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How much does Christ love the church? As much as a man 
loves his wife. Enough to give himself up for her. Enough to 
desire her redemption. Enough to seek her sanctification. 

How much do we love the church? According to research 
done by the Barna Group, 59% of churchgoers between ages 
18-29, who consistently attended the church in their youth 
are now leaving the church. 

So how much do we love the church? Perhaps as much as any 
nonbeliever. Certainly enough to leave. Certainly enough to 
give up on it. Certainly enough to no longer invest in organ-
ized religion. 

But what if that changed? What if a whole generation came 
to know church, see church, live and breathe and become the 
heartbeat of the church according to God’s original design? 
What if an entire movement of young people and families and 
communities came to love the church and devote themselves 
to her as a man devotes himself to his wife, to serve her and 
cherish her, to protect her and seek her redemption to the 
Father. 

Dictionary.com defines “church” as: 
1) a building for public worship or a religious service 
2) a whole body of Christian believers.

What if we lived in such a way that the secondary definition 
would replace the first? What if we finally embraced the 
fact that we are the church? We are the bride of Christ, and 
our lives become the definition the world goes by.

This issue is dedicated to all the pastors, ministry leaders, 
staff, layleaders, and small group leaders or disciplers 
that ever dared to invest in—not a building, not a form of 
organized religion—but in the hope and potential of every 
soul that came into contact with their little corner of the 
church. 

This is for you. And may we become ever bolder than you 
were.

editor in chief
Phoebe Ng

Husbands, love 
your wives, as 

Christ loved the 
church and gave 

himself up for 
her, that he might 
sanctify her, hav-

ing cleansed her by 
the washing of wa-
ter with the word, 

so that he might 
present the church 
to himself in splen-

dor, without spot 
or wrinkle or any 

such thing, that 
she might be holy 

and without 
blemish. 

Ephesians 5:25-27

//:EDITOR’S 
NOTE
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Church Kid Confessionals

 “I’ve heard that Bible story a thousand times already!”  

  “Do I have to go to church AGAIN?” 
   “I’m tired! Why can’t someone else help this week...”

It can be hard to be a church-raised kid. Who is a church-raised kid? Someone 
who has spent most of his or her life in the local church, usually growing up in it 
and attending services and events at least once a week or more.
  

by Rev. Dr. Richard Chung
Church Kid Confessionals

photography by Melanie Ho
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Of course, while it can be a huge 
blessing to grow up in the same local 
church, there are some unique diffi  cul-
ties as well. Students who grow up in 
the church sometimes lose their excite-
ment for God and have a bored atti-
tude, taking for granted the blessings 
set before them. However, the Bible is 
clear on the importance of teaching and 
raising up our children in the church.

Psalm 78:4: We will not hide 
them from their children; we 
will tell the next generation the 
praiseworthy deeds of the LORD, 
his power, and the wonders he 
has done.
 
Deut. 6:6-8: Th ese command-
ments that I give you today are 
to be upon your hearts. Impress 
them on your children. Talk 
about them when you sit at home 
and when you walk along the 
road, when you lie down and 
when you get up.
 

But there is no guarantee that an indi-
vidual who has grown up in the church 
will stay committed to the Lord. For ex-
ample, Eli was a highly respected high 
priest who was faithful to the Lord, 
and his sons grew up as priests. But 1 
Samuel 12:1-3 says that his sons did 
evil things and slept with women who 
served at the tent of meeting. When Eli 

asked “Why do you do such things?” 
the Bible says “His sons did not listen to 
their father’s rebuke.”

Solomon is another example of a 
church-raised kid who later turned 
away. 1 Kings 11:4-6 says “As Solomon 
grew old, his wives turned his heart 
aft er other gods, and his heart was not 
fully devoted to the LORD his God, 
as the heart of [King] David his father 
had been. He followed Ashtoreth the 
goddess of the Sidonians, and Molech 
the detestable god of the Ammonites. 
So Solomon did evil in the eyes of the 
LORD; he did not follow the LORD 
completely, as David his father had 
done.”

As these passages show, just because a 
person grew up in a strong, Christian 
environment, it does not mean they 
will stay committed to God. In fact, 
there are an alarming number of young 
people raised as Christians that end up 
abandoning their faith in God. So what 
can we do to help? How do we address 
this unique situation? Aft er serving as a 
pastor for 20 years, I realize that the lo-
cal church would be wise to pay special 
attention to the specifi c needs of these 
individuals.
 
I spoke to a number of students raised 
in the church about their experience, 
and I have identifi ed four common 
problems that church-grown students 
have to deal with and some possible 
solutions for each.  
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Problem 1: High expectations.
Students that grow up in the local 
church oft en have very high expecta-
tions placed upon them based solely 
on the fact that they have been in the 
church so long. 
 
“It is diffi  cult to be a church-grown 
student. Th e most diffi  cult thing was 
having to always attend and live up to 
the expectations of the people in the 
church.  As a “church baby,” I felt a 
greater pressure to be a good Christian 
model.” – College freshman

 “Th ere is an expectation for a certain 
behavior, i.e. we should never question 
God or our faith. An intellectual pursuit 
of our faith was only encouraged if we 
arrived at the “correct” conclusion.” – 
College student
 
“Th ere is an expectation to always be 
at church events. Th e time commit-
ments were sometimes frustrating 
when I wanted to do other things with 
non-church friends or be on my own.” – 
Young adult
 
“I got so caught up with serving and 
demonstrating my own capabilities that 
I did not rely on God and lost sight 
of Him altogether. I think the church 
needs to be careful... the most capable 
kids and youths who serve may also be 
the ones who are most deluded in what 
it truly means to be a follower of God. 
[Especially] in a Chinese church with 
a culture of guilt and high work eth-
ics, serving oft en takes precedence over 

worship, prayer, personal time with God, 
and genuine fellowship [with God and 
others].” – Young adult
 
Possible solutions: Remember that 
even though people have high expecta-
tions for you, you do not have to live up 
to those expectations. Instead, talk with 
your parents and your church leaders 
about what expectations are fair and rea-
sonable. Th e Gospel is not about “works”, 
but about faith (Ephesians 2:8-9). Do 
not let other peoples’ false expectations 
of you damage your relationship with 
Christ. Remember that God values a faith 
that is authentic and genuine. Th e Gospel 
is about what Jesus did for us by dying on 
the cross; it is not about what we do to 
earn God’s love. 
 
Problem 2: Church becomes just a 
routine. For students who attend church 
regularly all of their lives, there is a dan-
ger that church becomes predictable and 
stale.
 
“It is easy to make going to church a 
ritual or a habit. Memorized faith as 
opposed to experiencing and living out 
what it means to be a Christian. It is easy 
to just go through the motions.” – Col-
lege senior
 
“I feel that growing up in the church has 
made me more prone to naivety and a 
closed mind. Sometimes I stop to think if 
I only believe in God because I was fed a 
bunch of Bible verses, songs, and Chris-
tian virtues ever since I could remember. 
I had a sheltered life where, as a child, 
I just accepted everything that people 
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told me was true. Christianity was just 
another banal life routine that became 
more of an obligation than a belief. 
Sometimes growing up in the church 
leads to spiritual apathy and a lack of 
exploration of other beliefs.” – College 
freshman

Possible solutions: God wants you to 
have a personal relationship with him 
that is real and authentic. Memoriz-
ing verses and saying all the “correct 
answers” is meaningless if you do not 
really believe it in your heart. If your 
relationship with God is stagnant, make 
it a priority to build up your relation-
ship with Him. Every meaningful 
relationship takes effort; remember, 
God is a living being, not a list of rules. 
If your church program is too predict-
able, get involved with the planning of 
your youth group. Take ownership of 
your church; you will find there is much 
potential and creativity in your own 
church if you make an effort in building 
it up. 

