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Karen Darda writes …

The reasons for this are many and varied. Just to 
name a few …

The gospel content is so foreign to the Japanese 
mindset that it takes a long time for people 
to understand. Concepts of love, forgiveness, 
reconciliation, one God, sin and grace have little 
or no existence in Japanese culture. They are all 
new ideas that the seeker must learn about and 
experience. 

Like many Asian cultures, Japanese culture 
is essentially group-oriented. What group you 
belong to is much more important than who you 
are individually. This means that to leave a group 
essentially means you leave your identity behind. 
It also means that when you are outside your 
group you will be very careful about how you act 
or speak.

The busyness of life makes it very difficult for 
people to find time to get involved with church. 
Men in this area often don’t get home until 10 or 
11 at night and leave early to travel far to work. 
Children are often busy with juku, or cram school, 
and many wives also work to meet the costs of 
education and achieving the dream of a home. For 
many, Sunday is the only day off, and the last thing 
people want to do is get up early and do something 
religious!

There are still many towns and villages in Japan 
without a church. Land is expensive and laws are 
strict, so churches are often not easily visible. In 
Japan there are a lot of shrines and temples, but you 
would only go there if you wanted to do something 
religious, so it follows that you would only go to a 
church if you are Christian.

The solution
For the past 20 years Oyumino Christ Church has 
been working to build up a presence within the 
community, so that people feel comfortable just 
coming to the place. 

‘Side door’ activities
The first step in forging these links is a huge 
number of ‘side door’ activities. There is the 
ubiquitous English teaching, plus mums-and-
kids clubs and utagoe kissa (singing voices cafés), 
the precursor to karaoke. About 30 people gather 
monthly for these old-fashioned sing-alongs, 
with a church member banging out tunes on the 
piano, and a short Bible message given by the 
pastor (who also loves to sing!). There are gospel 
choirs, after-school clubs, hip-hop classes (age 
range late 20s to early 70s!), a once-a-month café, 
and various events for Christmas, Valentine’s Day, 

Easter, Mother’s Day and Father’s Day. There are 
always Christians in these groups and it is there 
that relationships are formed.

Small groups
The next step is small groups, many of which are 
evangelistic in nature. There are groups at all sorts 
of times for all sorts of people. Some are generic 
Bible study groups, some are prayer groups or 
child-raising groups. There’s a young mothers’ 
group and also a men’s group (which meets at  
6 am!).

Many people join a small group before they come to 
church on a Sunday. They usually come through 
relationships made in side-door activities. It is in 
the small groups that many people open a Bible 
for the first time.

Despite the fact that the content is so strange to 
people at first, it is in the small group that people 
start to feel they belong. It is here that a new kind 
of group thinking starts to form. It is a place to be, 
to belong, a place where they can begin to leave 
their old identity behind and find a new identity 
in Christ. Small-group ministry is significant for 
any church growth in Japan. 

Introducing Oyumino Christ Church
Oyumino Christ Church is in the southern part of Chiba city, a city of just under 
1 million people, around 40 kilometres east of Tokyo. Until about 20 years ago, 
the Oyumino area was largely mountains and market gardens. Land was affordable, 
and even if the distance to work or university in Tokyo was up to two and a half 
hours each way on crowded trains, it was a small sacrifice for those who dreamt of 
owning their own home.

Around this time, missionaries from the Presbyterian Church of America were 
sent to work in partnership with the Presbyterian Church of Japan to begin church 
planting in the area.

Resistance to the gospel
Protestant church planting started in Japan 150 years ago, and Catholic church 
planting even earlier. But today less than 0.5% of the population is Christian. Most 
people have never met a Christian, been to a church, or even seen a Bible.

But remember …
All this means nothing without the work of the 
Spirit in transforming people’s lives through the 
gospel. And at Oyumino Christ Church we have 
been privileged to see God mightily at work. The 
church has grown to such an extent that there are 
now four congregations meeting in three suburbs, 
Oyumino, Honda and Toke. Each of these has its 
side-door and small-group activities, and of course 
meets corporately on Sunday. 

Please pray
With any church growth, there are also problems. 
Relationship problems, Buddhist and ancestor 
worship practices that are difficult to let go of, the 
stresses of unethical work practices, hikikomori 
(children refusing to leave their rooms), increasing 
numbers of children refusing to go to school, 
escalating suicide rates. Please pray for us, that at 
Oyumino Christ Church many will find a haven 
of peace and forgiveness, where they can take all 
their burdens, especially their sin, and find rest in 
Jesus as Lord and Saviour.
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