Seeing the Contagious Christian Course with Asian American Eyes

The Willow Creek Association designed an evangelism course called Becoming a
Contagious Christian based on the popular book by the same name. As the book and the
course are beginning to be used for evangelism training purposes in Japanese- and
Asian American Christian churches, Iwa thought it might be helpful to provide some
suggestions on how the course might be contextualized for Asian Americans so that it
might have the greatest effectiveness in helping churches to reach this unreached

people group.
Relational Evangelism

In the Foreward to the Participant’s Guide (p. 4), one of the authors, Mark Mittelberg,
describes the type of evangelism the course trains people in, as “relational evangelism.”
It emphasizes “natural approaches that work over time to bring” people they
know—"family members, friends, co-workers, and neighbors”—into relationship with
Jesus Christ. So it encourages trainees to develop “no-strings-attached” friendships with
people before sharing the gospel with them.

Because of the unique cultural characteristics of Asian Americans, Iwa has from its
inception been an advocate of “relational evangelism.” Specifically, Asian Americans
might be characterized as being group-oriented, consensual, non-confrontational,
non-verbal, concrete and situational, and thus more relational, as described

as follows:

They are group-oriented in that the will and welfare of the group is more
important to them than their own will and welfare, especially when it comes to
family. Being group-oriented, they are very relational. They are highly concerned
about what other people think and feel about them and the networks to which
they belong. Their own needs are met by meeting the needs of others through
reciprocity. They tend to be consensual, the goal of their decision making being
that all agree and relational harmony is maintained. They are non-confronta-
tional, tending to avoid bringing up anything between themselves that will
jeopardize or cause disruption to valued relationships. They focus only on those
things that bond and build relationships, or, at least, maintain peaceful
coexistence. They are non-verbal, believing talk to be cheap. They measure what
is said by the integrity of the person saying it. They follow a leader because of
who that person is rather than what that person says. They are concrete and
situational in their orientation. What maintains or positively serves relationships
is what dictates how they respond to a given concrete situation. They tend to be

pragmatic and practical rather than abstract and philosophical.'

Thus, traditional approaches to evangelism, which tend to be individual rather than
group-oriented and consensual, confrontational rather than non-confrontational,
verbal rather than non-verbal, and abstract rather than concrete and situational, fit the
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cultural profile of majority Americans and are thus not as effective with Asian
Americans. Such approaches encourage the sharing of the gospel with anyone and
everyone, even strangers, and are more impersonal as they often rely on a word-for-
word reading of a text. Not relational, they miss the mark with Asian Americans,
making both the Christian sharer and uninitiated hearer uncomfortable. So the
Contagious Christian Course’s non-traditional approach of training people in relational
evangelism, is consistent with what Iwa believes will work with Asian Americans.

The Closed Set vs. Centered Set Approach to Evangelism

While the Contagious Christian Course emphasizes a style of evangelism that may be
characterized as “relational,” it promotes a traditional approach to presenting the
gospel that may not be. This approach is called the “closed set” approach to evangelism.

In the closed set approach, the Christian presents the gospel by introducing “The Plan
of Salvation” which goes something like this: “Although we were sinners, God loved
us so much he sent his Son, Jesus, to die for our sins, to resurrect from the dead, and to
give us eternal life; if we believe in Jesus and receive him into our lives, he will forgive
us, cleanse us of our sins, and make us children of God so that we can live forever with
God in heaven.” The way to know that someone has crossed the line and become a
Christian is by the person accepting Jesus as personal Savior through a prayer. This
prayer is popularly called the “Sinner’s Prayer.” It is basically an acknowledgement
before God of belief in The Plan of Salvation. The surest way of knowing whether or
not someone is a Christian, is whether or not the person said that prayer. So according
to this approach, the set of who is a saved believer is closed—a person is either “in”
(having said the prayer) or “out” (having not said the prayer). So the ultimate goal is
for the Christian to lead the person in praying the Sinner’s Prayer.

A more relational approach to presenting the gospel would be the “centered set”
approach. In this approach, rather than present a plan to believe in, we introduce a
person—]Jesus Christ—to get to know; rather than outline what Jesus did for us (e.g.,
dying on the cross for our sins), we share about who Jesus is (e.g., the good, wise,
powerful, humble Son of God who loved his Father and his fellow human beings
perfectly and completely, more than his own life); rather than describe Jesus as a means
to an end (e.g., the bridge or way to God), we introduce Jesus as the end in himself
(e.g., Jesus is who or what we all ultimately seek in life); rather than focus on ultimately
leading people to pray a prayer, we emphasize helping them move step by step toward
the center, toward a person—Jesus—with whom a committed, intimate relationship,
similar to marriage, is the ultimate goal.”

