy of Roman society. He notes further that the
ancient church was composed of a fair cross-section of that segmented and
stratified society. By contrast, the average Japanese church member is an
urban, college-educated woman. Other sectors of Japanese society are
notable by their absence. In a later presentation we will hear how
connections are being made to businessmen, but the question is raised, to
what other sectors of society should Christian witness be turned? Who is
missing from the body of Christ?
Another question I wish to raise is quite practical. In the conference of
Mennonite churches in which I work, we are currently struggling over what
to do with respect to a piece of property. The property, still owned by our
mission agency, was used by a local congregation for over 20 years. That
church ultimately declined and closed last year without ever gaining the
wherewithal to purchase the property from the mission. Should we have
even purchased land in the first place? In light of the early church’s use of
homes, are churches even well-served by having land and a building
dedicated exclusively for church purposes? In light of the prohibitively high
cost of purchasing such real estate, is it not more of a burden than a benefit
to have such property? If anybody is acquainted with the planting of house
churches, not just as a half-way step toward becoming a “real church,” but
as a genuine expression of Christian life, I would be pleased to hear that as
part of the discussion.
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In this same paragraph about house churches there is discussion about
the extent to which elite families, with their spacious homes, allowed their
residences to be utilized as church meeting places. Do we find such elite
people in our churches, and if so, how are they given an opportunity to
engage in the church’s ministry? Dr. Shade suggests, about mid-way
through his paper, that in-the-house hospitality does not often take place in
Japan, and that Christians in Japan are not that different in this regard.
Would any among us care to confirm, or challenge, this observation? And if
it is confirmed, is there anything we can do to encourage more hospitality?
In his extended section on “The Social Groups of the NT World,” Dr.
Shade notes that in Japan “Christianity is still perceived as alien and even
dangerous,” and credits this perception at least partly to the legacy of a
quarter of a millennium of official persecution. I do not disagree with that
observation, but this comment reminds me of the conversation Lucy had
with Mr. Beaver in C. S. Lewis’ The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe.
Lucy in reference to Aslan the Lion, asks, “Then he isn’t safe?” Mr. Beaver
responds, “Safe? Don’t you hear what Mrs. Beaver tells you? Who said
anything about safe? ’Course, he isn’t safe! But he’s good. He’s the King, I
tell you.” It does not bother me that Christianity should be perceived as
alien and dangerous. It would bother me if it did not arouse that response.
The gospel has the power to turn the world upside-down. Embodying such a
message in the community of faith quite properly results in such a response.
Through the Gospel we confront people with the awesomeness of God. But
part of that awe is a knowledge of God’s love, of God’s goodness. It is a
knowledge that leads the recipient to another allegiance, to another
citizenship, to life as a stranger and a pilgrim. And in that circumstance, we
find the constant tension of Christian life: in the world but not of it.
Thank you Dr. Shade for bringing out these insights for us today.
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Jim Leffel
Paul Clark invited me to this seminar to speak to you on postmodernism
and ministry in a postmodern cultural context. I have done a great deal of
work in this area, as it is the spirit of the age in America. Understanding
postmodernism is necessary for effective ministry especially among
America’s youth. However, in coming here to speak, I have faced a certain
amount of tension. Postmodernism as a current in intellectual and cultural
history presumes a relationship to modernism—a distinctly western
intellectual tradition. It has been difficult to think about working through
these issues together with you in a context in which the west has had
influence technologically and economically, but not ideologically. I have
had to ask myself, Is this relevant? Robert Lee remarked at the Hayama
1995 conference that, there is no postmodernism in Japan because Japan
was never modern in the western sense. The Japanese did not accept the
enlightenment understanding of civilization. So, I have wondered, What
does Columbus, Ohio have to do with Tokyo?
On the other hand, we are moving into an increasingly global culture, in
which such fundamental currents in the west will ultimately bear on eastern
thinking, as many economically generated values already have. Further, the
core ideas that define postmodernism are really not new or especially
western. They are astonishingly relevant to the general historical concepts
of personhood and truth commonly found in Asian cultures. I will leave it
largely to the participants of this conference to make the connections.
I have divided my presentations into three areas of concern. In the first
talk, I will provide the broad outlines of postmodern thought and how
postmodernism relates to the question of religious pluralism. In the second
talk, I will raise some critical objections to postmodern theory and provide
some basis for the relevance of the gospel in a postmodern-influenced
culture. In the third and final talk, I will share some practical ways we have
learned to make vital inroads into culture formed in the postmodern mold.
The Spirit of the Age
We live in strange times. Until recently, Christianity was under fire at
most American universities because it was thought to be unscientific—and
consequently, untrue. Today, Christianity is widely rejected, not because it
1
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was critically examined and found wanting, but merely because it claims to
be true! An alarming number of academics regard any objective and
universal truth claim to be intolerant and uninformed. What accounts for
this bizarre and growing consensus? It is called postmodernism. For these
enormously influential thinkers, truth is essentially political and created by
belief communities, not discovered by reason, observation or revelation. As
Lynne Cheney’s report to Congress as chair of the National Endowment for
the Humanities makes clear, the academic community is experiencing a
major ideological shift toward postmodernism.2
Like all intellectual movements, postmodernism deeply effects the
broader culture.3 In this talk, we will consider how popular religious views
mirror the academic scene, then offer a strategy for reaching postmodern
thinking.
The spirit of the age is distinctly postmodern. A few years ago, Dear
Abby provided advice on how to handle religious disagreements. In it, Abby
entertains the following criticism of a previously published column:
Your answer to the woman who complained that her relatives were
always arguing with her about religion was ridiculous. You advised
her to simply declare the subject off-limits. Are you suggesting that
people talk about only trivial, meaningless subjects so as to avoid a
potential controversy? It is arrogant to tell people there are subjects
they may not mention in your presence. You could have suggested
she learn enough about her relative’s cult to show them the errors
contained in its teaching.
She replies, “In my view, the height of arrogance is to attempt to show
people the errors in the religion of their choice.”4
Abby’s response effectively captures most people’s thinking about
religious tolerance and faith commitments. We will show that two principles
implicit in her comment illustrate how thoroughly postmodern hegemony in
academics fuels cultural attitudes. First, entering into religious controversy
is, in her words, arrogant. Second, Abby suggests that personal choice
alone legitimates spiritual commitments. Understanding these new broadly
held convictions and their philosophical underpinnings is essential both for

2
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reaching non-Christians in our culture and for the ongoing vitality of the
church.5
Why Debating Religious Truth is Arrogant
Today, it is considered arrogant to suggest that someone’s religious
beliefs might be wrong. By arrogant, most people mean intolerant -- a term
that has come to have a whole new meaning in recent years. Intolerance
used to refer to bigotry or prejudice. That is, judging someone or excluding
them because of who they are. In this sense, intolerance is offensive. But
now, intolerance means that simple disagreement over beliefs is wrong.
The recent movie At Play in the Fields of the Lord illustrates this point.
In a conversation between an Amazonian Indian and a Christian missionary,
the Indian says, If the Lord made Indians the way they are, who are you
people to make them different? This is one of the defining sentiments of
our day. Attempting to convert someone is unacceptable because it implies
standing in judgment over their truth.
At the heart of the issue is whether or not there is any objective truth.
Objective truth means that what is true is true independent of individual or
cultural belief—that it’s true for everyone regardless of whether or not they
acknowledge it. Objectivity assumes that there is one reality, even though
we may experience it differently or have different beliefs about it. Because
reality is common to all, there is a common base to discuss matters of truth.
Through reason and observation, we can discover, though in limited
measure, what is objectively true.
The Bible’s emphasis on historical revelation (1 Corinthians 15:13-15),
doctrinal propositions (Romans 10:9), and natural revelation (Romans 1)
presumes the objectivity of truth. This places Christians in prima facie
opposition to postmodern thinking.
Postmodernism means the death of truth
We are witnessing a broad-based backlash against reason in our culture.
Cynicism about truth and reason is openly promoted in contemporary higher
education. 6 The argument is that every time somebody claims to be in
possession of the truth (especially religious truth), it ends up repressing
people. So it is more informed to make no truth claims at all. How has this
surprising outlook gained such wide acceptance in history’s most advanced
civilization? That requires us to understand how postmodernists conceive
the past three hundred years of western history.
5
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Postmodernism abandons modernism, the humanist philosophy of the
European Enlightenment. Enlightenment thinking is based on the authority
of French philosopher Rene Descartes autonomous man -- the one who
starts from his own thought (I think, therefore I am) and builds his world
view systematically from reason alone. Naively, postmodernists charge,
modernists assumed that the mind is a mirror of nature, meaning that our
perceptions of reality actually correspond to the way the world is. From this
presumption, modernists built a culture that exalts technological
achievement and mastery over nature. Expansion-minded capitalism and
liberal democracy, outgrowths of modernist autonomous individualism,
subjugated the earth to the Eurocentric, male dominated paradigm.
But modernism planted the seeds of its own undoing. As modernists
conquered the globe in the name of progress, oppressed and marginalized
people have responded. Progress toward what? they cry. Postmodernists say
that the idols of humanistic rationalism and technological proliferation have
brought the modern age to the brink of disaster. The myth of modern
progress ends up in a nightmare of violence, both for the people it
marginalizes and for the earth. That’s why today there is such interest in
primal cultures and for a world view that promotes the unity of humanity
with nature, rather than man standing over nature.
The postmodern critique of humanism, progress and the efficacy of
autonomous reason is warranted. Grandiose claims of Enlightenment
rationalists, who believed that human reason was sufficient to arrive at
ultimate truths independent of divine revelation, were unfounded. Blind
optimism that technological advancement and essential human goodness
will solve all social problems is equally naive. Atheistic existentialist
writers such as Nietzsche and Sartre prepared the way for contemporary
postmodernism. They knew that the modernist rejection of the transcendent
is a costly proposition, because it entails the end of all standards of
objective morality, human value and truth. 7 Viewed in this way,
postmodernism is the logical extension of modernist thought by declaring
the dead end of autonomous human reason.
While Christians should welcome much of postmodernism’s critique of
modernism, the basis of their critique rests on equally dubious assumptions
and leads to disastrous conclusions, as we will show. The rhetorical power
of postmodern terms like tolerance, openness, and inclusion effectively
disguise a more obvious objective -- the end of all objective truth claims.
Postmodern openness to spirituality may seem like a positive step away
from modernist naturalism. But the reality is that postmodern spirituality is

7
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inherently anti-Christian, because it considers the Christian message (like
all worldviews) true only for those who accept it as such.8
Denial of the Self
Rather than seeing humanity as an ocean of individual rational selves, as
modernists held, postmodernists think of humans as an extension of culture
and deny the individual self all together. Postmodern psychologist and
social critic Kenneth Gergen notes,
With the spread of postmodern consciousness, we see the demise of
personal definition, reason, authority. . . All intrinsic properties of the
human being, along with moral worth and personal commitment, are
lost from view. . .9
The self stands under erasure for postmodernists, meaning that all
transcendent categories, including essential human personhood and human
value are lost. This raises not only important questions about human rights,
but directly relates to the question of objective truth and reason. Postmodern
anthropology is based on the idea that humans are social constructs, or
socially determined beings. Peter Berger's work in the sociology of
knowledge well expresses postmodern constructivism and its
epistemological implications:
A thought of any kind is grounded in society . . .The individual, then,
derives his worldview socially in very much the same way that he
derives his roles and his identity. In other words, his emotions and his
self-interpretation like his actions are predefined for him by society,
and so is his cognitive approach to the universe that surrounds him.10
Rather than conceiving the mind as a mirror of nature, postmodernists
argue that we perceive reality through the lens of culture and language.11
This leads postmodernists to reject the possibility of discovering objective
truth since each culture approaches reality differently, depending on its
particular needs and historical conditions. To claim knowledge of objective
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truth presumes the possibility of transcending the social construction of
knowledge, which is, on postmodern assumptions, impossible.
The Nature of Language and Implications for Truth
Let’s take a closer look at the nature of language from the postmodern
perspective. From this vantage point we will be better able to understand the
critique of rational objectivity and its implications for Christian witness in a
pluralistic culture. The point postmodern theorists make is that when we
think, we use words. Our thought process is guided, indeed determined, by
the rules that guide the language itself. Reason is thus bound to the rules of
syntax and semantics, the logic of the language.
All words are defined internally, by reference to other words. When
we think about what a word means, how it’s defined, we turn to a
dictionary. Dictionaries present a set of other words to define a word. So if
we want to know what these word mean, we look them up in the dictionary
too. Soon we find ourselves in an endless hermeneutical circle in which all
truth is defined internally within the language system itself.
There is no ultimate transcendental signifier, or concept that can be
defined outside the system of language. Now there is no way to think or
conceptualize outside of the language system in which we operate. There is
finally no ability for us to distinguish between what we call the map
(language) and the territory (reality to which language is supposed to refer).
Because we recognize then the circular meaning of language and therefore
the inherent ambiguity existing in all texts, we find that there is ultimately a
free-floating association of meanings and that there is no ultimate, final
meaning to any text at all. All texts are subject to the verdict of rational
incoherence, laid bare by the techniques of deconstruction which show the
contradictions inherent in all language and therefore in all knowledge
claims.
In the place of objective truth and what postmodernists call
metanarratives (comprehensive world views), we find local narratives, or
stories about reality that work for particular communities--but have no
validity beyond that community. Indeed, postmodernists reject the whole
language of truth and reality in favor of literary terms like narrative and
12
story. It’s all about interpretation, not about what’s real or true.13
Postmodernists hold that the pretense of objective truth always does
violence by excluding other voices (regarding other worldviews to be
12
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invalid), and marginalizing the vulnerable by scripting them out of the story.
Truth claims, we are told, are merely tools to legitimate power. Michel
Foucault writes, “We cannot exercise power except through the production
of truth.”14 For postmodernists, truth claims reduce to mere propaganda, the
pernicious will to power. That’s why in postmodern culture, the person to be
feared is the one who believes that we can actually discover ultimate truth.
The dogmatist, the totalizer, the absolutist is both naive and dangerous.
Consequently, rather than dominating others with our version of reality,
we should accept all beliefs as equally valid. Openness without the restraint
of reason and tolerance without moral appraisal are the new postmodern
mandates.
Personal beliefs define truth
In postmodern culture, its not possible to separate what a person believes
from who they are since the act of believing makes it true (for the person
who believes). So rejecting the content of faith means rejecting the person
holding it, because truth now means personal preference and personal
empowerment. It’s no more appropriate to question the validity of a person’s
belief than to critique their choice from the dinner menu. Simply believing
is justification enough. Striving together to discover truth through
discussion is out, because no real difference exists between what a person
chooses to believe and what’s “true for them.” Consider current opinion
about world religions. Few people understand much about them. Yet
conventional wisdom is that they all teach pretty much the same thing. The
real concern is finding spirituality that “fits.” George Barna’s research
shows that,
About four out of every ten adults strongly concurred that when
Christians, Jews, Buddhists, and others pray to their god, all of those
individuals are actually praying to the same god, but simply use
different names for that deity. Only one out of every six adults
strongly disagreed with this view.15
America is a religious smorgasbord. The only question seems to be,
What are you hungry for? And taste is more important than substance.
That’s why people are largely unmoved when it is pointed out that their
beliefs are often hopelessly contradictory or that they live inconsistently
with them.
For most people, the postmodern outlook we’ve described is more
absorbed than thought out. An impressive majority of Americans believe
14
15
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that truth is relative.16 But few know why they think that way. Still fewer
have any clue about how their beliefs practically relate to their own lives. In
general, people are more ideologically confused than deeply committed to
their convictions. So while we hear the rhetoric of openness to everything
and tolerance for everyone, it’s rare to find someone who really understands
what this means. It’s just the socially appropriate attitude to have.
Postmodern ideologues have successfully transformed ideology into popular
zeitgeist.
Ironically, in an age of anti-dogmatism, this radical subjectivity leads to
the dangerously arrogant inference that no one can ever be wrong about
what they believe. If we are free from the constraints of rationality, nothing
separates truth from self-delusion. Gergen's words are both candid and
chilling:
. . . evaluation can only take place from within a perspective. To favor
one of these perspectives because it is objectively true presupposes that I
have a perspective in which objectively true is an intelligible criterion of
evaluation. If in my view objective truth is a misleading term, I can
scarcely condemn a theory because it is objectively false.17
The age of anti-dogmatism ends up being the age of anti-intellectualism.
Truth has been replaced, especially among many academics, for politically
empowering 18 narrative. This kind of thinking is the foundation of
revisionist history, 19 feminist critical method, 20 and many of the current
formulations of multiculturalism.21
Christians need to be respectful of what others believe and of the
traditions and experiences that form those beliefs. But the postmodern
demand to uncritically accept all beliefs as true (at least for the person who
believes them) is fanatical. Beliefs formed in the postmodern climate of
openness and tolerance create a firewall against genuine and substantive
dialogue about spiritual and moral truth. For example, Political Correctness
16
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advocates such as Stanley Fish have argued that since all speech is a
political power play, ideas must be monitored and managed, not rationally
and constructively engaged.22 This has given rise to the accusation, even
among liberal academics like Harvard’s Alan Dershowitz, that a new
McCarthyism pervades intellectual life today.23
History offers sobering testimony to the high price such anti-rational
dogmatism exacts. Indeed, a daunting historical and philosophical link
exists between postmodern constructivism and fascism. Both reject
objective truth; both assert that there is no essential human nature or
inherent human rights; both celebrate the substitution of power for truth.
Furthermore, major contributors to the development of postmodern
ideology, such as Martin Heidegger and Paul De Mann were deeply
committed fascists.24
Ironically, postmodern subjectivism also inhibits a deep commitment to
one’s own beliefs. Since faith is rooted in the practical matters of personal
taste and experience, the tendency is to adopt and abandon beliefs according
to the demands of the moment. Remember, truth is a human creation, not
something we discover independently of ourselves. So if a truth no longer
satisfies, just move on to something new. How tragic it is when we are told
by friends and neighbors that, I tried Christianity for a while, but it just
didn’t work for me.
Case study: John Hick’s postmodern pluralistic hypothesis
Oddly enough, some of the most ardent defenders of religious pluralism
and virulent critics of Christian exclusivism are theologians and
philosophers who profess faith in Christ. Distinguished philosopher of
religion John Hick concludes,
I believe that anyone who is either born or born again into the
conservative-evangelical thought world, and who has a questioning
mind, will find that he has to face challenges to the belief system within
which his Christian faith was first made available to him, and that he will
almost certainly be led by rational or moral considerations to modify or
discard many of its elements.25
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So what are the rational and moral considerations for giving up
exclusivism? Reflecting on the diversity of the world’s religions, Hick says,
[I]n the light of our accumulated knowledge of the other great world
faiths [Christian exclusivism] has become unacceptable to all except a
minority of dogmatic diehards. For it conflicts with our concept of God,
which we have received from Jesus, as the loving heavenly Father of all
mankind; could such a Being have restricted the possibility of salvation
to those who happen to have been born in certain countries in certain
periods of history?26
Hick rightly points out that religious intolerance is usually born out of
ignorance. Once we become aware of the rich traditions that form the
world’s religions, it is much more complicated to maintain the exclusivist
view. But for Hick, Christian exclusivism is untenable because it violates
the moral character of God. He wonders how an all loving God could
condemn the vast majority to eternal hell simply because they happen to
have been born in the wrong place or at the wrong time. And isn’t it
arrogant to think that sincere and well-intentioned people will be damned
just because they happen to have encountered and accepted a different
religion? Hick thinks that only the salvation of all humanity through
various religious traditions is morally acceptable and rationally compelling.
This facet of pluralism is called universalism.
Unfortunately, Hick and other pluralists don’t accurately represent
Christian exclusivism. The Bible doesn’t teach that God’s judgment is based
on where or when a person is born. Also, religious sincerity is certainly no
measure of truth. Yet Hick raises a troubling point. I really can’t think of
anything that bothers me more than the doctrine of judgment. I don’t like
thinking about the possibility that people I love and respect might be
eternally separated from God. I’m troubled by Jesus’ observation that
narrow is the path that leads to salvation. Christians will make few inroads
into our pluralistic culture without providing a sensitive and coherent
response to this rhetorically powerful and emotionally charged objection. To
that end, I encourage you to read the excellent texts on this subject listed in
the footnotes.27
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For the purposes of this discussion, I’d like to make a couple of
observations about Hick’s alternative to Christian exclusivism. Does
pluralistic universalism avoid the moral and rational problems Hick and
others see in Christian exclusivism?
Hick supposes that if God is truly loving, he will be revealed in all the
great religious traditions of the world. But let’s note that accepting religious
pluralism does not entail universalism. On the contrary, all of the
monotheistic religions Hick believes to be valid teach divine judgment. And
the eastern religions--Hinduism and Buddhism in particular--certainly don’t
teach universal salvation or moksha (release from the cycle of life). So
simply asserting that all religions are legitimate paths to God, as pluralists
do, doesn’t result in universal salvation. Indeed, it seems that if
universalism is true, then it really doesn’t matter what a person believes or
what they do with their life. Universalism actually has nothing to do with
the pluralistic view of religion. Consequently, pluralism does not overcome
Hicks moral objection to Christian exclusivism.
More importantly, universalism trivializes the meaning of divine love.
This is so because if there is no ultimate accountability for our lives, no
judgment, then the choices we make in life are of no final consequence.
Without judgment, there is no way to distinguish between heaven and hell.
After all, how would you characterize eternity with an unrepentant Hitler?
In what sense could this be heaven? Further, how would six million Jews
think about the love of God if it didn’t make any ultimate difference to him
what Hitler and the Nazis did? Universalism does not uniquely allow for
the love of God as pluralists suppose. It makes God indifferent to cruelty
and trivializes the significance of human freedom by dislodging choices
from their consequences. Any meaningful definition of God’s love must
also affirm his justice. Once we grasp the necessity of justice in divine love,
the uniqueness of the Christian message strikes a powerful chord. By God’s
grace, he has poured out his judgment on Christ so that we who deserve
judgment may receive eternal life.
The moral objection to Christian exclusivism based on God’s judgment
is simply not compelling. But what about the religious pluralist’s claim that
it’s arrogant and naive to say that Christianity alone is true? Is pluralism a
more reasonable position as Hick purports?
Hick follows several lines of argument in support of religious pluralism.
Here we consider the two that most influence popular pluralistic views.
First, Hick says that the universe is religiously neutral. By this he means
that none of the arguments for any particular worldview are uniquely
compelling. Even trying to say which arguments are the most plausible is
out, since knowledge of the universe is so limited. A range of alternatives
that include atheism and all the great world religions must be kept open.
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It seems, then, that the universe maintains its inscrutable ambiguity. In
some aspects it invites whilst in other it repels a religious response. It
permits both a religious and a naturalistic faith, but haunted in each case by
a contrary possibility that can never be exorcised. Any realistic analysis of
religious belief and experience, and any realistic defense of the rationality
of religious conviction, must therefore start from this situation of systematic
ambiguity.28
To the extent that it is possible to be objective, the universe fails to come
to the aid of any particular worldview. That’s what Hick means by
systematic ambiguity.
On the one hand, Hick’s position makes good sense. When theology is
naively wed to prevailing scientific theories, it can lead to the corruption of
both religion and science. This is the lesson of the medieval marriage of
Ptolemaic astronomy and Catholic doctrine. Theology suppressed the
growth of scientific inquiry, and the Copernican revolution created the
unnecessary conflict between science and religion.
On the other hand, to say that the data of science and history is of no
value in discerning religious truth goes too far. That the universe is finite,
for example, is a well-established fact. This is consistent with the Bible, but
inconsistent with eastern religious teaching and suggests that the world is
not, in Hick’s words, religiously neutral. The data of science lends
plausibility to some religious doctrines, while falsifying others. Similarly,
were factual statements made in the Bible shown to be historically false, this
would count as positive evidence against Christianity. Clearly, science and
history have implications for religious truth claims. Religious propositions
are subject to falsification just as any other truth claim.
Second, pluralists think of religious truth as human experience within a
cultural paradigm. Hick isn’t interested in the data of science or history,
since they maintain their inscrutable ambiguity on matters of ultimate
reality. He adopts an essentially constructivist view of truth. Following the
philosopher Immanuel Kant, Hick says that we must distinguish between
reality as it is (noumena) and reality as we perceive it (phenomena). The
idea is that we dot have direct access to reality as it is in itself. We think
through interpretative filters that shape our perceptions of reality. For
example, we see colors and hear sounds because that’s the way our
perceptual organs are set up to interpret light and sound waves. We have no
way of knowing what, if any, color the world actually is since we can’t
escape perceiving the world the way we do. Reality as it is in itself is
beyond our grasp. We can be sure of our ideas of reality, but not of their
correspondence to the world as it actually is. Philosophers have called this
the egocentric dilemma.
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Hick applies this noumena/phenomena distinction to religion. Since
human perception, governed by cultural conditioning, shapes our religious
beliefs, Hick concludes that God, or the Real in itself, is beyond all human
concepts.29 Some religions conceive God as personal, others as impersonal.
Some view God as transcendent, others as imminent. But once we recognize
the basic distinction between reality as perceived and reality in itself, all of
these differences based on perception lose their significance. Hick states,
The distinction between the Real as it is in itself and as it is thought and
experienced through our human religious concepts entails. . .that we
cannot apply to the Real in itself the characteristics encountered in its
[religious representations]. Thus it cannot be said to be one or many,
person or thing, conscious or unconscious, purposive or non-purposive,
substance or process, good or evil, loving or hating. None of the
descriptive terms that apply within the realm of human experience can
apply literally to the unexperiencable reality that underlies that realm.30
On this view, no religion truly reflects the Real in itself. That’s what is
thought to follow from the noumena/phenomena distinction. Yet, Hick
makes it clear that the major world religions are valid within their cultural
context.
[Yahweh] is, according to my hypothesis, the divine persona in relation
to the Jewish people. And as such he represents a genuine, authentic,
valid human perception of the Eternal One from within a particular
human culture and strand of history. But he is a different divine persona
from, say, Shiva or from Krishna, who are divine personae in relation
respectively to the Shaivite and the Vaishnavite communities of India.31
Notice the dilemma in Hicks proposal. He wants to say that all major
religions are genuine, authentic, valid human perceptions, and at the same
time, [the Real] cannot be said to be one or many, conscious or unconscious,
purposive or non-purposive, substance or process, good or evil, loving or
hating. In other words, it’s valid for Christians to believe that God is good,
purposive and conscious, yet those beliefs aren’t actually true about God as
29
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he actually exists. Our experience of God is somehow valid even though it
doesn’t correspond to the way God is.
This creates a strange tension within the pluralist’s position. Either the
major world religions are authentic, valid manifestations of the Real, or they
are not. If they are valid, then the Real must be both personal and
impersonal, purposive and non-purposive and so on. But this impossible, for
it can not be the case that the Real possesses a contradictory nature. It
violates the law of identity. In affirming two mutually exclusive things
about God, the pluralistic view ends up being rationally incoherent. God
could be personal or impersonal, but not both personal and impersonal. But
if God is either personal or impersonal, then the pluralistic hypothesis fails
because various religions disagree on this very important point.
In reality, Hick is not committed to the pluralistic hypothesis that each
religion is true in its own way. He is actually advocating agnosticism--the
idea that no one can know God or say anything true about him (her or it).
Indeed, Hick seems to be disguising a rather well-trod agnosticism in the
inviting rhetoric of religious pluralism.
Coming to terms with pluralistic tolerance
What does this analysis of pluralism mean for the Christian witness to
secular culture? Here are a few principles to apply.
First, most people’s thoughts about the world’s religions are shaped
more by their cultural and political legacy than the propositional or doctrinal
content. With this in mind, Christians should not try to defend the
indefensible. The only association many primal cultures have with
Christianity has been when it has been used as a tool of exploitation and
domination. For non-Christians on campus, it’s usually the main thing they
are taught about Christianity. Western imperialism and Christianity, they
learn, go hand in hand. We should lament and decry this legacy of injustice
just as loudly as anyone else. But just as emphatically, we should
demonstrate that the cynical use of religion to justify economic and political
ambition is anti-Christian. We need to distinguish between what the
Christian message is and how it has been abused. There are also important
examples of the biblical foundation for many important civil rights
movements such as the abolition of slavery and child labor.
Second, the rise of pluralism requires us to be more sensitive to the role
culture plays in personal identity and forming spiritual beliefs. Becoming a
Christian is not the same thing as living and thinking like the conservative
white middle class. Yet, that’s the image most non-Christians have in their
minds—which is why Christ is not a live option for many of them.
We must be minimize the intrusion of non-essential cultural baggage into
our Christian witness. That means looking for opportunities to meet people
in places where they are comfortable even if we aren’t. Subverting the
expectations non-Christians have of Christians is an increasingly important
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part of being effective ambassadors for Christ today. We must be willing to
move as far toward the culture as we need to, so long as it does not involve
compromising biblical morality or truth. In short, it means adopting
principles of cross-cultural missions in domestic evangelism.
Third, we must be aware of the fact that the vast majority of people have
been well indoctrinated into the pluralistic tolerance ethic. To give an
account of the hope that is within us as scripture commands, we should be
familiar with pluralistic arguments like the ones considered in this paper. By
carefully and sensitively stripping away the attractive veneer of postmodern
pluralism, exposing it for what it is, we can eliminate a key barrier to
communicating the gospel. One thing stands out in my mind more than
anything else as I reflect on the Christian witness in our day: we must be far
more sophisticated in our thinking and flexible in our methods than perhaps
ever before.
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A Response to Jim Leffel,“Understanding
Postmodernism”By
1

