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OPENERS
BY JEFF FINLEY

WHO DO YOU 
LOVE?  
This magazine introduced a new look and 

size last month. As if that wasn’t enough to 
risk alienating some faithful readers, we  

focused on a topic that’s the source of many  
heated arguments in our society — immigration. 

Perhaps I seem like a muckraking journalist. 
I confess I’ve previously written for the Chicago 
Sun-Times, a tabloid newspaper with a history of 
sensationalism. My friends, however, will tell you 
that I tend to be a mild-mannered people  
pleaser. I’m not exactly clamoring to get angry 
letters, email or phone calls. 

Thus I was pleased when the Light + Life team 
decided to lead into General Conference 2015 
(gc15.org) with a three-part series emphasizing the 
mission of the Free Methodist Church – USA “to 
love God, love people and make disciples.” This 
month’s theme, “Love God,” doesn’t seem like a 
topic with which any Christian would find fault.

Of course, it’s one thing to say we love God, and 
it’s another thing to love Him and reflect that love 
through our lives. Sure, we love God, but can we 
tell Him that “earth has nothing I desire besides 
you” (Psalm 73:25)?

If we’re truly honest, we may not always find 
it easy to love God. When we’re going through a 
hard time, we may believe God has the power to 
end our suffering, and we may be frustrated that 
He seemingly hasn’t acted. Like David, we may 
plead, “How long, Lord? Will you forget me for-
ever? How long will you hide your face from me?” 
(Psalm 13:1).

Keep reading these pages for authors who 
learned to love God through difficult circum-
stances in their lives. Whether enduring prison 
with a life sentence or trying to comprehend 
a spouse’s cancer diagnosis, they were able to 
echo David in saying, “But I trust in your unfail-
ing love; my heart rejoices in your salvation” 
(Psalm 13:5). n
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better take a good look 
at those streets, boy,” the 
detective said, “’cause you’ll 
never see them again.”

I was only 16 and was 
unable to comprehend the 
concept of “never.” I did 
not understand what that 
meant.  >>>

YOU

TOUCHED
BY GOD

A HEART



How could I never see my family again? I 
wondered if he was just trying to scare me. My 
only defense was my attitude. With my hands 
tied behind my back, I was helpless. I stared 
at the detective with my eyebrows furrowed. 
Anger and hostility were my only refuge. I 
refused to cry.

I was taken to jail and placed in the juvenile 
section. I wore the orange jumpsuit, which 
indicated I was a high classification case for my 
involvement in a gang-related shooting death.

The Los Angeles gang culture ripped my life 
apart. My oldest brother was shot to death at 
age 15. Two other brothers were shot multiple 
times in separate incidences but survived. As 
a teen, I joined the neighborhood gang, which 
furthered my spinning out of control. I fell for 
the lie of the streets and was swallowed up by 
them.

The judicial process is very long. It is not 
like you see on “Law & Order.” On TV shows, a 
crime is committed, and before the hour is up, 

a person has a trial and is sentenced. 
I spent months in jail with time to think 

about everything that happened. My father 
visited me as much as possible. He would 
always remain upbeat, telling me that “God’s 
will will be done,” and we would pray for leni-
ency. Like any child, I believed my dad.

My dad had planted the seed of the gospel 
in my heart since I was a little kid. He took me 
to church at times. He would have me pray over 
my food and before I went to sleep at night. But 
as I got into my teens, my attitude turned bad. 
Eventually, I kicked God out of my life. 

Now I was paying the price.
Months had gone by since the crime. I 

spent my 17th birthday in jail. My bunk was 
next to a big window, which had a clear view 
of the moon at night. I could not sleep. The 
days were long on this journey, and I was just 
scratching the surface. 

More than a year after my arrest, I had my 
day in court. The guards came and chained 
me up early in the morning. I was handcuffed, 
shackled at my ankles and driven to the Comp-
ton, California, courthouse for my sentencing. 
The courtroom was filled with people. My dad 
sat as close to the front as possible. 

I sat there dazed, not realizing yet that  
every moment since joining a gang led up to 
this judgment. The consequences of my  
decisions and behavior had cost someone’s 
life, and now I would receive my punishment. 

