HOUSE CHURCH MOVEMENTS IN ASIA
David S. Lim, Ph.D.

How do the house church movements (HCM) in Asia look like?  What do they live out their vision and practical mission?  Here is a set of answers from the perspective of an Asian (Chinese-Filipino) house church leader who has been trained as a biblical theologian, and has been advocating for HCM in Asia.  I started teaching at Asian Theological Seminary about “Servant Church” in contrast to Christendom church when I returned from my Ph.D. studies, esp. as I taught “Transformation Theology” from 1987-1991 there.  When I returned from Oxford in 1994 as a mission mobilizer for China, I focused on partnering with the HCM in China, and training Filipino tentmakers to catalyze “Church Planting Movements (CPMs)” in the gateway cities of China, while becoming a practitioner-advocate of CPM and IM by 1998.” I started practicing house churching fully since 2001, and have been serving as one of the coordinators of the HCM in the Philippines and Asia since 2005.
Most of the key leaders in the HCM in Asia have been meeting annually since 2006 in regional and continental summits to pray, fellowship and plan together on how to make disciples of all the peoples and nations of their vastly unevangelized continent and beyond.  Asia continues to have the most number of unreached people groups living in regions dominated by major religious faiths and political ideologies with almost negligible Christian influence.  Can the Christ-following minorities of Asia really reach out to our Muslim, Buddhist, Hindu, Communist, and secular humanist neighbors effectively, so that the Great Commission can be fulfilled among them, even in our generation?  The Asian HCM believe that by God’s grace, they can be the major force in Asia’s harvest in partnership with churches in their respective neighborhoods and countries.
Our Vision: Kingdomization or Societal Transformation

We believe that God desires His people to bring all peoples to inherit eternal life and enjoy abundant life (= shalom/peace) as they obey Him as their Creator and Master through their faith in His Son Jesus Christ.  He thus made a simple plan for world redemption called “church multiplication movements” (CMM) by which all peoples and nations will be made into disciples/followers of Jesus by the power of the Holy Spirit.  By His grace, we will seek to work with all Jesus-followers to realize His reign on earth until He returns to set up His eternal kingdom (Rev. 11:1).  We chose as our slogan at our first Leaders Summit in 2006: “Unify, Simplify, Multiply.”

We pray and work for “kingdomization” or "societal transformation," by which the individuals, families, communities and institutions in our nations will be discipled to relate with each other and with other communities with biblical (= God's kingdom) norms and values.  We seek to build Christ-following communities that are growing in righteousness and justice marked by self-giving love (Greek: agape).  Righteousness refers to right/moral relationships (usually using one word: "love") between persons which promote goodness and discourage evil.   And justice (which is “love in the public sphere”) denotes moral relationships where every person and community is empowered (given the authority, democratic space and skills) to participate actively in determining their destiny for the common good to the glory of God.

These Christ-centered individuals and communities will be living in harmony and cooperation, and empowered by their leaders (both religious and secular) who serve as facilitators in the holistic development of their personal and communal lives, so they can share their blessings as partners with other communities in establishing peace (shalom) in every nation, region and world.

As individuals, people will mature spiritually to trust solely in Christ and Him alone, their faith will ultimately develop simple religiosity, each living for God’s glory in obedience to His will.  They will be active in community services, with less and less need for religious services (Isa. 58:1-12; Mic. 6:6-8; Amos 5:21-24; Js. 2:14-26; 1 Jn. 3:16-18, etc.).  With confidence of having everything good in Christ (for God is always near and loves them forever), they will walk with Jesus humbly with a disciple-making lifestyle without having to act religious or do much religious rituals (cf. Matt. 6:1-18)!

Our Mission: Church Multiplication/Disciple-making/Insider Movements
To achieve this vision, we seek to follow the missionary method of Christ and the apostles called “disciple-making,” as we model servant leadership, which persuades and equips people to live according to God’s will voluntarily rather than coerces or disempowers them, whether the church constitutes the majority or the "overwhelming minority" (Mk. 10:42-45; 1 Pet. 5:1-3).  As Christ-followers, we aim to evangelize and disciple all peoples in all societies to follow his will, as people of His Peace (OT: shalom) or His kingdom of light, through holistic/transformational ministries, which include both evangelism and socio-political action, with signs and wonders (Mt. 28:18-20; Lk. 4:18-19; Rom. 15:18-19; 1 Pet. 2:9-10) that will result in family and community conversions to Christ.
We believe that every new convert to Christ can be discipled to evangelize and disciple the nations!  The Great Commission is given to all believers.  This is the priesthood of every believer in real action (1 Pet. 2:9-10; cf. Exod. 19:5-6).  Each believer can and should be discipled to become a disciple-maker.  It is possible to plant and program the right DNA into new converts, so that they will grow and develop into reproducing Christians for the rest of their life by the power of the Holy Spirit.