Paul P. Clark
One of our critiquers posted me—more communication today than not, is
usually by e-mail—that he didn’t see how he could participate as a critiquer
in this seminar, because he was in virtual agreement with our guest in his
proposed presentations. The critiquer was not allowed to decline as it was
pointed out he was to be a facilitator of our discussions, and agreement with
the speaker did not preclude that, that affirmations can be equally important.
Neither is this a critique of our guest presenter from Xenos Ministries
and director of the ministry’s Crossroads Project, Jim Leffel—the
collaborating author with Dennis McCallum, general editor of the book The
Death of Truth.
The Death of Truth, in explaining post-modernism, demonstrates the
“power of the idea” in controlling culture. Here we want to give a heuristic
apologetic for making post-modernism the topic of this Hayama Missionary
Seminar.
Everyone is an expert on Japan—until they “hit the wall” trying to
impact or reach Japanese with the Gospel themselves!! Any veteran
working in Japan has grown tired of these proposals and critiques from afar
after a visit, maybe two or more, or none at all. I will not name names (here)
but they continue to write and they continue to miss; we do listen, we are all
looking for clues and ways to break through. We are here because we love
the people, but we come in time to have a love-hate relationship with the
culture that has kept this great people in Satan’s bondage and a veil over the
Church for centuries and continues to do so.
Things have changed in Japan but nothing has changed—you can quote
me on that! We are not facing atheism or agnosticism in Japan, but an
ancient New Age-ism as old as Japanese religion itself. Post-modernism is a
HARD CORE description of what the Gospel has been facing in principle in
Japan, if not forever, certainly in these times!
How many times have you been asked, “Why isn't Japan responsive—
like Korea?” The answer is a five-point lecture. The Christians rose up
against the Japanese occupation and patriotism became married to
Christianity—as in other places we know about—for Japanese to become
Christian has been seen as denying one’s Japanese-ness, and Christianity
seen then as the very antithesis of patriotism here. That is just one of the
five points.
1
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Over the last five years, tons of books have been published and
thousands of articles written on post-modernism. Articles are appearing
regularly in Sunday School literature—I have a file of several articles. So
now, in regards to the above question, all I have to ask is, “Do you
understand post-modernism?” or “Do you understand why the West,
America, has become one of the most difficult fields for evangelism?”
Therein you have the clue you need to understand the situation in Japan, as
here it has ALWAYS been this way.
In these times the world is in great upheaval everywhere; to my mind this
is also the greatest time of reformation the Church has ever seen in history!
It is a time of greatest threat and greatest opportunity. How does Japan fit
into this picture? Atheism, agnosticism, and post-modernism must be first
understood in Western terms for there to be any discussion in relation to the
Japanese situation. THEN the skeletons of man gone wrong (Western
influence) can be recognized within the culture here; and further, though she
is not technically post-modern, the shoe fits in principle, particularly if
understood in a post-kamigami sense.
Stability in this culture has been maintained by religious custom-ritualtradition down through the generations without adhering to one particular
religion—the diverse religiosity best being called Japanese Religion.
Specific, objective revelation, knowledge or information about the gods
being unavailable and considered UNknowable, Japanese man is ultimately
nothing more than the self-centered man of 1 Corinthians 10:13.
What has changed in this land of “change, but no change”—if
anything?? First, a word about the state of the Church in Japan, then a
sketch of the veil that has held and IS holding the Church back in this
culture, and then the “what has changed.” Quoting the program information
for the 4th Japan Congress on Evangelism (Workshop #9, Training of
Dedicated Believers and Theological School Education), “The population of
pastors is aging quickly, and others are resigning from pastoral service in
mid-career. Meanwhile, the number of young people dedicated to full-time
service is decreasing. All of these were once considered to be unrelated to
evangelical churches, but they are now very real problems for us. If this
trend persists, within ten years there will be innumerable churches with no
pastor. This is not a problem limited to one denomination nor one
seminary.”
For lack of being evangelistic in the manner of the surrogate post-war
missionary leadership, the Church in Japan has failed to disciple leadership
for her future as well—it is a critical situation. The program statement
quoted above further reveals a circular stalemate in accessing the problem,
and the seminar is doomed to failure before it happens: “The situation will
be critical unless churches and seminaries work together. There are many
issues that need to be addressed. A few are how theological seminaries
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should again become places of training for dedicated people, their
curriculum, continuing education after graduation, etc.”
Why has the Church shown such a lack of evangelism, discipling and
subsequent growth in Japan? Let me outline one set of sociological insights
that reveals the cultural veil that has persisted over the Church in Japan as
one significant part of the picture. The Church always exists in culture and
cultural bondage is a given.
1. Japanese culture is pluralistic:
a. There is no absolute truth;
b. Truth claims are offensive to others;
c. No one tries to change another to his or her views;
d. The Gospel involves a set of truth claims so falls on deaf ears.
2. Cultural mores:
a. One only goes where invited;
b. Inviting obliges;
c. Uninvited so do not attend;
d. General public sees the Church as a closed group for Christians.
3. Group Dynamics:
a. Newcomers are not generally welcomed to already well-formed
groups;
b. If attend are left to themselves and leave as quickly as possible.
Now, for what HAS changed! Following the national mourning time of
Emperor Showa’s death there was a short-lived revival of Japanese
nationalism followed by the present unprecedented breakdown in culture
beginning with the Recruit scandal—as was predictable. That major scandal
has been followed up week to week, month upon month and over the years
since, by scandal after major scandal therein touching virtually every
organizing center of the culture. These same years saw the Great Hanshin
Earthquake and the Aum Cult’s tragic gassing of the Tokyo subways—
undercutting reliance in science’s ability to save and making religion
suspect. This has left the Japanese as a people in a mass quandary about
how in the world to experience enduring purpose, meaning, security and
happiness.
For Japan the present chaos in society brings an, albeit subliminal, sense
that pluralism—relativism, humanism, naturalism, materialism and,
speaking religiously or technically, henotheism—is a failure. Recognizing
that, at least in principle, the Japanese pluralistic worldview is post-modern,
or in application, post-kamigami, means that for the first time historically
Japan is open to the truth—true truth—as a real alternative for the first time.
This is to say, Japan has lived out a pluralistic worldview over the centuries,
one without any objective grounding of truth and no absolutes, but now,
paradoxically, while at the same time the West has become closed to truth,
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Japan is open in a way she has never been before—over the breakdown in
culture!
In working through post-modernism one sees the Japan of the past and
present as in a mirror. Understanding post-modernism is to recognize that in
the West it is “The Death of Truth,” or the closure to truth, the end of
absolutes. It is the introduction of a new age of so-called “unbigoted”
tolerance. Yet, all the while the West is adopting this “new” pluralistic
worldview, Japan is ready to cast it off like an old worn-out garment,
looking for truth—something to believe in.
Understanding what is going on where most of us came from, EuroAmerica, then opens our eyes to understanding the culture that we have
been drowning in for all the missionary or Church’s efforts over the years
and helps us appreciate the openness to the Gospel that has been created or
prepared. This will enable us to take heart in considering how to be more
effective in discipling, baptizing, and teaching. Particularly, as the Church
of the West faces the adverse winds of post-modernism, we should find help
in facing the world as it has always been here, and, may I add, a world no
less pluralistic than the gentile world into which the Gospel first came.
“God is spirit and they that worship him must worship him in spirit and
in truth”: life is bigger than truth, so to speak—but no truth, no life. “You
shall know the truth and the truth shall set you free”: not free to do as you
please, but free to be truly human as God intended. “I am the way and the
truth…narrow is the way”: not that the gate to heaven is narrow, but that He
is THE hermeneutic and absolute, the basis of understanding reality and
finding ultimate purpose in life—recognizing the Kingdom of God, seeing
the reign of God “on earth as it is in heaven” to be the driving motivation—
all because of the Grace of God, Isaiah 6:1-8.
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The Postmodern Dilemma
By
Jim Leffel
In this session we turn from a broad description of postmodernism to a
more focused analysis and assessment of its central ideological assertions.
Having appreciated the dilemma of postmodern thought evident in this
critique, we will turn to constructive Christian engagement with postmodern
culture in the third session.
Postmodernism is a term defined by its relationship to another term:
modernism. Modernism is the dominant cultural and ideological framework
in the west from the early eighteenth century Enlightenment to the postWorld War II era. Postmodernism emerges as a philosophical and social
rejection of its central principles: rational objectivity, humanism, and
optimism about the direction of humankind. Of course, history does not
break down into neat, isolated categories—there are clear overlaps and areas
of continuity between modernism and postmodernism. But for purposes of
cultural analysis, these terms and the time-frames suggested here are
common in the literature. Here we describe the postmodern departure from
the modernist world view in key areas and indicate how postmodernism
fails both conceptually and practically to overcome the inadequacies it
uncovers in modernism. This analysis, I hope, will draw us into a general
awareness of the dilemma of our present day.
Scientific Foundationalism and Postmodern Critique
The heart of modernist thinking centered on the Enlightenment
confidence in human reason. Without reference to religious creed, the
humanists of the eighteenth century held that unaided reason itself was the
ultimate authority. Conflicts between medieval Roman Catholic dogma and
the findings of science created the widely shared conviction that religious
belief was the central barrier to human knowledge and achievement. Science
became the paradigm for modernist rationalism. This schism between
religion and science is perhaps the defining characteristic of the modern era.
While scientific method offers a measure of objectivity against the
extravagances of ideologically driven interpretation, a basic philosophical
reductionism can be easily recognized. Consider these remarks from a
widely used university biology textbook:
Darwin knew that accepting his theory required believing in
philosophical materialism, the conviction that matter is the stuff of all
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existence and that all mental and spiritual phenomenon are its byproducts.1 [italics added]
This text states explicitly an implicitly held belief that the scientific
enterprise necessarily rests on a naturalistic, or materialistic world view.
That is, science as a discipline necessitates the epistemological and
metaphysical assumptions termed scientism. The linkage of science and
world view is a key point of departure for the postmodern critics.
Postmodernists argue that scientism rests on an incoherent epistemological
foundation (view of knowledge), leading to an inadequate metanarrative
(all-embracing view of reality), resulting in ethnocentric marginalization of
other voices within culture.
Empirical method is the cornerstone of scientific inquiry, where theories
are weighed against the evidence available to the senses. As a
foundationalist epistemology, it is an all-embracing theory prescribing the
nature and limitations of all possible knowledge. During the first half of the
century, the logical positivists attempted to reduce all rationally meaningful
discourse to the “verification principle,” making science the sole and final
arbiter of truth. A.J. Ayer stated:
[N]o statement which refers to a ‘reality’ transcending the limits of
all possible sense-experience can possibly have any literal
significance; from which it must follow that the labors of those who
have striven to describe such a reality have all been devoted to the
production of nonsense.2
In grounding “cognitively meaningful” language in empirical
verification, any rational talk of moral values, intrinsic human dignity, and
so forth, is strictly off limits. Values may have certain “emotive meaning” or
social utility, but are scripted out of meaningful intellectual assessment. In
this way, epistemological foundation becomes exclusive metanarrative. And
there is always a latent danger in this metanarrative, because it excludes any
objective moral basis to distinguish what science can do from what it should
do. Consequently, as a product of Western culture, postmodern critics view
science and the technologies it produces as tools of European cultural
hegemony.
Of course, the problem with empiricist reductionism is obvious apart
from postmodern criticisms. If propositions are cognitively meaningful if
and only if they are subject to possible empirical verification, then the
1
2
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proposition, “a proposition is cognitively meaningful if and only if it is
subject to empirical verification” becomes meaningless too, since there is no
possible sense experience that could verify such a claim. It turns out that the
verification principle is a strictly a priori idea—and a self-defeating one at
that.
While the verification principle has been largely discredited in recent
decades, the same reductionist assumptions are also evident in pragmatic
views of science. Noted philosopher of science Nicholas Rescher comments
on pragmatism’s tenet of the “ultimate completeness” of scientific
knowledge,
[A]ll truth regarding the world will be realized by science in the
theoretical long run… its comprehensiveness, nay, potential
omniscience, [implies] that no general truths about the world are in
principle beyond its ken…3
More recently, Harvard biologist E.O. Wilson’s consilience theory,
attempting to fuse social values with natural science, offers the same basic
reductionism:
If the empiricist world view is correct, ought is just shorthand for one
kind of factual statement, a word that denotes what society first chose
(or was coerced) to do, and then codified. The naturalistic fallacy is
thereby reduced to the naturalistic problem. The solution of the
problem is not difficult: ought is the product of a material process.
The solution points the way to an objective grasp of the origin of
ethics.4
Wilson’s socio-biology purges moral language of its normativity, making
morality a function of genetics. “Ought” reduces to genetically encoded
human behaviors involved in survival and adaptation. Postmodern theorists
point out the danger in science as metanarrative—from misogynist Virginia
and Michigan sterilization laws in the early decades of this century, to
Hitler’s eugenics program.
The implications of scientism to human nature have changed little since
Baron d’Holbach’s 1770 work, The System of Nature, in which he argued
that natural science alone provides exhaustive knowledge of all aspects of
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human experience. Echoes of d’Holbach are evident in recent comments of
Robert Haynes, president of the 16th International Congress of Genetics:
For three thousand years at least, a majority of people have
considered that human beings were special, were magic. It’s the
Judeo-Christian view of man. What the ability to manipulate genes
should indicate to people is the very deep extent to which we are
biological machines. The traditional view is built on the foundation
that life is sacred… Well, not anymore. It’s no longer possible to live
by the idea that there is something special, unique, even sacred about
living organisms.5
Postmodern critique of scientism goes well beyond mere rejection of its
epistemological foundation and metanarrative. Postmodernism is
incredulous to all metanarrative because it rejects any form of
epistemological foundationalism. Any attempt to ground knowledge claims
in self-evident or rationally objective first principles is dismissed. Two lines
of argument attempt to reveal the basic problems with foundationalism as it
relates to scientific theories. These principles here applied to science relate
to the postmodern critique of all metanarrative, including Christianity.
Reality and social construction
Since Thomas Kuhn’s The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, 6
substantial attention has been given to the relationship between the
objective methods of science and the subjective dimension of scientists as
interpreters of data. One of Kuhn’s most helpful insights is that no one
assesses data in an ideological or cultural vacuum.7 Consequently, science
often reflects prevailing social ideology, and has been uncritically used in
the service of obviously unscientific, i.e., philosophical causes. Darwin’s
The Origin of Species, for example, is replete with language that describes
natural phenomena in terms of 19th century humanist optimism. His frequent
use of teleological terms such as “useful,” “purpose,” “the good of each
being,” “profitable,” “beneficial,” “advantageous,“ “success,” “welfare,”
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“perfection,” and “scale of nature,”8 occasioned the following observation
from his contemporary Karl Marx:
It is remarkable that Darwin recognizes among brutes and plants his
English society with its division of labor, competition, opening up of
new markets, ‘inventions,’ and Malthusian ‘struggle of existence.’9
Postmodernist critique centers on the relationship between social context
and scientific theorizing. They hold that no one can access reality from a
culturally neutral context. It is not possible to remove scientists from their
social and ideological biases. Consequently, researchers interpret data
selectively, based on their own social location. Theories turn out to be an
extension of the socially constructed consciousness of the researcher and
the research community. Consequently, all theory is socially grounded
interpretation rather than transculturally objective truths—foundationalism
is at best a pretense, really little more than covert political posturing.
Postmodernists are interested in the rhetorical power of language as it
relates to scientific theorizing. Words are inherently tools of persuasion and
power. For this reason, there is always occasion for a subversive reading of
science to reveal a political subtext. Once the subtext is revealed, the
marginalization of the scientific metanarrative can be exposed.
Language, according to postmodern theorists, is largely metaphorical. A
term is understood in terms of “totems”10, or associations with other, usually
unrelated but value-laden terms. For example, the Newtonian vision of
reality governed by immutable laws of physics has been called the
“clockwork universe”. The machine metaphor, borrowed from the industrial
revolution, became the descriptive framework for reality. In a more subtle
way, there are “technototems” that transfer the social consciousness of the
scientist onto the research field. By discovering these technototems,
postmodern critiques of natural science show the inherent social power
relations in the scientific enterprise. These power relations manifest
themselves in scientific discourse and are canonized as scientific
knowledge. Ultimately, postmodernists claim, they are tools of power to
justify the privileged status of one group at the expense of the powerless.
David Hess points out that,
8
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[C]ontroversies in cell biology often appear first as intellectual
debates but can be unpacked to show that they are transferrable into
structures of race and gender difference. Totemic relationships are
not naturally given; they are constructed through the actions of one
social group on another. Those actions are not innocent of power.11
Hess points to several examples of technototemism in biology. For
instance, in the 1930’s, the African-American biologist Ernest Just argued
in favor of the primacy of cytoplasm over nucleus in organism development.
Postmodern analysts have argued that Just’s support for the role of
cytoplasm had social implications centering on power relations. 12 Hess
suggests that structures of the cell can be viewed as a metaphor for society
as a whole. The nucleus represents the elite and powerful and the cytoplasm,
the marginalized masses without power. Just’s attention to the importance
of the margins, the cytoplasm, rather than the nucleus, correspond to
relationships between the center and the margins in American society. Just
was, in effect, critiquing the political biology of the cell—from his AfricanAmerican context of marginalization and racism.
Because knowledge is mediated through the socially located
consciousness of the researcher, science will always be subject to an openended process of politically motivated paradigms. Reality, as it turns out, is
an on-going social construction where “truth” is always political. Many
postmodern analysts view the loss of objective foundation as an opportunity
to create new social constructions of reality based on their cultural
location.13
Epistemological nihilism
Linguistic theory is crucial to the postmodern rejection of
foundationalism and metanarrative. According to postmodernists, human
thought is mediated through language—we think and communicate
linguistically. Since no one can conceptualize reality outside his or her own
language system, postmodernists hold that everyone lives in the “prison-
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house of language.”14 The rules of language, syntax and semantics, establish
the rules of rational thought.
There is an inner logic to language in which a word, or signifier, is
defined in terms of other signifiers, which are in turn defined by still other
signifiers. Since linguistic symbols relate to the system of language, not to
an objective reality (the signified) all conceptualizations of data are simply
“linguistic convention.”15 This effectively reduces all meaning to “language
games.” To privilege one linguistic construction of reality over another is
beyond all rational justification since no linguistic convention is finally
more “objective” than any other. Science must take its place at the table
with all other social constructions of reality. Postmodern theorist Jerome
Bruner asserts,
The moment one abandons the idea that ‘the world’ is there once for
all and immutable, and substitutes for it the idea that what we take as
the world is itself no more or less than a stipulation couched in a
symbol system, then the shape of the discipline alters radically. And
we are, at least in a position to deal with the myriad forms that reality
can take—including realities created by story, as well as those
created by science.16
So in the end, postmodernism leaves no room for rational objectivity,
and consequently, foundationalism of any kind. Intellectual life reduces to
power and rhetorical posturing.
Elements of an assessment
Linguistic constructivism
Critically engaging postmodernism must begin with its fundamental
assumptions about the relationship of language to human thought. Are we,
as they assert, condemned to the prison house of linguistic construction?
Both logical and empirical grounds exist to reject this fatalistic view. First,
and most obviously, the postmodern analysis of language is itself rooted in
language. Thus, on its own terms, it reduces to nothing more than a
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language game. But if an analysis makes no claim to being objectively true,
there exists no rationally compelling grounds to accept it.
Second, the fact that words are used to conceptualize and express
thought does not mean that thinking is reducible to linguistics.
Developmental psychology offers a helpful understanding of the
relationship of thought to language. Carolyn Mervis’ research indicates that,
The world of the infant is a world of coherent, sharply delineated
objects and events, to which she relates powerfully, though in an
undifferentiated way, in the modes of perception, cognition, and
emotion… At the one-word level, the words learned most readily are
those that refer to objects and events already well-established in
prelinguistic intentionality. The word becomes attached as additional
property, a kind of ‘handle’ to the already existing prototype in term
of which the object… has been conceptualized. The fact that these
words refer to things already known explains the startling rapidity of
the growth of the child’s vocabulary.17
The postmodern view of language and cognition is really inconsistent
with these findings. Language is used as a tool to express thought, as a
medium of communication, not the origin and controlling factor in human
thought.
Social construction of theory
Postmodernists are, in part, correct in what they affirm about the role of
ideology in intellectual theorizing. There can be little question that
unscientific ideological elements have had an effect on science just as with
all other disciplines. Postmodern critique is a helpful reminder of just how
subjective people are. Sometimes, the fusion of ideology and science has
been disastrous, as in the case of social Darwinism. Identifying science with
scientism undermines the appropriate parameters of scientific authority. It
also seems true to the history of science that researchers select and interpret
data based on philosophical commitment.18
However, the history of natural science demonstrates that postmodern
critics are wrong in their view that science per se is inherently political.
Researchers ascribing to widely divergent ideologies come to the same
17
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conclusions about an ever-growing body of scientific knowledge. It is in the
application of this knowledge to public policy that we have most to fear
from political ideologues.
Finally, there is an ironic relationship between scientific reductionism
and postmodernism that too few have brought into the discussion. As we
have seen, science as a world view strips human life of intrinsic value and
provides no basis for objective standards of justice. But postmodernism
arrives at the same point. Since all knowledge claims reduce to logically
arbitrary social constructions, then truths about human nature and human
dignity are also social constructions. Postmodern theorist Kenneth Gergen
notes,
With the spread of postmodern consciousness, we see the demise of
personal definition, reason, authority… All intrinsic properties of the
human being, along with moral worth and personal commitment, are
lost from view.19
What is the cost of this “demise of personal definition,” and “moral
worth”? David Hirsch raises the dilemma: “Purveyors of postmodern
ideologies must consider whether it is possible to diminish human beings in
theory, without, at the same time, making individual human lives worthless
in the real world.” 20 Postmodernists recognize the potential cost of their
anti-humanistic denial of objective human value. Gergen concedes,
Postmodernism has often been viewed as morally bankrupt because it
fails to profess any fundamental values or principles. More forcefully
put, postmodernism fails to offer arguments against Nazism or any
other forms of cultural tyranny.21
But Gergen’s point is grossly understated. In point of fact, there are
dangerous historical and conceptual connections between postmodern
antihumanism and fascism. 22 In his sobering and timely essay, “Biological
Science and the Roots of Nazism,”23 George Stein states,
German philosophic romanticism was a xenophobic . . . reaction
against the idea of ‘man’ as a species. Rather, ‘men’ participated in
19