Suddenly, just like that, the judge’s hand 
rose high off the desk into the air as her black 
robe cascaded down. I heard the sound of the 
gavel slamming into her desk.

“Mr. Warth, you are sentenced to state pris-
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THE MORE I LEARNED 
ABOUT THE TRUE 
CHARACTER OF GOD, THE 
MORE MY LOVE GREW.



on for the term of life.”
I was in a fog. I know there was noise 

happening behind me, but, in my haze, 
I could not determine if the noise was 
laughter, cheers, sighs or crying. I was 
paralyzed inwardly, not knowing what to 
do or say. I had not yet comprehended the 
depth of my fate. I even missed the portion 
of the sentencing when the judge added a 
year for the use of a gun.

Before I could be removed from court, 
the judge had already moved on to the 
next case. An older man stepped forward 
and was sentenced to three years in prison. 
The convicted man burst into tears. I was 
shocked by his response. I wondered, had 
he not just witnessed my sentencing? The 
man sobbed uncontrollably. In the  
moment, I was confused by his response, 
but soon I would experience my own 
breakdown as prison loomed ahead. 

I arrived back at the juvenile section of 
the dreaded county jail in downtown Los 
Angeles by dusk. I was escorted back into 
my dreary cell, and my handcuffs were 
released. I sat on my bunk and rubbed my 
wrists as the officer slammed the cell door. 
It felt like a weight of despair was crushing 
me. My body bent over as my face pressed 
against my knees. For the first time, I really 
realized the depth, hurt and pain my crime 
had caused.

Hearing a noise coming from the hall-
way, I stood up and put my face against the 
cold metal bars to see who was out there. 
An old man slowly hobbled down the 
concrete hallway, passing out something. 
I stepped back away from the gate. I did 
not want to see anyone. Regardless of my 
defensiveness, the old man approached my 
cell with Christian literature in his hand. 
He tried speaking kind words of encour-
agement. Clearly, the man did not plan on 
walking away, so I dropped my hopeless 
story on him.

“Mister, I just got sentenced to life in 
prison,” I said, trying to shock him. “What 

can you do for me?”
After what I said, I expected the man 

to sigh or maybe move on. However, the 
old man did not move an inch. Instead, 
he did something so simple, yet powerful. 
The old man reached through the dark-
ness of the bars and grabbed my hands 
and prayed over me in the “name of Jesus 
Christ.” For the first time, tears began to 
rain down my young face like a hurricane. 
In my darkest moment, this stranger pen-
etrated my heart with the love of God. 

Several days later, I had this strong 
and clear realization that sooner or 
later, whether it took 10, 20 or 30 years, 
I would wake up one day in prison with 
the thought, “Man, I wish I would have 
changed when I was younger.” 

In my heart, I knew I did not want to 
wait. Even if I remained in prison forever, 
I wanted to die a changed man.

This realization, coupled with the 
reality of my terrible condition, drove me 
to my knees. I cried out to God for help. 
It wasn’t even a prayer. It was more of a 
grunt of severe emotional pain.

What unfolded in the next 16 years 
was the miracle of God spoon-feeding me 
His love and teaching me how to love in 
return. 

I didn’t know what love was and I sure 
didn’t know how to show love. But as I 
grew spiritually, my love for God also 
grew. Here are some ways I learned to love 
God:

1
I LEARNED HIS TRUE CHARACTER.

As I studied the Bible, I learned the 
true character of God. I learned that God 
was loving (Ephesians 2:4), forgiving  
(1 John 1:9), patient (2 Peter 3:9) and great 
in mercy (Daniel 9:9). Wow! My image 
of God as a kid was wrong. I could only 
imagine how many people are living their 
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lives with a wrong image of God. The more I learned 
about the true character of God, the more my love 
grew. How could I not love the One who loved me even 
when I rejected Him? 

2
I LEARNED TO TRUST HIM.

My life was shattered by sin. I had no hope for a 
future. I was condemned to die a slow death in a dark 
prison. But one of the first lessons God taught me was 
to trust Him. He put this vision in my heart: “If you 
serve Me and don’t give up, I will eventually set you 
free to impact the world with the gospel.” How was I to 
respond to that vision? Trust.

