
Since 1951, the Japan Fellowship Deaconry 
Mission (JFDM) has been blessed by our Lord 

to work alongside other Christian mission organi-
zations in Japan. The beginnings of our mission, 
however, date back decades earlier to China where 
deaconesses (“sisters”) from Germany and the USA 
served the Lord by planting churches and offering 
dental assistance in remote areas under the umbrella 
of the China Inland Mission.

With the communist revolution in 1949 and the 
subsequent expulsion of our mission from China, 
our missionaries were forced to close their stations 
and resettle in a nearby country. The plan was to wait 
and serve for a few years in Japan until the political 
situation would allow for a return to China. With 
the sisters’ passion for outreach and their medical 
training, the first ministry emerged on Japanese soil 
in 1952 at Higashi Naruo in Kobe. As they observed 
the situation in China, our missionaries slowly began 
to realize and accept that the Lord was calling them 
to serve in Japan permanently. They prayed to find 
open doors for the gospel in this new country.

As the years passed, additional sisters from the 
mission headquarters in Germany and the USA were 
commissioned and sent out for ministry mainly 
in the Kansai region. In those pioneering days of 
JFDM, two churches in Shikoku were planted; both 
are now very active congregations served by Japa-
nese pastors. Over time, mission families and young 
couples from Germany and North America joined 
the contingent of deaconesses serving in Japan. In 
1987, the mission purchased a rustic retreat center in 
Karuizawa in Nagano and, by God’s grace, developed 
it into a beautiful guesthouse and Bible camp minis-
try. In addition, the Deaconry Motherhouse Bethel 
was established in Kobe in 1985.

Presently, JFDM has 11 churches in Kansai, 
two churches in Tokyo, and the camp ministry in 
Karuizawa. The churches are predominately led by 
Japanese pastors, and they work closely together with 
the six foreign missionaries who assist them. We 
thank our Lord that he has richly blessed his mission 
in Japan. We are reminded that all this became pos-
sible only because he called and equipped deaconess-
es, missionaries, pastors, and other Christian layman 
over the last 65 years.

Our current fields of activity are:
• Church planting: We seek to get to know our 

neighbors and invite them to church through 
activities such as cooking and language classes, 
musical performances, cell-group ministry, and 
children’s programs.

• Mature churches: JFDM wants planted churches 
to mature to the point where the mission’s support 
is minimal. The goal is for these congregations 
to be led by Japanese pastors, become outreach-
focused, and join together as part of the Japan 
Fellowship Deaconry Synod.

• Cooperation: JFDM works together and partners 
with other Christian groups and churches to sup-
port special events, such as evangelistic activities in 
the Kobe–Osaka region.

• Bible camp ministry: We make our facilities at 
Karuizawa available to various church groups and 
individual families for spiritual refreshment and 
physical rest by providing an environment that 
nurtures genuine fellowship with other Christians 
and personal Bible reflection (www.kfbc.net).

Our vision:
• Through the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, we 

aim to plant churches in new areas and strengthen 
existing congregations so that they mature and 
become more outreach-focused. For this, we seek 
to discover how we can meet the spiritual needs 
of the Japanese people by making them feel more 
welcome in our churches. We also recognize that 
we are working in a changing Japanese society 
where spiritual conditions are in flux.

• Furthermore, through Bible teaching and en-
couragement, we seek to equip believers to share 
their faith with others, by word and deed, and 
thus fulfill the Lord’s commission in Matthew 
28:18-20. JH

 A pe e k

behind the scenes
What looked like

reluctance to study the Bible
turned out to be exactly the opposite

Very rare are the times in my Chris-
tian life that God has lifted the 

veil, so to speak, and given me a peek 
behind the scenes, and these few times 
were always a tremendous encourage-
ment to my faith. I hope you’ll be 
encouraged by my most recent experi-
ence of this and be able to share in the 
thrill of seeing differently.

Many of us have used English con-
versation classes to meet the felt needs 
of Japanese people to improve in that 
area. People will come to a conversa-

tion class who would never set foot in a 
church. What a tool God has provided 
for us to meet new friends!

I first met my friend Sumire in such 
a class. I was not there to teach, but 
to model teaching for a 
young intern. Our classes 
included not only English, 
but also 30 minutes of 
optional Bible time. I most 
remember Sumire from 
that first Bible time: she 
sat back in her chair with 
her arms folded across her 
chest as if daring me to 
say something that would 
offend her. Her whole 
demeanor shouted to me 
that she was an uncom-
monly straight-talking 

Japanese lady. I finished that Bible time 
wondering if she would give the intern 
any trouble.

At the time I was well aware that 
the students came and paid for the 
English portion of the class, and that 
only by God’s design did they stay for 
the free Bible time. What design? His 
design of Japanese culture. Japanese 
people don’t like to leave the group, as 
we know; they also don’t like to leave 
until the teacher is done, and they 
knew the teacher was not done until 
Bible time was over. So they became a 
captive audience, so to speak. What an 
amazing opportunity—students from 
the second largest unreached people 
group captive around the Bible, that 
speaks the only answer to the bro-
kenness in their lives and this world. 
Marvelous design!

That design formed my paradigm 
for understanding my students. I saw 
Sumire as a captive, who, in my mind, 
clearly didn’t want to be there, but was 
too “Japanese” to leave.

Imagine my surprise when I found 
out it was just the opposite. She had, in 

fact, not come to the class for English, 
but for the Bible time. She had fruit-
lessly searched for some years for a way 
to understand Christianity better and 
then she heard about our classes. She 
was actually paying for, and sitting 
through, the English portion to get to 
the Bible time! This was a complete 
paradigm shift for me. It was awesome 
and humbling.

Sumire continues to attend various 
activities of our ministry. Her Bible 
is as marked up as the most devoted 
Christian’s. When we are in Bible study 
she often fills in the blanks for new-
comers. I wondered why she still re-
mained unbaptized. When I asked her 
she answered that she doesn’t believe in 
the resurrection. I was saddened to hear 
that, since, according to Romans 10: 
9–10, belief in the resurrection of the 
Lord Jesus is an essential requirement 
of saving faith. However, in view of her 
determination to find a Bible study, I 
cannot help but believe that God is at 
work in her life. The gift of faith is his 
to give, and I long to know that she 
has crossed over from darkness into his 

marvelous light.
Perhaps God has lifted 

the veil for you once or 
twice. I would love to hear 
your story. JH

After years of teaching English 
Conversation classes, Linda now 
teaches science and math to high school 
students in a small international school 
run by her team (she's been in Japan 
since 1989).  She is with the Japan 
Presbyterian Mission.
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I saw Sumire as a 
captive, who, in my 

mind, clearly didn’t want 
to be there, but was too 

“Japanese” to leave.

By Linda Karner
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