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As the year 2020 is about to close, let us take stock of what this year has meant for our
Japanese friends. This was designated as the year of Tokyo Olympics. In 1964, when
Olympics were held in Tokyo, Japan was able to showcase her rapid recovery from the
devastation of the Second World War, and unprecedented economic expansion followed.
Their hopes have been to replicate that economic miracle and to wipe away memories of the
lost decades and of the 2011 Tohoku earthquake and tsunami. All of their expectations
were dashed with the arrival of an invisible enemy, the new corona virus. Fate has not been
kind to Japan, and the nation is now bemoaning with Earl of Gloucester in King Lear: "Like
flies to wanton boys, are we to the gods, they kill us for their sport". For the spiritual vacuity
thus created, their myriad Shinto deities and Buddha cannot provide an adequate answer. In
contrast we do, and time is ripe for us to fulfil our great commission in Japan. To wit:

1. Christianity has a clear message of why pandemics occur. It is in God’s plan to
“Shaking an individual, nation, or many nations so that they will wake up from spiritual
slumber or rebellion, repent of their sins, and turn in faith to a holy, personal, Biblical,
healthy relationship with God."

2. We have an effective means of transmitting this message of God’s judgment and His
love for all the peoples of the world through our Sunday worship service. Buddhism,
Shintoism and humanistic teachings of Confucianism, which compete against us to
capture the hearts and souls of Japanese people, do not have a similar and
sustainable platform to convey their messages.

When disaster strikes Japan, Buddhism and Shintoism both explain it by the term tatari.
Tatari means vengeance of gods, Buddha or of ghosts. Those who are subjected to tatari

have no other recourse except to pay tribute and worship the offended parties.



Confucianism taught resignation. One cannot fight against fate since it comes from a
command of heaven. What is common in these three major belief systems is a concept of
resignation, a quiet acceptance of fate.

Christianity is not bashful about admitting God’s anger. God has dealt harshly with those
who have disobeyed Him. Yet He is also a merciful God seeking repentance: “The instant |
speak concerning a nation and concerning a kingdom, to pluck up, to pull down, and to
destroy it, if that nation against whom | have spoken turns from its evil, | will relent of the
disaster that | thought to bring upon it.” (Jeremiah 18:7-8 NKJV)

“Now when these things begin to happen, look up and lift up your heads, because your
redemption draws near.” (Luke 21:28, NKJV). Our redemption comes from our Lord dying on
the cross for our sins. Even in the midst of a pandemic, we can see God’s plan of salvation
at work with its promise of salvation and gift of eternal life. Our message is one of hope and
not of despair or resignation. The essence of Christianity can be summarized in three words:
“Faith, Hope and Love.” This is the message we must convey to our friends and neighbors in

Japan.

Back in 1970, | attended Temple of Understanding Summit held in Geneva and had
occasion to interpret for Dr. Eugene Carson Blake, stated clerk of PCUSA in his
conversation with heads of two branches of Shin sect from Kyoto. We were at Saint Peter’s
Cathedral. Looking up to the raised lectern where Calvin once preached, Dr. Blake stressed
the centrality of sermon in the worship service of all Protestant denominations. The Shin sect
leaders talked about preaching to other priests, but reaching lay people in this fashion was
not in their Buddhist tradition.

Indeed we have a unique platform and this must be utilized to the hilt. God’s grace is
such that in these days of uncertainty, He has expanded our outreach. Had it not been for
corona virus, we might not have thought of holding our church services virtually via Zoom or
combining in-person service with Zoom. Church service over Zoom is quite different from TV
evangelism sponsored by mega churches. Zoom retains the personal touch and warmth one
finds in regular church services. It is a church without wall surrounding it. And in this church
without wall, it is easier to ask others to join in. There has been a perception in Japan that
the gate of church is difficult to enter (shikii ga takai). When a service is conducted via Zoom
a person can join in without worrying about his attire or hairdo. Common excuses for not

accepting an invitation to church can now be brushed aside.