I started to trust God to protect me, lead me and 
restore my life. God inspired me to take just one step at 
a time. Guess what? He met me every step of the way. 
The Bible teaches if we draw closer to God, He will 
draw closer to us (James 4:8). The more I trusted Him, 
the more He worked in my life and thus my love for 
Him grew more and more. “The Lord’s unfailing love 
surrounds the one who trusts in Him” (Psalm 32:10). 

3
I EXPERIENCED HIS POWER.

We serve a God who answers prayer (Matthew 
7:7–11). He encourages us, almost challenges us, to 
ask Him to show up big in our lives. I started to pray 
little prayers and then grew into praying big ones. Not 
all my prayers were answered, but when one was, it 
ignited my heart for the Lord. The biggest prayer was, 
“Lord, please set me free from this life sentence.” 

4
I STARTED TO SERVE OTHERS.

As I allowed God to use my life to help others, I 
started to see the power of God unfold in miraculous 
ways. Hearts were healed. Lives were restored. Fresh 
hope was given. Seeing God work in other peoples’ 
lives through my broken life gave me such a profound 
appreciation for the Lord. 

FEATURE
BY BRIAN WARTH
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7 CORE VALUES
Pastor Brian Warth explains the core values of 
Chapel of Change Christian Fellowship on his 
blog. Here is a condensed version.  

1 CELEBRATION 
We love to celebrate God’s work in our lives. 
We believe the church should lead the way 
in celebration in this world.

2 PASSION 
We want to fall madly in love with Jesus. 
We want to give our all to Jesus. 

3 TRANSFORMATION  
Our motivation for holiness is to be more 
like Christ. We believe Christians should be 
different and distinct from the world.

4  CONNECTION 
We want to do life together. We all need 
Christians who are tracking through life 
with us.

5  CITY FOCUSED 
We want to impact our city for the good. 
We believe in being the church more than 
just coming to church.

6  DIVERSITY 
We want to be a picture of heaven on earth. 
Everyone in heaven is together worshipping 
the Lord. We want that now.

7  GENEROSITY 
We want to be a church of radical givers. 
We are generous not just for the sake of 
doing good.

Go to fmchr.ch/warth7 for the full text and 
scriptural basis.



Jesus said He came “to seek and save the lost” (Luke 
19:10). It humbled me to be able to partner with Jesus 
in His mission. I needed to know my life could still be 
used for good.

5
I EMBRACED GOD’S GREAT MERCY.

I was like the woman who was caught in adultery: 
110 percent guilty. I knew my sin. I felt the sting of my 
sin. I knew I didn’t deserve another chance at life. But I 
learned that God is great in mercy (Ephesians 2:4), and 
His mercy is especially for the guilty (me). God made 
a provision for the guilty, and it’s His mercy. This blew 
my mind and, in turn, ignited my heart. The more I 
embraced God’s mercy, the more my love for Him grew.

In 2008, God miraculously set me free from my life 
sentence after 16 years in the darkness of prison. It was 
a long, winding road, but His love led me back home. 

Today, I am a husband, father and pastor of Chapel of 
Change Christian Fellowship, a Free Methodist church 

that meets in Paramount and Long Beach, California. 
Today, I love God not out of obligation but out of 

the overflow of His mercy in my life. He has done great 
things for me and is doing great things through my 
restored life. He took me in when the world kicked me 
out. He loved, protected and transformed me. He gave 
me a vision for my life. God’s love did for me what the 
world couldn’t do.

It has been more than 20 years since I called out to 
the name of Jesus for help. My heart is still on fire for 
Him. Yours can be too. n

FEATURE
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AS I ALLOWED GOD TO USE MY 
LIFE TO HELP OTHERS, I STARTED 
TO SEE THE POWER OF GOD 
UNFOLD IN MIRACULOUS WAYS.



It’s funny how we quibble over small things 
and scarcely give thought to huge things. 
We fuss about the style and color of ladder 

we will use to pick the fruit but forget about 
tending the trees.

