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Duringa six-month sabbatical from my university | have had the opportunity todropinon a number of
ministries to Muslimsin Japan, New Zealand and Sweden. Some of these ministries | initiated. Others
are on-going and have reached alevel of maturity in terms of theirvision, methods and fruit. This paper
will look at a range of diasporaministry asit relates to the structure and vision of the local Church. 1 do
not claimto be comprehensive inany way but provide in this article vignettes forthe ministries | have
visited. These three countries show different levels of islamization and this has an effect on the kinds of
issuesthat diasporaministry faces. This paperwill analyze some of these issues and provide outlines for
effective strategicapproaches to diaspora Muslims.

1. Introduction: Typesof Ministries Examined

In general there are fourtypes of approaches and some works that combine types. Idefine these
broadly as large church versus house church and multicultural versus culture specific. lamnot arguing
for any one model but rather different models seem to work betterwith certain people groups for
reasonsthat | shall explain. Flexibilityin methodis essential.

Larger Churches sometimes develop aninterestin Muslims but | have noticed that some have picked up
a significant number of Muslim seekers without specifically aiming forit. These would be churches that
have a vision forreaching outto the immigrantsintheirareaand offeractivities such as English classes,
childcare, youth activities. | have visited several churches that had significant numbers of Muslim
background believers and enquirers without singling out that demographicasa focus. Inone church, on
asingle evening, we raninto 5 separate Iranians who either came to faith earlier ormet Christin the
Church. Theywere notinterestedin havingaseparate Iranian language Church and seemedvery
interested into assimilatinginto the local language and culture. Muslimswho have rejected Islamor
who are refugees with baggage (such as Afghans) may feel more comfortablein alarge Church setting
where they can associate with the local western culture and help their children to assimilate toiit.

Many Muslim cultures are characterized by a high level of distrust, political and ethnicdivisions. Highly
educated groups, such as Iranians, see theirfuture in the Westand want theirchildren to be successful.
Theirconcernis forintegration and they may be more open to Bible studies of mixed ethnicity because
of the more relaxed atmosphere. | have also been surprised tofind Iranian and Turkish believers in what

one mightcall the “rock and roll” Churches with high volume musicand emotional energy. There was
little immigrant specificemphasisin the outreach efforts, yet they were seeing fruit. There are also

believersfoundin more liturgical circumstances. Thisis certainly true inthe orthodox Churchesinthe
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Middle East. Eventhe seemingly dead state churchesinthe West, if there isstill abelieving priest
around with an eye to immigrants, can see numbers of Muslims comingto faith. Ispentan afternoon
with one ethnicbackground priest who has seen Muslims from various backgrounds come to faith in his
youth work. His biggest problemis his church hierarchy which directly discourages conversion and
believesthat Muslims are already true believersin God.

On the otherhand there are also examples of actual churches emerging with aspecificethnic
background. Here again Iranians figure importantly asdo some Afghans. | have come across two Iranian
Church each with about 200 membersled by an Iranian female clergy from a State Church! Apparently
that constellation allows them to avoid the ire of the hostile non-evangelical Church hierarchy while
maintainingamore liturgical approach that some Muslims find attractive. The ethnicapproachisalso
typical of many smallergroups that meetina larger church but maintain aseparate meetingfortheir
group. Thisis probably the most common ministry constellation.

House Churches have become animportantfactorin outreachto Muslims. In a sense all the
movements described above started outin a house level format. The difference layinthe goal. Forthe
movements described above, once the group outgrew asmall house the congregation movedintoa
largerbuilding, usually a Church. Sometimesthe group remained ethnically focused, sometimes a
multicultural identity was maintained. House Churches, however, seek to “splitand grow”, maintaining
a more intimate home group emphasis. Here again the focus may be either multicultural orethnically
based. Needs most often dictate approach. Somalistendto be very ethnocentricand quickly form
communities whereverthey go. One house church movement|encountered tries to specifically reach
Somalis. They have abelievingleaderand see amono-ethnicapproach as essential at the start.
Language issues are critical here. They are aware of emerging communities of Somalibelieversin
Holland and South Africawhere larger group meetings are possible. In otherways they seemto mirror
the approach of largerchurches. The Somali groupissponsored by a multi-ethnichouse church effort.
Flexibility in approach seemsto be the majorlesson here.