Gergen K. The Saturated Self. New York: Basic Books; 1991:228-229.
Hirsch D. The Deconstruction of Literature: Criticism After Auschwitz. Hanover, NH:
Brown University Press; 1991:165.
21
Gergen. The Saturated Self, 231.
22
Veith GE. Today’s Fascism. St. Louis, MO: Concordia Press; 1993.
23
Stein G. Biological science and the roots of Nazism. Am Sci. 1988;76:50-58.
20

The Postmodern Dilemma

57

life or had their being through a unique natural and cultural identity.
Folkism was established as both a philosophical ideology and as a
political movement.24
For folkism, human value and human rights were associated with cultural
identity just as it is for contemporary postmodernism. There simply are no
inalienable rights, because there is no universal human essence.
Individualism was also illusory for folkism in much the same way it is for
contemporary postmodernists. Again citing Stein,
Man is a social species. Individualism is an illusion. . . each
individual is subordinate to the social body of which he is a
member.25
Individuals possess value only as they take their place in culture. This
raises two questions. First, what is “culture”? Second, what does it mean to
have a place in culture? Early fascists found the question of culture easy
enough to define: Aryan folkism. And in the post World War I era when
Germany was searching for some way to regroup, folkism provided the
rallying point. As to what it meant to have a place in folkish society, that
was another matter. Stein points out,
Without human essentialism, folkish standards came to define
normative humanity at the exclusion of other races, and even many
within the race. [German social darwinist Ernst] Haeckel and others
were thus willing to argue that we must assign a totally different
value to their lives.26
Ideology alone could not accomplish the folkish ideal of the pure
German Aryan state. But what if folkish romanticism and Aryan superiority
were scientifically true? This was the claim of the German social Darwinists
and the basis for the Nazi eugenics program. It was a scientific application
of what postmodernists today call social constructivism. Social
undesirables—those who did not fit the folkish ideal—were considered
genetically inferior. As such they had a responsibility to subordinate their
lives to the good of the state. As Haeckel stated,
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Hundreds of thousands of incurables--lunatics, lepers, people with
cancer--are artificially kept alive without the slightest profit to
themselves or the general body.27

The suggestion here is not that postmodernists are all fascists (though
some were), but that far from incredulity to metanarrative, postmodern
reductionistic assumptions actually justify tyranny. If there is no possibility
of rational objectivity, then discourse and theorizing must reduce to a raw
exercise of the “will to power.”
From this survey of the departure into postmodern thought, we can see
the value and relevance of the biblical view of human nature. Neither
modernism nor postmodernism accord intrinsic dignity to human beings,
nor provide any basis to protect human rights. This point will be important
to keep in mind as we move in our third presentation to practical
communication with postmodern culture.
Implications for life in a postmodern culture: the existential dilemma
While few people in postmodern culture can articulate its essential
tenets, all are affected by its practical implications. The pervasiveness of
postmodern constructivism or relativism in our day leaves people at a
significant point of intellectual and personal tension.
Relationships in the real world cannot withstand the pressures of a
postmodern culture. They must be based on something objective. No one
can live; indeed no one does live as though reality is merely some cultural
paradigm. We falsify the essence of postmodern thinking every time we get
in our car and drive down the road, every time we get in an airplane and
trust that the engineers of that airplane believed there is an objective reality
out there that can be understood and that there are certain laws that apply
enabling an airplane to fly. That’s only possible under the assumption that
reality is stable, objective and universal. For this reason we have a basis to
communicate with postmodern culture. No one lives according to
postmodern theoretical ideas, whether they be Japanese, Americans or
anyone else. Francis Schaeffer said it very well in The God Who is There:
Non-Christian presuppositions simply do not fit into what God has
made, including what man is. This being so, every man is in a place of
tension and cannot make his own universe and then live in it.
Let’s think of the personal cost of postmodernism in terms of the search
for relational connectedness and intimacy. The dilemma is painted vividly in
27
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popular music. Consider the lyrics from Madonna’s “Bed Time Stories,”
one of the most watched music videos of all time:
Today is the last day that I’m using words,
They’ve gone out, lost their meaning, don’t function any more.
Leaving logic and reason,
into the arms of unconsciousness.
Let’s get unconscious, honey. Let’s get unconscious.
Words are useless, especially sentences,
How can they tell you how I feel?
… I’ll never explain again.
This video bombards its audience with dozens of images centering on
occult symbols, whirling dervishes, meditation, and other ways to subvert
conscious thought. Its purpose is to illustrate the center of meaning in a
postmodern culture: non-rational experience. Why? Because in the realm of
consciousness, in thought, there is no meaning, so if we’re going to find
meaning we must find it through altering consciousness. And that’s the kind
of thinking that drives especially youth culture, not just in America, but
world-wide. In Japan I’m certain that this is also the case. The postmodern
rejection of reason is nothing new to Asia—it is the heart of Hindu and
Buddhist concepts such as maya (illusion) and anatman (the non-self), and
nihonkyo (the socially constructed self).
So what should we think? How do we reach such a person? When I’ve
shown this video around the country, it’s met with dismay, with disgust,
with incomprehension; we find it absurd or we laugh it off. But we must
recognize that it’s the voice of a woman in agony; she’s in despair. She’s
looked for meaning and can’t find it. She has to deny herself in an attempt
to find meaning. We must look at postmodern culture through the eyes of
compassion, realizing that, although they would not put it together in these
terms themselves, the people we are interacting with are living a life of
despair. This is why there is a place for a powerful Christian witness in
postmodern culture, because it is so empty. The individual is a shell with
this veneer of culture to try to prop up a sense of meaning, of connectedness
to other people, and it doesn’t work. We realize that we’re just playing
games and we’re lonely and empty inside. Consider the way that Robert
Bellah put it in his Habits of the Heart. He says,
If selves are defined by their preferences (choice) but these
preferences are arbitrary then each self constitutes his own moral
universe and finally there’s no way to reconcile conflicting claims
about what is good in itself. All we can do is refer to chains of
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consequences and ask if our actions prove useful or consistent in the
light of our own value systems. All we can appeal to our relationships
with others is their self-interest, likewise enlightened or their intuitive
sympathies. But where sympathy or already congruent values are not
enough to resolve moral disagreements between ourselves and others,
we have no recourse except to withdraw from them.28

The fragmentation and the alienation of a postmodern culture that has no
basis, no foundation to accord to another person dignity and value, has no
basis upon which an individual can be called to sacrifice their own good for
another. People are there as a tool to satisfy needs and when they have
finished serving that purpose, the relationship ends. But realizing this is so
drives postmodern people into despair and deeper alienation.
There is no answer to the failure of intimate relationships in today’s postmodern world. This is a principal concern of what American sociologists are
calling “Generation X.” Surveys consistently show two things. The
generation that has now entered into adulthood holds as its primary value
intimate relationships that last and that work. Yet, the number one concern
of this same generation is that their number one interest can never really be
actualized. Do you see that? Their primary interest is in relationships that
succeed; their primary concern is that there’s no way that that can really
happen.
In conclusion, Christians need not guess whether our neighbor is in
tension between the world that God has made and what they believe.
Neither modernism nor postmodernism can supply the necessary basis for
human dignity and value. We have an answer that is true, relevant, and
compelling in our day. As ambassadors of Christ, we must move with
confidence and compassion toward the culture. In our next session, we will
discuss some of the practical specifics of effective cultural engagement.
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A Response to Jim Leffel, “The Postmodern
Dilemma”By
Gary Fujino1
I would like to deal with what Jim has said on two different levels. First
of all, how does postmodernism affect missions in terms of the missionary,
and secondly, how does postmodernism affect missions in terms of where
we are at in this, our mission field?
Postmodernism is a very germane and current topic within contemporary
mission circles. The October 1999 issue of the Evangelical Missions
Quarterly is devoted to postmodernism and the mission field. Here is
another book that just came out last year written by Paul Hiebert, who
teaches at Trinity Evangelical Divinity School, about the missiological
implications of these postmodern epistemological shifts.
In the October 1999 issue of EMQ, Clive Calvert, the current president
of World Relief, utilizes a wonderful, illustrative analogy and talks about
postmodernism and modernism in terms of the goings on during a soccer
match. Calvert describes three soccer referees talking about the game and
what they had just seen. The first one says, “There are penalties and free
kicks and I call them the way they are.” This is the classic position on
revelation. The second referee says, “There are penalties and free kicks and
I call them the way I see them.” That is the modernist position, which
depends on human perception. The third referee says, “There are penalties
and free kicks and they ain’t nothing unless I call them.” That is
postmodernism.
In a very simple way, Calvert has described the relativism that has
permeated the West, something that has also long been a part of Asian
culture. Almost all of us as missionaries are certain to fall into one of these
three groups. Many of us are in a position where we say, the kicks and the
penalties are there. Some of us might say the kicks and the penalties are
called the way that I see them. And there are even some of us are out there
who say that there are penalties and free kicks but they are not there unless I
call them. Our perceptions will affect the way that we do missions. Younger
missionaries who have grown up in a postmodern country have assumptions
that are quite different, even from my own still young(!) generation.
From a missiological standpoint, Hiebert surveys the different ways that
people look at things. He distinguishes between modernity, postmodernity
and globalism and advocates a critical realism that describes reality in terms
of maps, blueprints and models.
For the modernist, the goal of knowledge is truth. For a postmodernist
the goal is more pragmatic, what works; it is problem-solving based. But
1
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Hiebert talks about two kinds of truth: Truth with a capital “T” and truth
with a small “t.” He says that theology for the modernist is systematic and
comprehensive. However, in relation to postmodernism, this same theology
is to be deconstructed, which will in turn beget pluralism. And that is the
challenge we face today.
In relation to the challenge of globalism, Hiebert proposes a “metatheology.” A meta-theology leads to a community-based theology, which
takes a text in context, utilizing both theology and the social sciences
together, a double horizon. With this critical realism of Hiebert, and the
accompanying “maps and blueprints,” reality is placed into the context of
the way we look at things. He states that, “critical realism affirms that
human knowledge does represent reality but by represent, it does not mean
the formal or literal, one-to-one correspondence of photographs. Rather it
sees knowledge as models, maps or blueprints of reality.”
To put that in plain terms, in terms of what we just saw in that Madonna
video, the audiovisual images in it were maps, and blueprints and models of
a reality that is radically different from ours. When we look at that reality,
we say it’s gibberish or “weird.” We would prefer it to be a photograph,
something we can grasp on our own terms. But postmodernism does not
work within such a framework. This is the reason Hiebert cautions us to
look beyond the “photograph” into the relationship between the map and the
reality that it maps.
Hiebert says that as missionaries it is essential for us to be able to
differentiate between theology and Scripture and ascribe final and full
authority to the latter—Scripture—as the inspired divinely superintended
record of God acting in and entering history. Theology on the other hand, is
only our best human understanding of what that Scripture says. He then
queries, “How do we resolve the tension between theological absolutes and
theological pluralism?” The answer lies in “developing a theology on how
to do theology” which he calls a “meta-theology,” borrowing this phrasing
from the postmodernists “meta-narrative” idea.
A meta-theology must recognize the fact that different persons in
different cultures understand the Scriptures differently. It must also enable
them to work together toward a common understanding of the truth of
Scripture. Let me give you a practical example of what he is saying here. I
am a Japanese Canadian raised in the United States. I guess culturally you
could say that I am an American. The way that I think is Western; I am a
“banana.” Anyway, I have been in Japanese work for about fifteen years
both in Japan and in the United States.
During that time, I worked with a Japanese pastor in Dallas, Texas, for
close to six years. The amazing thing was that we would often look at the
same scripture, believing in the same God, but have radically opposite
views. He was the pastor and I was the associate pastor so he always “won.”
For example, there is a passage in Deuteronomy 24 that talks about a man
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taking time off from going to battle to take care of his home. Following that
principle, in our first year of marriage, I took the year off and chose to pull
out of ministry to nurture our marriage. I simply attended the church we
were married in and enjoyed life with my new bride. That year has turned
out to have been foundational for our marriage, helping us to start off life
together in a wonderfully positive way. Yet, the interesting thing is that
when my pastor, without knowing any of this, one day preached from this
passage as a Japanese person speaking to a Japanese congregation in the
United States, he said, “Some people, if they are weak, and they need to
spend time with their family at home, they should do this, but…” Then he
went on, basically stating that taking time out like that was the least spiritual
thing a believer could do!
Certainly, what I have described above does not only occur between
Japanese pastors and American missionaries. However, in this case, the
cultural values informing the “lenses” through which Deuteronomy 24 was
mutually viewed played a heavy role in the final interpretation of that
passage. The American Christian perspective is that family is first, with
work a distant second. The predominant Japanese Christian perspective is
that family is a “natural,” meaning that your family will always be with you
(though not necessarily “prioritized”), and that service to the Lord, i.e.,
“work,” is the most important facet of our relationship to Him.
But this is what Hiebert is talking about; a critical realist begins with the
Scriptures, but then he says, “different people ask different questions when
they read the Scriptures and their cultural and historical frameworks will
color their interpretations.” This is natural; you cannot avoid such an
outcome. As missionaries we try as much as possible to share the “pure
Gospel.” We do not want it freighted with whatever kind of cultural
“baggage” that we bring. But, at the same time, it is crucial that we also take
it within the context of where we live.
And that is the second point: how postmodernism affects us who are on
the mission field. As Paul Clark was saying earlier, postmodernism has been
here in Japan all the time, it just was not called that. We have been dealing
with it in the West for only the past few decades but those who have been
missionaries in Asia have been dealing with it for centuries. In Jim’s
presentation he said, postmodern anthropology affirms Buddhist anatman.
To say this another way, what we’re dealing with in the West right now is a
missionized version of Hindu-Buddhist thought. What we are dealing with
is truly nothing new. But, we are hit by it in a different manner because this
indigenized Western latent Hindu-Buddhist thought is coming at us from a
different perspective, as intellectual, philosophical postmodernism,
something that most Westerners have never approached before.
To pick up on another issue that Jim raised concerning civil rights, on
whether human beings are special, I believe that that what we are talking
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about with postmodernism is really what is called in Japanese, tatemae, the
thing that is on the surface. That is what we see as laypersons in the fields of
philosophy, theology and technology, etc. You can see the evidence in terms
of some of the publications that have come out in the last two years such as
the Women’s Bible Commentary that connects directly to some of the
feminist interpretations that Jim mentioned.
So the undercurrents of postmodernism have surfaced in many diverse
forms. But going back to something that I am personally very interested in,
Nihonkyo and amae in Japanese culture, the central problem of
postmodernism does not arise from the outward shell, “political correctness”
or the like, for that shell masks what we are really dealing with, the honne,
that which is under the surface, at the real heart of things. As I said, this is
not anything new but has always been there.
As far as civil rights go, the way I would take civil rights is not on the
level of truth, fact or empiricism as is common in the West. In Japanese, the
word seigi describes justice or truth or the way that you think within your
uchi (your inner circle). That is the ruling factor that drives the status quo,
but it can lead at times to cultural tyranny.
The second idea is that of the individual. To give a simple illustration, as
my wife was doing a jigsaw puzzle the other night, this suddenly clicked for
me. Looking at the concept of the individual versus the group in Japan is
like a jigsaw puzzle. When we talk about an individual in terms of the
western concept of the individual, we are talking about an independent,
autonomous person who is able to rationally think and act on their own
without any help from the outside. But if you look at it in terms of a jigsaw
puzzle, a single piece is very important to the entire jigsaw puzzle. If the
piece is not in the puzzle, the picture is incomplete.
If our puzzle were to represent Japan, Japanese society is not complete
without that particular individual. However, if that piece of the jigsaw
puzzle is taken out and lost and you find it somewhere, you will know it is a
piece of the puzzle. You will know it is Japanese, but you do not know
where it fits and you do not know what the overall picture looks like. That is
why so many Japanese struggle both with leaving Japan and with reentry.
Like an infinitely complex jigsaw puzzle, there is no way of understanding
the individual in Japanese society apart from the group. This connects to
what Jim was talking about earlier concerning anatman and the loss of
personhood, as well as nihonkyo and the group mentality that all of us have
so much difficulty dealing with at times.
The third thing relates to human value versus the perceived good of
society, where social consensus can overrule personal rights. A very current
example is the issue of the legalization of the flag and the national anthem.
One thing that has struck me, and this may reveal my shallow knowledge of
Japanese church history, is that this is perhaps the first time that I can recall
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evangelicals, mainline churches and Pentecostals getting together to unify
against the government on a major issue.
In the past such groups were put under foot by the government or if they
were allowed to assemble, they had to pay homage to the emperor. But right
now Christians of all stripes seem to be getting together and putting out
statements against the symbolism and the power they see lurking behind this
seemingly innocuous legalization of the flag and the anthem. How this ties
in to civil rights is that what we are really talking about is social consensus,
and the pursuant lack of security of personal rights. I think every Japanese
person, Christians in particular, understands that by the passage of these
laws, there is great potential for somebody to utilize this legislation in a
dictatorial fashion which will usurp rights. I think that is why there has been
such a protest to date.
The last thing is about hope. I think that one of the most invigorating
articles I read in the past year was in Time magazine about the young
generation in Japan. The article says that older Japanese are saying the
young have lost a sense of public morals and have turned away from group
consciousness toward individualism. In my opinion there has not been a real
change in attitude because the Japanese have never really had a sense of
public morals. The neat thing about it is that the younger generation has
opened up like people have never been before.
I want to read the following quote from Takeo Doi because it connects to
what was said in the Madonna video. This passage is from his book about
tatemae and honne and ura and omote. He says “the Western philosophical
tradition is suffused with an emphasis on the importance of words. In Japan
such a tradition does not exist. Words are not important. I do not mean to
suggest that traditional Japanese thought makes light of words but it seems
to be more conscious of matters that words do not reach. Interestingly, this
consciousness is often grounded in a keen sensitivity to words.”
Doi is saying that there are places that words do not matter but at the
same time words really do matter. It is contradictory, but it works within the
Japanese psyche. And what is really scary is that I am starting to understand
this and believe it for myself! I really can see how within the Japanese
context, two mutually contradictory things can exist at the same time. It is
starting to make sense. I think in terms of our evangelism, in terms of the
hope that we are holding out to people, that we have to focus on the nonverbal, on feelings and emotions and on relationships. This is the key.
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Strategic Christian Initiatives
in a Postmodern Culture
By
Jim Leffel
Beyond discerning the ideological turf on which we stand, we also need
to understand the enormous conceptual and practical problems with a
constructivist or postmodern view of truth. Once we accept the idea that all
truth is cultural construct, and that all assertions about reality are merely
reflections of collective perception, then we are forced to conclude that all
truth statements about human nature, human dignity, and human rights, are
contingent upon culture. In the last presentation, we showed that
postmodern views of truth and human nature were both dangerous and
unlivable.
We move in this final presentation to practical considerations. How do
we engage postmodern culture? Those immersed in Japanese culture are in a
better position than I to apply these principles in a relevant way. Much of
what I want to discuss in terms of practical application and strategic
initiatives really emerged out of our context in the West and the ministry
experience that we have developed through Xenos Fellowship over the past
twenty years. So I will be giving some ideas, some principles and
illustrations of those things, but I think that they are nuanced in such a way
that a lot more discussion would have to take place to understand the
transferability of these principles to the Japanese context.
Plausibility Structures and Christian Witness
We begin by considering what sociologists have called plausibility
structures. The term is most commonly associated with Peter Berger and has
become a key concept for missionaries and others concerned with sharing
Christ in a culture foreign to the communicator.
Speaking effectively from person to person, especially when
communication includes a significant cultural gap, requires entering into a
kind of negotiation. That is, to be persuasive, to be something that is worthy
of their consideration, our concepts and terms must fit within a plausibility
structure or a worldview that is meaningful to the other person. In a
postmodern culture, a person coming from a biblical worldview is operating
in a different ideological universe. That is, the Christian message is initially
implausible, requiring a process of gaining plausibility. The goal of
effective communication, then, is to find some common ground so
plausibility structures can be molded and formed and what we have to say
can become compelling to our hearer.
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Two questions resulting from a person’s plausibility structure affect their
willingness to entertain, and respond to new information. These relate to our
role as communicators of the Gospel. The first question is, Can I be one of
you? In what I observe of your life, can I realistically see myself living as
you do? There is a cultural consequence of conversion. Modeling
Christianity that maintains cultural identity is essential to American
evangelism and my guess is that it’s also the case here in Japan. Then, often
in a secondary sense, people ask, Can I believe what you believe? Is the
message compelling? Let us examine both of these questions, providing
some illustrations and examples of effective plausibility structures.
Can I be one of you? What does a Christian look like and what does the
Christian community look like to the broader secular culture in which we
live? Is it challenging, engaging, and motivating? Or is it something that is
weird, foreign, bizarre and unappealing? This question has to be raised by
the Christian community wherever we find ourselves. Especially in the
American context, where Christianity has been part of our history from the
very beginning, we have to subject ourselves to some fairly rigorous selfassessment. We have to come to terms with the fact that the vast majority of
people cannot envision themselves as a part of the Christian community.
Ask yourself, If my neighbors were to describe a Christian, what would
they say? The answers we get are often unflattering and factually false, but
also very telling about how we present ourselves to the world around us.
The way we live often creates subtle alienation between ourselves and those
we want to reach, contributing to the implausibility of our message. This is
something within our control and requires serious reflection.
If we are going to be competent ambassadors for Christ in a postChristian or anti-Christian culture, we have to begin with ourselves,
identifying problems that prevent us from being able to be light and salt as
the Scripture has called us to be. The process of rigorous self-assessment is
often at the forefront of developing effective strategy for reaching people for
Christ. We are creatures of habit operating in the context of what is
comfortable for us. Consequently, patterns of church life, while intuitive for
us, are clearly foreign to the culture in which we live. In effect, we are
asking the culture around us to change so that they can become one of us.
Instead, we should be willing to change, becoming increasingly more like
them so they can join us in building the kingdom of God.
We need to move in the direction of positive cultural engagement,
subverting the expectations of what a Christian is and what the Christian
community is. I suggest that an effective cultural witness deliberately does
things to upset the apple cart, things that are not expected by our nonChristian friends.
In 1 Corinthians 9, Paul expresses a crucial missionary principle:
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For though I am free from all men, I have made myself a slave to all,
that I may win the more. To the Jews I become a Jew that I might win
Jews. To those that are under the law, as under the law, though not
myself being under the law, that I might win those under the law. To
those who are without the law, as without the law, although not being
without the law of God, but under the law of Christ, that I might win
those without the law. To the weak I become weak that I might win the
weak. I have become all things to all men that I may by all means save
some.

