It was one of those slightly cool and muggy grey summer days when it just doesn`t really feel like a beach day. Of course some people would be there anyway and from our cabin we could hear the loudspeakers droning in the distance. Suddenly Mary broke into our various reveries, `Hey! She said somebody`s drowning!` I plunged out the door and raced toward the beach, heart pounding, wondering if it was one of our missionary kids… who else would be silly enough to go in the water this grey morning?!

I arrived at the nearly empty beach and gazed out across the water, smooth as glass. No sign of distress. No sign of anything! But the women at the loudspeaker continued to call frantically, `Man drowning. Mr.Endo bring your boat. Man drowning.` 

At last Mr.Endo brought his boat and circled round and round. He didn`t seem to know where to look or why. And certainly no one on the shore seemed to know. There was no sign of any distressed swimmers. 

Then I saw them. Bleached hair. Bright bathing suits. Not likely to be serious students. Too fat or too thin to be real sportsman. The kind of kid I never was. Lots of time and no apparent direction. The ones that camp out on the beach drinking all night. Nothing in common with me. At least nothing obvious.

It appeared that after a night on the beach one of their buddies had tried to swim from a neighboring beach and disappeared within sight of our shore.  

The firemen came and stood helplessly watching. The coast guard arrived and circled round – not where I would have looked. Meanwhile the waves were rising. And the coast guard turned back. The boys kept up their vigil. 

Next day the boats were back with divers. But again turned back. The boys paced. The day was hot and I brought them drinks. They received them so politely… I began to think of common ground. 

Lunchtime passed and a cry went up. They had found the body wedged against the concrete breakers. The divers came back and this time helicopters. I watched his friends… and thought of my son. Probably their age. His boyhood friends much like them….

I silently slipped them a note of comfort in a small Testament… a few minutes later their spokesman appeared - again so polite.

The helicopters turned back in the wind and the boys spent another nights vigil. In the morning I watched from the bluffs above as they formed a human chain and pulled the body out themselves with old blankets and ropes.

 And that was the end. We never saw it in the news and we never saw the boys again.

I wonder…
Who do you want to reach with the Gospel? Boys like these? As church planters in rural Japan we`ve targeted responsible family men. After all, we want to plant a church that will last! 

Of course I don`t seem to see many of these responsible men though. I suppose when you live with Mom and Dad until you`re 50 or 60 - if your parents are longlived maybe 75 …. Its easy to while away the days with drinking, comics – not the sort I`d let my kids read!, and pachinko…. I really don`t seem to see many people from my target group…
But maybe I see wrong. God told Samuel, `The LORD does not look on the things that man looks at. Man looks at the outward appearance, but the LORD looks on the heart.`

A few years ago during cherry blossom season as I was edging away from a group of loud young men with their bleached hair and girlfriends, suddenly one young headed toward me. What had I done? What would he do?!

And then I saw his eyes. In that moment I saw his heart …not his bleached hair, but the friendly crinkle in the corner of his eyes… the same crinkle that had wowed me 10 years before as he played in my living room. My son`s best friend that year. 

But how often do I see the heart God sees? 

I like serious young men and women with whom I can discuss films and literature. I see potential church members boarding the buses for Tokyo every spring.

But maybe God sees disciples in the bleached headed boys flooding into Ajigasawa every sunny Sunday from May to October. The traffic is bumper to bumper… but I wonder…  should I be heading for the beach?