There are also multi-cultural house church movements. lencountered twoin Athens (although we met
in New Zealand and Sweden) that focus on Muslims of various backgrounds. They have seen fruit
amongst Syrians, Iraqis, Iranians and Afghans and are mixing the various groups. These are new
movements and their constellations may change as leadership emerges from the various groups. The
following example, called “grid 1” represents these approaches and uses some of the works we
encountered as examples.



Grid 1. Typesof Mindries
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Withthese approachesin mindlet’s turn our attention to the specificsituationsinJapan, New Zealand
and Sweden.

2. IslaminJapan: The “Trader” stage.

Islam’s presence inJapanissmall. Accordingto Muslim writersthere are about 100,000 Muslimsin
Japan of whom around 10,000 are Japanese converts'. Accordingto these writers thereare 50 mosques
inthe country but 35 of these are “house” mosques’. | have visited the mosque in Nagoya several times
and seen brochures of the other mosquesinJapan. Giventhe relatively smallsize of the mosques I’'m
inclined to believethatthe 100,000 figure is eitherinflated orincludes population largely uninvolvedin
the mosques®. The Japanese government does not keep figures of religious affiliations so the number
and size of mosquesis probably the best estimate of the community’s relative size. The Japanesetotal is
also probably high since the Muslim writer Mozammel Haque mentions large numbers of Japanese

converts fallingaway from the faith. Hisowntermfor IslaminJapan is “marginal”*.

! Seems to be based on a similarstatement by Michael Penn, in "IslaminJapan:Adversity and Diversity," (Harvard
Asia Quarterly, Vol. 10, No. 1, Winter 2006) who estimated that 90% of Muslims in Japan were foreigners and 10%
were native converts. But there are no accuratefigures.

2 Dr. Mozammel Haque, Islamicmonitor.blogspot.se/2011/05/islam-and-muslims-in-japan.html, published 2011.

? Keiku Sa kurai, professor of Islamicregional studies at Waseda University estimated the legal resident Muslim
populationat56,000in 2008, up from 13,000in 1990. The total number of illegal immigrantsis estimated at
67,000in 2013 but most of these are non-Muslim. (Shoki Fujimoto, “Illegal ImmigrantsinJapan”in
JAPANsociology, 2013, http://japansociology.com/2013/06/29/illegal-immigrants-in-japan-2/.

*Dr. Mozammel Haque, Islamicmonitor.blogspot.se/2011/05/islam-and-muslims-in-japan.html, published 2011.



| call this stage the “trader” stage since most of the Muslim community is foreign and have come to
Japanfor tradingand other business purposes. There isasignificant sub-continent Muslim community
as well as groups from Central Asia. Some have inter-married with locals and this is often the strategic
approach in establishing anative Japanese Muslim community. One wife of a Pakistani Muslim leader|
have metis a Japanese convertfrom Christianity.

Because of the relatively smallsize and distribution of the Muslim community in Japan | have not been
able to identify any outreach efforts that specifically focus on Muslims. My own efforts atinitiating
outreach to this community have involved teaching on Islamata Christian seminary in Nagoyaand
taking 30 students ontwo separate occasions to a local mosque. The mosque in Nagoyais a beautiful 4
story building built with the help of Saudi Arabia. Accordingtothe mosque community’s own count,
there are about 300 Muslimsin their community in Nagoya. The mosque includes an Arabiclanguage
schooland a women’s prayerarea. Itissmall and probably not more than 100 could be accommodated
inthe prayerhall at one time. The purpose of the mosque visit was to expose the studentsto Islamasit
isbeingpracticedinJapanand to start a Bible study that the students would then follow up on. My
results have been mixed. Despite extensive traininginthe classroom and two discussions that actually
led to Muslims agreeing to study the Bible, the students struggled to develop a personal contact
ministry. The second time | led an initial Bible study with our Muslim friend and thought | had found a
championinwhose home we had our initial study. She has continued the contact butitseemsa bit
weak.