Because the centered set approach focuses not on whether the person is in or out, but
on whether or not the person is moving relationally toward the center, it places more
emphasis on the process of developing a relationship with Jesus, than on the end result
of praying a prayer of commitment. And so, under this approach, it would not be as
important to prepare Christians to communicate a quick, simple, succinct presentation
of The Plan of Salvation, or to train them to help people cross the line by praying the
Sinner’s Prayer, as it would be to help them start and pursue spiritual dialogues about
God, and to tell their personal stories about the Jesus they know and love. More will be
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said about these points below.

Verbal vs. Non-Verbal Communication

The closed set approach emphasizes communication of a message—The Plan of
Salvation. So the Course provides a great deal of training on how to verbalize the
message through such things as starting spiritual conversations, telling one’s

personal story about one’s conversion, presenting the gospel through two illustrations,
leading people across the line to pray the Sinner’s Prayer, and answering objections.
Perhaps there is so much focus on verbal communication because American culture

is verbal. Asian culture, however, tends to be more non-verbal. So the focus on

verbal communication may be more suited for mainstream Americans than for

Asian Americans.

If a centered set approach is taken, then there would be less emphasis on
communicating a message, and more on getting to know a person. Perhaps one can
communicate a message more effectively in words, especially in American culture, than
in other ways. But one can just as effectively get to know a person without words as
with. If our aim is to help people get to know Jesus, we need not rely solely on verbal
means to do so.

How does one communicate the gospel without words? One way would be to provide
a person with opportunities to have some type of personal contact with Jesus. Because
Jesus is someone who is very much alive and real today, it is possible for a person who
doesn’t know him to experience him in some way. And because Jesus, through his
Spirit, lives in the hearts of every believer, the person’s first experience of him would
most likely be through the Christian the person knows:

(Japanese- and Asian American) people are so relationally oriented that it is
difficult for them to separate the message from the messenger, if at all. To them,
the messenger is the message. They believe those whom they trust. “So-and-so

says it, so I believe it. It must be true.”?

Essentially, we are Christ to these people who see message and messenger as
synonymous. We are the only Christ they know up that point. However, since
our ability to reflect Christ will always be limited no matter how close our
relationship with Him, our primary responsibility is to introduce the non-
Christian to Jesus Christ himself, who is “the way, the truth and the life,” the

perfect match between message and messenger.*

It is as we invite non-Christians to live life side-by-side with us and are invited in
return to live life with them, as individuals, groups and families, that we
communicate much of the content that will motivate them most to consider
becoming Christians themselves. Much of our evangelistic message is non-verbal
and non-confrontational, communicated by our attitudes and actions in

everyday, concrete relational situations.’
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A person can also have contact with Jesus through groups of people—Christian
families, small groups, church congregations—as Jesus indwells his Body, the Church,
or wherever two or more are gathered in his name. When a person has opportunities
to experience the Body life of the church, a person can experience Jesus in the midst of
his people, in a way that is extremely powerful and real. Because Jesus’ love and unity
give a touch of heaven which can be felt nowhere else on earth but in the assembly of
those who love him and are committed to him, it is a non-verbal expression of the
gospel that perhaps can be more convincing and convicting than a verbal presentation
of The Plan of Salvation.

It can often be heard in Japanese- and Asian American circles, that people received
Christ because they came in contact with Christians who seemed to have “something”
they didn’t have. The extraordinary love, joy, and peace that they saw and felt, and
knew they needed in their lives, were what moved them to believe. In essence it was
Jesus they wanted. So the non-verbal experience of him was the “message” they
responded to. The verbal explanation of the beliefs that go with receiving him was a
message that could come later—like icing on the cake. And because the gospel is as
much about inviting a person—Jesus Christ—to come into one’s life, as it is about
adopting a new belief system—incarnation, crucifixion, resurrection, etc.—it can be non-
verbally communicated in a way that moves people to respond.