The underlying principle is that Christians ought to be able to move
toward the culture as far as we possibly can, within the moral and doctrinal
norms of Scripture. Raising mere cultural barriers to the Gospel is a terrible
sin against the commission that God has given to us. Moving toward the
culture as far as we can to identify within the moral norms of Scripture is
Paul’s plea and ought to be a strategic imperative.
In America, evangelicalism has been moving rapidly in the other
direction. We have our Christian schools, our Christian radio, our Christian
diet regimens, our Christian gated communities; we have our Christian
television, our Christian bookstores and literature; then wonder why people
seem so alienated from the church. We have become our own subculture.
We have put ourselves in exile and wondered why others have not followed
along. We need to be where the people are and not expect that the people
will somehow come to us. I am sure this relates to the Japanese context.
Effectively engaging culture means reassessing wineskins. Our
language—Christian God talk utterly unintelligible to non-Christians—is a
common barrier. Our dress, our music, the places that we meet, the time we
meet—all of these are cultural, not biblical forms that should be adapted to
appropriate cultural expression. The presentation earlier today (Fukuda) was
quite interesting about the Japanese businessman and the time these
outreach events take place. Sunday morning is not the only time God speaks
and we may find that for the sake of cultural identification and getting a
hearing, we need to shift things like that.
Our concept of what a worship service is needs to be laid out for analysis
so that we can ask ourselves if the way we live corporately is being a Jew to
the Jew and a Gentile to the Gentile, weak to the weak, and strong to the
strong. Are we using all of these means to save some as Paul says? We are
creatures of habit and we have developed generation-long traditions; it is
hard to change, but it is absolutely essential that we do change.
Let us consider this principle of cultural identification in terms of doing
church in a postmodern context. One crucial fact is that we live in a day of
shattered relationships, a fragmented culture in which people are dying for
genuine connectedness to other people. That means how we live out the
body of Christ needs to be far more relationally focused than ever before. I
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do not know what the percentage of divorce is in Japan but in the U.S.
nearly half of the children born in the last ten years will be brought up in a
single-parent family. People do not know how to make relationships work;
especially those who have had the most trusted bond between people, their
parents, violated of their own choosing. Imagine the implications for
evangelism and discipleship.
The Christian community must be a place of relational reconstruction.
One key strategic implication is that the church will be most effective as it
becomes increasingly decentralized, or cell-based. That is what facilitates
relationships. To have a group of Christians relating to one another in a
significant and interpersonal way is crucial to success. A participation focus
versus an observation focus promotes genuine relational bonding. Cellbased strategy requires a shift in the missionary role, from pastor to
equipper of indigenously led, culturally engaged groups.
A second principle of ministry in the postmodern environment is being
youth-oriented. The average age of a churchgoer in America today is well
into the fifties. The average age of an American non-Christian is a lot
younger than that. What does that suggest? What does it means that the
church is 20 years older in average age than the culture in which it lives?
We are missing a generation and our future is in jeopardy.
To remain vital as witnesses for Christ in the world, we have to be youthoriented. In our context we have a board of elders deeply involved in the
pastoral work of the church. All but one is involved in substantial youth
ministry. Most of our staff is involved in some facet of youth ministry. We
judge our success or failure based on our ability to win junior high school,
high school, college and post-college age people. To the extent that we are
not doing that, we have in the past and we will in the future examine why
that is and make whatever changes we need to make that happen again.
Youth has to be won or we are a dying movement. That is critical to the
checklist; are we succeeding with youth?
Some commentators on postmodernism, having made the right
observation that we live in a post-rational culture, have stated that people do
not care about ideas any more. We have found that that is not the case at all.
You do not have to entertain people into the Kingdom. People are interested
in content and discussion about meaningful things. Being a content-rich
teaching focused church is attractive to a postmodern culture, if it is done
well. We simply cannot give up on a content and truth-focus and we do not
need to either. Our culture is doing that, but their only chance for hope is
that we do not follow along. Being content-rich is a crucial strategic
principle in our day, focusing on real, biblical, answers for life.
Finally, effectively engaging culture requires a broad lay-mobilized
movement with a compelling and do-able vision. Many things compete for
people’s attention in our fast-paced world: career, family, the endless array
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of things that can be bought and pursued. We have found that if we can
provide people with an opportunity to live out their faith in such a way that
what they do with their faith really makes a difference, that that is exciting.
Their Christian life means something to them and they are going someplace.
What we do in our context is to put forth the value of raising up home
group leadership and the planting of new groups. In that way we can
penetrate virtually any community in our city. But that kind of strategy is
really personnel intensive; we need about 400 people a week who are
willing to host home groups in their homes, to be able to teach, to be able to
pastor a small group of 20 to 25 people, to be able to counsel them, to instill
in them the vision of planting off into another neighborhood and winning
more people to Christ. When people see that the Christian life is going
someplace, that I can take my skills, gifts and passions and direct them to
things that really matter, that changes people’s lives. That sort of idealism
that is, oddly enough, in some ways part of a postmodern culture, we find
gets fulfilled in a ministry focus. Creating a do-able, meaningful vision is
crucial to winning in our day.
Can I believe what you believe? This is the second question about
plausibility structures. Note that conversion is a process. You know that
because you are probably working with people for whom it has taken some
years to come to faith in Christ. This is increasingly the case in the U.S. as
well.
It used to be the case, especially with young people, that you could collar
them on campus, pull out a little document called The Four Spiritual Laws,
and say, “Would you read this through with me?” People would respond,
“Oh, okay I believe.” Something incredible was happening. The Four
Spiritual Laws approach was asking people to reach into their pocket and
pull out the puzzle pieces that made up their religious worldview and put
them out on the table. The Four Spiritual Laws was nothing more than the
picture of how all those puzzle pieces fit together. So it was very
compelling. People in the tens and hundreds of thousands came to faith in
Christ this way. But not today. Now when we ask people to pull out the
pieces that make up their spiritual worldview there is no picture that could
possibly harmonize all of those pieces. So conversion takes a much longer
time than it ever has before and an emphasis on pre-evangelism is quite
crucial.
I believe in the place of reason in persuasion. However, it does not work
in a postmodern culture until the value of reason and the authority of truth
are meaningful to people. Our first challenge in the process of conversion
has to be finding a way to share common ground in the area of truth. I have
a video that that illustrates this point. These are campus interviews at The
Ohio State University. These responses are typical of university students
around the United States, both secular and Christian campuses.

Strategic Christian Initiatives
Question:

71

Do you think there is such a thing as absolute truth,
something that has always been true, something that’s true
for everyone?

Responses:
∗ That’s perhaps ideal, but you can’t hold everyone to
the same truth. An absolute truth in Columbus, Ohio
may not be the same as an absolute truth in Calcutta,
India.
∗ No. Nothing is absolute.
∗ No. I can’t think of anything that is absolutely true.
∗ Perhaps. It’s not a very important question to me.
These brief remarks from more lengthy interviews reveal the measurable
consensus in postmodern culture: all truth is culturally based interpretation.
This is a crucial point in engaging the culture. Without a category for the
objectivity and universality of truth, all truth-claims, including Christianity,
are mere subjective preferences. As a skillful and discerning Christian enters
into discussion with people whose beliefs are formed from the postmodern
mold, we seek to create space for objective truth claims.
At this pre-evangelistic stage, it is helpful to create opportunities for
people to engage actively in the process of their own belief formation.
Outside the classroom there are engaging and enjoyable ways we can do
this. In our church we have a whole network of programs that are essentially
geared toward this process. One of them is called Conversation and Cuisine.
It is a dinner and discussion group. From the standpoint of transferability, I
do not know how this might work in Japan where hospitality is not a big
value. But when Japanese students come to America they really like it.
In any event, we give invitations to people and on the invitation is a
printout of the menu we serve, always something interesting. Then we have
a discussion topic, something engaging that is in the news. A couple of
years ago genetic engineering was a big thing. So we had some people who
had some expertise in this area and we put together a conversation about to
clone or not to clone (see attached conversation sheet). We give the title and
name of the discussion leader, and then it says at the bottom, “All views
welcome.” People come, knowing they are being invited by a Christian into
a home, not a church. They are put at ease, realizing that these people are
like the rest of us, they are normal. We tell the group that hosts these events
that this is not a night to evangelize. We want to help people to engage in a
process of thinking and reflecting about their beliefs. We do not want to
push them further than they are able to think and digest.
So it is a dinner party, which is something that people in our culture
enjoy doing. It is very disarming. After a meal we get in a circle in the living
room and a 20-minute presentation is given about the topic for that night. A
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variety of worldview perspectives are given to the issue. Then we pass out a
set of discussion questions and after people have a minute or two to reflect
on what they have heard, we throw the floor open and say, “Would anyone
like to interact with this question?” For instance, “Is it unethical to clone a
human being?” Someone will say, “Of course, it’s okay.” Then someone
else in the group will challenge that, usually not the Christians because we
have told them, “Back off, let the conversation develop.” And it does.
It does not take long for a person to have their opinions challenged so
that they have to reflect on the basis of their opinion. Once they begin
interacting with the fact that they are confused about the basis of their
opinion, they begin to realize, maybe for the first time, “I have no idea why I
believe what I do. And from what I’m hearing from other people in this
discussion, maybe I’m wrong, I maybe need to rethink that a little bit.” We
let the discussion go on for 45 minutes or so; then it comes to an end.
We have found based on careful follow-up studies of this ministry that
40 percent of the people who came to these events as non-Christians, within
six months, participate in one of our large seeker-oriented services or in a
home group. That is not bad, statistically speaking. A substantial number
come to faith in Christ. Why? Because we recognize the value of the
process; we recognize the value of helping people to articulate what they
believe and to recognize their own confusion. This heuristic strategy is not
our invention—it’s a Socratic approach to evangelism. We are helping
people to work through their beliefs; then as they come to dead ends they
become open to new information. They process that new information and
ultimately, in many cases come to faith in Christ.
We have a variety of programs like Conversation and Cuisine, involving
women at home during the day, professional men, couples, and students. We
are getting the conversational ball rolling, and Christians are becoming real
to the people with whom they are interacting. This changes non-Christians’
perceptions of what a Christian is, making them open to considering the
Christian message, and more able to capture the relevance of the Christian
message based on the trust established in their relationship. Once they have
come to recognize the unlivability and the absurdity of postmodern beliefs,
we have helped to create a space for more classical forms of apologetics and
evangelism. Ideas have become more than lifeless abstractions, or personal
opinion. Truth matters.
In conclusion, two factors are essential to Christianity’s plausibility in a
postmodern culture. First, that people come to recognize they can be one of
us. This requires a deep commitment to a pro-culturally oriented lifestyle
and forms of church community. Second, a heightened appreciation for preevangelistic techniques that enable Christians to enjoy genuine common
ground with non-Christians is essential. From this shared understanding of
truth, evidence and reasons find a fruitful role in godly persuasion.
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A Response to Jim Leffel,“Strategic Christian
Initiatives
in a Postmodern Culture”
By
1
Cindy Dufty
The first thing I would like to say in response is how much I appreciate
the fact that Jim Leffel and his community have adopted a constructive,
missionary stance in seeking to understand the worldview of their neighbors
and beginning dialogue at that point. Two years ago those of us who
attended Hayama heard Terry Mattingly’s call for the adoption of a
missionary methodology in approaching mass media. New evangelistic
initiatives like Xenos Christian Fellowship’s “Conversation and Cuisine”
program seem to be excellent models for pre-evangelism. In contrast to the
call for fearful withdrawal from the culture heard among some American
evangelicals, Leffel has put the proper emphasis on our primary call as
Christians to be a community witnessing to the Kingdom in the world
through word and deed, wherever we find ourselves.
Those of us ministering in Japan might then be encouraged to expect a
deeper understanding of the cross-cultural communication challenges of our
ministries and more fruitful, two-way interchange with our supporting
churches “back home.” The issue of “plausibility structures” with the two
questions, “Can I be one of you?” and “Can I believe what you believe?” is
exactly what missionaries anywhere need to be concerned with. In terms of
the other presentations at this Hayama, there seems to be an impressive
convergence. With the demise of “Christendom,” the first century
religiously pluralistic context is again amazingly relevant. The phenomena
of “returnees,” international churches and a “gospel music boom” reveal the
great potential contribution for Christian witness of multicultural trends in
Japan.
I would like to touch on a few other angles to this topic. Not having had
the paper in advance, I was able to read the book The Death of Truth and
also looked for some other Christian perspectives on postmodernism.
One thing that has struck me during the last few years is that in
publications where I would never expect to see a Christian perspective, I
have been seeing it. In secular magazines such as The New Yorker or The
Atlantic I have noticed articles either by Christian writers or that presented
1 Cindy Dufty, serving in Japan since 1992 under Mission to Unreached Peoples, lives in
Funabashi City, Chiba. She holds the BA degree in Anthropology from Bethel College
(St. Paul, MN) and the MA in Intercultural Studies from Alliance Theological Seminary
(Nyack, NY).
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Christian ministries in a very positive light, and I have been wondering
about that. Then, listening to what certain Christian scholars are saying, it
seems that postmodernism may be providing new opportunities for
Christians. For example, Crystal Downing, a professor of English at
Messiah College, states that it is because of postmodernism that she was
invited to give a Christian apologetic on a secular university campus. She
says she “welcomes postmodern discourse because it exposes how
Enlightenment humanists illegitimately repudiated vocabularies of faith in
their assumption that rationalism was the only way to access truth.” 2
We have been considering the relevance of this topic for ministry in
Japan. A concern I have had for a long time is about how we ought to go
apart doing apologetics in the context of Japan, where a concrete relational
mindset is said to predominate, rather than concern with abstract, objective
truth. I looked again at Charles Corwin’s helpful work, Biblical Encounter
with Japanese Culture under the topic of truth. The primary word shinjitsu
seems to mean conformity of words and actions; therefore making the basis
of truth to be man and his integrity. Various schools of Buddhist thought
allow for truths to seem contradictory by positing different levels of truth.
Corwin asserts that to the average person truth is equivalent to sincerity and
implies, What I think and feel is right. 3 Hence our observations that
objective truth does not seem to be a significant motivator for many
individuals.
It seems to me, and I would like to hear comments on this point, that the
approach used in the Conversation and Cuisine outreach, of pushing people
to clarify their presuppositions and then creating tension by showing how
their presuppositions are contradictory, might not be all that productive in
Japan. Unless someone is already dissatisfied and actively searching, there
has been great resistance to clarifying presuppositions and Japanese have
traditionally lived comfortably with logical contradictions in religion. When
this approach successfully unfreezes the minds of postmoderns in America,
this shows that such people still value logical consistency in their beliefs.
However, I think there is an unfreezing process going on among Japanese
people as seen in growing concerns that there is something fundamentally
wrong with Japanese society. Recent events and ongoing stresses are
convincing people that the idolatry of groupism and harmony is not working
well anymore—a pragmatic judgment.
Something said by a pastor from Hong Kong at a conference on cell
churches very much impressed me. Jesus said He himself was the way, the
truth and the life. This Chinese pastor suggested that while Westerners have
exalted the search for objective truth, East Asian peoples have looked for a
2
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way to live as persons in society. So as Christians we may need to accept
this orientation and show the way of the new community in Christ first in
the discipleship process, and later teach the importance of understanding
and confessing the truth claims of revelation. A way approach to apologetics
would place emphasis on the lifestyle and redeemed relationships of a
community. Those drawn to the community must see that everything flows
out of response to God in Christ and participation in a new creation.
Objective truth was the topic of the video we saw. In his presentations
and writings, Mr. Leffel has acknowledged the ways in which the biblical
worldview differs from modernism but I would have liked more exploration
of what truth means in the Scriptures. Another problem is the extent to
which conservative Protestant theology in America naively adopted
Enlightenment models of knowing. Mark Noll has argued that this uncritical
appropriation of the Scottish common-sense Enlightenment gave rise to
many attempts to ground theology on a scientific basis. It was believed that
proper biblical interpretation would yield objective, universally compelling
results, such as the natural sciences claim.4 One problem with this approach
is that the character of the Scriptures, as God’s progressive self-revelation to
humans in varying historical and cultural contexts, often coming to us in the
form of narrative, is completely ignored. Another problem is that, somehow,
Calvinists and Arminians, or Pentecostals and cessationists, have never been
able to convince each other of these objective results.
As Corwin says, in the Scriptures the objectivity of truth is founded
entirely on the faithfulness of God and His word and is found in the
personality of Jesus Christ, rather than primarily having abstract meaning. It
is something that humans relate to either positively or negatively. Of course
we do need to formulate objective propositions indicating the content of our
faith, as seen in the earliest Christian confessions about the content of the
gospel conveyed in the Epistles. According to the Scriptures, the truth, as
well as being something we can tell, is something we must “live in,”
“belong to” and “be obedient to.” We look to the Spirit of truth as a guiding,
convicting, correcting and liberating force in our community.
As far as the Christian response to multiculturalism, we have to be
careful about the image we project. The principle of the New Testament is
that whereas there are differences of culture, gender and social position in
the church, grace and giftings are distributed to all and we all need each
other to come to full knowledge of God’s purposes and to maturity in
Christ. To me this means that the Western church needs the churches of
Africa, Latin America and Asia, and we can anticipate a special gifting to be
shared with the world church by the church of Christ in Japan as it finally
4
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takes root and flourishes. As the most multicultural movement in the history
of the world, the church has nothing to fear from genuine multiculturalism.
Allow me to close with two other impressions from the conference. The
first impression is that in some ways Japanese culture and Western culture
seem to be moving in opposite directions. I especially got this impression
through Dr. Fukuda’s presentation. In the business world of Japan, there is
dissatisfaction with how things have been done, with authoritarian
structures, and lingering feudalism. Some of the expressions he used were
interesting. There is a tendency toward individualism, that in order to make
it as a businessman, you have to learn free expression. There is a feeling of
being fed up with just maintaining tatemae and a push toward becoming
more democratic and open. In contrast, postmodernism would say that the
individual just disappears, which is ominous, or that the basis for human
rights in natural law has been undermined. In some sense Japan has had
relativism, has had the idea that this is our culturally construed reality and
foreigners have no relationship to it. What a tendency towards
multiculturalism means in Japan then is breaking out of cultural insularity to
explore new options. But for postmodern thinkers in the West who assert
the incommensurablility of different cultural paradigms, every community is
left in its own shell, not able to engage in fruitful dialogue with other
communities.
However there is a similarity in our contexts in terms of a certain feeling
of despair that things are not working. As far as the concept of objective
truth, for some of the people on the video, it was a foreign concept. But for
others the response was: truth might be there or it should be there, but how
could we know it? That shows the epistemological frustration that the
history of philosophy has seemed to reach. That is a kind of despair. But
even more I am hearing a despair about relationships, that they are not
working. In both societies a desire for intimacy remains, but skepticism
about relationships and institutions, whether families or marriage or the
kaisha in Japan, is on the increase. To me that is an interesting point of
convergence, but here again pre-evangelism seems to require showing a
different way, of living out healthy relationships.
That is about what I wanted to say and I hope we can expand the
discussion about pre-evangelistic approaches.
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On NetworkingBy
1

Ken Saito
Introduction
I am glad to be here, but intimidated. I am not an academic person; I can
share my experience, if that is okay. I am not a specialist on Japan, although
I was born in Japan.
About networking, I can share with you how frustrating that is, and how
I did not succeed. That is insight, isn’t it?
To introduce myself, I guess I was called a strange Japanese. I was born
in a Christian home, third generation on my maternal side. On my paternal
side I am fourth generation, so I have stories. For example, my greatgrandfather was from a samurai family and became a Christian. So my
whole family is connected to the church. So from the beginning I felt that I
was a weird creature. In school, in the beginning, I wanted to tell what
happened on the weekend, such as my Mom kicked me out and made me go
to the Sunday School against my will. My brother gave me money to hop on
the trolley and go to church. But I could not share this with my friends,
because they would say, “What? Are you a Christian or something?” So I
stopped talking.
So from the time I was young, I lived in two worlds, with my weekday
friends and my Sunday School friends. But Sundays would be like family
reunion time, as my aunts were Sunday School teachers, etc. Something
good here, and something not good. I was grounded many times. So, my
home church people, when they see me, they are kind of surprised that I
came back as a minister. Amazing grace, isn’t it?
So church was my home too, although I did not behave well. I confirmed
my faith in Christ in my senior year in high school and after that a strange
power came into me. As you know I am very shy and bashful but some
strange power came in and really changed me. I became a Sunday School
teacher and a deacon of my church. My church in Tokyo is the oldest
Presbyterian church in Tokyo. When you grow up that way, the blood of
John Calvin comes into your body. There is nothing you can do about it. I
am Presbyterian. Then I went to the U.S., a later story, and John Wesley
tried to come in. I am a quite difficult mix here; two Johns are fighting. It is
difficult for them to live in the same person.
To connect to the subject of relativism, let me comment about the
Japanese relativism I experienced as a young Sunday school teacher. One
time a Sunday school girl called me and said, “Ken, we have some
wonderful fruit for you; come and have some.” When I got to her home, I