Take loving God for example. According to 
Moses, citing the Eternal One, loving God is the 
one thing most necessary. Just as there is but 
one God, so there is but one response appropri-
ate to this God — loving God with our all. What 
could be clearer? In fact, worship and many 
other gatherings for Israel began with a call to 
hear again the one thing most important: “Love 
the Lord your God with all…”  
(Deuteronomy 6:4–5).

Yet, most of the time, God’s people tended to 
focus, obsess, argue and debate things of lesser 
significance. These things probably would come 
as delicious, beautiful and healing fruit if only 
God’s people tended the tree of loving God first 
and fully.

It’s the same in the New Testament record. 
Every gospel writer tells of Jesus’ primary 

teaching on loving God. Absolutely nothing 
ranks higher, not even loving neighbor. Jesus 
says loving others, even enemies, is similar to 
the greatest command, but the greatest remains 
loving God. Nearly all the apostolic writers — 
Paul, Peter, John, James — specifically recall 
and repeat this greatest command.

And yet, followers of Messiah Jesus also 
become distracted. They wonder about who is 
the greatest, who will get the best seats at the 
wedding feast, whose convictions are most true 
to Jesus, what things are permissible and what 
are not for serious disciples. They wonder about 
food, drink, special days and all sorts of other 
things that would look like fruit in the basket if 
they took care of the tree.

I think it’s the same today — at least it can 
be. So, here are a few counsels for people who, 
like me, qualify as dummies from time to time 
when it comes to loving God.

1. There’s nothing more important than 
loving God. Make that your primary goal, come 
what may. Seek until loving God happens. (And 

BISHOPS
BY DAVID KENDALL
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WE ARE COMMANDED TO 
LOVE OTHERS, BUT THE 
GREATEST COMMAND IS TO 
LOVE GOD. 

LOVING GOD … FOR D _ _ _ _ _ S



you will know!)
2. God is a real person — in some sense, more real than other people in 

your life. So loving God fully, even madly, has a lot in common with loving 
any other person. Think about it.

3. (a) Don’t sweat the fact that you can’t see God. In reality you can’t see 
most of what makes you love the other people you love (the ones you know 
you love). Think about it. (b) As a matter of fact, you love yourself (you know 
you do!), and you can’t see most of what makes you you. Sometimes you are 
surprised to learn things about yourself. If you love yourself, though you can’t 
see much of what makes you the person you are, why can’t you love an unseen 
God? Answer: You can!

4. Actually, you can see God clearly and compellingly. God gave you the 
best self-portrait ever when God gave you Jesus. You can see Jesus — see Him 
in action, hear what He says, watch how He responds to others and circum-
stances, feel the impact He has on people, some of whom are a lot like you. 
Look at Jesus. See, hear, feel and touch God. This is the God you can and will 
want to love.

5. Loving God, like anyone else, can’t be forced. That is not how love 
works. So relax and receive. Receive this God’s attention, affection and acts on 
your behalf. He stoops to wash your dirty feet, even though much of the dirt 
comes from paths you were never meant to walk. He wants to make clear His 
undying love for you, even if, in the end, you say no. He does this by actually 
dying for you. Not when you were at your best, but at your worst. In fact, Jesus 
showed His love for you before there was a you and did it knowing fully all the 
worst features you might come to possess.

6. Loving God who shows up in Jesus is what you do in response to the 
huge favor God has shown in Jesus 
living, dying and rising up from 
death. It’s what comes — what rises 
up within you — when it dawns on 
you all that God has done in Jesus.

7. Loving God is your yes to this 
picture God gives of who God is and 
what God cares about, has already 
done and promises to do with, for 
and through you. So say yes! Keep 
saying yes. See what happens, what 
fruits grow. Among them will be  
love. n
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We live in an increasingly urbanized 
world. Whether or not your home 
or workplace is in a city, your life is 

shaped by the city because that’s where  
media, marketing, fashion and innovation 
f low from. More than half of the planet’s 
people are urban dwellers, and cities are  
internationally interconnected more than 
ever. U.S. cities are growing and changing 
as old neighborhoods and city centers are 
resurging, and suburbs face a rise of poverty 
and ethnic diversity.