By allowing Jesus to live his life through us—loving God and loving our fellow human
beings above all else—we can communicate the gospel in effective non-verbal ways.
We can invite the person who doesn’t know Jesus to see how we center our lives on
him as we spend time with Jesus daily; adore him and delight in him; go to him
constantly with our needs and desires; trust him in difficult situations; ask him to
transform our character to be like his. We can also demonstrate the gospel by laying
down our lives for the person—attentively listening to the person share about his or
her life; giving loving service when the person is in need; praying for the person daily
and letting the person know. In these ways, we can continuously put the gospel before
people without presenting the message verbally. After they hear and are moved by the
beautiful music of Jesus in our lives, they will want to know the words.

Individual vs. Group-Oriented Approach

In America, we tend to think of evangelism as a one-on-one activity—one Christian
seeking to share the gospel with one other person. It is highly individualistic and thus
fitting for a culture that places a high value on individualism. But since Japanese- and
Asian Americans tend to be more group-oriented and less individualistic than the
mainstream, it might be helpful to consider a different approach to evangelism.

In the Course, relational evangelism is described as “team-oriented.” The explanation of
“team-oriented” is that, because many influences and conversations often must take
place before a person decides to become a Christian, different people—like the first,
middle, and last links in a chain—may need to be involved in leading the person to a
decision. While the chain analogy presents the idea that a “team” may be needed to
lead a person to Christ, it still retains a sense of individualism about it because of the
image it conjures up. Each link could be seen as a separate, distinct one-on-one contact
that may be connected to others in a straight line from first to last, but is not necessarily



coordinated or made in cooperation with each other.

Although the team-oriented characteristic of relational evangelism is mentioned at
the beginning, little is said about it in the rest of the sessions. So the Course really
does not provide much in the way of training in team-oriented evangelism. Such
training, however, would be extremely valuable to group-oriented Japanese- and
Asian Americans.

Consider the following:

Western evangelism has largely been an individual matter, individuals
witnessing to other individuals. Even at large evangelistic gatherings, the
evangelist is primarily one individual appealing to isolated individuals in
the audience to make isolated individual decisions for Jesus Christ.
Among (Japanese- and Asian American) people, we must learn how to be
Christian groups appealing to non-Christian groups, families appealing to
families, to become Christians as families and groups. We need to see the

Christian group and family as messenger and evangelist.®

So perhaps we can think of team evangelism in terms of Christians partnering together
to reach specific people. For example, Christian neighbors, co-workers, athletic
teammates, friends or family members might band together to reach a particular
person or family member. Members of a nuclear family might agree to reach out to
friends, neighbors, and extended family members. Two or more nuclear families might
covenant together to reach other families or groups of people. And other groups—
church fellowship groups (e.g., youth, college, career, women'’s, men’s), small groups or
cell groups, a church-wide evangelism team—may decide to focus their efforts on
reaching particular people. Perhaps if we can change the way we think about
evangelism and relieve the individual from the heavy burden of responsibility for it and
shift some of the responsibility to groups of people who share it, more Japanese- and
Asian Americans would feel capable of engaging in evangelism and more people would
be reached as a result.’

Evangelistic teams in individualistic cultures differ from those in group-oriented
cultures. In individualistic cultures, the team serves as a means of collaboration. It
coordinates individual efforts to reach certain individuals. In group-oriented cultures,
the team itself serves as a witness. With Christ at the center, making his love and unity
real in the relationships among team members, the team can make a powerful impact
on individuals and groups who place a high value on relationships and group
belonging, as Japanese- and Asian Americans do.®

Confrontational vs. Non-Confrontational Methods

Traditional methods of evangelism tend to be confrontational as they often require the
Christian to present the gospel message, even to strangers, and to ask the person to
decide on the spot whether or not he or she believes in Christ and wants to receive him
as Savior. Japanese- and Asian Americans, being non-confrontational, are often
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uncomfortable with these methods as both sharer and hearer.

While the Course does a commendable job of describing different evangelism styles,
identifying the confrontational style as just one of six, it still ends up adopting the
traditional method when it comes to presenting the gospel and helping a person cross
the line to faith and belief in Christ. So although the Course allows for a non-
confrontational style (intellectual, testimonial, interpersonal, invitational, or serving) in
the building of a relationship, it seems to require a confrontational style for bringing a
person to commitment to Christ.

Ultimately we want to see people commit their lives to Christ. But perhaps we are
locked into thinking that the only way that this can happen is by our leading them in
praying a prayer of commitment to Christ—the Sinner’s Prayer—in our presence. We
don’t consider that there may be other ways that this can take place, so we feel we must
prepare ourselves to be confrontational though it’s not our style. The good news is that
there are other ways.