1 Ken Saito, a native of Japan, after several years of study and ministry in the US,
returned to Japan to become pastor of Yokohama Union Church. He holds the MDiv
degree from Dubuque Theological Seminary.
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realized that I was there to be tested by her mama. I was not prepared for
that but she asked me, “How did you become a Christian?” and I told her.
Then she said, “That’s a silly way to decide your faith. Did you study
Buddhism and Shinto and all that?” So I said honestly, “No, I didn’t.” “You
better study all those things, then you can make a better choice!” So I said,
it was strange but I still believe that the Holy Spirit gave me the words, “If
you choose your god, how can you worship? If you choose the god, you’re
above the god and you had better worship yourself. You’re great. I didn’t
choose my God; Jesus came to me and called me. I didn’t have much to do
with it.”
Religion is a matter of convenience for Japanese people, not
commitment. Don’t ask me for a commitment! So through my activity as a
Sunday school teacher, I came into contact with other Japanese and I
realized I did not understand them well and they did not understand me, so
the feeling was mutual. That is fine with me. I feel I am Japanese so whether
you like it or not, you have to take me.
In 1978, through a wonderful accident of God, I had to go to the U.S., to
Oskaloosa, Iowa for Bible college. My sister said, What are you going to do
in Iowa? Are you going to preach to cows? I went to Bible College and then
later I went to Dubuque, Iowa where I met Dr. Drummond, who was a
missionary from the Presbyterian church. I graduated from Dubuque
Theological Seminary and went to Minneapolis, Minnesota to take a
Clinical Pastoral Education residence program. There I encountered the
strange American confrontational group therapy type torture…no,
education. A year and three months. In the beginning I did not know exactly
what was going on. Later I learned a lot and it was a good time for me. I
found a wife there, a Wisconsin cheese eater. Now we are both ordained as
Presbyterian church ministers and called to Yokohama Union Church.
My first call was to a Japanese-American UCC-affiliated and Methodist
church. In that way, I am strange. I am ordained as a Presbyterian, but I have
never worked in a Presbyterian church. I have a hidden fear of some day
being questioned about how much I am a Presbyterian. I did bilingual
ministry in the U.S. and I did a Christian radio program in Japanese. In 1996
we were called to Yokohama Union Church.
Since I am not a specialist, I do not know what I am talking about.
Michael was wonderful to ask me. I do not have an advanced academic
background but I can talk about my situation and what I learned concerning
networking or cooperating, both in the church and outside the church.
Yokohama Union Church
Yokohama Union Church is unique; it is different from any other type of
church. I served in a church in the U.S. and I served Japanese churches too.
Usually the church is an older people’s place but at the Union Church the
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average age is about 40 years old. Young! I was surprised. The church is the
oldest English-speaking Protestant church in Japan, established in 1863, by
Dr. Hepburn, Brown and Ballagh. Now mostly it is made up of expatriates,
young families from all sorts of places. The other day when I was at the
Yokohama Protestant Historical Society, I found out that the Yokohama
Union Church was a model of the koukai movement. If you study Japanese
Christian history, in the beginning was the koukai movement, the union
church movement, led by Brown and Ballagh. I was fascinated. No wonder
the koukai movement did not work well. I mean, it is difficult to be
ecumenical. But Brown had the dream of not creating the same
denominations as in the U.S., but one indigenous to Japan, and of working
with many Protestant churches. The dream was there. I have the constitution
here and could show it to you.
But it’s still not easy. No wonder Japanese samurai wanted to be
Christians when they saw the union church operation. They thought this is
the type of church we want to do but they left without knowing how to work
with all of the theological differences. It did not work well.
So we have a unique church, with a high turn-over rate. We are now in
our fourth year of ministry but we are old-timers. We can talk about the
history of Yokohama Union Church. There is a good part to it. You are
pastors and missionaries so you know that some people are more of a
headache than others. Difficult people come and go. At the same time
wonderful Christian workers have to say goodbye. It is difficult sometimes.
History is often disjointed because of these shifts so we need to keep
sharing the common history in faith together.
Theology of the Sojourner
I would like to share with you one thing about networking with other
churches, especially with local churches. I went to a meeting of union
church ministers two years ago on the island of Bali. One union church
minister from Korea said that the church should be an oasis. Foreigners
living in a foreign country are looking for an oasis in the church. So union
churches should not accept non-English speaking people. Union church
members should be those with passports and visas. That really triggered me;
I am usually quiet but when someone speaks like that against my
convictions, I have to fight. One minister from Hong Kong said about 70%
of Hong Kong residents have passports and visas. How are you going to
distinguish them? At the door say, “Show me your passport”? Should we do
a TOEFL test when they come to the door to see how their English is? I did
not say it at that time but what really hurt me is the idea of people from
foreign countries looking for foreign ministers and not wanting to see
Japanese again. If this is a social group, it is fine, but if it is the Christian
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church, I cannot take that. The Christian church cannot be a harbor for racial
prejudice, just looking for an oasis.
I feel the model of a union church is a fellowship of sojourners, based on
Hebrews 11. That is one of my favorite passages. That is because of my
experience. I treasure my twenty years in the U.S., being a foreigner there,
then after I married I got a card that said Resident Alien. I liked that title!
Resident alien. Isn’t that a little weird? People call it a green card, but
actually it is pink. My experience of being a foreigner has helped me a lot.
In my past in Japan I was a foreigner, too, a foreigner in this place. When
I took CPE training in Minneapolis, I worked with a geriatric care facility. I
met many wonderful people who died, and I shared the moments of their
last breath with them. I treasure that. Then through the group therapy type
confrontation: You know, I am so Japanese, I cannot be so confrontational.
It is hard for Norwegians, too; I was glad to see that.
But through the experience I learned what a relationship can be, how to
look at each other in the relationship and how a relationship can die. So
probably right now what motivates me in ministry is my anger toward the
society or Japanese education system because I got to this age and no one
told me about the mechanisms of relationships. Japanese people talk about a
girl and boy falling in love with each, blah, blah blah and that is it. But a
relationship has more depth to it; how to share the intimacy, how to share
the fear, but I heard nothing about that. So that anger drives me still to the
Christian ministry. I feel that is important.
So my goal is affirming the theology of the sojourner. It is important for
our Union Church people to recognize that we are sojourners, we are
temporary. And then seeing the positive side of temporariness. Otherwise
they cannot really work. I know it is scary, I know it is painful. That is why
sometimes the people shun the relationship and do not come to the church.
Another insight is this: How many foreigners are there in the Yokohama
area? I was amazed to know the number. We have four international
churches in Yokohama. Probably only about two percent of the foreigners in
the Yokohama area are members of these four or five churches. The
Japanese Christian population is what, about one percent? So, when foreign
people come to Japan, how many come to church? Of course they are busy
and it is difficult to live in a foreign country. My guess is, sorry to say, that
many are cultural Christians. In Japan no outside social pressure pushes
them to come to church. That is my observation. Also, my experience has
taught me that being a Christian means being marginal in one’s own culture.
I do not know how Japanese I am anymore. Strange. But you too, if you are
from Canada or the U.S., if you are a Christian you are marginal to the
culture, not mainstream.

On Networking

81

How to Cooperate
Well then, how to cooperate. I can tell you my experience in the Union
Church. It is not easy; many people like to talk about ecumenism but it is a
headache. If someone wants to try ecumenism, I will tell them, “No, you
shouldn’t do it. It’s a headache.” At Yokohama Union Church, we have to
live ecumenism in the church. We have so many different church
backgrounds in our church: Presbyterian, Reformed and Baptists. Even
though we are Protestant, Church of England and Catholic people come. It
is difficult. There are theological issues too. How are we going to
understand the sacraments, baptism and communion? We enter a theological
vacuum, trying not to make noise, shying away. How are we going to
cooperate in a positive way? It may not be 100 percent your way, but it is
how we live together. That is a big issue on a daily level. As a theologian,
missionary or minister I might get killed for this. And then already, I get
complaints and letters the following week: “You are taking your
denominational side too much.” “No,” I say, “my side is the WCC
statements on Faith and Order, this ecumenical work and based on that, not
the Presbyterian.” But it is not easy.
When I was in Japan earlier I was involved in the southern district of
Tokyo and attended the district meeting more than once. When I showed up
they were surprised. “Are you from Shiba church and you are coming to this
committee?” Then I realized, they used to be a Methodist group. So that is
the Kyodan. The Kyodan is the United Church of Christ, but it is not that
simple.
Then coming back to Japan after receiving so much education in the
U.S., I tried to apply to other Kyodan churches in Japan and realized the
placement system in Japan is different than in the U.S. The U.S. has a
somewhat fairer system. In Japan there is no mechanism here. What I faced
were the questions: “Which seminary did you graduate from and which
seminary professors do you know?” I would say, “I’m sorry, my seminary is
in Dubuque, Iowa. I don’t know anyone.” “Oh, okay we’ll think about it.”
Do you think I would get a letter? I was a foreigner here, out of place.
Then after I came back here I tried to find some kind of ministerial
association type of meeting in Yokohama. I would say, “Look I’m Japanese;
I can read the telephone book.” I called, but there were no such things. They
would say, “Which church are you from?” “Shiba church.” “Oh, okay, such
and such pastor has a Presbyterian background.” So I visited and expressed
my wish of being part of some kind of fellowship. “Oh, yeah we’ll have to
contact you.” Three years passed; did I get a letter? No. I would visit and
chat with the minister and talk about how Presbyterian churches are away
from the Presbyterian tradition in the U.S. I know about being a
Presbyterian, but how do they operate? They operate by the Japanese
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system, which means you have to know the boss. If they claim to be
Presbyterian, where are the presbytery functions? Where are the committee
functions? So to me, if they claim they are true descendents of John Calvin,
then show me the Presbyterian system here. So I got into the Methodist
ministers’ group and I am enjoying the learning process.
My frustration is that it is always my effort to come to them, but then
they are so slow to respond to me. Just because I graduated from a seminary
in the United States and I do not know any professors here. Because I do not
know any “boss” here, I am looked at as “Who are you?” But I try to create
some connections. I think for the Union Church side, it is good to have
some connections with Japanese local churches. We are the Body of Christ,
not just isolated. Is it a case of spending temporary time in Japan, not liking
it here exactly, but enjoying the time while here? No. We have to grow out
of such a mentality.
Then also, Union Church’s experience of being a sojourner is a special
asset for the Japanese local churches. They think they will be here a long
time, a hundred years, but so long as we are human beings, we are
sojourners. If the Japanese church is not aware of it, they do not know the
biblical call. So it is mutually important. Then also, for Japanese churches it
is good to know a different style of fellowship, of worship, beyond language
and culture. But I try to have a channel. I made contact with the Kanagawa
district Sunday school program and we are going to attend some day. I hope
it works.
It is not easy. Some in my congregation say, “Why do we have to meet
with Japanese churches?” And the Japanese churches say, “We cannot speak
English.” Cannot fellow human beings be together and enjoy songs? It is so
difficult. I am Japanese but I cannot understand it. But, I find that some
ministers are willing to work with me.
Cooperation is local churches, cooperation inside of the church. I have
shared my frustration. But in Japan we are experiencing meaninglessness. It
is so difficult and takes a long time to really make commitments, when we
are just looking for convenience.
Many Japanese students have gone to the U.S. and become Christians.
Their wonderful American friends are so glad that they have believed, and
tell them, “Please go home and look for the church and try to contact with
the people.” But when they come home, they do not go to church. It is too
difficult. But it is maybe not just the Japanese way but the human way. We
need to learn that Christian faith is not just appearance, it is a lifestyle.
This has been my experience, and my frustration, as a Japanese minister
working in the Union Church, with making connections.
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Networking or Not Working?
Networking Among International Churches & Mission
Agencies in Japan: Results of an Inquiry
By
Michael Höhn1
Is it astonishing that less than one percent of Japanese are Christians, or
is this not the consistent result of a confusing multiplicity of mini-missions,
micro-churches, and morbid, eccentric self-nominated church and mission
leaders who like to reign above the Holy Spirit instead of asking for a
renewing and unifying “Pentecost 2000” in serving the one and only Holy
Spirit? In a similar way, a Polish Protestant bishop expressed his concerns
about the perplexing variety of the “Christian supermarket”: “Only if
Christians embrace the cross of their only and common Savior Jesus Christ,
will they embrace each other.” To focus on the center and to cooperate with
each other wherever it may be possible, this seems to be one of the century’s
tasks for the worldwide Christian congregation of the 21st century.
Based on the results of an inquiry among international churches and
mission agencies, we may consider the following 10 topics for the Church
of the 21st Century:
As there are many opportunities to spread the Gospel in Japan, we should
take these chances which the Lord has entrusted to us instead of wasting all
our talents and becoming terribly guilty in spiritually starving hundreds,
thousands and far, far more people around us.
However, is not such a century’s task overtaxing our capabilities
tremendously? This will not be the case, if the starting point for our whole
mission includes the following emphases.
Spiritual Exchange: Monthly or even more frequent spiritual/prayer
meetings among churches and/or mission agencies of all Christian
backgrounds (ecumenical groups) except sects, of course, including prayer
chains, Christian education and Bible courses, studies about Japanese
society in the 21st century, and about its spiritual situation and deficits., etc.
Joint projects may be the next opportunity to spread the Gospel in
organizing and/or performing festivals, concerts, e.g., the tremendous
success of the Black Gospel Music Ministry as well as other Classical and
modern spiritual music and songs. The emotional impact is crucial to
Japanese! Bazaars, invitations to guest speakers and joint field trips may be
suitable ways to spread the Gospel here in the Japan of the 21st century.

1

Michael Höhn first came to Japan in 1993 through an exachange program between Mie
Prefecture and Erlangén University. He currently serves as pastor of Christ of All Nations
Church in Mino City as well as in several teaching positions.
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Joint projects of a larger size are decisive, too. Common training and
educational courses of different congregations and mission agencies as well
as employing common staff (teachers, social workers, nurses, youth
educators, etc.). Indeed, in cooperating, churches and mission agencies will
establish kindergartens, youth centers, social welfare centers, schools,
medical treatment centers/hospitals, homes for the elderly, for handicapped
people, and/or for homeless people, etc. Common witness will become a
stronger witness and will be of higher quality.
Networking with local and regional mass media will add to the quality
of the Christian witness in its quantity. Not only the sheer spreading of the
Gospel and announcing of congregational events are crucial; cooperation
with journalists and other skilled media specialists opens unexpected, new
channels for the Gospel. Especially, joint Public Relations with other
churches, mission agencies, and neighbouring Christian facilities will help
to make the Christian witness more transparent and more harmonious.
Key facilities for mission and outreach within Japanese society are
schools and universities. No other group within Japanese society seems to
be as open-minded as school and university students—human beings who
still look for a sense of life and who usually do not have as many prejudices
towards Christianity or “foreign” influences as other people have. Christian
teachers at one Japanese school even invited the Japanese non-Christian
mayor of their city to their local congregation. And the mayor even attended
the Sunday service! Networking with and among schools and universities—
this, of course, has also to include the public and private non-Christian
schools and universities, but maybe not univer-sities run by other religious
confessions. Special English, music, student or similar ministries may attract
even more pupils and university students.
Networking in a broader range also comprises our home churches in all
the countries we are coming from. Particularly, English language students,
but also other interested people may participate in homestays at families of
our home churches or other churches which are known to us. Those people
may even become participants not only in Sunday services, but also in
appropriate church/music/youth/etc. events. Additionally, home churches
may become “umbrella churches” to our small congregations here in
Japan—financially,
personally
and
particularly
in
spiritual
(prayer/missionary training) and leading tasks (advisor/supervisor).
Another important, but often neglected aspect of networking is
networking with congregations and other Christian organizations in
developing countries. Such networking is not to be limited to financial and
material support by churches of industrialized countries; it needs to become
a mutual spiritual exchange and even an exchange of people in doing study
tours and joint projects. Volunteer and also professional long term activities
can develop into exchange programmes. One respondent to my inquiry
suggested: “Better than giving money is the teaching of vocational skills,
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using church members’ engineering, business, and technical skills and
talents.”
Considering the actual global situation and challenges on the earth, the
gap between rich and poor, increasing violence in many countries and
environment problems, participation of every church, mission agency and
congregation in the worldwide “Process of Justice, Peace and Integrity of
Creation” (JPIC) is a “must.” “Let anyone who can hear, listen to what the
Spirit is saying to the churches...” Particularly, the Jubilee 2000 movement,
based on the Christian message as well as the “Process of Justice, Peace and
Integrity of Creation,” may contribute to the solution of actual problems,
and may also be an excellent chance to witness about the Christian faith. We
must always consider the double strategy—spiritual service and social
service—reflecting the vertical beam of the cross and its horizontal one.
Networking among churches and mission agencies in Japan may also
comprise an intellectual component: Academic networking. Sharing one’s
expertise as well as sharing of personnel, organizing seminars, symposiums,
(press) conferences, joint research and outreach/mission events. Exchange
of knowledge and experience would not require much in time or money or
other resources. We will receive back far more than we invest originally. We
need to get involved.
Finally, networking in Japan also has a theological-sociological
background, especially the networking between mission agencies and
(Japanese/international) churches. In particular, foreign mission agencies
may encourage many Japanese churches to become more open-minded in
spreading the Gospel in Japan. This includes the reply of one respondent,
who stressed cross-cultural fertilization: “Christianity has to change from a
foreign body to acceptance as a Japanese religion.” Whenever Christians
like to succeed in their respective missions, they have to listen to the Lord
and His call, and they have to focus on all the potential cooperators around
them. Networking with Him and networking with as many of His “ground
personnel” as possible is essential in order to experience the Lord’s
blessings in the 21st century, to experience a long-term “Pentecost 2000.”
Not networking doesn’t hurt anyone with the exception of those who are
hurt, because no one is networking with them.
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A Response to Ken Saito,“On Networking”By
Patricia Thornton1
I was asked to give this response a couple of weeks ago, but because of
the pressures of the Christmas and New Year’s season, we did not have a
chance to talk until yesterday. So my responses are based more on the theme
than on the specific comments that were made. And, actually, I have more
questions than information or answers regarding this topic.
I am a Christian educator working at a women’s university in Nagoya.
My field of study is computer technology as it applies to education, and as I
thought about this theme of networking the first thing that came to mind
was computer networking, for obvious reasons. As I thought about
computer networks and education, my mind went to endless possibilities,
endless dreams of what this technology can do to network people. But when
I started thinking about networking in terms of the church, what my mind
went to immediately were all of the problems, not the possibilities. When
we talk about networking in the Christian community, what exactly are we
talking about? Are we talking about all churches becoming one? Are we
talking about individual churches working together for a particular goal?
Are we talking about simply communication, dialogue?
So the first question I’d like to consider is what is networking in the
Christian context? Networking is a word that is heard often in today’s
world. Businessmen and women go to parties and meetings to network.
Researchers attend professional conferences to network. In both of these
contexts networking is a very casual meeting of people with the hope of
some future benefit. Often nothing tangible comes of these contacts, but
people become familiar with one another and with others who have similar
interests. Occasionally a new partnership or working relationship may be
formed as a result of this networking. Another context in which we often
think of the word network is media. Media companies form networks to
present various content to the public. In this case, there is usually a financial
benefit to pooling resources to provide entertainment and information to the
public. Yet another context is computer networks. Companies often network
their offices to provide increased communication between workers and
clients.
What about the Christian world? Which of the above meanings of the
word network apply to churches and to parachurch organizations, especially
in Japan? Let us consider each one:
Meeting People with Similar Interests

1 Patricia Thornton, serving in Japan with the Presbyterian Church USA since 1993, is an
associate professor in English Education at Kinjo Gakuin University in Nagoya. She
holds the M.Ed. degree in TESOL from Georgia State University.
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This type of networking is already occurring throughout the Christian
world. Conferences such as the Hayama conference, the Church Planter’s
conference, Urbana missions conference, etc., bring together people from
diverse Christian backgrounds to share about their experiences and
perspectives. Casual relationships are formed and occasionally future
cooperative projects are spawned. This type of networking is relatively
painless because people listen to invited speakers and incorporate the
information into their own worldviews (or not). Often people dialogue with
diverse groups without having to come to an agreement about important
issues. It allows for an exchange of opinions in a safe environment.
Pooling Resources
Another type of networking that often occurs in secular contexts
involves the combining of resources to accomplish a certain goal. This also
happens in the Christian world. Individual churches with the same doctrinal
beliefs often join denominational groups or form a cooperative of churches.
With their combined resources they are able to provide more services to the
community and to the world. They can invite speakers or musicians that
would be out-of-reach for a small congregation. This type of networking is
not as easy to accomplish. Issues such as who to include based on beliefs
and who will be the decision makers about how the resources will be used
are often tied up with emotion and politics. It seems to me that in today’s
world, the popular idea is to be all-inclusive. This conference is about
postmodern culture and one of the aspects of postmodernism, please correct
me if I have misinterpreted you, is the idea of relativism. As we embrace
more of a networking philosophy in the sense of joining resources, are we
also compromising what we believe? It is an important question to consider.
Where do we draw the line between inclusion and relativism? If Christian
groups pool resources and someone decides to sponsor or host an event that
is contrary to some of the members’ beliefs, it can have serious
repercussions for that group. How do we honor such diversity?
Increased Communication
Companies and secular organizations need to have good lines of
communication within their organizations and with those to whom they
offer services. In this sense, networking involves building infrastructures
through which information can be disseminated and opportunities for
dialogue enhanced. Do we have such infrastructures in the Christian world,
and especially in Japan? Organizations such as JEMA endeavor to make
information available through mailings, newsletters, and, now, email
messages. However, it seems to me, that this has limited effectiveness in
increasing communication between members of the Christian community.
Are there other ways we can be involved in opening lines of communication
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within the Christian community and to those we serve? This is an area that I
believe needs to be further developed in Japan.
Often when we talk about networking among churches, it seems to me
that we have this vague image of everyone being friends or family and
achieving great goals together. It sounds nice and certainly fits in a
postmodern world. However, I think we have to look at the specifics of each
networking opportunity and we have to ask the important, hard questions
about absolute truth and to consider what it means to be involved in
cooperative work with those of diverse opinions. At what levels can we
cooperate if we have different ideas about the Bible or what Truth is? Who
decides what is absolutely true and how do we do that collectively? These
are some things that I hope we will discuss as we continue in this
conference. Ken Saito focused on many of the problems that are inherent in
people trying to cooperate with each other. We all come from different
backgrounds. Gary Fujino mentioned earlier that we often color our
interpretations of the Scriptures with our own backgrounds. How do we
cooperate, given all of those differences? And is it important enough that we
do it?
I believe that our answers to these questions can be found in the Bible.
God was very specific about community life when He gave the Ten
Commandments. I believe His Word also can help us today know how to
live with each other in community and in networking cooperatives.
Scripturally is there a reason that we cooperate, that we network, and if so,
what is that reason? Are there biblical limits we should place on
cooperation? I am not a theologian, but I would like to share a few thoughts
for consideration.
The early churches often existed in isolation. There was one church per
city, but, even so, there are some examples of cooperation. Paul’s mission
churches sent money to Jerusalem to be used for “God’s people.” The
churches shared speakers/workers. Paul often sent specific people such as
Timothy to work in a church for a time. Pooling of resources was one kind
of networking that we see in the early church. We also see this within a
local church in the sense that the members of the church in Acts gave to the
community of believers, “having everything in common.”
There was also diversity of belief among and within the churches of the
New Testament. The council in Jerusalem called Paul to speak with them on
the Gentile issue. He shared his experiences and God’s word to him and the
council agreed with his decision to share the Gospel with the non-Jewish
community. They had an infrastructure within which dialogue could happen.
They did not accept everything, but rather, before God, judged its rightness
or wrongness and acted accordingly. Within the church at Corinth, there
were many divisions. Paul urged them to “agree with one another so…you
may be perfectly united in mind and thought.” He went on to point to Christ
as the One to whom they should look. Christ only. Too often doctrinal
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preferences, not Truth, keep us divided. By following Christ alone we can
walk righteously and make right decisions when we are faced with the tough
questions of how to live together as a community of believers.
Throughout the New Testament, believers are called on to be united and
to consider our brothers and sisters as equally important with ourselves,
even better than ourselves. Jesus’ example was one of humility, even unto
death, and we, too, must be willing to humble ourselves before God and
determine His righteous will in each decision of networking and
cooperation and the implications of being involved or not being involved
with our brothers and sisters in Christ.
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A Case Study of the International VIP Club:
A Mission Movement Among Japanese Businessmen
ByMitsuo Fukuda1
Introduction
The growth of the International VIP Club is a phenomenon of the
Japanese mission field today. It is a mission movement among Japanese
businessmen who are commuting to big cities like Tokyo, Osaka, and
Nagoya. This paper presents an overview of the movement and investigates
the background of its growth. Next, the characteristics of this movement are
analyzed. Finally the meaning and the future of the movement are examined
in terms of existing church authorities and functional mission movements.
Overview of the International VIP Club
The International VIP Club (VIP Club) was started by a group of
Christian businessmen in Tokyo in 1993. After four years of stagnation, it
began to grow rapidly. In March 1997, some members of the VIP Club
sponsored a large evangelistic meeting in Tokyo, named “B & P Winner’s
Festival.” About 450 businessmen and professionals (B & P) gathered at
The Westin Hotel, Tokyo. The VIP Club members encouraged the
participants to launch cell-type meetings in hotel restaurants. People who
caught this vision of evangelizing businessmen by businessmen themselves
in their business environment, started many cell-type meetings in urban
areas, using hotel restaurants, business offices, members’ homes, and other
places accessible from their offices. This movement has been growing
rapidly since that 1997 meeting. They now hold eleven evangelistic
meetings each month (nine in Tokyo, one in Osaka, and one in Nagoya) and
over 100 cell-type weekly meetings, mainly in hotel restaurants. Over 500
businessmen gather for summer and Christmas festivals.
Background of Growth
1. Collapse of Kaisha-kyo
Kaisha-kyo is a belief in the super power of the kaisha. The kaisha is not
regarded as only a business company that businessmen have contracted
with, but also as a community in which they share their fate. Businessmen
1 Mitsuo Fukuda (D.Miss., Fuller Theological Seminary) is the pastor of Christ Family in
Hyougo Prefecture and the founding chairman for the Research Association of
Contextualization. His works, published in Japanese, include Bunmyaku-ka Kyokai no
Keisei [Developing a Contextualized Church as a Bridge to Christianity in Japan] (1993)
and Fukuin wa Tsutawatteimasuka [Paradigm Shift in Contextualization] (1995).
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assume that the rise and fall of the individual’s life depends on the whole
course of their affiliated kaisha. From this viewpoint, the businessman’s
task is to maintain a harmonious relationship with his kaisha and contribute
to the preservation and prosperity of the kaisha. Through this effort,
businessmen gain social status and a stable income. This belief system
worked in an era of the economic growth.
However, in the lasting economy depression, Japanese businessmen have
reached a deadlock which has not been overcome by traditional kaishacentered value systems and behavior patterns. In this situation, it is difficult
for many to expect a better position and salary despite their hard work. The
increasing rate of unemployment and bankruptcy has resulted in the collapse
of kaisha-kyo. Since the kaisha can no longer guarantee the position,
protection and the distribution of profits, kaisha-kyo has began to lose its
centripetal force.
A survey by Sanwa Research Institute Corporation found that 28% of
university graduates quit their jobs within three years. The rate of
resignations among high school graduates is about 50% within three years
(Sanwa Research Institute Corporation, 1998:238). This data shows that
many businessmen today do not rely on the super power of the kaisha
anymore and are seeking new human relationships and resources for the
formation of their identity (Sakaiya, 1998 (1995):259).
2. Psychological Burdens Stem from the Collapse of Kaisha-kyo
The collapse of kaisha-kyo has at least two consequences. One is the
change of view with respect to the kaisha. Before the economic depression,
the kaisha was an object of worship and the focus of commitment. At that
time, the kaisha functioned to enclose the individual businessman in the
organization in order to seek symbiotic profit between individuals and the
kaisha. But now businessmen have a chance to change their employment or
to set up business on their own if they have the ability and opportunity.
Businessmen don’t have to suppress their individuality and personal desire
in the name of the corporate purpose. Today the kaisha is acknowledged by
young businessmen as a life sphere where they develop their vocational
aptitude and career.
A second consequence of the collapse of kaisha-kyo is the psychological
burden on businessmen. There are at least four kinds of stress from which
businessmen are suffering. The background of the growth of this movement
is that many overstressed businessmen are seeking a place of healing in the
new Christian businessmen’s communities.
The first stress is from unstable social status. It is a realistic and physical
problem. Many former managers of bankrupt firms and fired businessmen
have either a reduced income or no income at all. It is difficult for them to
find new occupations. In addition, many more businessmen worry about
losing their current jobs. They are disappointed with the kaisha which used
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to provide them with security and stability and are very anxious about their
uncertain futures.
The second is the stress of isolation. The kaisha functioned as a familylike community where people received comfort and identity. With the
collapse of kaisha-kyo, on the one hand, businessmen were given the
opportunity to express their individual personalities, but, on the other hand,
they lost the emotional integrity of the corporation. Unfortunately, most
businessmen do not receive psychological support from their nuclear family
either, because few families function as a home. The reason for this
malfunction seems to originate in businessmen’s neglect of their families.
Formerly, businessmen concentrated excessively on the kaisha and did not
give enough attention to their wives and children. Consequently, some
businessmen seek a substitute community beyond the kaisha or the family.
They yearn for friends who understand their emotional difficulties and who
can listen to the terrible stories they have experienced in the course of the
current economic depression.
The third stress is derived from self-reliance, which is the ethic of the
modern era. Modern society is characterized by excessive social demands
on the development of individuality. The collapse of the kaisha facilitates
this individualistic inclination. People have a compulsion within
themselves, which urges them to become an independent self with dignity,
an individual with originality, a perfect character and a person who deserves
to receive respect from others (see Nakamura, 1998:228). Businessmen
today are requested to select the best from various options without mistakes,
and must constantly strive to improve themselves by their own initiative.
There is no help from their superior authorities, staff, or colleagues. They
must undertake to deny themselves daily in order to discover and correct
weak points so that they can make continuing progress, and all this has to be
done in a situation of isolation. Due to these social pressures, they feel
irritation, anxiety, and instability.2 They want relaxation and healing.
The fourth stress originates from a lack of communication skills.
Businessmen are unprepared for the transition from a harmony-oriented
society to an individualistic society. While in the West, people tend to
establish cooperative relationships on the basis of mutual understandings
which were formed by the free expression of differences, in Japan, people
have tried to prevent social conflicts by concealing the differences between
them as much as possible and regarding the receptor as another “I” (see
Masamura, 1995:417-418). Japanese people tend to make the boundary
between “I” and “you” fuzzy, and try to conceal the reality that all people
are different from each other. This kind of communication style worked
until the emergence of the “information society.” Today, it seems to be a
2

