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Three years after Japan’s devastating tsunami, 
God’s sovereign plan continues to unfold.
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In 
a 
corner of bustling XuZhou, China, a 
strange occurrence plays out Sunday 
after Sunday. Residents make their way 
to their cars on the street and voluntarily 

Interested in serving 

with MTW in Japan? 

Email go@mtw.org to  

discuss opportunities. 

Compassion & Hope for a Devastated People

BY: PHIL MOBLEY

In nearly 28 years of service in Japan, rarely has Iverson experi-
enced as productive and sweet a partnership among evangelical 
organizations as the one born in Ishinomaki. And the fruit of 
this partnership continues to ripen. There are now five churches 
in the northern part of the city, an area that had no known 
church presence prior to the disaster. There is also the Ishinomaki 
Christian Center (ICC), itself a collaboration among MTW,  
a number of other evangelical groups, and Japanese churches. 

By this the world will know that you are my disciples
As the weeks passed, the Christians stayed and started helping  
people like M-San rebuild their homes and lives. Early on, 
a team of Korean, Japanese, and American Christians began 
investing in M-San, sitting with her and helping her dry out 
her piano music. After more than a month in 
an evacuation shelter, she returned to live in a 

steel-framed second story living room, the only part of her home 
to survive the flood. By September, a team from Samaritan’s 
Purse had finished renovating, and M-San, like many other 
locals, was asking questions. Why had these people come—and 
more notably, stayed—when everyone else had left? And why 
were they asking nothing in return for the aid they provided? 

As she studied this ad hoc group, knowing that they represented 
different organizations, she wondered what it was that bound 
them together. When she heard that Jesus was the reason for 
both their presence and their unity, she decided there must be 
something to Him.

Emotional and spiritual devastation
As time passed and relief work shifted from first response to 

cleanup to reconstruction, the Christian presence remained. 
They developed a positive reputation as far away as Tokyo as 
they assisted with “mud-outs” (cleaning up the flooded first 
floors of dwellings), and hosted gospel music festivals and 
community meals. At first, people appreciated the food. 
Soon, these meals became a venue for emotional catharsis. 
Gospel seeds were planted.

Ross Lee, an itinerating 
missionary raising support 
to join MTW’s Tokyo City 
Center church-planting 
team, has a unique perspec-
tive on the relief efforts in 

the Tōhoku region. Having 
visited Japan twice in the years 
prior to the disaster, he had the 
opportunity to assist with the 
work in Ishinomaki during the 
summers of both 2012 and 
2013. “In 2012, the area was 

still devastated,” Lee remembered. “There were still huge piles 
of wreckage the government was sorting through.” 

By the next summer, most of the visible evidence of destruction 
had been cleared. The emotional and spiritual need that had 
always been there began to surface. “The community was torn 
asunder,” Lee said, “and there is still a sense of communal loss 
that everyone feels.” The efficiency of the government’s efforts 
to clear debris and setup temporary housing only underscored 
the lack of readiness the people had to “move on” 
after losing family and friends, homes and jobs.

According to Dan Iverson, the aftermath of  
the disaster has brought into the open a  
spiritual barrenness that already existed in  

*Name has been changed.

On the afternoon of March 11, 2011, the 
earth started moving in Ishinomaki, a coastal 
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But the long, violent tremors were only the beginning of the 
horror for people throughout the region. The quake, centered 
just off the coast, had produced a powerful tsunami. About an 
hour after the shaking stopped, the sea surged into the city in 
waves as high as 40 feet. M-San and her husband were forced to 
evacuate as the waters rose above the ceiling of their home, de-
stroying her two pianos and ruining most of her other possessions. 
The chain of events that would lead her to Christ had begun.

The world’s attention was soon riveted on Japan as workers raced 
to prevent a full-scale meltdown at the flooded Fukushima 
power plant, just 64 miles from Ishinomaki. The Triple 
Disaster (quake, tsunami, and nuclear crisis) would ulti-
mately take the lives of over 18,000 people (including 3,600 
in Ishinomaki—the most for any single city) and displace 
tens of thousands more. Amid aftershocks and fears of more 
tsunamis, the Japanese government warned people to stay 
away from the unstable nuclear facility.

First responders
Despite this, Dan Iverson, the MTW Japan country director, 
and the team in Tokyo immediately made plans to drive north 
to help those in need however they could. Joined quickly by 
people from the Presbyterian Church in Japan (PCJ) and other 
believers, they headed toward the destruction. “That first night, 
we didn’t see a single emergency response vehicle of any kind,” 
recalled Iverson. 

In the days that followed, this impromptu team began to exhibit 
the cooperation that would become a hallmark of longer-term 
work in the area. Carrying all the food, water, gasoline, blankets, 
and other staples they could manage, they arrived in Ishinomaki 
and set up what became known as “street stores” in the north-
ern part of the city. “Soon our mobile street stores became a 
central gathering place for the community,” explained Iverson. 
When more Christians arrived, they pooled their resources, 
enabling the stores to feed hundreds on a regular basis. 