To disciple means to equip others with just three relational skills: (a) hearing God through prayerful meditation to turn His word (logos) into a word (rhema) to be obeyed; (b) making disciples through leading a house or simple church in Bible reflection and sharing, thereby each one learns how to do personal devotions (or “Quiet Time” = lectio divina) with fellow believers; and (c) doing friendship evangelism to share what they learn of God and His will with their networks of non-believing kin and friends.

These millions of reproducing believers can be produced through mentoring (or better, “discipling”) by disciple-makers (= servant-leaders) who seek to equip all believers (cf. Eph. 4:11-16) right in their house church meetings, usually in their residences and workplaces, for a season.  This is called the disciple-making movement (DMM) or church multiplication movement (CMM), which aims to produce “people movements,” especially if combined with Community Development and C-5  (high contextualization) strategies, which is labeled “insider movements” (IM) nowadays.  (Please refer to the “Appendix” for the biblical basis for IM).  Thus we have found like-minded partners in the various lay-led movements, like campus evangelism (esp. Navigators), marketplace ministry, business-as-mission and tentmaker movements globally, as well as mission agencies (mainly Western, mostly in the International Orality Network) that do “church planting movements” (CPM) that avoid “church planting.”
In most Asian HCM, we emphasize that our mission strategy is to plant “people movements” that equip disciples to multiply simple “biblical Christianity” -- contextualized, holistic and transformational “indigenous churches” that are truly replicable: self-governing, self-supporting, self-propagating and self-theologizing.  They will be planting “churches” that will be copied by future generations of Christians, so they should avoid transplanting denominational churches (= complex Christianity) which are often non-contextual (= foreign-looking), hence have almost always produced marginalized Christians who are separated from their communities -- despised and rejected by their family and friends, not because of the Gospel but because of their extra-biblical forms/traditions, perhaps often unknowingly, resulting from “extraction evangelism.”
So, we prefer that they will not encourage their disciples to attend an international fellowship or denominational church, if there is any, perhaps except in special occasions.  They should just focus on making disciples and multiplying “simple churches,” for where two or three believers are gathered prayerfully, there is the church (Matt. 18:19-20)!   They should encourage their disciples to just “gossip Jesus” and form small “disciple-making groups” among their friends and kin in their neighborhoods and work-places.  They are to just do this spiritual “network marketing” of the Gospel from city to city – till the whole world knows and obeys Jesus!

Our Structure: National House Church Networks
The Christian world came to know about house churches mainly through the aftermath of the Cultural Revolution (1966-69) in China when the almost extinguished Christianity (both Roman Catholic and Protestant) emerged as “unregistered churches” in the rural areas and some cities.  Most of these networks have grown exponentially to as large as 7-8 million, especially in the central and southern provinces of China, and estimated to be about 100-130 million strong nationwide by 2010.
When we convened in Manila for the first house church leaders summit in 2006, we knew that 75% of these house church networks are mainly “micro-churches” or “mini-churches” that have the clergy-led, hierarchical and “edifice complex” ecclesiology, so that if religious freedom comes to China, they will be building Christendom structures as soon as possible, as is evident in many cities and regions of China since 1990’s. Six of them were providentially present at the summit as they joined 40 others from other countries: Philippines, Indonesia, India, South Korea, and U.S.A.

One from China was a former college professor who started a Bible study with his 3 students only at the University of Beijing but it has grown to 300 people. All these students came from non-Christian background.  Another shared that way back in 1953, the HCM in his region started when all foreign missionaries were kicked out, pastors put in prison and buildings were confiscated. This was the first time when they experienced to share their life together in their homes, share their favorite Bible passages, experienced the guidance of the Holy Spirit, open their lives to one another, cling to one another for support because of persecution, pray, cry, encourage each other together with their families and relatives, but the legal number should not exceed 20. Normally, these gatherings lasted from 10pm to 3am! Each group leader reports to the leaders-in-charge for accountability. He and his companions have 5 million saints in their constituency!

We also listened to the testimonies of my two co-convenors: Mitsuo Fukuda from Japan started his ministry from traditional church and tried to transition to house church but it was so hard to do it; so he gave it up.  Then he looked for young guys to do house church, but he failed again. He then decided to start house church planting by going directly to non-believers, and by God’s grace he planted 80-100 house churches in two years!  And a New Zealander (NZ) based in Hongkong (HK), Robin Corner started a cell church in NZ but it didn’t work because the Gospel made hardly any sense to secularized people. But when he went to HK, he applied Acts 2 to start a house church there. He discovered that what matters most is relationships – loving God and loving one another by spending more time with people, with no structure and by modeling what he wants to produce.