Thisis a problemthat| have found overand over in othercontextssoitis not just typically Japanese.
Some of the problem may simply be thatthere is so much otherwork to be done amongst people who
may seem easiertoreach. The Japanese Churchis overwhelmed with just tryingto reach Japan. There
may also be something| like to call the “fear factor”. Terrorism hasdone an effectivejob of turningthe
hearts of Christians away from Muslims. Thisisironicsince Muslimsare turningto Christinan
unprecedented way. Satan’s primary goal seemsto be turning Christians against Muslims to ensure
there isno hemorrhage out of Islam. Hisstrategyis failingin many areas butin “traderstage” Islamit
seemsto work.

For now, there isvery little work amongst Muslimsin Japan. Acommunity whichislessthan 1/10 ofa
percentof Japan’s populationis probably not the first priority to reach. The communityis growingfast,
however, and some strategicthinking needs to be done. Perhaps we are awaiting the return of some
Japanese missionaries from the Muslim world who can champion effective outreach athome. | have
met one Japanese missionary who worked with central Asian Muslims. | would make the sending of
Japanese missionaries to the Muslim world my top priority to prepare for that future cadre of workers.
The key skill tolearnis how to follow up on a personal contactand develop astudy inthe Word.

3. NewZealand: EmerginglslamicCommunities




Between 1991 and 2001 the number of Muslimsin New Zealand rose from 6000 to over23,000°. This
has risen to around 46,000 inthe 2013 census®. The Muslim population has tended to concentrate in
the largercities and certain ethnicgroups have established their own communities, such as the Somalis
who have a large community in Hamilton. Many have come as political refugees. The mostrecent
arrivals have been Afghan’s, generally those who worked with NewZealand armed forcesin
Afghanistan. Thisisafairly large groupin New Zealand terms and likely to be rejected by the larger
Muslim community due to theirstatus as “traitors” who have worked for the Westernled forcesin that
country. Part of my discussion here will concern strategy in working with this group asthere are a
number of Christians who have expressed avision for starting such a work.

New Zealand has a long tradition of missionary service and many missionaries that have workedin
Muslim countries have settled backin New Zealand. Some are engagedinreaching Muslimsand | have
meta numberof them. | have notbeenable tolocate any ministries at presentthatare exclusively
focused on Muslims or Muslim ethnicgroups. Most of the ministries encountered are multicultural at
eitheralarger church or house churchlevel. Several church ministries that| have attended engagedin
youth work, English teachingand otherservices toimmigrants. There were many Muslims attending
these activities butit was not clearwhetherthey were movingclosertofaithinthe process. Several
workers contacted me wantingto find out how to focus on Muslims orto incorporate more effective
strategiesin working with the Muslims already in theirgroup. Thereisa groupinterestedin developing
a specificfocus on Afghans butit has not fullyformed yet. lalso encountered ahouse church group that
has two Muslim couples attending who are moving towards faith in Christ. The leader of this workisan
experienced missionary who served inthe Middle East.

New Zealand has a lot of experience in dealing with non-Christian ethnicgroups and spreadingthe
Gospel eitherthrough smaller groupsinthe Church or through establishing ethnic congregations. | have
attended several such outreaches such as the recently planted Thai Christian Churchin Auckland. There
are two such congregations and they have an effective outreach to the Thai. Most of the principles that
are usedinthese contexts would also workif applied inthe Muslim context.

What seemsto be lackingisa more extensive effortinthatdirection. The situation of islamization is
more evidentin New Zealand thaninJapan. There are many Islamicshops and the large meatand food
productindustries are deeplyinfluenced by Islam fortrade reasons. | did not find an Iranian Christian
communityin New Zealand and this may explain the relative lack of a catalyst. In Europe, Iranians take a
leadingrole notonlyinreachingtheirown people, butin showingthe general Christian population that
itispossible for Muslimstoturnto Christin relatively large numbers. Perhaps we need an Iranian
missionary ortwoin New Zealand! |would also encourage those who want to work with Afghans to pay
close attention to Hazaras. Theyare likely to be predominantamongstthose comingasrefugees and
immigrantsto New Zealand. They are also provingto be the most open group to the Gospel as we shall
seeinthe nextsection.

