This article is on the priority of church planting for reaching Japan.  It was written by MTW Japan Director Dan Iverson  for the Summer 2009 issue of the Japan Missionary Association “Harvest” Magazine.  The context for the article is the broadly evangelical missionary community in Japan.
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Our recent annual congregational meeting included a skit to give vision for the priority of starting daughter churches.  In the skit, Izumi, a very pregnant church member, was staring upwards commenting to herself about a huge (imaginary) fruit tree. Suddenly Izumi realized that her friend Keiko was high up in the tree pruning it.  After some funny bantering as Keiko tried to get the very-great-with child Izumi to climb the tree and help her, Izumi began questioning Keiko about her methodology for producing more fruit.  Izumi said it must be difficult to take care of such a huge tree. Keiko responded that it was difficult, and that it seemed to be growing more slowly, if at all, and producing less fruit proportionally the bigger it grew. Holding her huge belly as everyone laughed, Izumi responded that living things can only grow so big!  Izumi asked Keiko why she didn’t plant more fruit trees that in time would collectively produce much more fruit.  Keiko acknowledged the logic, but gave a number of excuses paralleling why churches do not start daughter churches.

The point was clear to everyone as we talked about our vision to start daughter churches.  Our church is starting a third daughter congregation (Note 1). This Kingdom expansion is exciting, but very messy!  Ongoing vision-casting is greatly needed.

The church planting priority

We need more church planting to reach Japan, but there seems to be less taking place. Church growth expert Peter Wagner said, “Planting new churches is the most effective evangelistic methodology known under heaven” (Note 2). JEMA CPI chairman John Mehn’s recent research about church planting in Japan confirmed this. He found that churches and missions that are aggressively church planting generally see more conversions and growth. The large number of conversions and church growth (for Japan) reported in previous Harvest issues by TEAM missionary Ralph Cox was largely the fruit of aggressive church planting (Note 3).  

In my limited research within our Japanese denomination, it is clear that church planting results in conversions and church growth. Our Higashi Kanto Presbytery (East Tokyo/Chiba) partnership of Japanese churches and missionaries grew from 5 churches totaling 286 worshipers in 1992 to 16 congregations with 708 worshipers in the last 17 years (see chart). Over that period, the total number of worshipers in the established churches declined 13%, while the number of worshipers in the 11 new church plants grew 798% in worship attendance. That is 8-fold growth, by God’s grace, through church planting! During that same 17-year period we were hearing that the Japan church was not growing, or barely growing. Even in difficult Japan, God is using a Biblical, zealous, persevering church planting focus to see Christ’s Church grow.

It’s not rocket science. The general truth is that starting more churches results in more Kingdom growth. The chart here from the east Tokyo area from 1992-2008 shows that. The chart from Ralph Cox in Shikoku in 1977 shows the same thing (Note 4).
In spite of the clear success of church planting for Kingdom growth, the impression of many mission leaders is that fewer missionaries in Japan are involved in church planting. Increasing numbers of missionaries seem to be opting for other ministries. This article is a call to the priority of church planting. 

The Biblical Church Planting Imperative

The Bible is clear about the church planting priority. Jesus promises to build His Church in Matthew 16:18.  In Matthew 28:19-20 Jesus commissions His disciples and us to make disciples and baptize them, by inference, into His Church. As the New Testament church is born in Acts 2, we see them doing just that, and those who believed and are baptized are added to the church (Acts 2:41, 47). They spread out through Judea and Samaria as Jesus promised (Acts 1:8) and start churches. The church in Antioch becomes the mother church for starting churches to the ends of the earth as they send Paul and Barnabas (Acts 13:1ff). Everywhere the gospel goes, churches are started to continue making disciples. Paul commands his followers to continue the church planting pattern by appointing elders in every town (Titus 1:5). Those who love Christ love His bride, and long to see her in every place. The New Testament ends with the church from every nation worshiping together in heaven  (Rev. 7:9). 