If we are taking a centered set approach, we would be introducing Jesus Christ to
people in various ways as our relationship with them develops. As we do so, we would
be able to explain how one makes a commitment to Christ. As an example, we can
explain how we did it. Perhaps we could introduce them to other Christians who can
tell them how they did it as well. All along the way, we share Christ with them and
encourage them in the direction of entering into an intimate relationship with him by
making a commitment of their lives to him. By the time they are ready to cross the line,
they will know what they need to do because they would have heard how a number of
times. So they can pray a prayer of commitment in the privacy of their own home or
wherever they decide to do it, not necessarily in our presence.

Because we are in an ongoing relationship with them, we are not as concerned about
explaining The Plan of Salvation to them in a quick and simple way, as we are about
helping them get to know Jesus. Since we are involved in a continuing dialogue with
them, our sharing The Plan of Salvation with them becomes a means of explaining who
Jesus is, rather than the goal of our evangelism.

If we are in a relationship with them, we may not even need to make an oral
presentation of the gospel message ourselves. When they seem ready to receive the
gospel (at the “seeker” stage), we could give them a booklet that explains it, such as the
ones Iwa has developed.” Having a booklet to read allows them to go over the gospel
message as many times as they need to before making a decision. Japanese- and Asian
Americans have particular difficulty making important, life-changing decisions on the
spot because they need time to evaluate how such a decision will affect their
relationships with their family, friends, and community before they can make it. So
giving them a booklet would be a way of respecting that need for careful consideration
before making such a significant decision.

A booklet can serve as a springboard for more dialogue about Jesus. Dialogue helps
nurture a relationship and is thus more relational than a quick presentation followed by

? See Iwa’s Finding Father and Becoming Family and The Love Booklet.



a prompting for a decision. While it may make it less necessary for us to learn how to
make a brief presentation of the gospel, it would still make it important for us to be
familiar with the content and be prepared to answer questions that it may raise.

While the giving of a booklet that explains the gospel message may still be considered
confrontational, it would be less confrontational than the giving of an oral presentation
of the gospel. The booklet would be doing the confronting rather than the Christian.
So it may enable the non-confrontational Japanese- or Asian American Christian to
share the gospel message more freely.

Abstract vs. Concrete Orientation

If Japanese- and Asian American people tend to be concrete and relational in their
orientation, then the gospel presentation using “The Bridge” and “Do vs. Done”
illustrations may be missing something that can truly reach their hearts. These
illustrations are more on the side of the abstract and impersonal as they explain
doctrine and theology rather than introduce a person. Perhaps what is needed is a more
concrete and relational sharing tool.

Such a sharing tool might be more oriented toward telling a story involving people
rather than teaching a belief system. Stories make ideas more concrete. And when they
are about people, they are more relational and personal. Stories have emotional content
and can penetrate the heart, whereas the teaching of doctrine can just stay in the head.
So stories have great potential for helping to reach Japanese- and Asian Americans.

The Course recognizes the importance of story as it focuses an entire session—"“What's
Your Story?” Session 4—on it. In this session, participants write out their stories of how
they came to receive Christ, and then practice telling them. The exercise is very
valuable, but has limited application. It’s just for the sharing of this one story. It’s as if
the only story useful for the purposes of evangelism is the story of conversion.

But if we take a centered set approach where our aim is to introduce people to the real
and living Jesus Christ, perhaps other stories will be useful. For example, we may have
stories about how Jesus Christ transformed our hearts (made us more patient, loving,
kind, generous, humble, forgiving, etc.); how he transformed our relationships with
others (enabled us to mend broken relationships with people; helped us to relate to
people who are different from us; gave us ability to bring together people who were at
odds with each other); how he worked out impossible situations (saved a failing
marriage; provided the exact amount of money needed at just the right time; provided
just the information or advice needed through an unexpected source); how he came to
the rescue (saved us from physical harm or death; gave healing from a debilitating
disease or illness); how he answered prayer, etc. And our stories can be written down
and even be used as sharing tools."

The gospel message itself can be treated as a story to enter into, rather than as a set of
beliefs to adopt. Rather than describe Jesus as a bridge to cross, we might portray him
as the most interesting and appealing person in the world to get to know, and his life as
a story that we can be part of. We may need to develop alternative explanations of the

10 See Iwa’s May I introduce someone to you who changed my life. . .and for that matter, the world?



gospel that come at it from a relational perspective—for example, using the paradigm
of family'' or hitting the angle of the love story in it.'> We need to find new ways to
make the story concrete and relevant to Japanese- and Asian Americans."