“City” can be defined geographically as an 
area of population density, or demographi-
cally by socioeconomic and ethnic indicators. 
“Urban” can also be defined by mindset or 
lifestyle — postmodern, innovative, globally 
connected. Because any metropolitan area 
is an ecosystem of different but interrelat-
ed parts, we need many different kinds of 
churches and ministries to reach the city. 

Four key groups are found in cities more 
than anywhere else: 

l  youth and young adults
l  immigrant groups, including unreached 

peoples
l  movers and shakers and culture shapers, 

and
l  people in poverty.  
Each of these groups must be a priority for 

contextualized communication of the gospel 
and planting communities of new believers. 

Cities are so significant — and destined to 
grow in importance — that if we do not reach 
the cities, we will not reach America or the 
world. The church is alive and well in most 
cities, and our Wesleyan perspective leads us to 
believe God’s grace is at work everywhere. Yet 
cities are generally under-reached by the gospel, 
with fewer churches relative to the population. 
Because of this, the goal of the Engage Urban 
initiative is to engage, equip and empower the 
church to win the heart of the world by grow-
ing and multiplying sustainable churches and 
ministries in urban communities.  

How are we doing? About 270 U.S. Free 

ACTION
BY PAUL OLVER
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ENGAGING OUR URBAN AREAS



Methodist churches either self-identify as 
urban or were identified as urban by their 
superintendents — roughly one-quarter of 
Free Methodist congregations in the U.S. 
This is using a broad definition of urban, but 
little is to be gained by splitting hairs over 
“inner city” versus “metropolitan.” A high 
percentage of urban pastors participated in 
a research survey. The results are being ana-
lyzed and will be communicated in a variety 
of ways. 

The bishops assigned a team of four to 
develop strategies and resources to help indi-
viduals, congregations, conferences and the 
denomination be more effective in reaching 
cities for Christ. I am the facilitator, and the 
team also includes:
l  Mark Adams, superintendent of the 

North Central Conference. Before being 
elected, Adams pastored an urban, mul-
tiethnic church in greater Chicago.

l  Michael Traylor, a pastor at New Hope 
Church in Rochester, New York. Traylor 
is a pediatrician in private practice and 
also adjunct faculty member at Roberts 
Wesleyan College and Northeastern 
Seminary.

l  Matt Grohocki, pastor of Revelation 
Church in Bozrah, Connecticut. Matt 
planted this fast-growing church three 
years ago in the Eastern Urban Corridor, 
midway between New York and Boston.

We are working to engage the curious 
and unconvinced with information and 
motivation; equip the called with tools and 
resources; and empower the church with 
strategies, structures and sustainable systems. 
But it is not enough just to see current urban 
ministries strong and healthy. We must also 
significantly multiply new disciples, groups, 
leaders and churches in the city. We want to 
expand exponentially through contextualized 
models of church planting.

We want to encourage those who are 
ministering in the city. Many urban pastors 
and church planters feel isolated, misun-
derstood, under-resourced and underval-

ued. We want to infuse courage, express 
appreciation, and give value and honor 
to those serving Christ in cross-cultural 
urban settings. 

Effective urban ministry will include 
diversity — touching individuals and 
groups that are socially and ethnically dif-
ferent — because diversity is a key urban 
characteristic. Effective urban ministry 
will require partnership because no local 
church or denomination can address 
all the needs and opportunities in any 
neighborhood or city. An effective urban 
strategy must include church planting to 
reach beyond the status quo. These areas 
are the focus of other initiatives — 
Embrace All, Multiply Ministries and 
Partner Strong. 

Engage Urban will add the essential 
distinctive of community transforma-
tion and a holistic approach to ministry. 
Anchored in Wesleyan theology, our 
discipleship goes beyond teaching correct 
doctrine to the level of behavior and rela-
tionships, changing people’s actions and 
attitudes. Our goal is not only spiritually 
transformed individuals but also neigh-
borhoods and networks made whole by 
the power of the gospel. 