For students who have grown up in the 
church, take advantage of your experi-
ence and background and use your 
God-given spiritual gifts to serve. Be 
willing to go to the next level and be 
challenged; this can include teaching, 
evangelizing, and serving in various 
ministries.
 
Problem 3: Bible overload. For 
some church-grown students, they for-
get that the Bible is the Living Word of 
God, and they see it as just a list of do’s 
and don’ts. 

“Being in the church so long, I think 
that it’s tough to be hungry for the 
Word, hungry to know who God is 
when it was all spoon-fed to us. I think 
it’s easier for people who do not grow 
up in the church and decide to become 
a Christian to become more passionate 
instead of someone who grew up in the 
church.” – College student
 
“I honestly get tired of hearing some of 
the same old Bible stories. I know I’m 
not supposed to feel this way, but the 
fact is I must have heard the Prodigal 
Son story over 50 times! Please use 
another passage other than 1 Timothy 
4:12 when you talk to youth.” - College 
student
 
Possible solutions: Discuss this is-
sue with your church leaders and let 
them know how you feel. Many times, 
the material taught in your Sunday 
school classes or Bible study groups 
are designed for a certain age group or 
for newer Christians. Let your church 
leaders know that you want to be chal-
lenged! Share ideas with them on how 
you think classes can be more relevant 
and applicable to you and your peers. 
Remember, the Bible is meant to be 
“lived out”, so be active in your faith 
and apply the Bible in your daily life. 

Problem 4: Church disillusion-
ment. All churches have problems, 
and for some students who have spent 
their whole life in the local church, 
these problems can be overwhelming.  
Problems can be as serious as a church 
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split, or as common as “too many 
lukewarm” people in the church.
 
“Whenever my church was going 
through frustrating times, like the 
church split we had, there was always 
the desire to go to a new church as a 
form of escape… There was also the 
desire to skip church because it was so 
exhausting.” – Young adult
 
“I grew up in the church, and I con-
sider it my family. However, I have to 
be honest and say that my church fam-
ily has a lot of hypocrites! I’ve seen so 
many people pretend on Sunday to be 
good Christians when in fact I know 
they are not… gossip, greed, selfish-
ness; it hurts me to see these things in 
the life of the adults at church – High 
school student
 
“I kinda wish my parents never be-
came leaders at the church… I found 
out about all the politics that I never 
knew existed in the church before… 
I liked it better when I was naïve and 
ignorant.” – Young adult

Possible solutions: Christians are 
forgiven, but not perfect and every 
church will have problems and con-
flict. For those who grew up in the 
church, remember that it is only by 
God’s grace and mercy that we are 
saved. We have to recognize that 
everyone has shortcomings, and we 
need to trust in God’s mercy. While 
witnessing church conflict is discour-
aging, it is a reminder of how much 

we need to trust in God, who is the 
ultimate authority in our local church. 
When church conflict takes place and 
students are discouraged, it is impor-
tant to listen and dialogue with them 
so they can be encouraged. This is also 
an important reminder to our church 
leaders about the importance of being a 
good role model to the congregation. 
 
Summary: Being a church-grown 
student can be challenging and thus, it 
is important for you to have an hon-
est discussion with your parents and 
church leaders about your experience 
at church. Be frank about any strug-
gles you may be having at church. Give 
them some time to work with you on 
how to address your specific situation. 
Keep in mind that you all have the 
same goal: your continued growth and 
maturity in Christ. 
 
At the same time, be sure to take own-
ership of your relationship with Christ, 
and be active in making your church a 
better place. Use your spiritual gifts and 
your experience to help your church 
grow and be more Christ-centered. 
Help your church leaders to build up a 
ministry that is biblical, applicable, and 
relevant. Continue learning from God’s 
Word and commit to fellowshipping 
with other Christians (Acts 2:42). Do 
not lose heart and remember what Je-
sus did for you on the cross and how he 
continues to watch over you (Hebrews 
12:1-3).
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the lie I believed
by Bronson Lobato

illustrated by Steven Lee 
& Katherine Yao
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Attention dear reader, 
new friends and soon-to-be fellow 
witnesses to a journey that I have been 
on for years but is still a long way from 
completion. What I am about to share 
with you touches a subject matter that 
tends to make some feel—how should 
I say it? Uncomfortable. You see many 
of us are taught that religion and poli-
tics are not things to be discussed in 
polite company: that mature, respect-
able adults like ourselves keep our 
opinions and views, especially critical 
ones, to ourselves. Especially if those 
doubts and criticisms touch some-
thing that ties so deeply into the lives 
of our family, our social networks and 
even how we identify ourselves. Luck-
ily, today you are not amongst polite 
company.

I remember every Sunday morn-
ing hearing the panicky voice of my 
mother as she herded my father, 
brother and me into the car, half-
dressed, terrifi ed that we would be 
late to church again. While we were 
rarely ever actually late to church, our 
timeliness didn’t seem to ever actually 
put my mother at ease. Whether it was 
dad snoring during a sermon, me and 
my brother causing havoc in Sunday 
school, or our general lack of inter-
est in anything that began with the 
words Bible or ended with the words 
study, she seemed to always be upset 
about something. My brother and I 
quickly learned to just hold our breath 
through these weekly storms knowing 
that as soon as the sermon was over, 
our beloved mother would be in a 

much better state of mind, at least most 
of the time, and then we would be off  to 
a restaurant called Th e Alamo for our 
second Sunday ritual, feasting on some 
buff et-style “authentic” Mexican cuisine. 

Th e thing is, my mom’s frustrations and 
disappointments in us seemed to ex-
tend beyond Sunday mornings. While 
“What would Jesus do?” or “WWJD” 
was just a trendy saying for most, in my 
house we knew what Jesus would do: 
Jesus wouldn’t curse but Jesus would 
very likely vote for George Bush, Jesus 
wouldn’t watch R-rated movies with 
sex scenes but He was ok with violent 
scenes, and of course Jesus defi nitely 
would never, ever, ever read Harry 
Potter. While I grew up understanding 
very little about who Jesus was, even at a 
young age, I knew what Jesus liked and 
didn’t like. I also knew one other thing: I 
didn’t seem to live up to this Jesus guy’s 
expectations.

Guilt was a constant companion that 
followed me through high school. I 
said a dirty word: guilt. Fought with my 
brother: guilt. Made a joke about a ta-
boo subject, you guessed it, more guilt. 
I had convinced myself that if I felt bad 
enough about all the ways I failed Jesus, 
maybe, just maybe, He would accept 
me.

Th is dance of sin management was 
sustainable for awhile, that is until I 
crossed a invisible dividing line. You 
see the individual Christians who 
made up my mom’s particular church 
seemed completely unwilling to tackle 
issues of sexuality outside a righteous 
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call for “abstinence”. It didn’t matter 
that almost every boy and many of the 
girls in the youth group were strug-
gling with pornography, and lusts of 
every kind as long as they were able to 
remain “abstinent”. You see dear read-
ers “abstinence” was really just coded 
way of saying “stay a virgin”, but we 
never talked about what happened if 
you failed: and I had just failed. When 
I did fi nally work up the courage to tell 
people, the responses from my fellow 
believer ranged from “don’t tell anyone” 
to “well, it’s ok maybe God will let you 
marry someone else who is not a virgin 
also”. It was both this utter refusal to 
honestly talk about life aft er sexual fail-
ure, and my immediate placement in 
the “second class, non-virgin” box that 
eventually drove me from the church of 
my childhood.