Other Noteworthy Aspects of the Contagious Christian Course

Impact List

Participants are encouraged to begin making an “impact list” in Session 1. They are
asked to write down the names of people on whom they could concentrate their
evangelism efforts, and to begin praying for them. In Session 3, they are asked to
develop the list further by identifying where the “impact list people” are on the
“readiness scale” (cynic, skeptic, spectator, or seeker), listing areas of common ground
(e.g., similar music tastes), jotting down a possible opening line to transition a
conversation to a spiritual topic, and noting next steps relationally (e.g., meet for lunch)
and spiritually (e.g., tell my story). In sessions that follow, they share about an “impact
list person” with a partner to help the partner play the role of that person in order to
practice certain things (e.g., presenting the gospel or helping a person cross the line).

The impact list is an excellent means of helping relational evangelism keep on the track
of being an intentional process. This is important because it’s easy for relational
evangelism to get stuck in relationship building with little or no progress toward the
introduction of Jesus or the gospel. Japanese- and Asian Americans especially need
something to help them keep on track because they tend to avoid anything even
remotely confrontational or possibly offensive to another person. So it would be
helpful for them to identify the stage that the person is at, and to come up with the next
steps that would help the person move to the next stage.

The list also makes it easier for individuals to work together with others as a team. It
enables them to keep track of the efforts they are making and to share about them with
the team. It also promotes accountability and ongoing evaluation, and thus helps the
process continue to be intentional.

Identifying One’s Style of Evangelism

In Session 2, participants are encouraged to be themselves and to identify their style of
evangelism: confrontational (Peter), intellectual (Paul), testimonial (blind man in John
9), interpersonal (Matthew), invitational (Samaritan woman), or serving (Dorcas). It is
significant that different styles of evangelism are laid out and explained because
traditional approaches don’t usually identify different styles. So it is often assumed that
there is just one style—simply explaining The Plan of Salvation any way one can. It is
often seen as confrontational, and makes those who are non-confrontational—as
Japanese- and Asian Americans tend to be—feel that they must change their
personalities or go far beyond their comfort zone to do. So if other styles are identified
as being valid, they may feel that evangelism is something they can do, and may feel
encouraged to engage in it more. Because Japanese- and Asian Americans tend to be
non-confrontational and concrete, they may be less likely to have confrontational and
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intellectual styles and more likely to have one of the other four. It seems that the more
non-verbal styles—interpersonal and serving—would be more prevalent.

The identification of one’s own style of evangelism, while important, is just one side of
the coin. The other side is the identification of the style that would be most effective in
reaching the people we are trying to reach. If our style of evangelism is intellectual, and
we are trying to reach people who are non-intellectual, our evangelism efforts will not
be very effective. We may then need to try to adjust our style to fit the people we are
trying to reach, or find others with styles that are more appropriate for reaching them.

In the Course’s Participant’s Guide, under “Suggestions for Using and Developing this
Style” for each of the six styles, there is a suggestion: “Team up with friends who have
other styles that may be better matched to the personality of the person you hope to
reach.” While this suggestion is helpful, it is only mentioned and not developed
anywhere else. It perhaps deserves to be expounded upon somewhere. Questions such
as the following could be addressed: How do we identify the style that may be better
matched to the personality of the person we are trying to reach? How do we work
with another person who has a style that may be better matched and what does that
kind of teamwork look like? How do we adjust our style to fit the people we are trying
to reach if we can’t find someone with an appropriate style to team up with? In any
case, there should at least be some awareness that while our own particular styles may
help us be ourselves when we engage in evangelism, they may be very effective with
some people, but not others.

Starting Spiritual Conversations

Most of Session 3, “Building Relationships,” focuses on the art of starting spiritual
conversations. For those who take a centered set approach, this session is very valuable
in providing training in how to bring their relationship with Christ into ordinary
conversations. Three methods are given: direct (raising a spiritual topic and seeing if
the person wants to talk about it—"“Who, in your opinion, was Jesus Christ?”); indirect
(using the topic of discussion to turn the conversation toward matters of God, church,
or faith—"Do you observe any family or religious traditions around the upcoming
holiday?”); and invitational (transitioning the conversation by inviting the person to a
Christian event that relates to the topic of discussion). Of these three methods, perhaps
the indirect method is the one that non-confrontational Japanese- and Asian Americans
would be most likely to use.