We look forward to engaging with you 
at General Conference 2015 and in other 
ways and places. We are eager to help you 
and your church engage with the city. n
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CITIES ARE SO SIGNIFICANT — AND 
DESTINED TO GROW IN IMPORTANCE — 
THAT IF WE DO NOT REACH THE CITIES, 
WE WILL NOT REACH AMERICA OR THE 
WORLD.
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CITIES.
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Going global means serving God in 
kingdom and community. We are all 
familiar with the Great Commission 

that Jesus gave to His disciples and to us to go 
and proclaim the kingdom of God (Matthew 
28:18–20; Mark 16:15; Luke 24:45–47). We are 
also very familiar with Jesus’ invitation to us to 
come and find rest in His presence  
(Matthew 11:28–30). 

Most Christians enjoy the presence of Jesus 
in community with other believers. In the 
community of faith, we find salvation, healing, 
deliverance and sanctification. In the com-
munity of faith, we are baptized, take com-
munion, get married and bury our loved ones. 
The community of faith is one of the greatest 
blessings God has ever given to His people, but 
it is only half of the equation. The other half is 
the kingdom of God. 

Going global means serving God in king-
dom and community. We live and move and 

have our being in both dimensions. We live 
in the community of faith, and we proclaim 
the kingdom of God. The kingdom of God is 
always advancing and growing faster than we 
think. God wants us to be participants in His 
kingdom. God wants us to see the world from 
His perspective and use our hearts, heads and 
hands to reach more people with the good news 
of Jesus Christ. The kingdom of God is local, 
regional and international. It crosses cultures, 
breaks down strongholds, and establishes light 
and life. The kingdom of God prepares people 
for the community of faith, and the community 
of faith is on a mission to usher in the kingdom 
of God. 

Why is going global important? It fulfills the 
Great Commission and helps the community of 
faith see beyond its walls. It allows for part-
nerships in reaching people for Jesus Christ. It 
opens people to the heart of God. It challenges 
the followers of Jesus to change. It promotes the 

ACTION
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grace of God in unexpected places. It mobi-
lizes the church for missions. It connects the 
people of God locally, regionally and inter-
nationally. It provides a place to participate 
in changing history. It is the way church was 
meant to be: kingdom and community, reve-
lation and relationship, church and world. 

Remember when Jesus addressed His 
disciples in Acts 1:8: “But you will receive 
power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; 
and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, 
and in Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of 
the earth.” 

We understand the need to share the 
good news in Jerusalem (the place where we 
live), in Judea and Samaria (the places we 
like and places we do not like), and to the 
ends of the earth (the places we have never 
been). 

It is interesting to note though that the 
disciples did not fully fulfill this mission 
in the first seven chapters of Acts. They 
preached in Jerusalem and they saw thou-
sands of people saved and set free. “Every 
day they continued to meet together in the 
temple courts. They broke bread in their 
homes and ate together with glad and sincere 
hearts, praising God and enjoying the favor 
of all the people. And the Lord added to 
their number daily those who were being 
saved” (Acts 2:46–47). 

The problem was they fell in love with 
the community of faith. There were ups and 
downs, but people were finding salvation, 
and they did not leave Jerusalem until Acts 
8 when there was a great persecution. Even 
then the apostles stayed in Jerusalem and 
only started traveling after they heard the 
stories of God breaking out in Samaria, Ethi-
opia, Caesarea, Damascus and Galilee. Then 

Peter went global, traveling to Lydda, 
Joppa and Caesarea (Acts 9:32–10:48). 

Going global means serving God in 
kingdom and community. Do not miss 
the open doors that are before us. Do not 
miss the opportunity for sharing grace all 
around us. Do not wait for God stories to 
come to you. Go out and help create God 
stories to inspire others. Now is the time 
to go global. We need to start where we 
are and let God expand our faith and our 
witness. We start where we are and let the 
Holy Spirit work in us and through us on 
behalf of other people in other places. We 
start where we are and let Jesus Christ, the 
Lord of the harvest, send us to the fields 
that are ready and ripe. Going global is 
that simple. n
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GOD WANTS US TO SEE THE WORLD FROM 
HIS PERSPECTIVE AND USE OUR HEARTS, 
HEADS AND HANDS TO REACH MORE 
PEOPLE WITH THE GOOD NEWS OF JESUS 
CHRIST.
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“Reverend, I need to talk to both 
you and your wife about some-
thing very important. Will you 

follow me into surgical?”
I meekly followed the surgeon to the room 

where my wife was being prepared for her 
mastectomy, but with every step came rising 
dread that I could barely stifle. The past six 
months of our lives had taught me to always 
expect the worst: first our miscarriage, then 

a break-in at our house, 
then Carol’s cancer diag-
nosis, the temporary loss 
of our health insurance, 
and the discovery that 
her cancer had started to 
spread. What was it this 
time? Had the cancer 
spread? What terrible 
news did God have in 
store for us?