Years later, I would be hunkered 
down in the pew of a small Chinese 
American church, diligently following 
through the Bible with my fi nger as my 
pastor and friend delivered his Sunday 
message. You see dear readers aft er a 
period of probably some of the darkest 
years of my life, I decided to open up a 
Bible and discovered a Jesus so unlike 
the one I knew growing up. Th is Jesus 
had a rich Jewish background, seemed 
to care so much about the poor and 
downtrodden, and most striking to me 
was this Jesus even accepted sinners 
at his table. Happy ending, right? Not 
quite. You see, I had become a Chris-
tian through my own self-study of the 
Bible, and this self-study left  me with 
certain expectations. Growing up, I 
wasn’t very connected with extracur-

ricular church activities like summer 
camps and short-term mission trips, 
so while my family attended Sunday 
service, I really wasn’t all that famil-
iar with the Christian subculture, let 
alone the Chinese American Christian 
subculture.

Being a tall white male with a buzzed 
haircut and a passion for rap, I was of 
course a natural fi t for a conservative 
evangelical Chinese church. I remem-
ber so many beautiful moments in 
those early days: being introduced 
to Wong Fu Productions’ YouTube 
channel, sucking skin off  chicken feet 
at dim sum with my youth pastor, and 
hearing how Taiwan both defi nitely is, 
and defi nitely is not part of China.
 
Of course there were also the bad 
memories. While the “yellow-fever” 
jokes were funny at fi rst, it soon 
became apparent that some people 
actually thought that that was the only 
reason a white male would ever at-
tend an Asian church. On top of this, 
there was the constant sense that I was 
looked down on for my lack of col-
lege education, or the assumption that 
white people in general just weren’t as 
smart as your average Asian, which 
leads us to my fi nal complaint: Suc-
cess.
 
In my church, success was a god for 
many, and if not a god, at least the 
patron saint of good grades and SAT 
scores. Th e Scriptures always portray 
the church as Christ’s body, so you 
would think that it would naturally re-
fl ect His image and hold to his values. 
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Yet every time I would spend time 
with my fellow church members, I 
was confronted with a value system so 
contrary to what Jesus had taught His 
followers. Jesus said He provides for 
the birds of the air and the lilies of the 
fi eld; the subculture says study hard, 
become an engineer or doctor and 
provide for yourself. Jesus said blessed 
are you if the world hates you on my 
account; the subculture says make 
sure you always keep up appearances 
and make sure your family never loses 
face. Most powerfully, Paul tells us 
in Romans that Christ died for the 
ungodly, and furthermore, in Timo-
thy, that Paul himself was the worst of 
these ungodly sinners. Yet the Chris-
tian subculture kept telling me the lie 
I had believed my entire life, that I 
had to be good enough if I wanted to 
be part of the church.

I serve in Cambodia now as a mis-
sionary, working with not only Khmer 
(Cambodian) Christians, but with 
Christians from all around the world. 
And you know what? I still see and 
experience many of these issues, some 
in even more extreme forms. Yet hon-
estly, when I was asked to write this 
article, I didn’t want to at fi rst. I hate 
speaking negatively about the church 
because I don’t really think it helps 
anything. I tend to believe that those 
who do, do, and that those who talk, 
will just keep talking.

I remember listening to a sermon 
where the pastor talked about your 
average overweight sports fan. He 
talked about this nasty guy with a chili 

dog and pit stains that would scream at 
the athletes every time they dropped the 
ball or made a bad play. Th is man could 
barely lift  himself out of his chair, let 
alone do what these professional athletes 
were doing, yet he felt entitled to mock 
and ridicule them from the sidelines.
 
Out of everything I have just written 
about the church culture, it is this ten-
dency in my fellow believers that upsets 
me the most. If you read this article 
and walk away angry at the church, or 
even worse, with an attitude of supe-
riority because you think you are free 
from all that subculture garbage, then 
you have missed the point. You have 
already become the fat guy with a chili 
dog. I hope instead that this article urges 
those who have struggled with the same 
things I have to get in the game and try 
to change some of those ugly cultural 
quirks, to dive into Scripture and fi nd 
and live out a more Biblical picture of 
Jesus. To recognize success and comfort 
as the idols they really are and destroy 
them by getting uncomfortable and fl ip-
ping success on its head (Jeremiah is a 
good place to start). Most importantly, 
most of these issues could be solved if 
we just became more honest and gra-
cious with each other as a community. If 
each of us resolved today to be a person 
who could be trusted with our fellow 
believers’ darkest struggles, sins, and 
failures, to be people who understood 
the Scriptures and lived out our doctrine 
of grace, to live like the Biblical Jesus 
lived. If each of you commits yourself 
today to this task, we will all be one step 
closer to solving these issues. So what’s it 
going to be? Should I hand you a Bible, 
or a chili dog?
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Planting 
Seeds 
of  Life an interview with 

Pastor Kyle Shimazaki

by Joanna Wu
photographs by Jeff  Liu
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As the current lead pastor of Seeds of 
Life Church in Alhambra, Pastor Kyle 
Shimazaki was reiterating just how 
important it is to love the local church 
as Christ did. Kyle is passionate about 
pursuing hard after Christ and zeal-
ous for reminding people of how much 
Jesus loves His church.  

Seeds of Life is a young church plant 
that fully launched in April 2014. Kyle 
formerly served as a pastor at Evergreen 
Baptist Church of San Gabriel Valley 
under the leadership of senior pastor, 
Cory Ishida. A sizeable church of its 
own with more than 800 worshippers, it 
has birthed several other church plants 
in addition to this newest one. After 
three months since the official launch, 
Seeds of Life already grew to about 120 
to 130 people. 

“God has developed a whole new 
culture,” Kyle said, as he described the 
church plant’s demographics. With 
an initial launching group of about 75 
people, many of whom were members 
of Evergreen SGV, Kyle can already 

see how the congregation is becom-
ing multiethnic and multigenerational. 
The church is predominantly Asian 
American with an assortment of Asian 
ethnicities, as well as some Hispanic 
and African American families. He’s 
also finding a wide spectrum of ages, 
from young adults and young families 
to seniors as well. 

From the surface, it appears to be a new 
plant that is on its way to becoming a 
landmark multiethnic church in the 
Los Angeles area, but this community 
wasn’t built overnight. It started as a vi-
sion from God that was shared between 
pastors. After much prayer and seeking 
the Lord, people began to ask for God’s 
leading in the birth of a new body. 

Sharing the Vision 
In 2011, Kyle sensed God’s call to be a 
church planter after a pastor’s confer-
ence in New York, attended by more 
than a thousand pastors. Though he 
wasn’t sure when it would happen, he 
knew it would. He shared this sense of 
calling with Pastor Cory, who offered 
his blessing to move forward. 

“Pastor Cory has a huge kingdom mind, 
and he sees beyond Evergreen SGV and 
sees the kingdom of God,” Kyle said, 
as he later shared one of Cory’s core 
principles — the kingdom principle of 
generosity. 

“Cory has sent out the best staff, the 
best families, which represents num-
bers, tithing units, staffing resources, 
and financial resources, which I am 
humbled by and grateful for,” Kyle said, 

“You can’t 
say you’re 
down with 
Jesus and dis 
his bride.”
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as he recounted new church communi-
ties that have come out of Evergreen 
SGV. Often times, church plants hit 
hurdles along the way, including clashes 
or disagreements with its mother church, 
to create something new, but what Kyle 
has seen is a church that has been blessed 
and has grown every single time commu-
nities were released and empowered to 
start a new church plant.   