The difficulty with this for Japanese- and Asian Americans is that it relies heavily on
verbal skills. Even an indirect method of bringing up a spiritual topic may seem
daunting to those who are more non-verbal and non-confrontational. But to build a
relationship with another person, we inevitably must verbally share some personal
information. So it makes sense to have some training in doing this so that we can
engage in relational evangelism. Beyond the exercises offered in this session,

it might be valuable to provide more practice and training in this for Japanese- and
Asian Americans.

The examples of spiritual conversations in this session seem to be the kind that would
require the Christian to be knowledgeable about the topic and have some idea of
where he or she is taking the discussion. So such conversations may seem a bit



intimidating for the Christian who doesn’t have the gift of gab. Also, the examples
seem to be of topics that get the person being reached talking about his or her views,
opinions, and thoughts. So it seems more to be a means of building a relationship with
the person so that spiritual matters can be a natural part of it, than a means of
introducing the person to Jesus or the gospel. This is fine at the beginning. But where it
needs to progress from there is the building of a relationship that would make it easy
for the Christian to go beyond expressing opinions and ideas, to sharing real life
experiences of the living and active Jesus Christ. So in addition to training in starting
spiritual conversations, Christians need training in how to talk about Jesus and their
relationship with him in a natural, non-threatening way. And since the relationship
between the Christian and the person being reached is ongoing, Christians also

need training in how to keep a dialogue going about how Jesus is actively working in
their lives.

Telling One’s Story

In Session 4, participants get a chance to write out and practice telling their conversion
stories. They are taught to organize it like Paul’s, with three handles: BC (Before
Christ), Christ (conversion), AD (after conversion). This outline works well, especially
for those who are more oriented toward linear logic,'* and who have more of a closed
set approach to evangelism. But for those who are non-linear,'” as many Japanese- and
Asian Americans are, or who have more of a centered set approach to evangelism, the
outline does not work as well because their stories don’t fall neatly into a before-
during-after progression. The person who has a centered set approach may not
necessarily be able to identify the point in time when he or she “became a Christian,”
but can describe how he or she progressively came to know Jesus in different ways
over a period of time, and made various types of commitments to him. Consider the
following story:

Jesus first passed by me when I was a child. I was introduced to him by
my Christian parents and the church I grew up in. I saw him as someone
who could wipe my slate clean and as my ticket to heaven. To Jesus’
question, “What do you wish me to do for you?,” I answered, “Come into
my heart and cleanse me of my sin so that I could go to heaven when I
die.” And he did. He gave me security.

When I was 14 years old I encountered Jesus in a new way. I saw him as a
revolutionary who could change individual hearts and thereby change the
world. To his question, “What do you wish me to do for you?” I
answered, “Change my heart, let me live and die for you and your cause,
and help me change the world.” And he did. He gave me purpose. I was
so excited about my new-found cause that I helped my high school
friends make commitments to Jesus, too. I looked for and found ways to
serve him in my church. His life of caring for social outcasts inspired me
to pursue an education and career in which I could help bring social
justice for the poor and minorities. So I ended up working for 20 years as
a grassroots advocate for Japanese people in need.

14 . . . . . . .
that is, a line of reasoning attributed to Aristotle that goes step-by-step and leads to a certain conclusion.

> that is, following an approach that is circular, pro-con, and back-and-forth, in which all information is dealt with in its context
at the same time.



About 10 years ago, after burning myself out trying to serve him through
church and community activities, I met and saw Jesus in yet a new way.
He was not someone who was there to give me something—entry into
heaven or a changed world—although he was quite capable of doing
those things. He was not a means to an end. He was the end in himself.
To his question, “What do you wish me to do for you?,” I answered,
“Nothing. You did it all for me already. I just want to be close to you and
appreciate you for who you are.” Now I can enjoy a closeness to him that
I never had before. I've found him to be the treasure in life that I seek. He
is the light of the world who compassionately touches and opens the eyes

of blind people like me. The more of him I see, the more of life I enjoy.'®

This story does not fall neatly into the BC-Christ-AD scheme. The focus is more on the
growing relationship with Christ than on the one-point-in-time conversion experience.
So the story moves through different time periods—childhood, teenage years, young
adult years—and depicts Jesus in different ways. If the centered set approach would be
more effective for reaching Japanese- and Asian Americans, we may need to provide
training that helps Christians tell their stories in centered set ways.

