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michiko (pronounced mee-chee-ko) teaches 
english and directs the international Depart-
ment at urawa lutheran school in Japan, where 
she has worked for 20 years. her journey from 
Buddhism to becoming a baptized child of god 
a few years ago is a story she wants to tell. “if it is 
going to be used to show his glory, i am happy 
to share my story,” she said.
the lord knew his plan for michiko, as he does 
for all of us, long before she was born in the 
summer of 1971, in Yamaguchi, a quiet country-
side town on the east edge of honshu, the main 
island. Before I formed you in the womb I knew you, 
before you were born I set you apart (Jeremiah 1:5).
Just before michiko was born, more than 6,000 
miles across the pacific ocean, lWml women 
were dropping coins into mite Boxes, local 
societies were praying for projects, and the 
lWml leadership was busy cabling $65,000 for 
an “urgently-needed new wing at holy hope 
school, urawa, Japan.” (WiNGS 138). this school 
is a beautiful thread in michiko’s tapestry of 

faith. “Without this Christian school, i would 
not have been saved,” she said. 

But she didn’t find her way to that 
school for many years. 

Slowly. Gradually.
she was raised by gentle and 
loving parents in a peaceful 
setting. “i grew up climbing 
trees and making hiding 
places in the hills,” she said. 
growing up with a Buddhist 
faith, though, she didn’t know 

about grace through Jesus Christ. she didn’t 
know there was a loving god who created her 
and the universe. she didn’t know there was a 
joy-filled path to eternal life that was not paved 
with good works.
she only knew what her family believed about 
good works and ancestral veneration. “We 
valued family ties and things passed down from 
our ancestors,” she explained. “We would pray 
before the Buddhist altar and the cemetery. i 
think that most of the Japanese people believe 
this,” she said. “the better things we do, ac-
cording to our standard, the better we and our 
family will be. of course, the opposite is true. 
When something bad happens, it’s also because 
of something we did,” she explained. 
these beliefs were firmly rooted in michiko, 
handed down from generation to generation. But 
the holy spirit worked in her life. 

Slowly. Gradually.
Years before michiko and her two older siblings 
were born, their father studied to become a pro-
fessor of english literature, reading shakespeare, 
James Joyce, and other literary giants, a career 
path that michiko also chose. “Yes, my father 
influenced my love of the english language, and 
that’s why i wanted to teach. i love english and i 
love children!” 
god clearly had his hand in michiko’s life when 
she selected a Christian college, meiji gakuin 
university in tokyo, not because of its religious 
emphasis but because of its excellent reputation 
for training english teachers. “a 100-year history,” 
michiko added. 

william shakespeare, the lwMl, and the swine flu 
pandemic are three seemingly disconnected 
threads until we see them as part of Michiko ishii’s 

tapestry of faith. then we understand how perfectly god 
has woven them together, with his word and his people, to 
change this one life for eternity.
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it was not an immediate 
life-changing “i believe!” 
time for michiko just 
because she attended a 
Christian college, but she 
was certainly impacted 
by the setting and by 
her studies. “one of my 
best friends there was a 
Christian. i attended cha-
pel services to hear my 
favorite professor preach,” 
michiko recalled.
god’s Word was also 
coming into her life since 
she was a student of the 

english language and its literature. in her 
studies, michiko often came across con-
nections between the Bible and literature. 
again, this didn’t impact her for many 
years, but the threads were being woven. 
once her studies were completed, michiko 
was encouraged to apply to urawa 
lutheran school (uls), which had a close 
relationship with her college. “here is an 
interesting story,” she said, excited to share 
this particular piece in the fabric of her life. 
“uls wanted to hire a Christian english 
teacher, but it’s quite difficult to find one 
of those in Japan! When they gave up try-
ing to find a Christian, i was able to apply 
for the job. god had his hand in this. he 
has been taking care of me!”
accepting the position to teach at this 
growing lutheran school just north of 
tokyo — the same lutheran school which 
had received lWml mites years before — 
changed her life and her faith forever. 