Nüber discusses the psychological burdens of people in the modern era (see Nüber,
1995).
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requirement for contemporary Japanese people to learn how to assert their
opinions and to express their feelings in a socially appropriate manner. They
are going through a process of changing their communication style from the
traditional concealing type to the post-modern expressing type. The causes
of many relational troubles—generational, marital, school, kaisha and
international—can be traced to this lack of communication skills.
3. Effective Usage of E-Mail Communication
The development of communication technology has assisted interaction
between Christian businessmen. E-mail is effectively used for requesting
prayer, reporting testimonies, and testifying to the power of the Gospel to
their colleagues. It is not only a form of correspondence but also a tool for
nurturing friendship.
Mr. Ichimura, one of the founding leaders of the VIP Club, said the
following in an interview with me: “If we have personal time with other
church members only on Sunday afternoon, it is too short to nurture our
friendship and to express our concern for our neighbours’ lives. If we spend
one hour with other members per week on the average, we will spend about
50 hours a year. That time is only as long as a two-day summer retreat. We
try to have much more time with our members of God’s family. E-mail is
one of the important vehicles with which to be in contact with other
Christian businessmen in urban areas. Of course, we meet together face to
face almost everyday. But e-mail is more convenient and it saves time.”3
Another aspect of e-mail communication relates to networking. It
provides for more democratic and open communication among its users.
Everybody can be a sender of a message. The e-mail network is paving the
way in establishing a new type of community, with a new leadership
structure. I believe that this type of community attracts many businessmen
who would like to escape the strong social ties of the kaisha.
Characteristics of the Movement
1. Vision Casting and Its Succession
The core leaders of this movement have a strong consciousness with
respect to world evangelization. They promote the vision of world
evangelization repeatedly in their meetings. They think that otherwise the
meetings would become too closed. It seems to be rather easy for Japanese
businessmen to imagine the expansion of their ministries to the world,
because they have already experienced similar outreach in the economic
sphere.
3

A personal interview with Mr. Andrew Kazuo Ichimura, Business and Professional
Ministry director of The Navigators, Japan, at The Imperial Hotel in Tokyo on March 10,
1999.
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The focus of the cell-type meetings is also evangelism to other
businessmen. They are sharing the names of their non-Christian friends and
praying for them with one accord in the meetings. This missionary spirit
seems to be continuing among the new leaders emerging in these cell-type
meetings.
2. Need-oriented Evangelism
VIP Club members are holding meetings in hotels, restaurants, offices,
the apartments of members, and the campuses of universities that are
located in the central areas of major cities. These locations are accessible
from downtown offices. A church building in a suburb is not a convenient
place to gather for businessmen. For example, it is difficult for a
businessman commuting for two hours by train into Tokyo to attend a
prayer meeting at his church in the suburbs at night. More difficult is
inviting his business friends to that meeting. If a friend is from another
satellite city in a different direction, it is almost impossible. Therefore, to
hold meetings in an accessible place like a restaurant in an urban center is
an effective strategy.
Holding a working breakfast in a hotel restaurant is a common practice
for business executives. Using the breakfast time for Christian fellowship is
a new framework for evangelism, which takes into account Japanese
business culture.
Mr. Kazuo Kanamori, general manager of Fuji Bank Global Credit
Division II, stated that the biggest need for Japanese businessmen is to share
their stories within safe and intimate human relationships.4 As mentioned
earlier, businessmen face tremendous psychological burdens and have no
place to pour out their hearts. The various Christian meetings at urban
access points function as healing fellowships where they can express their
hidden inner feelings.
Another need of businessmen relates to networking, part of the nature of
a highly information-oriented society. Businessmen want to acquaint
themselves with people in other industries, especially business executives
and specialists like doctors, lawyers, professors, consultants and highranking officials. This need is a good contact point for attracting nonChristian businessmen. VIP Club meetings always include a time for
exchanging business cards.
3. Functional Structures
There are three types of meetings. The first type is a prayer meeting.
They hold prayer meetings once a week, and in the Tokyo area they pray
4

A personal interview with Mr. Kazuo Kanamori, general manager of Fuji Bank Global
Credit Division II, at the head office of the Fuji Bank Limited in Tokyo on March 10,
1999.
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through the night twice a month. Themes of the prayer meetings are varied:
revival in Japan and in the world; the salvation of the Imperial family,
statesmen, government officials, businessmen, judicial people, and people in
the mass media; and personal problems of the participants.
This type of meeting has the following three characteristics: 1) A strong
expectation that God answers their prayers. They experience the work of the
Holy Spirit through prayer and testify to it in thanksgiving. 2) Missionoriented. They focus on missionary work so that participants overcome the
walls of the denomination. 3) Guidance. They receive concrete strategies in
prayer along with the power to execute those strategies. The VIP Club and
the hotel ministries were launched by these prayer meetings. These prayer
meetings are the generators of this movement.
The second type includes two kinds of evangelistic meetings They are
classified in two categories: the VIP Club (once a month), and the two
festivals (Christmas and summer). These evangelistic meetings are of
businessmen, by businessmen and for businessmen. Vital testimonies are
shared in the meetings, which relate to other businessmen. These
testimonies seems to be more powerful than those of pastors because
businessmen share the experiences of overcoming problems which are held
in common in their real business circumstances.
The festivals function not only as an evangelistic meeting, but also as a
celebration, too. A scene where 500 businessmen gather in a gorgeous hotel
helps the participants to confirm God’s big picture of the world mission and
to feel that they are part of a united family.
The third type is the cell-type meeting. They are referred to as hotel
ministries, office ministries and home ministries. The aims of these cell-type
meetings are: 1) fellowship of the believers in their daily lives, 2) follow-up
of unbelievers and seekers who have become interested in Christianity
through the evangelistic meetings, and 3) training of the potential leaders.
The leadership training is not systematic, but is done “on-the-job.”
Many participants receive a vision for world evangelization through the
current leaders’ words and lifestyle, and are encouraged to be released as
leaders of new cell-type meetings. The current leaders empower the new
leaders to start a new ministry and cover them in prayers and intimate
personal fellowship.
These three types of meetings are organically linked to each other. The
prayer meetings are the generators of the movement, the evangelistic
meetings are the attractors of the people and the cell-type meetings are the
composers of the Body of Christ.
Meaning and Future of This Movement
1. Meaning of This Movement: New Field with New Workers
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This movement awakens our interest in a new mission field which has
been neglected for years. Before the collapse of kaisha-kyo there had been
little room to approach businessmen with the Gospel due to the strong
binding force of the kaisha. The kaisha squeezed out all of a businessman’s
energy, so that he had no physical and psychological power left for going to
church on Sunday. Therefore, the Christian church had to focus her mission
on housewives and children. However, as the Christian businessmen’s
movement emerged, Japanese Christians began to notice that a new
evangelistic field had been uncovered. This is the first time in Japanese
mission history that businessmen have become a primary mission force.
They are not licensed preachers, but testify to the power of the Gospel by
their living testimonies. They are not professional missionaries, but plant
new cell-type meetings in urban mission frontiers. They are not mission
strategists with Ph.D.s, but they develop effective ministries and train new
leaders. This lay workers’ movement includes the momentum of a
theological reformation where missionary work is reconciled with secular
vocations.
The challenge to see mission work and secular vocations monistically, as
God’s integrated work, is not only for businessmen. It is a challenge to
every believer, including pastors and missionaries. In the midst of daily life,
all believers are called to testify to the power, love, wisdom, sincerity,
diligence, morality, building of good character, and popularity, which are all
gifts from God. Christian faith is not only a mental stabilizer (Takeuchi,
1995:86-92), but also God’s empowerment of the whole life of believers.
They are expected to glorify God with their faithful living. In this sense, all
believers are priests of God. This is not a new theological statement.
However we should recall this biblical idea and apply it in our historical
context.
2. Future of the Movement: Authority Structure and Functional
Practices
Conflict between the existing churches and this mission movement must
be avoided for the sake of the healthy extension of the Kingdom of God.
The former should welcome and support the latter because it is filling a
vacuum among the mission tasks in Japan. The latter should respect and
keep cooperative relationships with the former, because although their
missions are different, both missions were given by the same God. He is the
God of peace, who is working in the place where people love each other. In
fact, if both divine communities support each other mutually, an even
greater harvest will be expected. The existing churches may have more
businessmen who are saved in urban areas, while the mission movement
may have greater resources from the existing churches for their spiritual
growth.
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Envy and authoritarianism have choked new mission movements.
Arrogance and subjectivism have confused and split churches. Acts 8:4-25
is a good reference for reflecting upon church authority and lay worker
movements. Philip, a lay evangelist, did marvelous mission work in
Samaria. But he didn’t ignore the authority of the Jerusalem church and
asked Jerusalem to send Peter and John to accredit his ministry in Samaria.
This includes at least two lessons for both church pastors and movement
leaders. One is that church pastors should not disturb the work of the Holy
Spirit who used movement leaders. Instead they need to cover and protect
the new converts by their God-given authority and pastoral work. The other
is that movement leaders should not ignore God’s order where the church
pastors have the greater authority. Instead they need to humbly recognize
their sphere of ministry.
To rely on the Holy Spirit, who guides church pastors to use their
authority in a modest manner, and who gives movement leaders humility in
the performance of their functional ministries, is the key for continual
growth of this movement.
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A Response to Mitsuo Fukuda,“A Case Study of the
International VIP Club”By
1

Jim Nesbitt
I extend greetings to all at Hayama. I regret that due to my absence
overseas I am not with you. Nevertheless, I appreciate the opportunity to
share in the Seminar in this way. This response is not a critique which
presents alternative interpretations and conclusions (except in one peripheral
point). It rather asks questions which would deepen our knowledge of the
movement to fuel our support of it.
Our thanks are due to Dr. Fukuda for a most encouraging paper. He
describes exciting developments in evangelism in Japan, and gives the social
context from recent research not usually known or reviewed by the
missionary community. The VIP Club movement is one that we should
encourage and assist in any way we can, not least in prayer. Perhaps of more
immediate value in our own ministries, however, is the description of the
background to the movement. It brings to our attention watershed changes in
Japanese society. We each should take account of these as we seek to be
relevant in our communication of the Gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ.
We rejoice at the growth of this lay movement. It provides Japanese
Christian businessmen with a context in which they can grow in Christian
understanding and commitment. In this context, too, they are empowered to
witness to their colleagues and associates. Conversely, greater credibility will
be attached to that witness, as it will come from known and respected
associates. The lines of Gospel communication will thus follow the matrix of
social interaction, and not come as irrelevant and unwelcome intrusions.
In the paper, there is a helpful section on Functional Structures. What is
not fully described is the full background and organizational structure of the
movement. Was it started by a mission agency or by committed Japanese
believers who had experienced similar ministries overseas? What is the
present structure? Is it formal and hierarchical, with a central authority that
lays down formal policies for leadership identification and training, and that
coordinates the annual festivals? Or is it a less formal structure, flat, with a
large degree of autonomy in the various groups? How are new prayer and
cell-type meetings started? How are potential leaders identified, trained and
appointed? It would be of interest (and answer some of the points made
below) to know what materials are used for follow-up.
Fukuda Sensei describes this movement as a New Field with New
Workers. He suggests that evangelism amongst businessmen has been
neglected for years. The reason given is that the kaisha squeezed out all of a
1 Jim Nesbitt served with OMF in Japan from 1972 to 1981 and Singapore in 1982/83.
Returning to Japan in 1995, he currently serves as OMF’s Director for Administration and
Finance. He holds the B.D. degree from London University.
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businessman's energy. The conclusion is that the Christian church had to
focus her mission on housewives or children. It is true that most churches
have a substantially higher proportion of women than men. This is so even
compared with the proportions found in the traditional missionary sending
countries where there are also typically more women than men. However, I
would not deduce that concentration on evangelism amongst women rather
than men was a deliberate missions strategy. Rather, the lack of ministry
directed towards businessmen occurred by default. Evangelists (both
missionary and Japanese) focused on the community segments that are more
accessible because they do not have the time constraints of the businessmen.
Section E 2, Future of the Movement, identifies challenges for the
movement in its relationship with local churches. Fukuda Sensei gives the
principles for an effective, complementary association between the two.
These need to be fleshed out by describing the respective roles, and programs
that will build understanding and appreciation of the significant contribution
the VIP Club can make to churches in evangelism and lay leadership training.
An important element in this understanding would be confidence on the part
of existing churches and mission agencies that the movement's doctrinal basis
be essentially compatible with their own. Further, the conduct of the meetings
should be consistent with the declared standards. The leading of meetings,
and testimonies in them are not free of doctrinal content. A testimony does
not only report what God has done; it reflects on, interprets those events. The
chairman or leader of the meeting adds further interpretation in responding
and taking the group on to the next agenda item, prayer, etc. Also, nonChristians will obviously be encouraged to attend church and where
appropriate introduced to a suitable church. Nevertheless, it should be clear
that there would be no hint of influence on Christians to change their church
affiliation.
One way to give the assurance that many churches would like would be to
have a Board of Reference whose members would be respected leaders from
the Japanese church community. Is there such a body?
On the other hand, local churches and mission agencies should encourage
VIP Clubs in prayer as well as being sympathetic to their members being
involved in the Clubs. In C 3, there is an Ichimura quote on the inadequate
period of time businessmen of necessity spend in Christian fellowship.
Pastors who recognize this situation will encourage their members to take
opportunities to extend this time; but they would want to be assured that the
extended fellowship and service is orthodox in both faith and practice.
I trust that this response stimulates other interesting discussion. Fukuda
Sensei may well be able to provide some answers; it would also be helpful to
have a contact point in order to learn of ongoing activities and growth, and to
consider how we are able to encourage and support the ministry of the
International VIP Club.
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Old Earth Creationism Versus Young Earth
Creationism From the Standpoint of Evangelistic
Impact
By
1
Tim Boyle
As I have spoken in numerous settings on the subject of the incredible
design we see in the universe and its theological implications, one concept I
have run up against in numerous forms (particularly from conservative
Christians) is the sense of unease people have in putting science and faith
together. This objection can be summarized as follows: “It is a fact that the
history of science has been a process of older theories being overturned and
replaced by newer theories. Thus, building one’s understanding of the Bible
and the basis for faith on whatever happens to be the latest theory is a very
shaky foundation and is asking for trouble.” Though people who voice such
concerns have not really thought through what they are saying, the
underlying feeling is that since the big bang is only a theory which they
suspect will be replaced by some other theory in the future (following right
along with the history of science), if one so tightly embraces that theory in
one’s theology, then the very basis for one’s faith could collapse right along
with the theory itself. If, of course, considering the theological implications
of the big bang actually involved doing that, then I would have to agree.
That, however, is a gross misunderstanding of what is involved.
The central conclusion of the big bang is that the universe is expanding
from some point of origin at which space and time and everything in our
space-time dimensions came into existence out of nothing. Thus, even if
some other theory that goes by a different name comes along that better
explains what we observe in the universe, unless that central conclusion is
overturned, there is nothing to fear. If, however, the big bang theory is
shown to be fundamentally wrong, that would indeed leave the Christian
faith on shaky ground. It would be similar to what Paul said In 1 Cor. 15
concerning the resurrection, namely that, “if Christ is not raised from the
dead, then our faith is in vain and we are to be most pitied among all
peoples.” Likewise, if the universe really did not have a beginning such as
the big bang describes, the exact same thing can be said. If this universe was
not created “ex nihilo,” then indeed, “our faith is in vain and we are to be
most pitied among all peoples.” It would mean that the evolutionists are
1 Tim Boyle, with the United Methodist Church and Presbyterian Church USA, serves
under the United Church of Christ in Japan (Kyodan) at the Tsukuba Christian Center. He
has a BS degree in Physics from Arizona State University, studied at Asbury Theological
Seminary, and holds MDiv and DMin degrees from Fuller Theological Seminary.
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right in saying that we are an accident of random-chance evolution without
any purpose of existence outside of what we create for ourselves.
Young-earth creationists counter with the claim that of course there was
a beginning to the universe, but only about 10,000 years ago at most.
Likewise, they say that God simply gave it the “appearance of age” by
creating it as a mature system with the light from distant galaxies created en
route so that we could see them from the beginning. (This is really not much
different than what evolutionists say in trying to deny the obvious evidence
for design by saying it is only “apparent design” and not real.) Working
from the premise that God can do anything, it logically follows that such a
feat is possible, but the effect of that scenario is to make God into a
deceiver. In other words, these events that we can actually see taking place
on objects greater than 10,000 light years away are a charade and not real.
How much of the universe is included in that? All but our region of the
Milky Way Galaxy—just a few percent of just this one galaxy out of
hundreds of billions of other galaxies! It is in effect saying that God
implanted the evidence in the light he created en route from these distant
objects to deceive us into believing that we are seeing something real. Such
a scenario makes the entire science of astronomy meaningless, and more
importantly, it makes the “God who does not lie” (Titus 1:2) into a “God
who does lie.” It seems to me that it is this interpretation that is really the
one on shaky foundations!
Another point many Christians have trouble with is the vast difference in
time scale between the creation of the universe and the creation of human
beings. While the Young-Earth Creationists think of the time scale of
human existence as almost the same as the time scale for that of the universe
as a whole, the evidence presented to us by the natural realm suggests it is
on the order of a million times less. If, as the Scriptures clearly teach, the
purpose of the creation of the universe was preparatory to the ultimate goal
of God’s creation of humankind, why would God take such a long time to
reach that goal? Why would he not simply speak them into existence in an
instant?
There are three important points to consider in response to this concern.
First of all, the evidence from the natural world completely agrees with the
biblical concept that the universe was designed with humankind in mind.
The “anthropic principle” states that the numerous parameters and factors
that can be observed and measured in the universe as a whole all fit within
very narrow ranges (among very much wider possible ranges), and it is this
that makes life possible. For those of you interested in looking at the details,
Dr. Ross’s book, The Creator and The Cosmos spells things out very
clearly. I also am making available a paper I wrote based on one chapter of
that book that I use in a high-level English class for scientists I do every
year. It is entitled, “Does life exist on any other planet in the universe?
Another look at SETI.”
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The second point to consider is that unless one resorts to appeals to
creation “ex nihilo” of fossil fuels, limestone, topsoil and other biodeposits,
it takes a very long time for the life forms God created to produce all of
these natural resources God has blessed this planet with. God designed
Earth to carry the maximum biomass permitted by the natural laws he
established. This maximum life carrying capacity multiplied by 3.9 billion
years gives us all of these biodeposits to fuel our economy so that it
becomes logistically possible for the Great Commission to be fulfilled
rapidly. God can, of course, act outside of these natural laws when doing so
serves his purpose, but again, if he has done so here, he has again planted
deceptive evidence indicating slow processes over long periods, which
certainly does not serve his purpose.
The third point also has to do with the time scale. The main problem here
is that we are looking at time from a human perspective. People for whom
this is a stumbling block seem to be thinking in terms of God sitting around
for 15 billion years twiddling his thumbs while he waits for the universe to
develop to the point where he can finally get around to his primary goal,
namely creating human beings. But when we think like that, we are, in
effect, visualizing God in human terms, within our dimensional framework.
This is not really that different from what manmade religions around the
world do when they visualize deity, however they define it, as existing only
within the framework of our four space-time dimensions, that is, as being a
part of nature.
The Bible, however, presents God as being in no way confined to our
time frame. For instance, it describes time from God’s perspective in
symbolic terms, such as “With the Lord, one day is as a thousand years, and
a thousand years as one day” (2 Peter 3:8, Ps. 90:4). God is outside of our
time frame, and he can see and control all of the universe’s past, present and
future at the same “time.” Numbers like “billions” may boggle our minds,
but whether God took billions of years or only seconds in our time frame to
accomplish his purposes should not be the main issue. The “who” and
“why” of creation are what is ultimately important, and this is what the
Scriptures emphasize. The “how” and “when” are ultimately important only
with respect to how one’s understanding of those affects how one
understands the “who” and “why”.
Forcing the “how” and “when” into a preconceived naturalism as the
evolutionists do obviously controls their understanding of the “who” and
“why”—actually negating both. But forcing the “how” and “when” into a
young-earth scenario according to a particular interpretation of Scripture
likewise leads to an erroneous understanding of the “who” and “why”
(though, of course, not nearly so erroneous as that of the evolutionists!). As
mentioned previously, the main problem is that this makes God into a Being
who deceives us, by giving the natural world an “appearance” of age that
really is not there. Another way to look at it is to say that making a mistake
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on the “when” of Creation will not affect your salvation. But if one is
mistaken about the “who” of Creation, then one’s salvation is definitely in
question. Thus, from this standpoint, the issue of the “when” of Creation is
of little importance.
This issue, however, becomes of great importance from the standpoint of
evangelistic impact, as appealing to the young earth/global flood scenario
has a very negative impact on evangelizing those with even a rudimentary
scientific education. Attacking the obvious philosophic and scientific
shortcomings of random-chance evolution is all well and good, but when
the alternative presented is young-earth creationism, very few secular
people are won over to the Christian worldview. The young-earth
creationists have not been able to name a single scientist they have been
able to convince, independent of any reference to the Bible, of the scientific
evidence for a young earth. The few they have won over have all been
persuaded by their particular biblical line of reasoning, and when it comes
to the astronomical evidence, they have no answer other than to imply God
is deceiving us.
It is true, of course, that “Creation Science” ministries can point to
secular people being won to the Lord through their ministries. The Holy
Spirit has obviously been at work through their ministries in bringing lost
souls into the Kingdom, and in the final analysis, that is all that really
matters. My point, however, is that these same people could have also been
won over with a creationist message that is in tune with the facts of science
instead of one which is so blatantly discordant, and on top of those people, a
whole host of potential converts who stumble over the false science could
also be won.
Interestingly, the tactics used by the evolutionists and young-earth
creationists have some striking similarities. Evolutionists are well-known
for their “just-so” stories of how one basic body design could plausibly
evolve by natural means into another (e.g., reptiles into birds, etc.). If one
particular scenario is shown to be utterly impossible, they simply come up
with another, since the basic presupposition of naturalism must be
maintained at all costs. The numerous “scientific” arguments for a young
universe and earth are much the same. For many that have been put forth in
the past (such as the “moon dust” argument), the falsehood of the argument
is now so obvious that even those committed to this position no longer use
them. For the few rather good arguments still left (such as radio haloes in
granite and the frozen mastodons in Siberia), the scientific data and
understanding that would disprove their young-earth/world-wide flood
interpretation are not so well developed (though, of course, plausible
scenarios consistent with the old earth certainly have been proposed). But
because they are so committed to this particular biblical position (among
other possible viewpoints that are equally or even more biblically sound),
they, like the evolutionists, ignore the numerous scientific arguments that
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make their position categorically untenable, and hold on to those few for
which a faint shred of hope still remains.
Amazingly, the young-earth creationists end up believing in the power of
evolution by natural means far more than the evolutionists do. Because they
are committed to the position that the flood of Noah covered the entire
planet and thus killed all air-breathing animals outside the ark, they are
forced to think of the representative animals taken aboard as being only
general “kinds”, and not each and every species. Thus, there was, for
instance, one “cat kind”, with each pair then multiplying and speciating by
natural means alone (since God was “resting” from his direct creative
activity) into all of the various species (lions, tigers, house cats, etc.) within
each category—all within a few centuries! Not even the most committed
evolutionist believes evolution can happen at anywhere near that rate.
Thus, we have the deplorable situation of young-earth creationists
painting themselves into numerous corners and setting themselves up as
easy “straw-man” targets that secularists can easily shoot down. The fallout
of that is that the secularists then think they have disproven any kind of
creationism and can thus feel smug in their naturalistic presuppositions and
that they therefore do not really have to deal with the evidence for design
anymore. Thus, the young-earth creationists end up being their own worst
enemies, defeating the very purpose they have set out to accomplish—
namely to bring down the “false god” of evolutionism and bring the lost into
a personal relationship with their Creator.
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Response to Tim Boyle,
“Old Earth Creationism”
By
Rie Takahashi1
I would like to speak from what I have observed among college students
in Japan but perhaps most of what I am to say is quite familiar to you
already.
Although I believe the issue raised here is an important one, I do not
think it is an issue of concern or even interest among most Japanese
Christians. I doubt that most Japanese Christians are even aware of the
issue, and even if they are aware, my impression is that most of them would
not take the matter seriously. One reason for this lack of interest is that most
Christians are already satisfied with the current creation versus evolution
debate and the belief that God created the universe and everything in it is
enough. Discussing the matter beyond this level is not considered necessary.
They may feel that what the Bible does not teach clearly is not so important.
Another reason is that to most Japanese, religion and science are two
different issues. This is true even among students of science. Therefore
there is no need to reconcile them; religion takes care of only spiritual
matters, especially in times of trouble. So religion is not something that
affects someone’s entire life or whole worldview. Therefore what scientists
are saying does not really matter; inconsistency does not seem to trouble
Japanese minds.
One could also assign some blame to the Japanese educational system in
which students are not encouraged to think critically and come up with their
own opinions. Most students blindly accept what the teachers say; and what
is in the textbook. Evolutionism for example, is still the one and only theory
that is taught in most public schools as to the origin of mankind. It is a
widely accepted perspective shared by Japanese people, and generally, it is
never challenged.
When one becomes a Christian the same thing often takes place. New
believers are only introduced to one view of many issues and usually take it
in. I find my students who grew up in Christian homes or churches are also
the ones who have not thought through what they learned in church and
never raise questions, even if they do not agree with they learned. They
could be living a whole different kind of life six days of the week.