Presenting the Gospel

Participants are trained in presenting two gospel illustrations in Session 5: Do vs. Done
(a follow-up to the question—"Would you like to know the difference between religion
and Christianity?”"—explaining how religion is about doing enough good things to gain
favor with God, and how Christianity is about accepting what Christ has already done
for us on the cross) and The Bridge (a simple drawing to show how Christ bridges the
gap between God and us). These illustrations are excellent for helping Christians
present the gospel simply, succinctly, and quickly, and gives Christians confidence in
their ability to share the gospel message wherever and whenever called upon. A
drawing, such as the one used in The Bridge, can be very effective with Japanese- and
Asian Americans who tend to be non-verbal and visually oriented.

As mentioned above, under Abstract vs. Concrete Orientation, these illustrations may
be missing something that can truly reach the hearts of Japanese- and Asian Americans
because they lean on the side of the abstract and impersonal as they explain doctrine
and theology rather than introduce a person. They communicate more about what
Jesus did than about who Jesus is. So unless there has been some introduction of Jesus
prior to the presentation, by using these illustrations we may be asking people to
commit their lives to someone they hardly know. It may be like trying to arrange a
marriage between two strangers—difficult, but not impossible to do. And the result
may be like the experience of a mail-order bride who marries a man she has never met
in order to obtain a ticket to America—a relationship that doesn’t last. So if we want to
increase our likeliness of success, we may need to try a different approach—e.g.,
introducing Jesus along the way—or a different presentation--e.g., one that helps
people get to know Jesus.

These illustrations present the gospel in a traditional way. They use a justice system
paradigm to explain what Jesus did for us. Such words, for example, as “wrongdoings,”
“punishment,” “death penalty,” and “pardon” give us the sense that we are in God’s

16Excerpt from Iwa’s May I introduce someone to you who changed my life. . .and for that matter, the world?



courtroom and the verdict on us is “guilty.” So God is seen as Judge, and we are seen as
lawbreakers who deserve the death sentence. This paradigm is very effective for

a western guilt-oriented culture such as mainstream American culture."” But it

may not be effective for an eastern shame-oriented culture such as Asian or Asian
American culture.

The justice system paradigm focuses on the sins we commit—bad deeds we do in
rebellion against God—and our need for God’s forgiveness and leadership (i.e., another
way of saying Jesus needs to be Savior and Lord) in our lives. For those who tend to
follow the rules and live decent, law-abiding lives, as those from Asian cultures often
do, the focus on bad deeds misses the mark in deeply convicting hearts of the need for
God'’s forgiveness. In Asian cultures, it’s less about what one does, and more about who
one is—especially who one is in relation to significant others, such as parents, teachers,
family, community, society. So one can avoid doing anything considered a “bad deed”
and yet be a failure or a disgrace if one disappoints or fails to meet the expectations of a
significant other (e.g., marrying the “wrong” person; failing to get into the top school;
choosing a career that is not looked highly upon by the family). We may need a more
relational paradigm for those from shame-oriented cultures—one that will convict them
of their sin.

A relational paradigm perhaps would focus on Sin, rather than sins—our sinful state
(flawed character—who we are), rather than our sinful deeds (bad behavior—what we
do). Rather than the justice system, perhaps the family system (which is more relational
and familiar, and still very biblical) would work better as a paradigm—God as Father,
rather than God as Judge. Sin might then be seen as more about breaking a
relationship—e.g., turning our backs on a loving Father and treating him as though he
doesn’t exist--than about breaking a rule or law—e.g., violating The Ten Command-
ments. And the Good News would be that the Father demonstrated he loved us more
than anything else by sending his Son into the world to live the perfect life for us he
designed for all human beings to live, and to take our place in going through the hell
we deserved--the hell of being utterly forsaken by the Father and being completely
cut off from God'’s family. Jesus came to be broken and cast out, so that we can be
brought back and made whole again. We would then be spared from experiencing the
sheer horror of God’s removing his presence from us forever—a state of being
absolutely without a shred of love or goodness. We could be restored as God’s child,
and come back home to the Father’s welcoming arms and his family.'® If this is the
story line that can convict and win hearts, we may need to adjust our presentation of
the gospel accordingly.

Crossing the Line

In Sessions 6 and 7, participants get to practice how to help a person cross the line to
faith in Jesus Christ. After telling our conversion story or after presenting the gospel,
we can assess the person’s readiness to cross the line by asking a question such as, “Is
there any reason you wouldn’t want to receive God’s gift of forgiveness and leadership
right now?” If the person is ready, we can then help the person to pray what is

17Iwa, Foundations for Asian American Ministry, Unit 4, Cultural Dynamics: How Culture Shapes Effective Ministry to Asian Americans
(Glendale, CA, Iwa, 2001), 13-15.

