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I’ve been asked to tell stories from Japan, and the first is called the Story of the Ends of the Earth. From Jerusalem, going east a very, very long way, you come to the Ends of the Earth: Japan. Beyond Japan, there’s just the steely blue Pacific. 

What’s it like at the Ends of the Earth? Well, how far from Torah can you get? The Japanese not only eat pork, but they eat pork liver, and they eat it raw. Once I went to a snapping turtle restaurant. The turtles were swimming in a big glass tank, and you could choose the one you wanted to eat. Some of it raw, most of it stewed, the legs breaded and deep fried, but before any of that came out, they gave me a full glass of vivid scarlet blood, just drained from the turtle in the little kitchen behind the counter. 

How far from Torah can you get? Shabbat? Until the nineteenth century the Japanese didn’t really use a seven day week. They divided their months into three 10-day periods. Today, politicians don’t make speeches with soaring allusions to the Exodus or the Land of Promise, or Going to the Mountaintop; in the Land of the Emperor, it doesn’t pay to talk about the God of Israel. Villages don’t have quaint names taken from the stories of the Patriarchs. 

What’s it like to be Jewish in Japan? I’m a Gentile, but I think it must be very lonely. Japan is among the very least Jewish places on this planet. The population of Japan is about 120,000,000 people; as for Jewish people, often you read a statistic of 600, but no one really knows. The Japanese government doesn’t ask about religious affiliation in the census; most Jewish people in Japan are there short term; and as far as the Japanese are concerned, you’re either Japanese or you’re not. That said, are there Japanese Jews? Maybe a handful from intermarriage or conversion. The 600 I just mentioned are (or were) permanent residents, refugees from the Russian Revolution or Nazi Germany. That gives you some sense of how dusty that statistic is. About synagogues, there are two, and they try to keep as low a profile as is humanly possible. They do celebrate the high holidays, but you have to do a lot of legwork to get there. Chabad has an outreach in Tokyo, but again, very low profile. I don’t know of a ritual bath or a ritual slaughterer. 

Jewish people in Japan come from many countries, to teach English, to model, to work in Japanese companies, to appear in TV commercials, to study Zen in Kyoto, to work as diplomats, to play for Japanese sports teams. To be religiously observant must be very hard, to be accepted first of all as Jewish, seems nearly impossible. 

What’s it like to be Christian in Japan? Japan is also among the least Christian places on this planet. Out of 120,000,000 people, and a century and a half of intense mission, a million Christians maybe. About half of these are inactive; all church bodies struggle with a rapidly aging population and the lowest birthrate among developed nations. I know of so many churches with no children, and also a lot with no full time pastor (many pastors have two churches). Japanese tax laws make it tough to give to religious organizations, and every church’s proportion of members on pensions and fixed incomes is increasing. The much expected Church Growth that was supposed to happen at the end of the last century, didn’t. Most Christians are the only ones in their families or social circles. Almost all Japanese, and almost all Japanese Christians, will live their lives without meeting a Jewish person. Japan must be a million miles from Jerusalem. 

What’s next? The Story of Bad Theology? In Jewish Evangelism, we often talk about Replacement Theology. There are Learned Theologians, mostly in Europe or North America, who see no further purposes for the Jewish people in God’s plan, and the liberal wing of the Japanese Church imitates this. In otherwise wholesome Japanese churches, though, I’m not sure “replacement” is a deliberate theological conclusion; when it’s hard enough teaching what the Church is, it’s easy to use Israel as nothing more than an illustration of the Church. Or simply to be unconcerned with the Jewish people; out of sight, out of mind, family evangelism is so much more pressing. The Jewish people simply aren’t a big concern of the Japanese people. 

This leads to the Story of LCJE Japan. “I am not ashamed of the gospel, because it is the power of God for the salvation of everyone who believes: first for the Jew, then for the Gentile.” (Romans 1:16, NIV). Even in Japan, it is not first for the Japanese, but first for the Jew. Since 1994 LCJE Japan has existed to get the Japanese church not to skip over those words, “first for the Jew.” We want Japanese Christians to see this too as a Great Commission, as great as THE Great Commission, and to do something about it. You’re a member of LCJE Japan if you’re one of the few hundred who read our monthly newsletter. We have two monthly prayer meetings, in Tokyo and Osaka, but most members live too far away ever to come and pray with us in person. Chances are they’re the only person in their church with a burden for the Jewish people. To be Christian in Japan is to be lonely, and to be committed to the Jewish people is to be a Christian who is also misunderstood. So every one of our members is a precious gift from Yeshua. Last year a volunteer translated Jewish Evangelism: A Call to the Church. And with everyone’s financial gifts we hosted Pastor Shmuel Aweida, the Arab pastor of Congregation Beit Eliahu in Haifa. We publicized this to the degree we could in churches and the Christian media. Frankly, a lot of people came because they couldn’t believe that an Arab could love the Jewish people. Pastor Shmuel’s talks were for most their first time to hear about Jewish evangelism. A project we have in mind is to translate selected articles from Mishkan to distribute free of charge at Japanese seminaries. Our dream is that LCJE Japan will stimulate some Japanese to commit themselves to mission to the Jewish people. 

There isn’t time to tell the last story from Japan, the Story of Bernard Bettelheim. Everyone knows that modern-day mission to Japan began in 1859 in Yokohama, with stalwart American White Anglo Saxon Protestants; the standard histories all say so, but those histories are so wrong. In actual fact mission began some fifteen years before that, in Okinawa, and the man who brought the gospel was a Jewish believer, a Hungarian Jew, Bernard Bettelheim. Isn’t it sad that the Japanese don’t really know about him? The very best that Japan has, Yeshua, it’s received from the Jewish people. LCJE Japan wants Japan to remember that, and so to share Yeshua with His own people. Please pray for us. Please keep in touch with us. Please visit us! 
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