This creates an opportunity we must not miss, as the first step:

(& Any believer with an unbelieving spouse can now ask him to join her in worship.
(b) A friend can be invited to worship with a believer’s family at his home.

(c) A colleague can be invited to worship at his own home.

These are simple steps, but as the sayings go “A trip of one thousand miles begins with
the first step.” A few words about (c) are in order. For many years, | served as a
correspondent for Japanese weekly The World and Japan. | was often invited by its parent
company Naigai News to give speech across Japan. Once in a while questions about
Christianity would come up. | usually would say to my questioners: “Why don’t you try your
local church?” Responses | got were something like these: “My company president’s family
temple is the major temple of this town,” or “The top stock holder is the organizer of next
Shinto festival, and company image is such that | must avoid going to church.” That
consideration does not apply with Zoom.

The second step is to encourage all members of the congregation to be trained as
church planters. In the business world, when they engage in quality control, the key to
success has always been full participation by all employees, from the president down to the
delivery boy. In church planting the same principle of full participation must apply. This
training can be done either (a) by participating in City to City Japan’s training course, or (b)
by participating in a voluntarily set small Bible study group.

The City to City training program shows a strong commitment to evangelism and to its
contextualization. Without knowing details, | would like to make one suggestion. More hours
are being spent in the study of theology. That of course is a must. Thus, whenever an
important issue of theology is raised, ask the participants this question. “How can | explain
this to my friends who do not accept Christ?” Ask them to get into the shoes of non-believers.

To paraphrase Paul: “To non-believers | became like a non-believer, to win non-believers.
(See 1 Corinthian 9:20) Encourage them to get out of box for the sake of contextualization.

The same approach must be followed in Bible study groups. Ideally this Bible study group
will consist of five or six like-minded seekers from different professions. They will share the
joy of discovery by reading the Bible together. If a minister is a member of a group, | hope he

will become a good listener and avoid excessively engaging in biblical exegesis. Do not



worry about theological soundness of participants. Trust in the guidance that comes from
the Holy Spirit and from the Word itself. Luther once remarked that “the virtue of a layman
armed with the Scripture is far mightier than the mightiest pope or any other potentate
without it,” and advocated universal priesthood. That is part of our Protestant tradition. If |
may interject a personal note, | have been participating in the Zoom service of Oyumino
Chapel in Chiba since last March, and have studied the Bible together with five members of
that church. Living in Bel Air, Maryland, Chiba is far away. Yet week after week, this little
church and the study group have made me feel that | am back in Japan. As for the Bible
study group, the insights given by other participants have been invaluable. It has rekindled
the joy | felt studying the Bible at Westminster Seminary which was back in the early 1950’s.

In God’s plan, the scourge of this pandemic will pass, we just do not know when. What we
know is that God is seeking our repentance, and is giving us a chance for evangelizing
Japan with renewed vigor. Japanese are known for their observance of tradition, and
heretofore they satiated their spiritual needs through Buddhism, Shinto and Confucian
teachings. These religions have been effective barriers against Christian evangelization.
However when an unprecedented national crisis occurs, the Japanese people are also
known for their ability to change their worldviews and transform their country expeditiously.
In the year 552, when Buddhism was introduced into Japan, plagues of unknown origin
occurred in various parts of the country. That crisis was in large part responsible for eventual
acceptance of a new religion. Does this not say something for today’s Japan? Japanese are
religiously minded people, and it is a good thing. Their worship, however, has been directed
“to the unknown god” (Acts 17:23) We must show them that our God is the true God who
created the heaven and the earth, and is not an idol carved by man’s hand and brought to
Japan as a gift from the king of Baekje. That is the duty we all have as Christians, and this
chance is not likely to come again. Let us join together in prayers and supplications that His
Holy Spirit will abide with us and guide us to bring glory to His name in Japan.



=B L TROLEND ZO—Hiznh iz, it 25H,

i T owe this phrase and two biblical citations to Joel C. Rosenberg, “What does the Bible
Teach about Plagues, Pestilence and Global Pandemics” in
https://www.joshuafund.com/downloads/FACTSHEET-BibleAndPandemics_ BRANDED.
pdf