18See Iwa’s Finding Father and Becoming Family and The Love Booklet.



essentially the Sinner’s Prayer, prompting him or her to do three things: ask for God’s
forgiveness, ask for God’s leadership, and give God thanks. If the person does that, we
celebrate his or her commitment by giving assurance that God has done what was
asked, and that it’s faith and not feeling that matters. We can then follow up by helping
them take the next step of getting involved with other Christians (finding a church and
developing Christian friendships), praying often, reading the Bible regularly, and
relating effectively to non-believers.

The ability to help a person cross the line is very valuable. It gives Christians confidence
that they can see through the evangelism process to completion. It equips them to
respond when the time is ripe for helping a person make a commitment.

For those who take a closed set approach, this training is crucial. They haven’t done
their job of evangelism if they haven’t helped the person pray the Sinner’s Prayer. But
for those who take a centered set approach, this training is helpful, but not crucial.
Their goal is to enable a person to move one step closer toward the center, into
progressively deeper relationship with Christ. As they do, they can talk with the person
about what a commitment to Christ means and how it can be made. And the person
may be able to make that commitment on his or her own. For centered set people,
perhaps there should be more emphasis and training on how to introduce Jesus and
how to encourage a more and more committed relationship with him along the way.
Real-life examples of how other people have done it would be helpful.

Answering Objections

To help people clear away barriers to belief, it is important to address questions they
may raise as they consider faith in Christ. So in Session 8, participants receive training in
answering common objections people raise, such as “Don’t all the religions basically
teach the same things, but just use different names for God?”; “Isn’t it narrow-minded
for Christians to think that they’re right and everyone else is wrong?”; “What about
innocent people who suffer, like little children? Why doesn’t God do something to

help them?”

This training is helpful as it gives Christians confidence in their ability to handle
roadblocks that may arise in the course of spiritual conversations. The answers they
give may be just what is needed to help a doubter get over the hump to gaining faith in
Jesus Christ.

For Japanese- and Asian Americans, the roadblocks may be less rational and more
relational. The questions may be just a smokescreen that keeps people from getting at
the deeper issues that can’t be easily discussed. Even if all their questions are answered
to their satisfaction, they will not necessarily be convinced they should receive Christ.
They may need more than logical, airtight arguments that make sense to their minds.
They may need something that hits the heart and meets their need for satisfying
relationships. And ultimately, they may need to take a hard look at their significant
relationships—parents, family, relatives, friends, community, society—and weigh what
impact a decision to receive Christ would have on them before they can make such a
life-changing decision. Their immediate tendency is to expect a negative impact rather
than anticipate the positive possibility that through Christ stronger relationships can be
built for all eternity. So they may decide not to receive Christ because they see the



prospect of being with their family in hell as more desirable than being without their
family in heaven.

The objections addressed in this session seem to be more on the side of the abstract and
impersonal, rather than the concrete and personal. Japanese- and Asian Americans
may have other questions that need to be addressed, such as “How can God send my
kind and loving Buddhist grandmother to Hell?”; “Isn’t Christianity a western
religion? Won't it make me less Asian?”; “Don’t all roads—including Buddhism and
Shintoism—Ilead to heaven?” Perhaps these and other questions often raised by
Japanese- and Asian Americans could be addressed in the training.

Conclusion

By providing training in “relational evangelism,” the Contagious Christian Course
gives the American mainstream evangelical Christian community a needed alternative
to traditional approaches to evangelism. For the mainstream in this post-modern era
that is in search of meaningful relationships and authentic experiences, it is a major
stride in the right direction. And for Japanese- and Asian Americans, the shift toward
relational evangelism is an important step. However, they desire meaningful
relationships and authentic experiences for different reasons. The mainstream seeks
these things in order to cope with the alienation and disillusionment felt in recent
generations. Japanese- and Asian Americans desire these things simply because of who
they are—culturally relational people who highly value concrete experience. The
relational orientation is thus different and runs deeper. For example, unlike the
mainstream, Japanese- and Asian Americans by nature constantly evaluate things in
terms of what others think and feel, and how their relationships will be affected, such as
those with family, friends, community, or society. Thus, while the Course points
Japanese- and Asian Americans in the right direction, they still need additional cultural
handles for the Course to be most helpful to them. It is hoped that this review has
provided some of the handles that will enable Japanese- and Asian Americans to truly
become “Contagious Christians.”

Footnotes
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