It was certainly a bittersweet moment 
when the church plant started as long-
time members departed, but it’s what 
Kyle would describe as a healthy depar-
ture because it was a response to God’s 
calling to go. 

Kyle and Cory, in fact, didn’t go public 
for a year with this vision to plant a new 

church but waited on the Lord and saw 
affirmations along the way. Kyle’s vision 
for the church was one that would mag-
nify Jesus Christ through the uncompro-
mised teaching of God’s Word. They then 
began a nine-month journey of vision 
casting with church members. After shar-
ing their vision, they invited others to 
participate and join the launching core.

One of Kyle’s core convictions as he went 
on this journey was that they would 
make it a priority to pray. “We didn’t pray 
vaguely. We prayed specifically and saw 
so many things happen.” They gathered 
weekly, praying for everything, includ-
ing a worship leader that was called to 
this mission, and a place for worship, and 
they saw God answer each of their needs. 
“He brought some of the most amaz-
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ing leaders. And I can’t take any credit 
for it. They are serving sacrificially, 
trusting God, being stretched beyond 
their capacity, but depending on God’s 
grace, and they were pulling off some 
big plays.” He was thankful for a group 
that was unified and pulling in the same 
direction. 

The group cranked into high gear in 
November of 2013, building momen-
tum and preparing for its soft launch in 
March. On April 6, 2014, they had their 
official grand opening service, which 
was beyond what Kyle ever expected. 
They had a total of 280 people show up 
and the elementary school auditorium 
where they met was at maximum capac-
ity. 

In overseeing the church, Kyle and his 
leaders want to protect members of the 
young church plant from burnout, or 
from carrying out what a larger, mature 
church might be fit to handle so they 
focus on four core competencies: 
     1) To preach the Word of God
     2) To worship God
     3) To have a robust children’s 
          ministry
     4) To build community through Life 
          Groups, a weekly fellowship that 
          meets in different geographic 
          areas during the week. 

Reaching the De-churched
A large part of the church’s mission is 
to reach the de-churched, a term that is 
more widely used now to describe those 
who have grown up in or have had sig-
nificant past experience with the church 
but have since left the church. Kyle can 

closely identify with this population as he 
reflected on his own faith journey. 
Kyle grew up in a Christian home with 
what he would describe as a “safe, 
healthy, loving, and supportive family,” 
and although he understood the Gospel, 
he was unregenerated. “I was a moral, 
religious person; then, an immoral, 
religious person; and all the while, I was 
not a saved Christian.” While he was in 
college, he wasn’t involved in a fellowship 
or a church and was living in sin before 
the Holy Spirit convicted him of his 
sinfulness and need for God. He surren-
dered to Christ, repented of his sins, and 
became a true believer when he was 19.

 One of the church’s core competencies 
is to have a robust children’s minis-
try because many of those who fit the 
category of the de-churched are in a life 
stage with young families and kids. 
“Jesus loves the de-churched,” Kyle said. 
“We’re really excited because there are 
people who have been away for 10, 15, 
20 years, and are coming back to church 
now with their young families.” 

When he thought of the de-churched, 
he thought about the parable of the lost 
sheep in Luke 15, and how Jesus loves 

“Jesus planted 
the church and 
is growing the 
church”
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and passionately pursues those who 
have strayed away. Kyle recognizes the 
need to be sensitive to unique issues 
that the de-churched may have with 
church, whether it be cynicism, hurts or 
disappointments, issues with authority, 
or hypocrisy. 

The goal is spiritual maturity and to 
grow into the fullness of Christ, Kyle 
said. “If you could provide a place 
where there are authentic relationships 
horizontally, and sound biblical teach-
ing to feed them spiritually, I think 
people aren’t going to leave the church 
because they’re going to have their core 
needs really met relationally and spir-
itually.”  

Well aware that the church is still young 
and that they’ll experience trials and 
difficulties, which can be debilitating at 
an early stage, he continues to remind 
his leaders to not be surprised, to always 
be alert and prepared, and to depend 
and rely on the Holy Spirit. The church’s 
vision remains the same as it was from 
the beginning: “It’s all about Jesus,” said 
Kyle. “I truly see Jesus practically, tan-
gibly, as the senior pastor. Jesus planted 
the church and is growing the church. It 
really is His church. It’s all about Him.”

For more information on Seeds of Life 
Church, please visit www.seedsoflife.
org.
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I believe the Lord when he says that 
eternity has been planted in the hearts 
of men (Ecc 3:11). It’s the only explana-
tion I have for the longing that has fol-
lowed me throughout my life, manifest-
ing itself at various times as a whisper, a 
wondering, a nagging, a heedless cry. 

I felt it when watching the older kids 
in youth group raising their hands and 
closing their eyes in worship. How come 
I don’t feel what they feel? Is it even 
real? I felt it in the quiet of my college 
dorm room, away from the watchful 
eyes of my youth leaders. Are you real, 
God? If you are, then why do I feel so 
alone? I felt it when, kneeling on the 
carpet of a 24-7 prayer room, I discov-
ered the verse that promised that the 
pure in heart would see God. This is the 
very thing that I ache for, Lord. 

Later, I felt it when clicking through 
endless job postings and editing minute 
details on resumes only to get rejected 
over and over again. What am I good 
for? Are my parents right to be ashamed 
of me? I felt it when working as a glori-
fied intern, writing copy to help self-
important people feel even better about 
themselves. What is the point of all 
this? Should I continue doing work that 
means absolutely nothing to me?

The eternal seed seemed, at most turns, 
to get buried beneath layers of disap-
pointment, heartache, and despair. 
There were moments of reprieve, the 
most significant of which was the mo-
ment in which the Cross and the love 
of Christ were first revealed to me. I 
didn’t realize it at the time, but the Lord 
wanted to save me in every way that I 
could be saved. 

Years later, as I was visiting friends 
in Arizona, the idea that God wanted 
to fulfill a dream I never even knew 
I had began to take residence in my 
soul. I was just a small girl standing 
atop a small mountain overlooking a 
small town, and I had no idea what this 
impression meant or would look like. 
But over the course of my 2-month stay 
with those friends, I began to recognize 
traces pointing me toward a different 
kind of life—one in which I could both 
be transformed and contribute to the 
transformation of a community. 

I’ll be honest. I struggled to believe 
that I, someone who was more familiar 
with the dark walls of her pit of despair 
than the colors of her friends’ eyes, was 
not beyond the saving grasp of Jesus. 
I knew and believed in Christ to save 
me enough to send me to heaven, but 
surely, he could not make the tattered 
rags of my life into something beautiful. 
I distinctly recall sitting in my friend’s 
living room one day, explaining through 
my sobs that I just couldn’t believe there 
would ever be lasting change in my life. 
“You have to start believing that you are 
not the exception to the rule,” he stated 
simply. 

How come I don’t 
feel what they feel? 

Is it even real?
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Now, I’ve had many well-intentioned 
people throughout my life who have 
tried to help or “fix” me. I’ve read com-
prehensive books, listened to impas-
sioned sermons, and received heartfelt 
prayers about being beautiful and loved 
by God, particularly as his daughter. 

But when this 50-something man with 
a weathered face spoke, I believed him. 
I knew these were not just words to 
him but treasures he had earned over 
a lifetime of struggle, loss, and victory 
that he was gracious enough to share 
with me. 