Slowly. Gradually.
urawa lutheran school opened with four 
students in 1953, with help from american 
missionaries and the Board for missions 
of the lutheran Church—missouri synod. 
the lWml’s gift in June 1970 allowed 
the school to expand and offer all twelve 
grades. “By 1970, it was regarded as the 
best school in the state, both academically 
and spiritually, and annually had three 
times the number of applicants that could 
be accepted.” (God Gave the Increase).
it started with only four students in a 
small schoolhouse, michiko explained, 
“to reach people who don’t know Jesus 
yet through the gift of Christian educa-

tion.” today there are more than 700 
students from first through twelfth 
grade who hear of Christ’s love through 
devotions, chapels, and more. they are 
currently building a new school in a com-
munity with few Christian ties, to accom-
modate even more students.
now, twenty years later, michiko continues 
her work at uls, teaching conversational 
english as well as reading and writing to 
first, eleventh, and twelfth grade students. 
every school day she wakes up at her 
home in saitama-City at 4:45 a.m., packs 
up her stir-fry vegetables for lunch, and 
maybe a cake that she baked over the 
weekend to share with teachers. she hops 
on a train, reading newspapers or prepar-
ing lessons for the 45-minute ride. much of 
her time at the school is spent translating. 
“i have many opportunities to translate 
for my american co-workers who are the 
missionaries for our school. to translate 
for someone else, i need to understand 
fully what that speaker wants to share,” 
she explained. 
oftentimes, she translates lessons for 
chapel services. “that helped me learn 
a lot because i had to read the Bible so 
often, and i had to understand what the 
speaker meant.”

Slowly. Gradually.
“For all these years, i was reading all the 
special Bible stories and special miracles of 
Jesus Christ,” she said. michiko knew about 
Christianity, but it wasn’t until she spent ex-
tended time with other Christians that she 
began to see how they walked with Christ. 
through the Christian teachers at uls (only 
about 20 of the 60 teachers are Christian), 
the pastors, and the american missionar-
ies, michiko saw faith in action. 
“i knew that lots of people were praying 
for me. i am so thankful for their patience 
and prayers. they just continued to use 
me as a translator. of course, they were 
praying for the holy spirit to work in me. 
they were praying for my salvation.”
in addition to her teaching and trans-
lating, michiko also worked with the 
blossoming international program at uls 
and became the director in 2007. the in-
ternational program started years before, 
with Concordia university irvine, as a 
way to connect and train teachers. in the 

spending time with their 
“home-stay” family, rod 
and Carol eickleberg, was 

life-changing for michiko.

 It was a chance for 
me to see how the 

Christian people 
are connecting 

with Jesus Christ, 
how they always 

have Jesus Christ 
in their minds 

and their lives.”

“
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nineties, uls began a summer exchange 
program with Christ lutheran school in 
phoenix that continues to thrive.
traveling to the states as part of this program 
gave michiko and her students even more 
opportunities to see how Christians lived 
their faith. in 2008 she and Yorie igarashi, uls 
theology teacher and friend, acted as chaper-
ones for the student trip to phoenix. spend-
ing time with their “home-stay” family, rod 
and Carol eickleberg, was life-changing for 
michiko. “it was a chance for me to see how 
the Christian people are connecting with Je-
sus Christ, how they always have Jesus Christ 
in their minds and their lives,” she said.
on her birthday that summer, michiko 
received a Bible from her friend Yorie with 
romans 10:17 highlighted: Consequently, 
faith comes from hearing the message, and 
the message is heard through the word about 
Christ. it was then that michiko understood 
that she had been hearing about Christ for 
many years as a translator. “i realized i had 
already started believing in Jesus!”
Becoming a baptized Christian was still a 
faraway event for michiko. her days were 
full from dawn to bedtime, and she didn’t 
have the time to consider taking instruction 
and being baptized. she was also wrestling 
with conflicting emotions. “it was a very dif-
ficult decision because i knew that it would 
be very offending to my parents and my 
siblings to become a Christian.”
then, in the spring of 2009, her world 
came to a screeching halt when the swine 
flu hit and changed plans for many travel-
ers, including the students and teachers in 
uls international program. Because of the 
deadly outbreak, the uls had no choice 
but to cancel the program for the sum-
mer. suddenly, michiko found herself with 

a summer full of free time. “i cried a lot 
about the cancellation of the program,” she 
said, knowing the students would miss the 
once-in-a-lifetime trip and the opportunity 
to live with Christian families.
“at the time i didn’t understand what god 
was doing, but everything was in his hands. 
so that summer i had lots of time to think 
about my own faith,” she said. 
all of the Bible stories, the translations, 
the university shakespeare studies and 
Christian friends, the prayers and the 
mites, the little and the big things, all of 
these threads came together for michiko 
and she finally saw the tapestry that god 
had been weaving. she began meeting 
with her pastor weekly to study and learn 
about this beautiful faith.