Why had these  
people come— 
and more notably, 
stayed—when every-
one else had left? Relief workers unload supplies in 

Ishinomaki after the tsunami.

The earthquake and tsunami
left the region devastated.
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Relief, continued

No Regrets
Dr. Lloyd Kim is MTW’s new provisional coordinator  
pending approval by General Assembly. Meet Dr.  
Kim and learn more about him in our Q&A on page 10. 
 
Sitting in the pews of the mortuary chapel, I glanced up and 
looked at the coffin. To the side of it, was a picture of my cousin 
Sue: beautiful, vibrant, smiling. Inside the coffin was someone I 
did not recognize. Her hair was white, her face was wrinkled, her 
cheeks sunk in, and her body emaciated. Stomach cancer had not 
only taken her life, but her beauty. I reflected on the temporary 
nature of our life and asked myself the question, “Will I walk away 
from this life with any regrets?”

I looked up again and noticed the two people standing beside the 
coffin, a middle-aged man and a young woman around 20 years old. 
The older man was embracing the younger woman, both were weep-
ing uncontrollably. I looked into the man’s face and saw sorrow and 
grief so deep and mournful that it moved me to tears. What would it 
be like to bury your wife? What would it be like to lose your mother? 

There is something that happens to you when you look death 
in the face. It snaps you out of the mundane routine of life and 
forces you to reflect on matters of eternal significance, to ask the 
deep questions of life, to gain perspective. 

It was there at the gravesite, as we lowered her into the ground 
and placed our roses on her coffin that I was reminded of the 
reason we send missionaries all over the world. I was reminded of 
the great hope we have in a Savior who was “despised and rejected 
by men; a man of sorrows and acquainted with grief …” (Isaiah 
53:3, ESV). I was drawn again to the One who “has borne our 
griefs and carried our sorrows …” (Isaiah 53:4–5, ESV). This is 
the One who has conquered death: ugly, indiscriminate, painful 
death. His resurrection brings life, health, vitality, hope, and 
victory over the grave. 

What an incredible message of hope we have for those who are 
experiencing deep loss and sadness. What amazing comfort we 
have in our times of darkness and disorientation. Jesus, our  
resurrected King, frees us from fear and enables us to risk boldly 
for His kingdom. Our life here is so short. When we live it for 
Him, we will live it with no regrets. 

Dr. Lloyd Kim

FROM THE COORDINATOR
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Join us in the city in 2014! 
Domestic and international 
inner-city projects need you!
Contact us at 2wk@mtw.org. 

<W�ÅVL�W]\�IJW]
\

[PWZ\̆\MZU�XZWR
MK\[�OW� 

\W�___�U\_�WZ
O�M`XTWZM 

WZ�MUIQT��_S(U
\_�WZO

Japan. Despite universal literacy, long life expectancy, and  
excellent healthcare, depression and suicide are rampant. “The 
country needs the gospel of hope, which is the gospel of Jesus.” 

In late 2012, about 18 months after she first encountered the 
people who restored her wrecked home and carried with them 

this gospel of hope, M-San surrendered her life to Christ.  
Having been touched by the presence of those who came so far 
to help, it ultimately felt natural to become a believer herself.

Expanding the beachhead
The ICC is now a visible part of the community in northern  
Ishinomaki. Its staffers include Virginia Lavallee, MTW’s sole 
full-time missionary in the city, who also hosts MTW interns

to the region. Lavallee’s sister and brother-in-law Abi and Roger 
Lowther, who work with MTW in Tokyo, persuaded her to  
join the Ishinomaki relief efforts for a couple of months after 
graduating from college in 2011. She has been there ever since.  

 “We continue to see more people coming to Christ, and even more 
are beginning to consider Christianity,” Lavallee said. Conversa-
tions about ICC’s ongoing presence quickly turn to the gospel, 
and several locals—even some unbelievers—gladly help out with 
programs and events. One such regular helper is M-San. Out  
of respect for her unconverted husband, she does not attend  
worship on Sundays, one of his few days off. But she stays 
involved in other ways, leading a senior citizens choir and linking 
the church to the community through her piano teaching.

With other evangelical groups having established plants in 
Ishinomaki itself, MTW’s long-term follow-up work is shifting 
to Sendai, a city of over a million people about 35 miles to the 
southwest. Sendai’s population has swelled since the tsunami 
with people relocating from damaged areas. And as the capitol 
of the region, it represents a strategic opportunity for MTW, one 
eagerly supported by those who contributed $1.5 million to the 
organization for disaster relief and subsequent church planting.

 “Prior to the tsunami, we didn’t have any ministry or plans in the 
Tōhoku region,” explained Dan Iverson. But God had plans. 
Now, in partnership with the PCJ, MTW is taking the “True 
Bread and Living Water” to a starving, thirsty people. 

The best way to 
prevent traFFicking 
is to stop it 
from haPPening 
in the first place.

Sponsor a Child

onechild@mtw.org • 678.823.0004 Ext 2365
www.mtw.org/onechild 

 PRAY 
  for 150 
  by 2015 
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Virginia Lavalee leads an English 
class in Ishinomaki.