There were 25 others from the Philippines at the summit, each with their unique testimonies. A prominent leader was Molong Nacua who shared that the Lord talked to him through Bible meditation and a vision about “homes everywhere.” So he obeyed this message from God and started encouraging their church members to become house churches. But only 5 people remained in the house church and majority of them left. After learning some lessons and by God’s grace, after a year they had 13 house church networks planted in different areas with 180 saints. He also started a house church for the street children by inviting them to their home and offering them some food to eat. While eating, he shared some Bible passages according to their needs and one by one these kids responded positively to the Gospel. He and almost all leaders of of the Phil. HCM use the internet and esp. Facebook to promote the vision and to make disciples, too.

I joined Molong and Eman Abrea in convening the first Phil. House church leaders summit in 2005, a few months before we hosted the first Asian house church summit in 2006.  Since then HC network leaders in the Philippines have met annually in 20-30 participant summits to encourage one another and plan together for expanding the movement nationwide and beyond. We have met in Quezon City (2007), Cebu (2008), Cagayan de Oro (2009, when we started to appoint “the 12” and “the 7”), Tagaytay (2010), Valencia (2011, when we adopted the name “Star Grass Coalition”), Novaliches (2012, when we chose “healthy lifestyle” and “organic farming” as our entrees into communities, the latter similar to “apostolic gardens” of the largest Indian HCM today), and Babtngon (2013, when we adopted Creative Community Foundation Inc., CCFI, as our national development organization).
At the first Asian summit, we also learned that among ourselves there were already several HCM training modules ready for use across Asia: Bruce Carlton’s “Project Thessalonica,” Tony Dale’s “Getting Started” with DVD, my “Tentmakers Crash Course,” Roberto Claro’s “A Higher Purpose,” Robin Corner’s “ Simple Church,” OMF-Philippines’ “Jonathan Project,” Navigators’ “Insider Ministry,” Center for Community Transformation (CCT)’s field visits to their house-fellowships, and various Chinese HC Trainings. Most significant regular training may be Claro’s “A Higher Purpose” that trains overseas Filipino workers to form “circles of three” wherever they go in Asia or elsewhere.  This has been going on since 2003, and since 2009, the Phil. Missions Mobilization Movement envisions a million such cross-cultural disciple-makers to catalyze DMM wherever they live and work.
61 delegates from 13 countries (now with the addition of Australia and Vietnam) made it to the 2nd HCM summit HK in 2007.  The conference started with all delegates introducing themselves, followed by a general discussion on what topics everyone wanted to discuss. Concurrent sessions were organized around the general topic headings which emerged during the discussion. These sessions were followed by a training session on how HC meetings were conducted in India in the networks coordinated by Victor & Bindhu Choudhrie and their team. Country reports were followed by times of prayer for each country (including those were not represented at the summit). Each day started with worship and prayer, during which some prophetic words were shared. Powerful times of prayer were also experienced on Friday morning, Friday evening and Saturday morning. Equally important were free times when the delegates simply took time to build relationships and get to know each other. Thursday and Friday afternoons were both left free so that this could occur. On Friday afternoon everyone went to the beach and on a walk together. Finally on the last morning a business meeting was held to discuss future directions.

The 3rd summit was held in 2008 in Bandung, Indonesia, where a number of CPM and IM were spreading (not much can be shared due to security concern).  It turned out to be almost a global one, with more than 80 participants and the presence of Wolfgang Simson (Germany), Wolfgang Fernandez (Latin America), and a “cell church” leader, Ben Wong (HK).  Much time was given to listening to messages from these recognized leaders, and discussing and praying in response to them. Some of us were able to visit some IM leaders in the area and in Jakarta.  Indonesian delegates came and went, and simultaneous translation of messages and conversations highlighted the challenge of cultural diversity in Asia.  As we accepted India’s offer to host the next summit, we discerned that it was time to call for an international one.  It was around this time that I learned of the Asia Frontier Missions Initiative (AFMI) that seeks to advance IM in Asia.
So in November 2009, the Indian network of Victor Choudhrie hosted the Global HCM Leaders Summit in New Delhi, where every continent was represented among the 135 participants.  From Asia, we missed the delegations from, but heard good reports of CPMs in Cambodia, Myanmar, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Iran, Middle East and Central Asia.  A representative from each country served in the “steering group,” as we sought God’s guidance on how to fulfill our vision and mission most effectively.  (This group met again a few months thereafter in Kuala Lumpur, and discerned to focus on catalyzing DMM in Africa for the next two years).  At the continental sessions, the Asian participants decided to hold leaders’ summits according to countries in 2010 and three regions in 2011 before convening the fourth Asia-wide summit in 2012.
And so in August 2012, 35 participants made it to the 4th Asian HCM leaders summit in Tokyo, Japan.  This time we had participants from Nepal, Singapore, Cambodia and Central Asia, with some from Myanmar, Bangladesh and Bhutan not making it due to visa problems. On the first day, we were treated to the easily replicable Japan-developed “Upward, Outward, Inward” (UOI) training facilitated by a Central Asian and a missionary-to-Japan trainer; thereafter the Indian delegation promised to share this UOI training across South Asia. Then we also learned from the reports from those networks that were effectively reaching poor communities through combining CMMs with community development approaches.  As we adjourned, the Japanese HC networks held their national summit focusing on how those who witnessed and got involved in the dramatic breakthrough after the earthquake-tsunami disaster last March 2011 (with testimonies of Jesus appearing in dreams and visions) can turn the HCM in the affected northeastern region into a national movement!
Due to security concerns, many details of HCM in restricted countries cannot be shared in this article.  Across Asia today, HCM and IM are producing transformational communities that are led by local Christ-followers who have not been extracted from their relational and religious communities. We look forward to holding our 5th summit in February 2014, in Bangkok, and the Southeast Asian region held one in mid-2013 in Singapore.  Empowered by the Holy Spirit, the HCM in Asia will catalyze IM in Asia and beyond, for we believe that the harvest is indeed plentiful (Matt. 9:37-38) and our King Jesus is indeed building His church and the gates of hades shall not prevail against it (16:18-19)!  Let’s finish the Great Commission together in our generation!
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Appendix:  Transformation through Insider Movements