1

Rie Takashashi, as a staff member of KGK, is involved in student ministry at various
universities in the Kanto region. She holds the M.A. from Columbia University and a
B.A. from the State University of New York.

Response to “Old Earth Creationism”
In Japan today, just as in many other nations, it seems most young people
are realists who are interested only in the now, and their present material life
and feelings. They can also be agnostics who have abandoned the idea of
thinking about issues beyond the here and now. They do not really care
whether something is true or not unless they realize that it actually affects
their life.
If we assume that Japanese do not feel the need to think about religion
logically, together with science in mind, Christians trying to do evangelism
in Japan need not worry about how and when the universe was created.
However this may not always be the case.
I found an interesting article in the December 29, 1999 issue of the Asahi
Shimbun. It is about public schools in Kansas where both evolutionism and
the Big Bang have been omitted from textbooks. The writer of the article is
obviously treating it as a most absurd thing and ridicules the Christian faith
as old-fashioned nonsense. I wonder how many ordinary Japanese
Christians are able to bring up any objections to defend their faith with good
explanations of this article.
I am afraid that many Christians have blindly believed and are not
prepared to give answers to what secularists are asking. I feel sometimes
that it is a pity, that many bright students, both Christians and nonChristians, are not using their brains to their potential. I believe that the
presentations of Dr. Hugh Ross stirred up the minds of many Japanese, who
had never considered such a theory as old-earth creationism. It was so
exciting to see that the latest scientific discoveries actually support biblical
truth.
I believe Japanese need more stimulation to begin thinking for
themselves. Non-Christians should be given the chance to learn about the
problems with evolutionism and Christians given the chance to hear a
variety of views concerning not just creationism, but also different issues.
I believe this is where missionaries in Japan and returnees could play a
big role. You could show that there are different ways of seeing things and
doing things. Even with KGK, where I work, it has been good to have many
missionaries. They can bring opinions from different perspectives that are
very precious to us. With the Lord’s help, we can together wake up the
sleeping Japanese churches and open the eyes and minds of the Japanese so
that together we can bring many more into his kingdom. Thank you.
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The Returnee In Japanese SocietyByLonnie J. Dufty1
I am speaking of the kikokusha, that is, Japanese returning to Japan after
having lived in a foreign country. The kikokusha have been and continue to
be a special group of people, as viewed by themselves and by “stay at
home” Japanese. By way of definition, the word kikokusha is literally “a
person who returns to the home country from abroad.” Related to this word
are kaigaisha (overseas people) and kikokushijo which means “women and
children returning from overseas.” According to the Shijo-Tsushin web page
(address below) the word kikokushijo is considered by many to be cold and
bureaucratic, suggesting an element of discrimination. The English word
used to translate all of these terms, the one currently judged as least
prejudicial, is “returnee.” As I understand the use of the word returnee, there
seem to be five clear cut categories, as well as a “virtual returnee” category
which I feel is a valid description for a certain group. Of these several types
of returnees, missionaries are most likely to come into contact and minister
to types four and five and the virtual returnee.
Types Of Kikokusha
There are a number of distinct groups of kikokusha. Following are some
groups who have received much media attention and/or are of special
historical significance in the modern era.
1. Meiji through pre-war Japanese going abroad to study Western society
and technology for the purpose of aiding in Japan’s modernization.
2. Post WW II resettlement of colonials to the Japanese islands after defeat
in WW II. Returning to Japan during a time of food and housing shortages,
they experienced more than a few difficulties.
3. Ethnic Japanese separated from parents during WW II. Culturally and
linguistically Chinese prior to their coming to Japan as middle aged or
senior citizens. From a humanitarian standpoint, this group seems to receive
much media attention.
4. Japan born students and workers during the post war years leading up to
and including the economic “bubble.” Returnees during this time were
“ground breakers” who experienced the most overt attention.
5. Brazilians and Peruvians born to Japanese parents who came to Japan to
work, especially during the bubble years. These people may or may not
speak Japanese as a second language.
6. Returnees who returned after the “bursting of the bubble” of the 1990s.
This group seems to experience relatively easy reentry in terms of
education. The Japanese Ministries of Foreign Affairs and Education have
1 Rev. Lonnie Dufty, a missionary serving in Funabashi, Chiba, is Japan field director for
Mission To Unreached Peoples. A graduate of St. Paul Bible College (Crown College)
and Bethel Theological Seminary, he has nine years of experience in Japan.
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made efforts to assist returnees prior to and after their return to Japan.
Returnee-sensitive classes have been opened up in various schools. In an era
of globalization, being bilingual is seen as an advantage.
The “Virtual” Kikokusha
Virtual reality is a term used in the computer gaming and entertainment
world to refer to technology which attempts, as much as possible, to imitate
reality. Japan seems to have a good number of “virtual returnees” who
though they have never actually resided overseas, have some of the same
complaints and disillusionment with Japanese society as do returnees. It was
people like these who took advantage of the post Black Ship period to
overthrow the Tokugawa government. Some of these folks may resemble
the 1960s generation of radicals—cynical about what they know and
idealistic about what they have not experienced.
The Experience of Being a Returnee
Having established a definition for kikokusha as “Japanese who have
lived abroad and returned to Japan” I want us to think of our own
experiences as cross-cultural people. Living as foreigners in Japan, we
expect to be viewed with curiosity, to be viewed as strange. As foreigners in
a homogenized, non-western society, this is expected. We are confident we
can return to our home countries and blend into society without exciting too
much attention. My own experience as a “returnee” to Iowa is perfectly
summarized by an amusing story I read last year in The Japan Times. The
article, written by Thomas Dillon for his column “When East Marries
West,” is titled “Hunting Ninjas in the Tall Corn of America.” Dillon is
married to a Japanese woman. On a visit he and his wife made to his home
state, they were invited to talk about Japan in a local church. In honor of the
occasion his wife wore kimono and geta. Returning home, the car ran out of
gas. Leaving the car, they walked down the road until they came upon a
farmer. He squinted at the Japanese woman in kimono but said nothing.
Dillon said, “Uh—we’re lost.” The farmer replied, “Looks that way.” He
offered to take them to a gas station. On the way, the writer talked about
Japan. The farmer appeared uninterested. Finally, the farmer asked the
single, burning question which must have been on his mind for a long time:
“Say, what are they getting for feed corn over there?” Dillon blinked and
answered, “Corn is not really that popular over in Japan because cornfields
tend to conceal far too many Ninja.” The farmer nodded deeply.
The preceding is a funny story which very neatly expresses the reception
my wife and I experienced as returnees while living in Iowa and New York.
Lack of interest could be disappointing, but that lack of interest was
accompanied by a reassuring lack of criticism or rejection of us as
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individuals. For many Japanese returnees, things have not been so simple.
Many feel their experience abroad has marked them as strange, changing
them into someone who is “not like other Japanese.” In a culture where
being singled out for special attention is tantamount to discrimination and
bullying, returnees (especially students) can feel they are the objects of
ridicule and envy.
Returnees as Changed Individuals
Quite apart from the way stay-at-home Japanese view returnees is the
way returnees view Japanese society. Returnees often come back as changed
individuals who no longer view Japanese traditions as they did before. I
suspect the Japanese habit of comparing one thing to another accentuates
the experience common to most travelers. Many returnees are sensitive to
and disappointed by the fact that Japan remains a homogenous society while
they themselves have come to view the world in cosmopolitan terms. A
missionary with a Japanese wife called me asking, “Do you know anybody
who can come and take over my ministry? I have to go back to the U.S. My
wife is sick of Japan and refuses to stay here any longer.” For many
overseas Japanese, Japan seems too narrow for them to ever want to live
here again. Returnees, and their non-returning brethren and sisters, feel that
something is missing in Japanese society, an element of freedom and shared
humanity which they perceive as existing outside of Japan.
I would like to read a letter to the editor of The Japan Times, Sunday
December 19, 1999 as written by one Hidehiro Waki.
“Multicultural Education is a Must”
In my early youth nobody taught me about the diversity of
humankind and the diversity of the human character.
When I was 6 years old, my family moved to the United States
because of my father’s job. My stay in the U.S. helped me to better
understand the differences among people. In my school, children who
couldn’t speak English, including me, were placed in a special ESL
class. There were Mexican, Korean, Chinese and Japanese students.
Everybody spoke a different mother tongue and looked different.
Everything was new to me in the class.
As I learned English, I joined the regular school classes attended by
American children. Nobody treated me as a special student. I was free
to do anything I pleased, and nobody criticized me if I wanted to do
something different from other people. I could go to the library, I could
play sports, I could talk with my friends and so on.
After I returned to Japan, I went to a Japanese school for the first
time. I found that it was not a comfortable place to be. Everybody was
too curious about my experience in the U.S. They told me to speak

The Returnee in Japanese Society

111

English. Sometimes they said things that hurt my feelings. I did not
understand why they treated me so badly, or why they would label me
an uncooperative student if I wanted to do something on my own. For
example, one day my teacher asked me why I wasn’t playing basketball
with the rest of the students during recess. I told her that I preferred to
read a book, but instead of understanding, she called me uncooperative.
I am now a university student and am studying to be a teacher. I
want to teach Japanese children that there are many people who are
different from them and that they should not discriminate against
someone because he or she does something different. If they can learn
this lesson, incidents of bullying will disappear.
Another young person with the kikousha experience concluded “I am
looking forward to the day when ‘being a Japanese’ can be as diverse as
‘being a human,’ but that is yet to come.”
The above accounts reveal intense emotions commonly reported by
kikokusha. During their overseas stays, they have experienced a great shift
in the way they view self, the world at large, and Japan in particular. I do
not think that conversion is too strong a word to use when explaining this
change. Converted away from the “we Japanese” worldview which defined
social relationships in narrow and constricted terms, they have come to view
themselves positively as individuals in a world made up of a variety of
ethnic groups.
Inside People, Outside People, and the Problem of Nihonkyo
A former Hayama speaker, Peter Lundell, spoke of what he called
Nihonkyo, or the religion of being Japanese. In Japanese social thinking, the
world is divided according to established relationships, with “inside people”
and “outside people” clearly distinguished. However, in spite of the various
inside-outside relationships, the ultimate shared condition is that of Being
Japanese. Being Japanese acquires a mystical, almost religious significance.
Being Japanese implies adherence to a host of customs and attitudes which
may or may not be formally conveyed. A young Japanese man, the son of a
Christian woman, was preparing to go to America for college. Before his
departure, I asked him two questions. “What is an American?” He quickly
replied, “An American is a person with a U.S. passport.” I asked a second
question. “So what is a Japanese?” Just as quickly he replied, “A Japanese
goes to a shrine every New Years Day.”
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Japanese Insularity vis-à-vis the Returnee

The Japan-centric worldview is a legacy of Japanese history. The late
17th-century Tokugawa government viewed Christianity and Western
aggression as a threat to their government. In response, they instituted a
policy of rigid and nearly complete isolation, including a prohibition against
travel outside of Japan by Japanese people and entry into Japan by
foreigners. Any person known to have violated the law or to be planning
such a violation was to be executed. Large ocean-going vessels were neither
built nor allowed safe harbor in Japan, with the once-a-year exception of a
Dutch ship landing on an island outside of Nagasaki. Only with the coming
of Admiral Perry’s “black ships” in the middle 19th century did Japan’s
self-imposed isolation come to an end.
Since the coming of Admiral Perry’s ships, the Japanese have been
struggling to find a response to things foreign, embracing and at times
attempting to reject changes forced upon them by the outside world. Japan
seems to have adopted a “middle path” whereby the material things of the
West are adopted while non-materialistic things of the mind, heart and spirit
have been, to varying degrees of success, rejected. Of course, not all
Japanese are content with this pattern. Many Japanese, especially kikokusha
and the “virtual kikokusha” I defined above, desire a Japan which is less at
odds with the outside world (especially the West), as discussed by Karel van
Wolferen in his book, The Enigma of Japanese Power. According to van
Wolferen, this type of Japanese deciphers the non-Japanese world for
Japanese at large and present visions of change which will make Japan into
a “normal nation” while at the same time increasing national
competitiveness in the world market. In times of crisis, this group is able to
capitalize on events and push through social reforms and secure better jobs
for themselves.
The Returnee, Shared Identity and Questions of Amae
Some returnees totally hide the overseas experience so that they can
more easily integrate into Japanese society. Others are quite verbal, urging
other Japanese to understand their experiences and new thinking. At first
glance, the returnee who submerges his “overseas” self into the group seems
most Japanese, while the second type seems American or “yanki.” I do not
think it is so simple; I suspect both responses derive from a Japanese
assumption that group unity is dependent upon shared behavior and
thinking. Granting the presence of idealistic motivations, I suspect some
“Americanized” returnees may attempt to achieve group “oneness” by
converting their fellow stay-at-home Japanese to their foreign-impacted self.
Rather than being typically “American,” I suggest this is very Japanese, not
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at all the “live and let live” pattern generally promoted in American society.
Questions of amae and group-think enter into both responses.
Integration of Returnee Believers into Japanese Churches
Many Japanese who became Christians while living overseas find
integration into Japanese church life to be difficult. This is not surprising, as
religious groups generally tend to be more socially conservative than society
at large—in the West as well as in Japan. One particular issue seems to be
that exposure to congregational church government in the U.S., as well as
lay leadership in general, creates some issues for many Japanese pastors.
For example, my wife met a Japanese Christian at her job. This particular
man, along with his wife and children trusted Christ and were baptized as a
family in the U.S. After fifteen years, they returned to Tokyo. It was not
easy as church after church seemed to shy away from them. To their credit,
they continued to visit churches until they found a church which seemed
open to them.
There are two sides to the story. Many returnees with overseas Christian
experience never seriously consider becoming part of a church in Japan,
reasoning that the foreign experience need not be carried over into Japanese
life. Others visit one or two churches, feel rejected or bored and give up
totally on the idea of finding a church to attend regularly. Related to this is
the fact that the average Japanese church cannot meet expectations of
openness and activities that were experienced in foreign churches.
Suggestions for Integrating Returnees into the Japanese Church
How can a missionary or local church integrate a returnee into the life of
his or her church? Currently, I have experience with exactly two returnees
in our ministry. However, talking about a problem without considering
possible solutions is not what Hayama is about, so here we go:
1. Determine if there are any adjustment issues which need pastoral
care. (See the Returning to Japan Questionnaire.)
2. Listen to the returnee’s testimony about what happened during his or
her overseas experience and help the returnee present his or her
testimony to the group in an appropriate context.
3. Introduce the returnee to other believers and inquirers. If you don’t
have these people, encourage the returnee to be the first member of a
new group.
4. Do not show any preference to the returnee because of previous
experience. Do not make a habit of talking about things “over there”
when stay-at-home Japanese are listening.
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5. Explain your philosophy of ministry to a newly arrived returnee.
Explain how you might integrate the returnee into the life of your
church.
6. Do not be afraid to compare and contrast your way with that of
established Japanese churches and to churches the returnee may have
experienced while overseas.
7. The returnee may want to visit established, Japanese churches. If they
come back with negative reactions, do not deny their perceptions.
8. Do try to build up understanding of the Japanese church thinking and
styles by explaining the conditions they have to work with and the
reasons they do what they do. Help them to sympathize with their
fellow Japanese Christians, especially the pastors.
9. Encourage the returnee to get involved with Japanese Christian
organizations which can provide them with a sense of belonging to a
special group with similar experiences. This is especially important in
regard to young people who may have been part of large, active
churches while overseas. For them, the change to a small church
without a great youth ministry might be a let down.