Church Planting for greater Kingdom advancement

Numerous writers show that church planting generally leads to more conversions and greater church growth than merely trying to grow established churches. Tim Keller writes in his church planting manual (Note 5) why church planting generally brings about more Kingdom growth. In summary: 

• More younger adults are generally reached by new churches. Older churches are led by those from a different era, with extra-Biblical (though not necessarily unbiblical) customs (such as dress, music style, etc.) that are not so attractive to many younger folks. These church norms are difficult to change in established churches. In church plants a new church culture can be established from the beginning.

• New congregations are better at reaching new people. They can be assimilated, use their gifts, and even become leaders sooner than in established churches where long tenure tends to precede influence. 

• New churches are generally better at reaching new social groups. An example is central Tokyo’s New Hope Chapel. New churches are generally better at reaching the new wave of young people flocking to central Tokyo than are the established churches.

Keller points out that “[a]s a congregation ages, powerful internal institutional pressures lead it to allocate most of its resources and energy toward the concerns of its members and constituents, rather than toward those outside its walls… But new churches, of necessity, are forced to focus far more of their energies on the needs of their non-members and become much more sensitive to the sensibilities of non-believers. There is also a cumulative effect. In the first two years of our Christian walk, we have far more close, face-to-face relationships with non-Christians than we do later. Thus new Christians attract non-believers to services 5 to 10 times more than a long-time Christian. New believers beget new believers”  (Note 6). 

The “New Math” for Kingdom growth

We have 9 children, which has gotten us on Japanese television 3 times. Carol and I often joke with Japanese people that we are sorry we have not been able to help more with their population decline problem. We were only able to have 9 children, not much help considering the problem’s severity. We labored hard for 20 years, but all we could produce was nine! But, we add with a smile, that we have now entered the reproduction phase. Six grandbabies have been born in only 3 years. We would not be surprised if God blessed us with 30 grandchildren, and 150 great-grandchildren. It is the miracle of exponential reproduction. 

In The Multiplying Church, (Note 7) Bob Roberts calls this kind of thinking the “new math for starting more churches”. It’s really not new. This is the way living things naturally grow and propagate (Note 8). 

Christ’s Church is a living organism. It grows best by reproduction, as Christians reproduce other Christians by evangelism and family growth; and as churches reproduce new churches, which over time produce new granddaughter churches. Bob Roberts calls us in his book not to a mere church planting vision, but to a bigger vision. He calls us to plant churches that have in their DNA from the beginning the vision and commitment to be the mother church for several churches, and the grandmother church for many churches. 

Church planting DNA for new churches

Seventeen years ago, I met with the Japanese core members of our church plant in advance of the first worship. I shared about our someday starting a daughter church. Their eyes rolled back. They looked at me like I was crazy, as if to say, “We have not even had our first worship, there are only 4 Japanese adult Christians, and our crazy missionary is talking about starting a daughter church!” But the response was completely different 8 years ago when I did the same thing with 6 church members living in a nearby town as we met together about starting house church worship there two Sunday mornings a month. We shared the importance of this new congregation having in its DNA from the beginning the vision to be a mother church to a new church plant somewhere. The response this time was completely different. They had experienced reproduction thinking in our mother church. They embraced the idea together with our elders about someday giving birth to a daughter.

We leaders need to have vision and give vision for starting baby churches that grow into mother churches. This needs to be in the DNA of new church plants from day one.   

Theory versus reality in difficult Japan

Church reproduction and starting mother churches is more difficult in Japan. In our post-war Japan denomination of about 60 churches and pastors, few churches have started daughter churches. Our growth has been fairly good for Japan, but has largely been through the planting of “mule churches” that have never reproduced. They eventually reach their permanent size, stop growing, have fewer conversions, grow older in average age, and never start a daughter church. Many begin to decline. 