We entered the prep room, where my wife 
lay on a surgical gurney. Our doctor paused 
for a moment and began cautiously. “So … we 
took a routine blood test for your wife, some-
thing we always do. When I got the results 
back, I saw that her hormone levels were a 
little strange, so we had to run some additional 
tests.” 

She paused again and then plunged on. 
“I just got those results back right now. Mrs. 
Chin, you are pregnant. Now at this point we 
have to make some important decisions. First 
off, you are going to have this baby, right?”

Carol and I looked at each other for the 
briefest of moments and immediately agreed. 
“Yes, of course. Of course, we are going to 
keep this baby.”

That became our final decision. No matter 
what happened, we were going to keep this 
baby. It was a conviction that would be sorely 
tested in the coming months, and would 
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greatly complicate the process of Carol’s 
treatment and recovery. But it was the 
turning point of this terribly dark season.

Our surgeon nodded, placed her hands 
on both our shoulders and said, “I don’t 
know what God is up to, but He’s up to 
something. That’s for sure!”

After everything we had endured, we felt 
certain that this child was a gift from God. 
I think our decision was in no small way 
prompted by the Holy Spirit. But some-
times, you don’t even have to know what a 
gift is to know that it is good. All you have 
to know is who gave it to you.

In Luke 2, when Jesus is presented at the 
temple, a devout old man named Simeon 
rises to meet Him. Simeon immediately 
recognizes that Jesus is nothing less than 
the Messiah and praises God that he was 
able to lay eyes on the Christ, even going so 
far as to say that now he can die in peace. 
Jesus performed no miracle at that time and 
probably seemed like an ordinary baby.

I think the Holy Spirit brought Simeon 
to Jesus and revealed Jesus’ true identity 
to him. What a reminder that we need the 
Spirit to see Jesus clearly!

But Simeon also had been a devout and 
righteous man his entire life. Being a man 
who had cultivated an intimate relation-
ship with God, he knows that God is both 
good and loving, and that whomever God 
sent to Israel would be good and loving as 
well. Simeon didn’t need to see Jesus do 
anything amazing to know He was amaz-
ing. Because Simeon trusted the Giver, he 
was able to see the Gift for what He truly 
was.

Very rarely will we be able to grasp the 
true worth of what God gives us. More 
often than not, we look at those gifts with 
confusion, even horror, wondering why 
God has given us something that differs so 
starkly from what we had asked Him for.

When we can’t comprehend what God is 
doing, we have to take our eyes off the gift 
and focus instead on the Giver. We should 

remember what it says in James 1:17, 
that every good and perfect gift comes 
from our heavenly Father, and what 
Jesus tells us, that our heavenly Fa-
ther waits for His wayward children to 
return with His richest gifts in hand. If 
we can remember these truths, it is far 
easier to look at the gift in our lap and 
recognize it for its true and priceless 
worth, even though it may be wrapped 
in dirty rags or born in a manger.

Or if you find out about it right 
before going in for major surgery. n

JARGON
SANCTIFIED 
(ADJ.)

DEFINITION: 

SET APART AND 
CLEANSED

USAGE: 

“HUNGRY SOULS 
WERE BEING SAVED 
AND SANCTIFIED.” 
– RICHARD R. 
BLEWS IN “MASTER 
WORKMEN”  
(LIGHT & LIFE PRESS, 
1960)  
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MIRACLE?
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MISSIONARY PHYLLIS SORTOR 
RELEASED

NEWS
FREE METHODIST CHURCH

We thank God that 
Phyllis Sortor, Free 
Methodist mis-

sionary to Nigeria, was safely 
released March 6, early evening 
Nigeria time, into the care of 
authorities and Free Methodist 
Church leaders. She had been 
abducted Feb. 23. We are deeply 
grateful to all who prayed for 
Sortor’s safe return.