Further Reading on Returnees
Church Leadership and the Problem of Nihonkyo by Peter N. Lundell,
Hayama 1995, pages 85-70
Hayama Missionary Seminar Reports CD by Lonnie Dufty, 1999, Forty
years of Hayama Missionary Seminar reports collected on one CD.
Making Friends with the Japanese by John Taylor and Hugh Trevor
published by ICS/OMF. A useful guide to give to Christians ministering to
overseas Japanese.
Straight Jacket Society by Masao Miyamoto, 1994, Kodansha International
The Enigma of Japanese Power by Karel van Wolferen, Charles E. Tuttle
Press, 1993
For an introduction to van Wolferen read Civil Society in Japan, Hayama
1991, pages 6-33
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Appendix
Returnees Christian Network, Japan (RCNJ)
As I mentioned above, returnees can have trouble finding churches
which they feel are sympathetic to them. For this reason, a few Japanese
Christians and missionaries have developed ways to address the need to
help Christian returnees with their return from abroad. RCNJ has a web
page and database of returnee-friendly churches, as well as a working
relationship with a Japanese returnee organization formerly known as
Urbana Kai but now known as Japan Christian Fellowship Network (JCFN).
JCFN also has a web site. David Kennedy is the missionary who envisioned
and continues to serve as the main force behind the RCNJ.
Japan Christian Fellowship Network
Formerly known as Urbana Kai, this Colorado-based lay organization
came out of the Urbana missions conference about ten years ago. JCFN is
orientated toward students and has a well organized web site including a
questionnaire to assist both returnees and those wishing to minister to
returnees. The JCFN website is linked to the RCNJ site.
Returnee Rallies
Both the RCNJ and JCFN have hosted rallies which address the needs of
returnees. Beginning just a few years ago, these rallies have taken place in
Tokyo and Osaka. It is expected that future rallies will take place. For more
information, contact David Kennedy or check the web sites listed below.
Web Pages
About.Com http://japaneseculture.about.com/culture/japaneseculture/
Japanese Christian Fellowship Network : http://www.jcfn.org/index.htm
Returnee Christian Network Japan (RCNJ): http://jema.org/RCNJ/
Monbusho Home Page
http://www.monbu.go.jp/aramashi/1996eng/emindex.html
Japan Search Engines http://www2.gol.com/users/andrew/
Mission Japan http://www.missionjapan.com/html/links/
Find Spot Search Tools http://www.findspot.com/
Shijoutsujin: http://tose.sohgoh.net/shijyo/extra/index-e.html
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Returning to Japan Questionnaire (by RCFJ)
Below is a list of problems which the previous returnees had
experienced. Which ones are the possible problems that you think you might
encounter? Please read the following statements and see which ones would
apply to you.
Cultural Adjustment:
• It would be hard to identify my cultural identity because I lived in both
Japanese and American cultures. I would not know which culture
would be suitable for me.
• People would expect too much of me.
• I cannot keep up with the changes in lifestyle that I go through.
• I cannot keep up with the changes in fashions around me.
• I would feel the difference of the pace of life between Japan and
America.
• My family and community demands that I conform to Japanese
culture.
Societal Adjustment:
• I feel isolated and segregated from my own Japanese society.
• I feel that people envy me and that people don’t trust me.
• I feel the difficulty of balancing the individualism of American culture
and in keeping unity between family members.
• I feel superior to others because I have seen the world and have had
international experiences.
• I cannot keep up with the changes in Japanese lifestyle and fashions.
• I am now very closed and have a negative feeling towards Japanese
manners and understanding rules relating to society.
• My family and friends don’t understand my overseas experiences.
• I have a difficult time in adjusting to the noise, smog, and crowded
conditions in Japan.
Communication Adjustment:
• After I returned to Japan, I often found myself using the body
language and vocabulary that I acquired overseas.
• Because I am not good at using polite language, I often
miscommunicate with others.
• I don’t have enough patience with the indirect communication style of
Japan (while American communication style is very direct).
• I get frustrated because there are not people whom I can speak English
with.
• I can never keep up with new popular Japanese vocabulary.
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Responses to “The Returnee in Japanese Society”
Moderator: Lonnie DuftyParticipants: Mitsuo Fukuda, Ken Saito, Rie
Takahashi
Editor’s Note: The following are highlights from a panel discussion that
followed Lonnie Dufty’s presentation.
K. Saito: When I listened to this presentation, I saw that the key issue
that returnees are struggling with is the identity issue. Who are they? When
you live in a foreign country more than four years, you become weird,
especially if you are from Japan. So I tell young people, before four years
you should go home, or you are deciding to become weird all your life. That
is their choice. The danger is, as you were saying, that there are those who
do not want to come back to Japan and I met many such young people in the
U.S. Sadly some are really looking for their identity and cannot find it. In
that way they are not Japanese because they do not know anything about
Japan. They came to the U.S. in junior or senior high so their language level
is low. They have no knowledge of Japanese history. In the U.S. they want
to be American, but can they be?
Q: How does your cross-cultural experience, having lived abroad and
become different, affect the way that you interact now in Japanese society?
First of all with non-Christians and then also with Christians.
R. Takahashi: I spent many years in the States and I also lived in
England and spent some time in France and China as well. So I have many
cultures within me, I think. I consider myself a missionary anywhere. When
I came back from the States for the first time I had a little difficulty because
I had so much of America in me; I almost spoke English to my parents. But
now I accept wherever I am and I try to understand the people around me
and not to push my culture on them. With non-Christians? I don’t know. Is
there a difference? I do not treat them differently. I do not try to change
myself either. I am an easy-going person and I do not think I have had so
much trouble compared to other people I know. I guess that is because I
experienced many foreign cultures, not just one.
M. Fukuda: I went to the U.S. in 1990. Before I went there a pastor
living in California said to me, If you plan to go to the U.S. one year, you
will have a readjustment time of one year after you return to Japan. If you
go to the U.S. for two years, you should take a two-year adjustment time.
But if you go to the U.S. for three years, you cannot return to Japan. So I
planned to be in the U.S. for two years.
When I returned to Japan I did not understand the real problem. I did not
notice that I was changed, Americanized. But in Tokyo, I went to a Japanese
pastors’ meeting, wearing sunglasses and a Aloha shirt. So, I was a banana
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temporarily, but I am now a mango. Some people advised me that I should
be a missionary to Japanese culture. Some people have told me that I am a
strange person, but I tried to learn again the way of thinking and living of
the Japanese and I adjusted myself.
Q: I would like to hear more discussion on the problems in churches. Is
part of the problem in the hearts and minds of the returnee, having
experienced a different style of worship?
M. Fukuda: I am planting a new church and as a returnee myself, I know
the heart of the returnee. So my church is a returnee-friendly church. My
church is not a big church so I can personally advise him or her, build an
intimate relationship, and hear their voices.
K. Saito: What is the difference? Have you been in a church in the U.S.?
Have you been in a Japanese church? You know it. The style is much more
rigid. One guy came to a big famous church in Yokohama and was told,
every Sunday morning he should come to church in coat and tie. That was a
requirement for a Christian to pay respect. In my church I am the only one
wearing coat and tie; everyone is relaxed. But the Japanese church does not
know such an atmosphere; there are many unspoken rules there about what
Christians are supposed to do, a very strong world there of “supposed to”
and “should.” They cannot move much.
L. Dufty: I would like to hear a response from Jim Leffel to this.
J. Leffel: Our church has a substantial ministry to the international
students who come to Ohio State. We have seen a substantial number of
Japanese students come to faith in Christ and then they are sent back. This
conversation has been disturbing to me to see what they are coming back to;
this is new information. What can we do on our end to help that transition
happen effectively?
Comment: So far we have been focusing on problems with Japanese
society, but I think the essential problem is one of self-acceptance, the
problem within the individual. I can give you examples of individuals that
were unhappy with their culture before they went abroad, so naturally they
were still unhappy when they came back. My best friend lived 20 years in
Sweden and tried coming back twice before and could not fit in. When he
hit his 40s, all of a sudden he was able to appreciate the good aspects of
Japanese culture, the network, the fact that his high school friends are now
business associates that he can make connections with. So I would say that
for your students, the best thing you can do is help them get a good selfimage. That is what Rie seemed to say; if you can accept yourself then you
can accept the culture you go back to.
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Black Gospel Music MinistryByRon Rucker1
First let’s define the term “Black Gospel.” Black Gospel Music is a
rhythmical form of sacred music that was born out of the Negro slave
experience. The Negro spiritual was brought from the American southern
plantations into the northern cities around the 1930s by the slaves who had
been evangelized while they were still on the plantations. After the
spirituals were brought north, the music was urbanized and has
subsequently developed into the form of Black Gospel that we are using in
Japan today.
For the past several years Black Gospel Music has enjoyed tremendous
popularity not only in this country, but throughout the world as well. There
are gospel choirs in Sweden, Italy, France, England, and Canada. Black
Gospel is a genre of music the world seems to hunger for. We believe that
God is using this music in this country to evangelize those who would not
otherwise step foot inside of a church.
For our music ministry in Japan, it is necessary to affix the "Black" label
in order to differentiate from other genres of Christian music—
Contemporary Christian Music, classically-based sacred music (hymnals),
standard church choir, repertory, etc. Black Gospel in Japan is totally
fashionable. And young Japanese are fashion conscious if nothing else. For
evangelism, this makes the non-Christian community extremely accessible
to us through Gospel music. We have found gospel classrooms, concerts,
and workshops to be extremely effective in gathering thousands of Japanese
at churches, concert halls, shopping centers, municipal spaces, etc. In these
venues they will hear the music as well as the message of the gospel. Nonbelievers will pay a fee to come and hear a concert with a gospel message
but we couldn’t pay them to come to a church service to hear that same
message! (I don't get it.)
Black Gospel music in Japan began to flourish 13 years ago when the
Broadway musical “Mama, I Want To Sing” played here. The musical has
played bi-annually over this past decade. Around 1989, The Mississippi
Mass Choir had a crossover hit on the Billboard Pop Chart and did concert
tours in Japan for two years. These tours were also helpful in raising the
consciousness of Black Gospel in Japan.
Of course, the secular based groups such as Sounds of Blackness and the
acapella group Take 6 perform here regularly. Recently, the Osaka Blue
Note had Hezakiah Walker and his choir over for a two-week stint. London
Community Gospel Choir has been here for three years in a row. And there
are numerous non-Christian based gospel-style choirs throughout Japan.
1 Ron Rucker, with a musical career of over 25 years, is Director of Rucker Gospel
Ministries, based in Chofu, Tokyo.He is also Chapter Representative for the Japan
Chapter of the Gospel Music Workshop of America, and conducts music worskshops and
leads gospel choirs throughout Japan.
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Without a doubt the biggest shot in the arm for Black Gospel in Japan
has been the “Sister Act” movies starring comedienne Whoopie Goldberg. It
is strange to us how God seems sometimes to use non-believers to further
His causes. Every time that movie is re-run on television, our phones start
ringing with people who want to learn how to sing gospel. For most of these
people that one phone call is an introduction to Christianity.
The pop star Whitney Houston’s role as a gospel singer in the recent film
“The Preacher’s Wife” has also helped to popularize gospel in Japan.
Gospel singers and groups have achieved fame here as well as in the States;
the brother-sister duo BeBe and CeCe Winans, well-known crossover
singers from gospel to pop, are among some of the best known. In too many
cases, the secular crowd—the music fans—know more about Black Gospel
than the Christians do.
If we Christians don’t pursue this ministry, there are plenty of businesses
in Japan that will. The secular music schools are actively gathering students
who will pay to join a gospel class. Yamaha Music School, Miyaji Gakki,
Mainichi Culture Center and many others have opened gospel classes.
Those of us who are teaching bible-based gospel music as ministry are few
and far between.
In our choir classes it is important that we begin and end in prayer. For
some of the participants, it is their first time to bow their heads in prayer.
For 70 or 80 percent of the participants, it is the first time they have been
involved in a Christian setting at all. A number of the people that come to us
have had experience of going to a mission school at some point in their life
and gospel music opens the door for them to recall what they had been
taught in their early days. Some of the people in our choirs have never seen
the inside of a church before other than on television. We like to hold
seminars on Friday and Saturday evenings when a lot of these people would
otherwise be somewhere out drinking. In gospel music ministry the beauty
of teaching English language gospel songs is that the lyrics are often taken
verbatim from the Bible and this gives us a chance to read the Bible together
with the members, many of whom have never opened a Bible.
The biggest setback in forming choirs in Japan in the immediate future is
the lack of qualified teachers. We are teaching a number of our students to
be able to teach gospel but still at this point even though the harvest is
plentiful, the workers are few. This has created a vacuum in Japan for jazz
or popular singers and other so called “vocal coaches” to begin gospel
choirs—even though they don’t know what gospel is. They don’t even know
God and they’re trying to teach His music.
In our experience, there have been some churches in Japan who are not
open to having non-Christians come into their places to sing gospel. This is
similar to what happened in some instances the 1930s in America when
Black Gospel was born. There were a number of the churches who just
didn’t get it. It is possible that Japan is in that same position now. As a form
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of music, gospel does not appeal to everyone. That’s natural. For someone
who doesn’t especially like that loud intense music, some gospel can be
hard to listen to. I think it’s fair and necessary that God has provided us
various ways to minister. For those of us who enjoy gospel music, this is a
wonderful chance to witness here in Japan.
I appeal to you my brothers and sisters in ministry to join hands with us
in our attempt to use the gospel boom in Japan as one more way to reach out
to the lost. Some of you seniors have been here in these post-war ministries
since before I was even a gleam in my Daddy’s eye. I thank God for your
work over these years.
Now is an excellent time while this country is so excited about gospel to
use this as one more witnessing tool. An enormous problem we face is being
unable to properly follow up on the hundreds of people who come to us to
sing. Many of them come merely to sing, but in the process of singing the
lyrics, become interested in Christianity. At some point they want to know
what it is they are singing about. Many have been saved through gospel
music. We believe that seeds have been planted in many others’ hearts and
they will someday come to know Christ.
If there is anyone here this evening who would be interested in starting a
gospel group at their church, we will be more than happy to share our
experiences. We also pray that some of you could join some of our groups
in our workshops throughout in Japan, make friends with the members of
the group, and join us in trying to evangelize from a friendly perspective.
Finally and most importantly we ask that you would keep us in your
prayers. We seek to call people from overseas to help teach and to raise up
people here who will be able to share Black Gospel Music as a ministry.
Thank you for having me here tonight. All praises be to God!
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Jubilee 2000: The Biblical and Best Hopefor a More
Human 21st CenturyVespers by Michael Höhn1
To receive information, really essential information, indeed seems to be
one of the largest problems not only in some western societies, but
especially in Japan. On the one hand, Japan is over-informed through
newspapers, TV, the internet, etc. On the other hand, there is also a
considerable lack of information about other countries, partnerships, cities,
and particularly about developing countries and the dreadful fate of their
inhabitants. Often, those people seem to be hinin, “disowned people,”
people not respected, without any rights to live or even to survive. A huge
number of people here in Japan still live on a mental island dangerously cut
off from other areas of the world. “Global awareness” and “global
responsibility” are still foreign words to most of our Japanese neighbours—
unfortunately.
The consequences are overwhelmingly fatal: fatal to the hundreds of
millions (ca. 1 billion) inhabitants of the 52 Heavily Indebted Poor
Countries (HIPCs)—because of the indifference we often experience in
Japan, as well as in other western nations.
The “successful balance” is:
• 21,000 children who die every day because of unpayable debts owed
by their countries;
• A tremendous gap in income in the present world: average income
of a Japanese (per year): US$27,300; average income of a
Mozambiquan (per year!): US$91;
• Developing countries pay back more money in interest alone than
they receive in Overseas Development Assistance each year.
One person alone cannot change a lot, however, a coalition of many
interested citizens can cause tremendous changes. Thus,the world’s biggest
movement—Jubilee 2000—was established in 1995, and submitted nearly
17 million signatures during the recent G8 summit in Cologne, Germany.
More comprehensive action has to follow—especially during the G8 summit
in Okinawa in July 2000 and in the year leading up to the next G8 summit in
2001. One of the biggest actions this year was the sending of New Year’s
cards to the Japanese Prime Minister and to other representatives to ask
them for debt release for the 52 HIPCs.
Fortunately, the support of Jubilee 2000 by many citizens was—and is—
not in vain. Just some months ago, US President Bill Clinton announced
total release of all debts owed to the US government by the most
impoverished countries. Other countries—especially Japan—have to follow.
Particularly in Japan, but also worldwide, a lot of Christian churches are the
1 Michael Höhn can be reached at: 3-26-46-403 Imamiya, Mino-shi, Osaka-fu 562-0033,
Tel/Fax. 0727-27-4047.
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motor of the biblically based (Leviticus 25) Jubilee 2000 movement. This is
a very good opportunity to spread the gospel and its practical meaning in
this country!
However, to solve the international—to many countries, literally lifethreatening—debt crisis, we have to understand its course and curse for
more than 30 years. One of the main problems is the excessively low prices
for raw materials. While oil prices mushroomed by 400 percent in the late
1960s and in the beginning of the 70s, prices of products exported from
African, South Asian and Latin American countries dropped sharply, by
more than 80 percent. In the 1980s interest rates rose, and again oil prices
increased sharply. New loans from the IMF and the World Bank were eaten
up by high interest rates, which caused the virtual bankruptcy of many poor
countries (“Mexico Crisis,” 1982).
Presently, thousands of children and even many adults are dying because
of extremely poor health and nutrition services. Several developing
countries are turning into cemeteries.
This catastrophic situation caused the birth of the Jubilee 2000
movement, mentioned for the first time at the World Council of African
Churches in 1990. Major aid agencies like Oxfam, Tearfund, Christian Aid,
CAFOD, the World Development Movement (primarily in the UK) joined
the Jubilee 2000 movement; and now—in the beginning of the year 2000—
nearly 60 countries (including all Western G8 countries and Japan, too) are
represented in the Jubilee 2000 movement.
The objectives for this year and the years to come are to reach far more
than 100 member countries, to start special actions around the G8 summits
in Okinawa in 2000 and in the following years, and to achieve debt release
from banks, enterprises, and other lending agencies.
Of course, you and everyone are welcome to receive information from
PARC Tokyo,2 and from the global headquarters of Jubilee 2000, based at
Christian Aid, London. 3 We believe in life before death, too. Whenever
people are understanding and touched by the horrendous situation of
hundreds of millions of children, the earth will turn toward acting in
accordance with the providence of the Lord, instead of continuing as a
planet of starvation, violence and death caused by the over-indebtedness of
the 52 HIPCs.
“Break the chains of hearts to break the chains of debts” and “think
globally, act locally”—these may, these should, and in light of the awful

2 Jubilee 2000 Japan, c/o of PARC Tokyo (Pacific Asia Resource Center), Tel. 03-32915901, Ms.Otsuka or Ms. Takahashi.
3 Jubilee 2000, c/o of Christian Aid, London, UK; URL
<http://www.jubilee2000uk.org>; e-mail <mail@jubilee2000uk.org>; Fax (++44) 171739-2300.

124
situation of so many children—even these must be, key slogans of this year
2000 and of the 21st century.

“Salt and Light”
Vespers by Kenneth Milhous4
Analogies from the synoptic gospels comparing Christian spiritual life
with salt and light.
Matt. 5:13-16; 6:22-23Mk. 4:21-23; 9:50Lk. 8:16-18; 11:33-36; 14:3435
I Salt Matt. 5:13 “You are the salt of the earth. But if the salt loses its
saltiness, how can it be made salty again? It is no longer good for anything,
except to be thrown out and trampled by men.”
Salt adds flavor and retards spoilage. That salt increases hypertension is
not the issue here. This salt should make the world a better more palatable
place.
Although pure sodium chloride doesn’t lose its saltiness, impure salt
from the shore of the Dead Sea can lose its saltiness when the sodium
chloride is dissolved.
Mk. 9:50 “Salt is good, but if it loses its saltiness, how can you make it
salty again? Have salt in yourselves, and be at peace with each other.”
Here is added the salt of friendship. Being at peace is important for
making the world better.
Lk. 14:34-35 “Salt is good, but if it loses its saltiness, how can it be
made salty again? It is fit neither for the soil nor for the manure pile; it is
thrown out.”
Bad salt is worse than no salt. It is an environment hazard; it will ruin the
soil, even ruin a manure pile. Salt can ruin roads when they are salted during
the winter to melt ice. The ultimate punishment for a defeated enemy was to
spread salt on his fields.
If a Christian loses his distinctive character (his “salt”), he can’t make
the world purer or better.
II Light
Matt. 5:14-16 “You are the light of the world. A city on a hill cannot be
hidden. Neither do people light a lamp and put it under a bowl. Instead they
put it on its stand, and it gives light to everyone in the house. In the same
way, let your light shine before men, that they may see your good deeds and
praise your Father in heaven.”

4 Kenneth E. Milhous, with the Baptist General Conference, Japan Mission, serving in
Japan since 1965 is pastor of the Hamamatsu Megumi Baptist Church. He holds BD and
ThM degrees from Fuller Theological Seminary.
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Like salt, light affects its environment by being distinctive. Show (don’t
hide) the good things you do, not so you’ll be rewarded, but so that God will
be praised.
Mk. 4:21-23 “Do you bring in a lamp to put it under a bowl or a bed?
Instead, don’t you put it on its stand? For whatever is hidden is meant to be
disclosed, and whatever is concealed is meant to be brought out into the
open. If anyone has ears to hear, let him hear.”
Here the lamp is a parable which hides the truth temporarily, although
the ultimate purpose of parable is to reveal the truth. Only as you listen well
will you hear and understand more.
Lk. 8:16 “No one lights a lamp and hides it in a jar or puts it under a bed.
Instead, he puts it on a stand, so that those who come in can see the light.”
This verse is like the Matthew 5 verses. The purpose of light is to be
shared, to light up others.
Lk. 8:17-18 “For there is nothing hidden that will not be disclosed, and
nothing concealed that will not be known or brought out into the open.
Therefore consider carefully how you listen. Whoever has will be given
even more; whoever does not have, even what he thinks he has will be taken
from him.”
These verses are similar to those in Mark 4. The rich get richer and the
poor, poorer. However, rather than wealth, spiritual understanding is
referred to. If you understand a little, you will more. If you don’t, you’ll lose
the understanding you thought you had.
Lk. 11:33 “No one lights a lamp and puts it in a place where it will be
hidden, or under a bowl. Instead he puts it on its stand, so that those who
come in may see the light.”
This verse is similar to those in Matthew 5 and Luke 8:16, for the
purpose of the light is sharing the ministry of Jesus.
Lk. 11:34-36 “Your eye is the lamp of your body. When your eyes are
good, your whole body also is full of light. But when they are bad, your
body also is full of darkness. See to it, then, that the light within you is not
darkness. Therefore, if your whole body is full of light, and no part of it is
dark, it will be completely lighted, as when the light of a lamp shines on
you.”
These verses emphasize that the eyes let in light. When you look at good
things, you’ll be good. It is important to receive Jesus’ light.
Matt. 6:22-23 “The eye is the lamp of the body. If your eyes are good,
your whole body will be full of light. But if your eyes are bad, your whole
body will be full of darkness. If then the light within you is darkness, how
great is that darkness!”
These verses repeat the thought of Luke 11:34-36 above. We are to be
receptive to spiritual truth. If we are receptive to Christ, with an open heart,
then we will truly shine with the light of Christ. That shining, in turn lights
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others with the light of Christ (and, using the salt analogy, flavors others
with the salt of Christ), making an effect on our community and world.

127

Knowing and Being a Good Samaritan:A Closing
Message
By
1
Bo Dellming
Dear friends!
First of all I want to thank God for letting me attend this Hayama
Seminar. The Lord has really showed me my lack of concern and
unwillingness to try to understand the world in which people live today in
our POSTMODERN WORLD. Maybe after all these 33 years in Japan I
have become like a typical Japanese, not questioning enough!? I want to
repent of this and learn by God’s Grace how to relate to the people around
me in a better way.
At the close of this Seminar I want to remind all of us of the famous
parable of the Good Samaritan in Luke 10. Whatever ministry we are
involved in the task before us is very clear, to LOVE GOD with all our heart
and to LOVE OUR NEIGHBORS AS OURSELVES. Let us put priority to
our relationship with our Lord this new year. The famous Ignatius of Loyola
used to say “Man’s first duty is Adoration, his second is Awe, only his third
is Service.” To live in a living, loving fellowship with the Lord is more
important than anything else.
How do we maintain a loving relationship with God, ourselves and our
neighbors? By remembering what the Good Samaritan, our Saviour, has
done and is doing for us day by day. I still often remember my conversion
back in Sweden 43 years ago that completely changed the course of my life.
SAVED BY GRACE—these words are written on my parents-in-law’s
grave stone in Yokohama Foreigner’s Cemetery. Friends, let us never stop to
wonder at His Grace! After more than 30 years in this country the only thing
that stands out is His Sufficient and Amazing Grace. So many failures,
mistakes, disappointments and sins but always Grace upon Grace. How
important it is to know that I need God’s Grace just as much today as 43
years ago because the one who has been forgiven much will also show much
LOVE.
As we go home and start this new millennium, let’s remember that we are
just "sinners saved by GRACE". God forbid that we become like the priest

1 Bo Dellming has served the Evangelical East Asia Mission since 1966, mainly in
pastoral work in Shizuoka Prefecture. He holds the BD degree from the University of
Uppsala in Sweden.
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and the Levite, living by the law so tied up in our own busy schedule that we
become blind and indifferent to the people in need around us. May the
Power of the GOSPEL of GRACE keep the LOVE of Christ always burning
in our hearts, Amen.
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Announcing Hayama Missionary Seminar 2001
New Place!!!
New Dates!!!
Same Opportunity for Reflection and Fellowship
Topic: The Unseen Face of Japan
Main Presenter: Dr. David C. Lewis
Dr. David Lewis, author of The Unseen Face of Japan, has carried out
extensive research on cultural, spiritual and religious attitudes and practices
in Japan. He is a Fellow of the Royal Anthropological Institute of the U.K.
and has held many research posts in Japanese and other universities. He and
his family live near Tunbridge Wells in England.
In recent years Dr. Lewis has continued to research people groups of
Northeast Asia and served as a consultant to various mission agencies.

Other speakers who will help us address this topic include the following:
• Dr. Uemura of Mitaka Lutheran University, an expert on Shintoism, will
address the topic of National Shintoism in the Meiji era and its
continuing influence in contemporary Japan.
• Missionary Peter Clift will report on his experience conducting Christian
funerals for the public at large.
• Martha Franklin will help us understand cultural presuppositions that
Japanese typically bring to the world of health and medicine, based on
her experience as a teacher of nurses
Seminar Date: January 8~10
New Location: Tozanso YMCA (at the foot of Mt. Fuji)
For more information, contact Tim Boyle at 0298-55-1907 or Lonnie Dufty
at 047-469-7080
Or check the Hayama home page for latest program and registration
information, plus a transportation map:
http://www.mup.org/mupjapan/pages/hayama