So, when I felt the beckoning towards 
the mystery and possibility of life with 
this community, I dared to believe 
that my life could be different. Before 
I moved out here, I told the Lord that 
I wanted to have a tangible experience 
of his love. I was tired of theories and 
emotional highs that left me dry. 

I came with nothing—no job, no family, 
no place to live, few friends, and few 
possessions—and joined a community 
of believers from different backgrounds 
that often struggled to understand and 
communicate with one another. These 
people came as they were instead of try-
ing to be like each other, which natural-
ly meant conflict. But instead of allow-
ing conflict to drive them apart, these 
people worked through the conflict and 
strengthened their commitment to one 
another. 

Like so many Asian Americans (and 
humans, really) I know, my previous 

“We are no longer 
foreigners and 

aliens but fellow 
citizens...and 

members of God’s 
household...with 

Christ himself as the 
chief cornerstone”

Ephesians 1:19-22

church experiences had left me raw and 
feeling like an outsider. It took me a cou-
ple years before “these people” started 
to feel like my people—my family. They 
were not superhumans. In fact, living 
in such close proximity to one another 
meant we all knew for certain how star-
tlingly human each of us was. 

Here I did not find people spouting 
hollow theologies about love. Instead, I 
found families who quietly went about 
their business, loving the children they 
birthed, ones they taught in school, as 
well as ones they had adopted into their 
homes. 

As time went on, I began to experience 
the love of that persistent heart first-
hand. It didn’t happen through a ser-
mon I heard or through someone laying 
hands on me or through an ecstatic time 
of worship. Instead, the love of God 
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crept up on me in the ebbs and fl ows 
of a daily life invested in service and 
intertwined with community.
 
I found it in the gentle words of a 
friend who told me, as I rushed around 
Trader Joe’s frantically trying to avoid 
being left  behind: “Take your time.” I 
found it in the just-right pillow that 
greeted me in my friends’ guest bed-
room. It may not seem like much, but 
I had spent all my life searching for a 
pillow that wouldn’t leave my neck in 
pain. Th at squishy haven became my 
resting place for nine months and the 
site of many tears shed and the joy that 
followed. I found it when, unemployed 
and struggling to fi nd a job, another 
friend told me that what I had to off er 
was so much more than just job skills 
but in the beauty of loving and caring 
for people. I found it in cathartic aft er-
work conversations at the local pub, 
during goofy dance parties and vol-
leyball games with kids, while laughing 
with a trio of elderly ladies at the coff ee 
shop, as I watched a group of Apache 
students bravely sharing their stories 
in class, in the sanctifi ed work the Lord 
has begun to open up for me in the 
secular world…the list could go on and 
on.
 
Once I opened my eyes and my heart, 
I began to recognize that Love really 
was all around. He was with me every 
time a boy broke my heart; he was with 
me when I left  my home church and 
childhood friends in search of “more”; 
he was with me when I broke the news 
to my parents that I was moving and 

they nearly disowned me. He’s also 
been with me in learning how to have 
healthy relationships with men, fi nding 
a new home & family, and beginning to 
reconcile those past relationships.
 
It’s funny how you can hear about 
something like being the temple of 
Christ for years and have no idea what 
it means. I spent my whole life with 
Christ interacting with him as an entity 
separate from myself—someone I 
would go to church meetings and con-
ferences to meet. Even in my personal 
prayer times, I did not believe that I 
could draw so near by the blood of 
Christ (Eph 2:13), that the distance be-
tween me and God could be removed 
whenever I turned to him (2 Cor 2:16). 
(I wonder, now, if the experience I had 
of “waning glory” following prayer 
meetings and conferences was similar 
to how Moses felt when the glory was 
fading from his face when he came 
down from Mount Sinai.)
 
Th is new covenant way of living con-
tinues to confound me, as I am fi nding 
each new day that the home I always 
sought is at the altar (Ps 84:3) to God 
that exists in my very heart. And in the 
company of fellow Christ worshippers/
sojourners in the earth, we can be “no 
longer foreigners and aliens but fel-
low citizens…and members of God’s 
household…with Christ himself as the 
chief cornerstone” (Eph 1:19-22). As 
the temple of God—a place in which 
God dwells and man can enter freely—
we can move at will about the earth, 
sharing this piece of home with whom-
ever we meet.
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Growing in 
Community

By Melanie Mar Chow
Illustrated by Olivia Wakamoto

What are these communities and how 
are we to be a part of them? From a 
biblical standpoint, when we accepted 
Christ, it most likely happened within 
some form of community. Th e invita-
tion may have come from a friend, a 
Sunday School teacher, a youth advisor 
or Christian worker, who then encour-
aged us to continue meeting. Scripture 
tells us in Romans 12:5 (NIV) and 1 
Corinthians 12:27 (NIV) that we are one 
body, and each part of the body belongs 
to all the other parts of it to make up 
the Body of Christ. Th e Body of Christ 
is a safeguard for Christians to maintain 
connections to God’s people that they 
may grow to become the best followers 
of Jesus that they can be.

We were made to be in community. God 
did not call us to be isolated or alone, 
but the fear of isolation or being alone 
is primary in many people’s cries today, 
from our friends, to the voices of char-
acters in plays, books, and movies.  
 
In the Bible, God tells us that perfect 
love casts out fear. If Jesus is that perfect 
love, what better way is it to know that 
love than by learning what it means to 
be His people and to live it out?  How 
else do we know that perfect love and 
example of never feeling alone, or iso-
lated?  Jesus employs His people in the 
community of faith to demonstrate love 
and embrace each other in community.  
 

“Now you are the 
body of Christ, and 
each one of you is a 

part of it.” 
1 Corinthians 12:27

 
As a young child, my grandmother 
took me to a Chinese church, which 
aff orded me a wonderful model of 
what church is like. I would come 
home and tell my mom that I loved 
church because there were children 
that looked like me and were “my same 
size.” I loved that there were other 
moms and dads who helped tell stories 
of Jesus, do craft s, and lead us in sing-
ing. We received rewards for memory 
verses and were able to play freely on 
outdoor equipment whenever Seattle 
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weather allowed. As the eldest child 
in my family, I was soon joined by 
my sister, then a brother, until my 
grandmother needed to stay closer to 
her home to care for my grandfather’s 
illness. Five children were a bit much 
for my parents to take us to church 
regularly, however, we missed our 
church friends. Th e experience of true 
community and friendship was so 
ingrained that I yearned for it.

Seeking that “community” was ap-
peased when I learned how to drive in 
high school, and was thankful when 
the only place my parents would let 
me drive “solo” was to church. How-
ever, as a high schooler, I learned 
some of my former friends were less 
than friendly, and things like cliques 
or “best friends” began to show that 
the biblical teaching about communi-
ty was no longer being fully practiced. 
I also experienced the challenge of a 
church that had combined services 
with sermons in Chinese that were 
translated to English. I realized that 
with the demands of my studies, I was 
tired and would miss the full mean-
ing and impact of the sermons be-
cause the pause for translation would 
disrupt the fl ow of the message. In 
college, I was encouraged to attend 
the church that the Japanese side of 
my family attended, which was a Pres-
byterian church that had English-only 
worship services. Aft er a few services, 
I was grateful for the ability to grow 
and pay attention to full sermons in 
half the time of the other church and 
without disruption in fl ow caused 

by translation. I feared breaking my 
grandmother’s heart but knew I needed 
to tell her I was thinking about leaving 
her church, so I asked my friends to 
pray. God was faithful. My grandmother 
was thankful that I wanted to grow and 
praised the opportunities this other 
church off ered me to serve. 
 