Slowly. Gradually. Finally!
the following easter, michiko was baptized. 
“i’m saved!” she exclaimed and the joy in her 
voice is almost tangible. “god wants me to 
share this faith with my family,” she added.
as a new Christian, michiko is overjoyed 
to know her heavenly Father loves her so 
much he sent his son to take away her 
sins and give her eternal life. “to recognize 
the Father, who created me and prepared 
the best plan for me, is my greatest joy. 
i have my heavenly Father who is very 
large and big and caring, 
who created not only me 
but the whole universe!” 
michiko is the first one in 
her family to become a 
baptized Christian. “no one 
in my family is Christian,” 
she shared. “i couldn’t share 
my belief right when i got 
baptized,” still concerned 

 �michiko teaching caligraphy to 
summer-study participants

 �students preparing for chapel 
service at urawa lutheran school

At the time I didn’t 
understand what 
God was doing, 
but everything 
was in His hands. 
So that summer 
I had lots of time 
to think about my 
own faith.

“

”
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Christmas in aMerica
this past year, michiko 
was blessed to travel to 
the states with her friend 
Yorie igarashi to spend 
her first Christmas in 
america. they stayed 
with her home-stay fam-
ily, the eicklebergs, who 
see them as “our kids 
from Japan.” michiko 
eagerly shared her 
experiences:
“the eicklebergs kept 
remembering me in their 
prayers,” michiko said. 
“they decorated their 
house with many things 
related to Christmas. i enjoyed 
looking at Christmas trees with 
many ornaments and the nativity 
sets. the handmade advent cal-
endar, wreaths, and candles were 
beautiful. in Japan they decorate 
things to enjoy Christmas without 
knowing its real meaning. they put 
those decorations away immedi-
ately to change into the new Year 
celebration, which is more mean-
ingful to them.
“having a devotion every morn-
ing with the advent candles was 
special. i was happy to spend much 
more time to celebrate Jesus’ birth 
at church, which never happens 
in Japan. i saw some animals at 
church on Christmas eve and took 
a picture of a camel! i enjoyed 
singing a lot of hymns and saying 
‘merry Christmas’ to anyone i met!”

about offending her family. “my pastor advised me to just hold on 
until god allows me to share with my family. i kept praying for that 
time. maybe one year after, i finally shared my faith with my family.” 
michiko is learning to rely on god for everything. “he gave me the 
right timing and the right words to say to my parents,” she said. “Be-
cause my father was a professor of english literature, he understood 
Christianity. he responded, ‘so you are connected directly to god.’ 
that’s how he understands it. my mother asked what would be dif-
ferent. i said to her, ‘i may help you clean my ancestors’ cemetery but 
i will not worship them anymore.’ they are respecting me,” she said.
still, one of michiko’s greatest desires is that her family will come to 
know Jesus Christ. “i have been praying for my family.”
she also prays that the lord will continue to use her as he used so 
many other Christians on her journey. “i ask god to transform me 
every day as he wants,” she said. 
living in a country where less than 1% of the population is Christian 
is a wide-open mission challenge. “many Japanese people are car-
rying around a lot of pressure. the better life you live, the better the 
next life will be. that’s why they need to try their best,” she explained.
“i try to be very sensitive about finding a right timing to help open the 
doors to share the gospel. i also try to make the light of Jesus in my 
heart shine through so that people can see some difference and they 
might ask me about it. it happened to me, so i will never give up!”
interestingly, one of the most challenging Christian concepts for 
michiko to translate into Japanese is the foundation of the gospel 
itself: Jesus Christ died on the cross to save us from our sins. “it is hard 
to translate,” she said. “now that i’m a Christian, i always pray for guid-
ance to translate. i have the skill, a gift from god, to translate the literal 
meaning in several ways, but still it’s hard to capture the meaning.”
michiko is strengthened by one of her favorite Bible verses, John 
14:6: "I am the way, the truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father 
except through me.” this verse is especially meaningful to her be-
cause “the way” is literally translated into michi  in Japanese. “We use 

not only the same pronunciation but also the 
same Kanji (Chinese character) as part of 

my name,” she explained. 
michiko’s Baptism and salvation 

through faith in Jesus Christ is 
the result of the lord’s gradual 
weaving of colorful threads … 
shakespeare, the lWml, the 
swine flu. But it’s certainly not 
the end of her journey. 

“i hope others will know that 
there is a way for people like me to 

be saved! We Christians don’t want 
to give up!”

For michiko, this is just the beginning. Q

michi— “the way”
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