God’s Continuing Work in Japan

Teams from America join with Japanese Christians to bring hope,
help, and encouragement to devastated communities.

Story by Carmel Palmer

An 11-year-old Japanese
girl named Mika watched
intently as Cherry Oquindo
of Calvary Chapel Perris
Valley, CA, made salvation
bracelets for the children
Mika
in Ishinomaki. With each
color of thread, Cherry
explained something about her God named
Jesus and why He came from heaven. The
gods Mika knew lived in her home, represented by idols in her family’s Shinto shrine.
Yet Jesus, whose name she had never heard
before, was different from any of the gods
she worshiped. Mika told Cherry how
her grandparents had been loaded down,
struggling to carry all of the idols when
her family fled the tsunami. Cherry gently
responded, “There is only one real God, and
He carries you in times of trouble. The idols
in your house can’t hear you or speak to you,
but Jesus can. He wants a friendship with
you.” Safety was important to Mika. Her
father had been rescued by helicopter during the tsunami, and now she lived in fear
that another earthquake would strike Japan.
Ashamed and afraid, she told Cherry how
the medallion she usually wore around her
neck had been dirtied when she fell in the

Children at Kid’s Fest use points earned
during games to choose treasures.
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Natsuko Sasaki, left, and Keiko Baba of Committed Fellowship Japan help a girl select a decorative button during a Kid’s Fest at Hirota Elementary School’s evacuation center. Buttons were given to all children attending.
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CC Honolulu volunteers work with a Japanese Christian to clear logs off the beach.
mud. While it was being cleaned, she was
unprotected. “God doesn’t want you to carry
that burden,” Cherry reassured her. “He is
the One who protects you.” Mika received
a Bible and later welcomed Cherry and
Mihoko, wife of Dan Bolinger of Calvary
Fellowship Irumi, into her home when they
brought plate dinners for her family of eight.
Before they left, Cherry was able to pray
with Mika to the true God, asking Him to
watch over her family and Ishinomaki.
Nearly 10,000 lives were lost in Ishinomaki
alone during the March 2011 tsunami
which ravaged 300 miles of northern Japan’s
coastline. In the months since the disaster, much has changed—streets have been
cleared of debris, electricity and water are
partially restored, and some businesses
have restocked. Many relief organizations
have begun withdrawing. Yet the Christians
remain—among them the dozen Calvary
Chapel fellowships from across Japan
who initially responded. Funded through
Committed Relief of CC La Habra, CA,
teams reach out from their Sendai base to
support ongoing work in other northern cities. The teams not only offer physical help,
but are building relationships and bringing the light of the Gospel. They have been
joined in their efforts by an increasing number of short-term teams from the U.S.

Planting Seeds in Hard Soil

“Traditionally, the North has been hard soil
for the Gospel,” said Rick Barnett, pastor
of CC Okinawa. Born and raised in Japan,
Rick also spent many years in the U.S.
before returning with his family, giving him
insight into both cultures. Northern Japan
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is more traditional, he explained, and therefore more wary of anything they perceive as
Western influence—including Christianity.
Churches are sparse, and there are no
Calvary Chapels in the region.

“Sow for yourselves righteousness;
reap in mercy; break up your fallow ground, for it is time to seek
Hosea 10:12a
the Lord.”
The pastors say they clearly see God at work
for good amidst horrific circumstances. “I’m
from the area and I know how closed the
society is,” said Pastor Kiyomasa Akashi of
Logos Christian Fellowship in Tokyo. “But
everything material has been taken from
them, and they are open to new things.”
Since March, groups from various Calvary
Fellowships have made frequent trips north,
adapting their agenda to the community’s
needs. Trucks filled with material goods
have been replaced by laborers who muck
out houses and put in drywall. These tasks
are only the surface of the true ministry—
relationally and spiritually. Kiyo compares
it to John 9:1-7, where Jesus enables a blind
man to see: “First Jesus healed him physically; so we, too, are meeting physical needs
in order to get to know them. Our urgent
desire is to see the next step of God’s work—
the realization the blind man had in verse
38 that Jesus is the Son of God.”
Pastor Travis Takamiya of CC Tokorozawa
mentioned an instance when, as often happens in Japanese culture, their initial offer
of help to an evacuation center was refused.
Instead of leaving, the Christians started

Pastor Travis Takamiya, of CC Tokorozawa, right, assists volunteers from CC Ginowan in Okinawa, Japan, and CC Honolulu, HI, in removing debris from Tsukihama Beach, near
Higashimatsushima. Debris buried in the sand inhibits the fishing and tourism trades which support the local economy. Photo by Kiyomasa Akashi

playing with the center’s children. A leader
then approached and explained they desperately needed washing machines. A truck
driver from Calvary Fellowship Fuchu
delivered six washing machines the next
day. Change is still slow, but through relationships the soil is softening so that seeds
can be planted. “The Lord has been showing us that it just takes time,” said Travis of
the many pastors traveling between their
churches and the north, “So that’s what
we’ve been doing: spending time with them.”
“We’re in this for the long haul,” seconded
Rick, “I think that’s what is going to set us
apart.” Great rewards have come from their
dedication as Japanese Calvary Chapel
groups have deepened relationships in
communities and built a reputation among
small evacuation centers often overlooked.
But commitment comes with cost—pastors struggle to balance a new mission with
existing responsibilities to church and family, many traveling over six hours each way
on multiple-day trips. Kiyo likened their
situation to 2 Kings 4:1-7, saying, “It’s really
stretching us, but the Lord is filling the
empty vessels.”