My new friendships at this church 
introduced me to other friends on our 
college campus, who were involved in 
a parachurch organization that fo-
cused on leadership development and 
evangelism for Asian Americans on 
my college campus. Th is was attractive 
to me because I didn’t need to choose 
between my mixed Asian background, 
or have to explain my background over 
and over again. Th is parachurch group 
also networked me back to friends in 
the Chinese church who were now in 
college. Most of my former friends were 
there. Doors were also opened to meet 
other people who attended other Asian 
American churches in my neighbor-
hood, where I saw that their choice 
of church was not so much based on 
theological reasons, but rather based on 
the community that fi rst invited them to 
experience Jesus.    

One strength I found in this parachurch 
was the depth of relationships and the 
ability to experience deeper relation-
ships with peers and friends. I learned 
also to seek opportunities to serve in a 
parachurch organization, and that these 
opportunities were transferrable to 
serve and grow the church I attended to 
be a better place for everyone.  



if we want to be loved, and to care if we 
want to receive care. God doesn’t guar-
antee perfect communities but always 
promises His presence. Each of us need 
to see that maybe we are the key to 
turning the situation around.

For me, the importance of having the 
experience of a parachurch ministry 
enabled me to be that redeeming infl u-
ence. I was able to bring back some 
biblical wisdom and work at modeling 
Jesus’ intended practice of commu-
nity. Th e ideal is where the parachurch 
exists to protect the local church. Th e 
parachurch pursues a focused agenda 
that better equips church members to 
serve the church to focus on its unique 
Christ-given mission. Little did I know 
that experiencing both of these struc-
tures in my personal history, would 
frame and encourage the church and 
ministry experience that would shape 
my career and lifestyle. 
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I still loved that church allowed 
the experiences of an intergenera-
tional congregation and mentors and 
friends along every age group. Th e 
church was still a place that I could 
learn about God’s role in both life’s 
blessings and challenges at various 
levels, from weddings, baby dedica-
tions, and people experiencing severe 
illnesses. I saw the importance of 
prayer at all those levels. I was really 

fortunate to have these experiences. 
However, the ability to have friends 
and maintain godly relationships 
quickly declines when our human 
sinful ways box out God’s intentions. 
We desire friendships but fear them 
in the same breath, because of gos-
sip, slander and broken promises like 
keeping in touch or returning things 
borrowed. As people depart from 
God’s intended practice of commu-
nity, they miss out on being part of 
the solution God intends for them.  
What remains is no longer a place 
where biblical practices are lived out 
in healthy ways. To redeem these situ-
ations, we need to live out Christlike-
ness, despite the conditions, to love 

“God doesn’t 
guarantee perfect 
communities but 
always promises 
His presence.”
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teaching God’s Word 
in the 
context of relationship:
an interview with Pastor Jason Low
by Elizabeth Mak
illustrated by Katherine Yao

Many churches today rightly value the Word of God and focus on teaching it 
clearly. But is the church just about preaching and teaching? If that were the 
case, we could stay home on Sunday mornings and “go” to church by listening 
to sermons online. But many Christians today are realizing the value of being in 
church community, not just to listen to a sermon together but to cultivate rela-
tionships that carry out what God’s Word teaches. Jason Low, youth minister at 
Bread of Life Church in Torrance, California, really wrestled with this need for 
relational teaching within his youth group.   

“One of the aspects of the church that was always held in high regard was the 
teaching,” said Jason. “But I started to feel a certain degree of disconnect between 
what the students were experiencing in their lives and what we were teaching 
them.”
 
One Sunday, a youth leader encouraged the students in Sunday School to ask 
questions or voice any doubts they had about Christianity. Th is is when Jason 
fi rst noticed the problem.
 
“I think what shocked me was that a lot of the questions that came up were ex-
ceedingly fundamental,” said Jason. “‘Does God love me?’ or ‘I don’t really know 
if I’m actually a Christian.’ And these were coming from students that just about 
anyone who was somewhat familiar with them would tell you that they were 
strong believers.”
 
Aft er that, a student messaged Jason on Facebook asking whether animals go to 
heaven. Th inking the question odd, he kind of hedged a bit and said there was 
no clear indication that animals had souls or existed in heaven. Aft er inquiring 
a bit more, he found out that a cat killed her pet bunny while she was away on a 
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family vacation. She was really torn up because she really loved and was attached 
to her bunny. Jason realized that this traumatic experience was what fueled her 
question.
 
“Th at kind of made me step back and think,” said Jason. “If we’re not connected 
enough to our students to know what’s happening in their lives and how to make 
our teaching relevant to who they are and what they’re going through and for 
them to know that we’re aware of those things, we’re not being as eff ective as we 
can be.”
 
As a result, Jason saw the need for some kind of change. But he knew that they 
only had a few precious hours to work with the students on Friday nights and 
Sunday mornings. Most of the students’ parents only allowed their children a 
few hours a week to dedicate specifi cally to church and the building up of their 
faith. Instead of demanding more time from the students and their families, he 
decided they needed to make the best of the time they already had.
 
“If they’re giving us that opportunity, we need to leverage that opportunity in as 
best a way as possible. Because if we waste it, then we are hard-pressed to gain 
more hours in the week where parents will say, ‘Well, they can’t do things aft er 
school because they have to study.’”
 
Jason decided that although it was important for the students to be taught, he 
knew that teaching needed to be in the context of relationship. As a result, they 
decided to switch their Sunday school lesson to a life-group format. Th e hope 
was that the Word of God’s impact would be greater within the context of mean-
ingful relationships instead of a more sterile classroom setting where students 
may or may not have an interest in what was being taught. On the other hand, 
Jason commented that he did not want the opposite to be true either: “Th e last 
thing I want is for the groups to be great social units, where everyone loves each 
other, loves hanging out, talking whatever, but there’s no anchor to the Word of 
God to guide and direct where that group goes.”
 
Th us, with their hearts set on creating this delicate but integral balance, Jason 
and his team of leaders prayerfully came up with a plan. Th ey began with three 
female groups and two male groups that would meet during the Sunday school 
hour. For the fi rst two months or so, the leaders just took the time to get to know 
their group members. By the third month, the groups started to work through 
Multiply: Disciples Making Disciples, by Francis Chan. At the end of six months, 
they had a celebration where some students shared about how being a part of 
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their life group impacted their lives.
 
“Just having these older Christians generally interested in their lives was a really 
signifi cant thing for them, and expressed a strong desire in this younger genera-
tion for authenticity and a desire to be known.”
 
Personally, for Jason, he now feels he has a better handle on the individual sto-
ries of the guys in his group. He is much more aware of the sins and struggles 
of those he is leading. One week, he asked the guys in his group to play cards 
while he called each guy aside one by one that morning to talk to them about 
their Christianity and what they thought it meant to be a Christian. Out of the 
seven guys in his group, only two seemed to really understand what it meant to 
be a Christian. Th e other fi ve guys were not new to the church either. Th is made 
Jason wonder how many of their students went through high school with a false 
impression of what it meant to be a Christian.
 
“Th ere were too many students slipping through the cracks,” said Jason. “In a 
Chinese church, many students act like everything is good on the surface, but 
the truth is, it isn’t all good.”
 
Overall, Jason was encouraged by the results and responses he saw in the lead-
ers, students and surrounding community. Most of the students’ parents off ered 
small encouragements regarding their child’s response to the life groups and how 
they enjoyed that aspect of the church. Also, before doing the life groups, very 
few students would actually be in Sunday school on time. Most students took 
their time socializing. Leaders would usually have to corral the students over 
to the Sunday school room and some students would wheedle their way out of 
attending Sunday school altogether. When they started the life groups, however, 
students actually arrived on time, and even waited outside the door in anticipa-
tion for Sunday school.
 