> New Zealand census figures for 1991 and 2001. http://www.stats.govt.nz/Census/2001-census/data-tables/total-
by-topic.aspx.

® This is about 1% of New Zealand’s population. New Zealand census figures for 2013.
http://www.stats.govt.nz/Census/2013-census/data-tables/total-by-topic.aspx.



4, Sweden: EstablishedIslam

Muslim immigration to Sweden has been astrong movement since the 1970’s. This isclearly reflected
inthe Muslim demographics of the country. Inthe early 80’'s the Muslim population of Sweden was
estimated atabout 50,000”. Today the estimate is between 650-700,000°. However, the statistics on
which these are based have some majorfaults. They assume thateveryone who hasimmigrated to
Swedenfromlraq, Iran, Lebanon, Syria, Eritrea and Pakistanis Muslimin Background. This is patently
false asthere has beenamuch higherrate of Christian migration from these countries due to endemic
persecution. Insome cases well more than half are orthodox Christians or members of othergroups
such as Bahai and Yezzidi, and this has been highlighted on Swedish television’. If we take the
community population estimates from these countries and divide by half and then add to the other
statistics which are accurate '°, we arrive at a figure of 412,000 Muslim background people livingin
Sweden. Various estimates claim 3000 Swedish converts to Islam providing afinal figure of 415,000 or
about 4.3 % of the total Swedish population of 9.555 million.

The largest Muslim populationsin relative order of size are: Iraq, Iran, Yugoslavia, Turkey, Bosnia,
Somalia, Lebanon, Syria, Afghanistan, Ethiopia, Eritrea and Pakistan, all with over 10,000 in their greater
community. Froma Christian perspective the mostinteresting of these groups are the Iranians. My wife
and | worked with Iraniansin Gothenburgduringthe early 1980’s. Eventhenthere wassignificant
opennessand we saw a number come to Christ. Today the Iranian Church has blossomedintoavery
importantfactorin the Swedish Church, both formerstate Church andin the free churches. Onboth a
small group and largerchurch level there has been amajorpeople movement. | am aware of two ethnic
Iranian Churchesthat have emergedin the formerstate Lutheran Church led by female Iranian Muslim
background clergy. Many otherchurchesfostersmallergroup Persian language fellowships. In still
more churches one can find numerous Iranians who have become part of local Churches without those
Churches even makingaspecificeffortinthatdirection. Itisin Swedenthatlhave seenformerstate
church Lutheran pastors finding significant numbers of Muslim enquirers and baptizing significant
numbers. Thisisinspite of the official Church frowning on such activity.

All of thismovementis notjust restricted to Iranians. One house Church movementsisworking
specifically with Somalis and has seen some fruit. Butitis clearthat the Iranians have become a

7 This estimate was provided by Swedish newspapers at that time.

® https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Swedes WithMuslimBackground.pdf derived from the Swedish
Statistiska Central Byrd, 2013.

® | have watched Swedish television programs, both news and cultural, concerning persecution of Christiansand
their large-scalemigration to Sweden from Iraq, Syria, Lebanon and Eritrea. One program series entitled
“Religioner | Sverige” (Religions in Sweden) on television 1 detailed the emergence of various communities
particularly of orthodox Christians. There have also been programs on religions such astheBahai and Yezidi which
detail their newly established communities in Sweden.

10 Figures on Somalis, Turks or Afghanis would certainly allbe Muslimbackgrounds, and the statistical bureau does
provide breakdowns of Muslim population from mixed countries such as Bosnia and Ethiopia. They do, however,
make a statistical error on the conservativesideby not including Muslims amongstthe immigrantpopulation from
India.
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catalyst. First, theirsignificantnumbers spread broadly throughoutthe Churches have introduced
westernersto the fact that Muslims can become Christians. Iranians have soughtto assimilatein
Sweden and have established no mosques and no separate Iranian community. There is nothingthat
encouragesthe average person to witness more than meeting someone from the Muslim community
who has come to faithin Christ. Several churches mentioned how their Swedish members are getting
engaged through this*'.