Travis added, “What’s amazing to me is the
intrinsic unity in this project.” The groups
helping are almost as numerous as the centers they help, and funding comes from
Calvary Chapels worldwide—including an
offering from a small fellowship in Uganda.
Short-term teams such as the one from CC
Perris Valley are now joining in the partnership—greatly blessing the Japanese pastors they come alongside. Rick pointed out,
“Many of the teams coming already had a
relationship with us. So they aren’t strangers—our brothers are coming to help us.
Everyone has been servant-hearted, lending hands to what we’re already doing. After
running hard for so long, that in itself is a
great encouragement.”

him. “My friend ran to this step when the
tsunami came,” the man told him. “The
water stopped right there.” Bob looked at
where he pointed, five feet below them, well

above the two-story houses. The tragedy
was already personal for Bob, whose family
spent 1991 serving as missionaries in Nasu,
a city south of Ishinomaki. News coverage

A Powerful Partnership

On his first evening in Ishinomaki, Pastor
Bob Ybarra of CC Perris Valley stood atop
stone stairs winding up the hillside, overlooking Ishinomaki’s rooftops. Behind
him was the community center where
his team had been treated to a delicious
thank-you dinner by city elders whose
building they had cleaned that afternoon.
One of these elders came and stood beside

CC Perris Valley and Okinawa Bible College volunteers serve refreshments outside
the outreach café in Ishinomaki, which eventually will offer free coffee and concerts.
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From right, Pastor Bob Ybarra and Pastor Chizuo Sakurai of CC Kokobunji listen as
an Ishinomaki community leader tells them about the day the tsunami struck.
Spaan related, “I was struck by the lack of
hope in Ishinomaki. They are beaten down
by a devastating loss, discouraged and helpless.” While planning crafts for evacuation
centers’ children, she tried to think of things
that would bring hope. Remembering the
gray, washed out buildings lining the port,
she bought small, potted plants. A scheduling conflict prevented the children from
doing the project, so the team decorated
the pots themselves—adding plant markers with “God is Love” written in English
and Japanese. During the last meal they
served in the community, the team gave
the colorful flowers to residents along with
their meal. Michelle hopes the flowers will
remind recipients of God’s presence.

Pastor Bob Ybarra of CC Perris Valley, CA, gathers a group of team members and
Ishinomaki community leaders in prayer for the city and its people. Photo by Robert Rose

Michelle Spaan of CC Perris Valley, left, and Mari Shindo, right, of CC Kokobunji,
pray for an Ishinomaki girl whose aunt has been missing since the tsunami.
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showed many places he had once traveled
through. Wanting to help, he worried that
taking a team would be an ineffective use of
money which could have been sent directly
to Committed Relief and directed to people
who speak the language and know the culture. A conversation with Rick Barnett convinced him to come. Because of something
Rick calls “gaijin grace,” sometimes Japanese
people receive the Gospel from Americans
better than their countrymen. Japanese are
very gracious towards “gaijin,” or foreigners, and will often answer questions they
assume other Japanese should know better
than to ask. As short-term teams, residents,
and Committed Relief volunteers work
side-by-side at evacuation centers and in
houses, Rick has watched a powerful partnership come naturally into play. Curiosity

lowers defenses and naturally draws locals
into conversation with Americans about
their motivation for coming, which is ultimately Christ. Language barriers necessitate Japanese Christians to act as translators,
paving the way for relationships that can
last long after the Americans depart.

Hope and Light

Though the team traveled thousands of
miles to serve a few days, the trip’s importance was confirmed for them through conversations with people such as a freelance
reporter Bob encountered: “I asked how
the tsunami affected him. He answered, ‘All
the things you trust in to give you security—you can’t trust them.’ Their world
has been rocked; that’s why it’s so vital for
teams to come.” Team member Michelle

That night Bob also received a handwritten
letter in English and Japanese from Mr. Sato,
an Ishinomaki native who had befriended
the team. In part, it read, We are keeping
our spirits and working hard to restore our
living with the energy and the courage you
give us. Thanks to your support, rubble and
sludge are being removed and our town looks
much brighter with hope and light. Though
it’s going to take time, we will make our community come back to life. Mr. Sato and many
others had often commented how inspiring
it was to see teams continuing to come to
their city, while many residents were leaving, unable to handle the devastation. That
week, in the neighborhood which received
the most damage, the team began restoring
a building which will become an outreach
café—a project indicative of all their efforts
there. Bob reported, “What our team did in
some small way was bring hope. Each team
that comes will build on that hope. As they
keep building, that café can become a place

of life where Ishinomaki’s people can be
continuously encouraged.”

“I will not leave you orphans; I
John 14:18
will come to you.”
Michelle echoed, “It’s so important that
other teams come. It will reassure the people God is still there—He hasn’t left them
as orphans. We were a small team for a
short time, but God is doing bigger things.”
Earlier this summer, a team from Calvary
Chapels La Habra, CA, and Pocatello, ID,
put on a concert for the residents of a government housing area. The concert began
in the afternoon since the neighborhood
was still without power but was so popular
the musicians continued to play as the sun
went down. At dusk, the streetlamp above
their heads blinked on—the only light in
the darkness.
Plans are in motion for the Sendai House, the
hub of Committed Relief efforts in tsunami
areas, to become the first CC church plant in
the region.

CC Okinawa

www.calvaryokinawa.com
office@calvaryokinawa.com
81-098-895-4840

Committed Relief

www.committedrelief.org
stephanie@calvarylahabra.org
714-446-6222
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