“I think that was a signifi cant indication that the life groups were opening chan-
nels of communication with them because they have a greater desire to be in the 
church and engaged in the Sunday school time,” said Jason.

Jason plans to start up the life groups again for the next school semester. Th is 
time around, since they have already gotten to know most of the students, they 
will focus more on how to clearly communicate and teach the gospel within 
the life group context. Th eir goal is not just to educate these students in biblical 
truths but for them to see how God’s Word applies to their lives and can be lived 
out. 
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Valuing the 
Unvalued Church

by Danny Orh
photography by Calvin Yao
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“I don’t like the how the worship 
sounds.”
…
“I’m not getting anything out of the 
messages.”
…
“I’m not really enjoying the fellowship 
here.”

I felt that my Church was not feeding 
me spiritually. Other churches looked 
like they had better fellowship or better 
teaching. It was easy for me to wonder 
if I would be happier elsewhere…

There is no doubt that many leave the 
church because of discontentment. 
After all, the church is not perfect and 
there are probably many things one 
can be discontent about. But this type 
of thinking already lends itself to an 
incorrect view of the church – that the 
church exists to serve you. It sounds 
harsh and a bit melodramatic, but the 
way we ultimately view church will de-
termine whether or not church is worth 
our time. If we look to the church to ca-
ter to our needs, and the church fails to 
meet them all, then perhaps we should 
look elsewhere. It is not uncommon 
for people to visit a different church 
every week and fail to commit to one. 
One church may have a good worship 
team. Another may have a charismatic 
speaker with messages that really move 
you. It may come down to what you 
feel like you want or need that day, but 
you’ll find that no church is perfect and 
can meet your every need. It is at this 
point that we need to decide whether 
or not church is something we want to 

commit to at all. We need to reevaluate 
the purpose of the church and deter-
mine whether or not church belongs in 
our life and whether or not we belong 
in the church.
 
There floats an individualistic idea that 
one can grow as a Christian with only 
the help of oneself, without the help of 
a community of believers. We say that 
our spiritual walk is only between God 
and ourselves. We like the idea that we 
don’t have to rely on others for spiritual 
feeding. We believe we can grow in our 
spiritual walk or journey on our own. 
However, this is one of the greatest de-
ceptions we can be led to believe. Paul 
writes in 1 Corinthians 12 that God 
designed the church to be made up of 
many members and that each member 
has a role in building up the church. 
Not only did God compose the church 
of many members, but to each member, 
He has given different gifts so that each 
member can use his or her unique gifts 
to build up the church. For some, this 
can be a humbling realization.
 
The church needs you. The church 
needs you because God has designed 
you to be part of the church. Whether 
or not you realize it, He has purpose-
fully given you the gifts you have to 
help build up others in the church. 
Oftentimes we struggle with what gifts 
God has given us and sometimes we 
are led to believe that He actually hasn’t 
given us any gifts at all! We believe that 
there is no opportunity for service and 
that we are not gifted enough in any 
area to help others in the church. Scrip-
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ture cautions us not to fall into this 
trap and clearly states that any doubts 
we might have about our abilities to 
bless the church are simply not true. 1 
Corinthians 12:14-20 states, “For the 
body does not consist of one member 
but of many. If the foot should say, 
‘Because I am not a hand, I do not 
belong to the body,’ that would not 
make it any less a part of the body. 
And if the ear should say, ‘Because I 
am not an eye, I do not belong to the 
body,’ that would not make it any less 
a part of the body. If the whole body 
were an eye, where would be the sense 
of hearing? If the whole body were 
an ear, where would be the sense of 
smell? But as it is, God arranged the 
members in the body, each one of 
them, as he chose. If all were a single 
member, where would the body be? 
As it is, there are many parts, yet one 
body.”
 
You need the church. Since God has 
designed you to contribute your gifts 
so that others may grow, He has also 
designed others to contribute their 
gifts in order that you may grow! Paul 
continues in 1 Corinthians 12:21, 
“The eye cannot say to the hand, ‘I 
have no need of you,’ nor again the 
head to the feet, ‘I have no need of 
you.’” As members of the church body, 
we cannot deny our need for other 
members in the body. The church 
provides us a community of believers 
with whom we are able to share both 
our joys and our struggles. We can 
find accountability among believers 

and find strength and comfort with 
those who pray for you. The church 
reminds us through sacraments that 
we are purchased children of God 
and that we have hope in this world 
to look forward to the coming of our 
blessed Savior. The church convicts 
our hearts and challenges our minds 
with Scripture through its teaching 
and preaching. God uses the church to 
continuously work in us and change us 
so that we may live out the calling that 
He has given us. I am very thankful for 
those who have supported me through 
difficult situations or have counseled 
me through tough decisions. When 
I was struggling with the role of the 
Church in my life, the members of my 
own Church challenged me to consider 
if my heart was serving myself or if it 
was serving God. I am humbled know-
ing that we cannot do it all by our-
selves, but it is an even greater blessing 
to know that God has provided the 
church to help us through it all.
 
Moreover, it is worthwhile to see how 
God values the church. Paul shares 
with us in Ephesians 5:25-27, “Hus-
bands, love your wives, as Christ loved 
the church and gave himself up for 
her, that he might sanctify her, having 
cleansed her by the washing of water 
with the word, so that he might pre-
sent the church to himself in splendor, 
without spot or wrinkle or any such 
thing, that she might be holy and 
without blemish.” Though we need to 
understand God’s place for the church 
in our lives, we need to first under-
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stand the God-given value of the 
church. We see in Ephesians 5 that 
Christ loved and valued the church 
enough to lay down His life for her 
to sanctify her. Th ere is no doubt that 
God loves the church and values the 
church greatly. We must not diminish 
the value of the church in our lives, 
because when we lose sight of the 
value of the church, we lose sight of 
the value of Christ. When we dimin-
ish the value of the church, we dimin-
ish the value of Christ.
 
Th erefore, children of God, let us 
examine the value of the church in 
our lives and realign it with God’s 
heart for the church. Let us ask God 
for strength to overcome our personal 
discontentment and seek out how 

to build up the church rather than to 
remain uncommitted. Praise God for 
the church!
 

“And let us consider how 
to stir up one another to 
love and good works, not 
neglecting to meet 
together, as is the habit 
of some, but encouraging 
one another, and all the 
more as you see the Day 
drawing near.” 
 – Hebrews 10:24-25
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What 
Makes Us
Different?

by Elizabeth Mak
Illustrated by Phoebe Shen

One warm, sunny aft ernoon, my friend 
invited me to her community’s annual 
summer picnic. Every family brought 
a diff erent dish and all the moms scur-
ried around arranging everything so we 
could eat. All around me, friends laughed 
and hugged. You could tell these families 
had known each other for many years 
and probably even raised their children 
together. Th ere were blankets scattered 
around and fun lawn games for the kids. 
In a shaded spot, some guys gathered 
together to pray. Many noticed my unfa-
miliar face and introduced themselves. 
Th ey asked me who I was and about my 
faith. We talked about Jesus.
 
What struck me most about this commu-
nity was how similar it felt to my church. 
But this wasn’t a Christian community. 
My friend was Muslim and this was her 

local Muslim community group picnic. 
Every family there considered themselves 
devout Muslims and the men praying in 
the shade were praying toward Mecca 
during one of their fi ve designated times 
of prayer. When I told them I was a 
Christian, they listened and respected 
my faith. Th ey even brought up Jesus and 
how we both believed in Him, although 
I knew they had a very diff erent concep-
tion of who He was.
 