Jesus actually initiated a global HCM through “Insider Movements” (IM).  His church multiplication movement (CMM) was radically contextualized – Jews multiplying disciples among Jews without creating another organized religious system parallel or counter to the synagogue (of early Judaism).  He did not intend to found a new religion, though his simple spiritual transformation became a complex religious institution later on.  He even had converts in Nicodemus and Joseph of Arimathea, and perhaps through them, Gamaliel, who were entrenched in the Sanhedrin (the highest Jewish socio-political structure of his time!).

The early Christians followed his pattern.  They reached out to their compatriots as Jews to Jews within the Temple and synagogue structures of Jewish society, and just met “from house to house,” evangelizing and discipling a few households at a time.  Within a few years of such IM, they had literally turned the Roman Empire upside down (Ac. 17:6 KJV).  They did not create a clergy class, nor construct (or even rent) a religious building nor hold regular religious services, except to break bread weekly in their homes.  It was the teaching and practice of the apostle Paul (perhaps the best model of a cross-cultural missionary) not to plant a growing “local church,” but an indigenous disciple-making movement in house churches that are formed by converts who did not have to be dislocated from their homes and communities (1 Cor. 7:17-24).  With just seven years of three missionary journeys of consistent contextualization (“becoming all things to all men,” 1 Cor. 9:19-23), he claimed that he had no more regions to evangelize “from Jerusalem to Illyricum” (Rom.15:18-20, cf. Acts 19:1-10)!

This New Testament practice is not different from that of Old Testament (OT) Israel, which shows God’s design and structure for a reached, discipled or transformed people:

1) There were no local shrines or temples in each village or town.

(2) There were no weekly Sabbath worship services (“synagogues” as multi-purpose community centers came later in 200 B.C. for teaching Diaspora Jews).

(3)  There were no weekly nor monthly collection of tithes and offerings.  1 Cor. 16:1-4 shows weekly collection in the early church were mainly for immediate local needs, esp. of widows and orphans (cf. Ac. 6:1; Js. 1:27).

(4)  There were no “full-time” clergy. The levitical priests were provided not just with cities, but also with pasturelands (Josh. 21).  They were not exempt from being stewards of God’s resources, thus they were shepherds and cowboys to provide livestock products for their neighbors and nation (cf. 2 Thess. 3:6-10). This was how the priests learned to be expert butchers for animal sacrifices in the Temple.

(5)  The OT Jews were required to celebrate communally as a people in the national Temple (note: God’s original design was a portable and transportable Tabernacle) only three times a year: Passover (= Holy Week), Pentecost (= church anniversary of each community) and Tabernacles (= Christmas or Harvest festival) (Dt. 16:16).

(6)  The actual teaching and obedience of the “way of God’s righteousness” and the commemoration of the Passover Meal were in the homes (Dt. 6:1-11)!

Biblical Christianity is therefore structured as a network of simple churches (usually called “house churches”).  It is not “churchless Christianity” nor “religionless Christianity, but “simple Christianity.” Its mission is to reproduce simple groups of Christ-worshippers without elaborate religiosity.  Thus the mission statement of the Philippine house church movement is: “to multiply God’s church throughout the world, one household at a time.”  This seeks to fulfill God’s covenants with Abraham that through him every family on earth will be blessed (Gen. 12:3, cf. Gal. 3:14, 29), and with Israel that she will be a kingdom of priests (Ex. 19:6, cf. 1 Pet. 2:9-10).