Ministry in Japan takes time. People usually take several years to believe and be baptized. They are often the only Christian in their family, creating other difficulties in discipleship. How can a church reproduce itself if it is small, weak, and immature? We do need to be careful about premature reproduction. I eagerly await my 23-year old married daughter reproducing… she and her husband are ready! But we do not want our 17-year old daughter to reproduce anytime soon. 

In my view, some who talk about rapid church reproduction do not talk enough about the health and maturity of the mother, and the quality of what is reproduced, and how that DNA will affect the future generation church plants. We must pursue healthy church reproduction.  

Here are some helps to encourage us in our church planting. 

•  We need a passionate perseverance and a long view of church planting in Japan. Microwave missions won’t get it. Our first four years in Japan produced no visible fruit. Even as God began to give some fruit in our 6th year, the problems and obstacles were legion. It was hard to imagine how a reproducing church could ever be born. We were close to quitting many times, and now thank God for giving perseverance until the day of fruitfulness and now reproduction. In Japan, planting a healthy mother church will usually take many years. The faith, giftedness, number of missionary/ Japanese workers starting the church, and the place (city or countryside) will affect how long it will take. But it will usually take time. We need a persevering and tenacious faith that clings to Christ’s promises to build His church as we labor.   

• We, as the church in Japan, must grow in evangelistic effectiveness. If our churches do not grow, they will not be strong enough in leadership, numbers, and giving to be able to start healthy daughter churches. Many churches now are growing in Japan. Using lay-led cell groups, more dynamic worship, and better evangelism methods have helped. The JEMA Church Planting Institute and other conferences and resources have helped me.

•  Smaller and weaker churches can still participate in church reproduction even if they do not have the strength to start a church alone. Several smaller churches can partner together to pool people and financial resources to start daughter churches. 

• Some new church planting models can help us move toward more church reproduction. The growing House Church movement model helps address problems like the high cost of land, and the shortage of trained clergy as it seeks reproduction of small house churches.  Praise the Lord for this movement seeking to reproduce healthy, Biblical churches in spite of our many challenges in Japan. 

The multi-site/ multi-congregation model fits Japan and some situations (see side bar). This model helps with some of the challenges that militate against reproduction. This model is kind of like half church planting in some ways. It helps with our shortage of church planters, the age challenge young church planters face in Japan, worship space limitations/costs, and budget challenges.

• Better use of lay people, seminary students, and short-term missionaries can help us start more churches. An example is Ralph Cox’s widespread use of short-term missionaries paired with interpreters to start more churches (Note 9). 

• More direct church planting by career missionaries is needed, particularly the planting of mother churches. Direct church planting by missionaries has fallen out of favor in some circles in recent years (Note 10), but it is still much needed in Japan.  

• Church planting by teams can help compensate for those who lack church planting gifts. Few are point-man church planting types. However, a team of missionaries and Japanese church planting together can “pool their gifts” to start a church, and model for the new church from the beginning the body of Christ loving each other and ministering together (Note 11). 
Spiritual power needed

The task before us in Japan is humanly impossible. This is not merely a methodological issue, but a spiritual one. We need the Spirit to bring power and renew us individually and corporately.  

In his argument for gospel-centered church planting, Tim Keller says that the gospel is “’the power of God unto church planting’ as well as ‘unto salvation’ (Rom. 1:16-17) (Note 12). We need gospel power and gospel motivation in Japan. This emphasis in the JEMA CPI network has been a great help to me personally and in our church planting. 

In his book Outgrowing the Ingrown Church (Note 13) Jack Miller likens church weakness to engine failure on a commercial airliner. If engine failure, a power problem, is the urgent priority, it’s useless for the crew to try to improve service to their passengers. The crew will concentrate on solving the engine failure. Similarly in the church we can run after the latest church growth trend while the critical problem is power failure. While affirming the need for good church planting and church growth methodology, and praying that this article is a help to that end, our greatest need is the Lord’s power! May He empower us to reach this land, which is in such desperate need of the gospel.
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