If I were to ask for an outsider’s perspec-
tive, I’m not sure if they would have been 
able to pinpoint the diff erence between 
a local Christian church picnic and 
this Muslim community group picnic. 
Both exhibit the same kind of commu-
nity camaraderie, service, and religious 
devotion. But are those the qualities that 
defi ne a local Christian church? What 
sets apart the Christian church com-
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munity from the millions of other com-
munity groups in the world? I believe it 
is the freedom we fi nd in and through 
Christ. Only in Christ are we set free 
from the chains of sin and death and for 
the life-giving service that true love for 
God and our neighbor aff ords. Christians 
in a church community ought to have 
their hearts knit together because they 
all have the same Spirit of God living 
within them, testifying to the new life of 
every believer. Apart from Christ, apart 
from His Spirit, we are trapped by our 
selfi sh inclinations, sinful desires and can 
only seek out futile ways of connecting 
through simply “fi tting in” or pleasing 
men. Rather, the community of Christ is 
incredibly diverse and fi nds its delight in 
pleasing God together. 
 
Community is essentially built into our 
nature. We were made to live in deep 
relationship with God and others. But 
when Adam sinned, our relational nature 

became distorted. We still yearned for 
relationship but we were unable to love 
one another due to our hearts being 
bent on fulfi lling our own sinful desires 
and seeking out our own ambitions. 
Even today, we oft en hear from others 
that their “needs” are not being met in 
a relationship, from a church, etc. Th at 
is the heart cry of all humanity aft er the 
fall—we need God and we are in bond-
age until He comes to us and sets us free. 
No romantic relationship, close friend-
ship, perfect family or community could 
ever meet that need for God who is actu-
ally the only One who can set us free to 
rightly interact in love towards Him and 
in community. 

In the Book of Exodus, God set the He-
brews free from slavery in Egypt. Before 
that point, they were a nationless people, 
whose only identity was that of slaves 
to the Egyptians. When God delivered 
them, they went from being a lowly op-
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pressed people group to God’s chosen, pressed people group to God’s chosen, pressed people group to God’s chosen, pressed people group to God’s chosen, 
beloved nation. A special relationship beloved nation. A special relationship beloved nation. A special relationship beloved nation. A special relationship 
was formed between a nation and their was formed between a nation and their was formed between a nation and their was formed between a nation and their 
God. Before being given the Law, they God. Before being given the Law, they God. Before being given the Law, they God. Before being given the Law, they 
were already a people redeemed and set were already a people redeemed and set were already a people redeemed and set were already a people redeemed and set were already a people redeemed and set were already a people redeemed and set 
free. God could have given the Israelites free. God could have given the Israelites free. God could have given the Israelites free. God could have given the Israelites 
the Law in Egypt and told them that only the Law in Egypt and told them that only the Law in Egypt and told them that only 
if they obeyed all His commandments, if they obeyed all His commandments, if they obeyed all His commandments, 
would He set them free. But He didn’t would He set them free. But He didn’t 
choose to do that. Instead, He chose to choose to do that. Instead, He chose to 
set them free for no reason of their own set them free for no reason of their own 
doing and gave them the Law only aft er doing and gave them the Law only aft er 
restoring His relationship with them. His restoring His relationship with them. His 
Law then served as the guidelines for Law then served as the guidelines for 
staying in right relationship with Himself staying in right relationship with Himself 
and each other for “whoever loves others and each other for “whoever loves others 
has fulfi lled the law” (Romans 13:8).has fulfi lled the law” (Romans 13:8).

When I look at the Body of Christ, the When I look at the Body of Christ, the 
common thread I see in every indi-common thread I see in every indi-
vidual’s life is freedom in Christ. Every vidual’s life is freedom in Christ. Every 
Christian in the world, regardless of Christian in the world, regardless of 
background, ethnicity, and interests has background, ethnicity, and interests has background, ethnicity, and interests has background, ethnicity, and interests has 
been set free by Christbeen set free by Christbeen set free by Christ from the bondage  the bondage 
of sin and of sin and of sin and forforfor loving life-giving service in  loving life-giving service in  loving life-giving service in  loving life-giving service in for loving life-giving service in forforfor loving life-giving service in forfor
the Body of Christ. Th is freedom is only the Body of Christ. Th is freedom is only the Body of Christ. Th is freedom is only 
possible in the power of the Holy Spirit. possible in the power of the Holy Spirit. possible in the power of the Holy Spirit. 
Th at is why every genuine Christian I Th at is why every genuine Christian I Th at is why every genuine Christian I 
meet with and talk to has an inexpress-meet with and talk to has an inexpress-meet with and talk to has an inexpress-
ible gratefulness to God for His grace, ible gratefulness to God for His grace, ible gratefulness to God for His grace, 
mercy and goodness in their lives. He mercy and goodness in their lives. He mercy and goodness in their lives. He 
saved them from a life headed toward de-saved them from a life headed toward de-saved them from a life headed toward de-
struction, despair and death. What unites struction, despair and death. What unites struction, despair and death. What unites 
us now then is our new nature—the 
nature of freedom from sin and for love. love. love. 
Th is unifying factor is also the reason 
why the Body of Christ can be an amaz-why the Body of Christ can be an amaz-why the Body of Christ can be an amaz-
ingly diverse community that includes 
people from “every tribe and language 
and people and nation” who have been and people and nation” who have been and people and nation” who have been 
ransomed by the blood of Christ (Revela-ransomed by the blood of Christ (Revela-ransomed by the blood of Christ (Revela-
tion 5:8).

 
In John 13:35, Jesus says to His disciples, 
“By this all people will know that you are 
my disciples, if you have love for one an-
other.” What is this love that so identifi es 
us as Jesus’ disciples? Is it simply being 
good people and living in community? 
Is it acting nice every chance you get and 
not stepping on anyone’s toes? No, I think 
the love that Jesus speaks of is a love that 
is impossible for us in our sinful, human 
condition. It’s a love that is only made 
possible if Christ has set us free from the 
compulsion to sin, from the false belief 
that we can rely on our own moral/reli-
gious achievements, or moral external 
codes to be in right standing with God 
and others. It is God’s very presence in 
our lives. And it is this community that 
stands apart from all other communities, 
a community with whom God dwells. 

It’s a love 
that is only 
made possi-
be if Christ 
has set us 

free...
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ORIGINALLY, I wanted the piece to focus on the mere splendor 
and glory of churches in Italy, but instead God revealed to me a 
small glimpse of his amazing grace through the symbol of the 
church itself. “Now you are the body of Christ, and each one of 
you is a part of it”- 1 Corinthians 12:27. The awe-inspiring feeling 
of being inside these resplendent buildings is truly insignificant 
compared to being inside the body of Christ. I was reminded that 
who we should truly be praising is not the makers of the buildings, 
but rather the maker of the universe, God. I came up with the idea 
for my photo collage when I saw a statue on the church of two 
people holding hands with one another. The tenderness of the 
gesture should be similar to our relationship with other members 
of the church. Don’t discount the power and the strength of 
fellowship with the body of Christ.
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compared to being inside the body of Christ. I was reminded that 
who we should truly be praising is not the makers of the buildings, 
but rather the maker of the universe, God. I came up with the idea 
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gesture should be similar to our relationship with other members 
of the church. Don’t discount the power and the strength of 
fellowship with the body of Christ.
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