Secondly, Iranians have takenthe lead in reaching out to the Afghan community in Sweden. Thiswas
not initially an obvious development. Though they speak the same language Iranians have tended to
look down on Afghans as country bumpkins. Afghanrefugeestolran have alsobeen poorly treated. But
several workers have mentioned theirastonishment thatthe Iranian Christians have notbeen showing
the superiority attitude to their Afghan brethren. | saw the demonstratedin a Persian language
fellowship in Boras where numerous Afghans had either come to faith or were serious enquirers, and
were well acceptedin the fellowship. The group responding were all Hazarain background and a similar
movementis taking place outside of Stockholm wherea much larger group of Afghans has metthe Lord.

| would guestimate that 10% of the Iranian populationin Sweden has become Christian based on the
numerous churches, small group fellowships and individuals that | met, often without prior
arrangement, across Sweden. Thatisabout 8,000 out of a community of 81,000. Thereis muchto
glorify God aboutin these movements. Butthere isstill much to be done. The Somali community is still
largely unevangelized. Iraqi and other Middle Eastern Muslim refugees are still largely unreached.

It seemsalsoclearthatdifferentstrategies will be needed for different groups. Somalistendto
congregate intight knitcommunities. They will need amore people group specificapproach with
incorporation beginningatthe small group level. Inareas where the Muslim population has established
a ghetto, such as Rinkeby, adifferentkind of cautious approach willbe needed. Several excellent
paradigms, from Rinkeby itself, already exist. Churchesthatare picking up stray Muslims withouttrying
needtolearn howto encourage those Muslimsto share theirfaith with theircountrymen, and to
awakentheir Swedish members to getinvolvedin the movement. In each of these works God is using
house churches, large and small Churches, multicultural and monocultural efforts to reach the Muslim
community. Method, perse, isbecominglessimportant.

What isimportant are the following factorsin relative order of importance:
A. Learninghow to develop apersonal contact evangelistic ministry. Conversions and new
disciples are happening wherebelievers understand the priority and make the effortto
meetand share with the individuals thatthey meet. Muslim background believers are

"It should also be mentioned that some traditional former state churches have shown a stand-off attitude to
these new movements, partly becausethey are a threat to the comfortableold ways and also dueto the fact that
the Church hierarchyis opposed tothe conversion of Muslims (and anyoneelse for that matter). | sometimes look
upon the former Swedish State Lutheran Church as a suicidal organizationthatmay be savedin spiteof itself by
the immigrants. The immigrants have a subversiveadvantage. Condemning their enthusiastic activities seems
downrightracist.



takingthe lead inthisregard but we needtosee local Christians activated. Thereisa
harvestgoingonand thisis the time forevangelism. The particular methodin evangelism
doesnotseemto matter.

B. Sensitivitytothe varyingneeds of the groups we serve. There isno one-sizefitsall
approach. Aswe develop ourpersonal contact ministries there willbe many differentkinds
of approaches as outlined above that will be ourgoal. And, thatgoal may change over time.
House churches may morphinto a larger church movement. Mono-ethniccongregations
may discovertheir need to diversify, particularly as their children grow up. Multi-cultural
congregations may discoverthey are neglectingagroup that needs a more mono-ethnic
focus. Flexibilityis key.

C. Perseverance. Many testified to aninitial very prickly response to the Gospel and to the
efforts of believers. Butworking with a person overtimeisbearingfruitinincreasing
numbers.

D. Networking: Groups that have a specificfocus needtolearn how to network with each
other. Who isdoingwhat and where? What are the prayerneeds? What materials are
available inthe language of the heart? Communication and shared learningis key. Ifind
thatitis difficulttosetup and sustainthese kinds of email networks. They getstartedand
thentheygetdropped. This priority needsto be learned.
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