Sortor, age 71, has devoted 
many years to the people of 
Africa, a land she deeply loves. 
Born to Free Methodist mission-
aries Victor and Susan Macy, she 
spent her childhood in Mozam-
bique. After living many of her 
adult years in Seattle, Phyllis Sortor and her husband, Jim, relocated to Rwanda where they 
ministered for nearly six years. They returned to Africa in 2005, this time serving in Nigeria. 

After Jim Sortor’s death in October 2008, Phyllis Sortor remained in Nigeria, where her 
main focus has been leadership development and International Child Care Ministries, 
the Free Methodist Church’s child sponsorship program. She has also been instrumental 
in establishing schools in Kogi State for the children of Fulani herdsmen and in institut-
ing grazing projects as one solution to long-term conflicts between Nigerian farmers and 
Fulani herdsmen.

Phyllis Sortor was aware there were risks associated with her ministry, but also knew 
there are very few places in the world without risks and dangers. She recently said, “Heaven 
is for real! There is no guarantee in life; no safe place — other than that place we find our-
selves when our full faith and trust is in God!”

As a matter of sound policy, and to help protect the many people who helped secure her 
freedom, we will have no comment concerning the efforts that were undertaken to secure 
her release.

Please continue to pray for Phyllis Sortor. Also pray for her family members who have 
been profoundly affected by this experience. n

Phyllis Sortor reunites with Nigerian Free Methodists the day after 
her release.

Free Methodist World Missions
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FREE AND  
UNHARMED

Greenville, Illinois

Phyllis Sortor released a statement March 23 
through Free Methodist World Missions. Por-
tions of the statement are reprinted below. 

I ’m writing from Seattle, Washington — 
well, happy and thanking God for His 
miraculous protection and rescue from the 

hands of the enemy. 
Men meant evil against me, but God 

meant it for good, as evidenced in the 
renewed faith of thousands whose prayers 
have been answered, and in the testimony 
of God’s presence and power to many more 
thousands who have witnessed and will hear 
of what God can and will do to save His own. 

I’m well and happy. I’m unharmed, both 
physically and mentally. Spiritually, I am stron-
ger than before, having spent 12 days in the 
presence of Jesus. The time we spent together 
was very precious; He filled my mind and heart 
with hymns, psalms and assurances of His love 
and care, His power to save. And He saved me! 
I’m alive and I’m free! All glory be to God. 

My plans for now are to rest up with family 
and friends here in Seattle. I’ll let you know of 
future plans when they are available! n

Visit fmchr.ch/psstatement to download the full 
statement. 

Tulsa, Oklahoma

The Set Free Movement (setfreemovement.com) and Eden’s Glory 
(edensglory.org ) recently hosted a four-hour training session on 
human trafficking for 46 community members of Bond County. 
Organizers partnered with U.S. Assistant Attorney Monica Stump, 
who led a session on relevant legislation and ways to identify vic-
tims from a law enforcement perspective. The rest of the training 
was devoted to ways in which community members can identify, 
rescue and restore. Participants included a broad representation 
of societal sectors, such as city council members, police sergeants, 
representatives from a congressman’s office, educators, social work-
ers and nurses.

TRAINING TO IDENTIFY,  
RESCUE AND RESTORE

Bethel Worship Center looked for another place to worship after 
becoming one of many buildings to receive damage from severe 
storms — including tornadoes — that hit Oklahoma on March 25. 
“Most of the shingles are off the fellowship hall. Most of the shin-
gles are off the sanctuary,” Bethel Pastor Paul Aelmore said. “The 
internal area of the church got soaked with rain where we have the 
keyboards and drums. … There’s just a lot of damage. … We’re 
going to have to redo the whole nursery probably.” Go to  
fmchr.ch/tulsastorm for more coverage. 

CHURCH DAMAGED AS  
TORNADOES HIT AREA

BY PHYLLIS SORTOR



INVEST IN YOUR KIDS.
There’ll be all-day programs for 
children and teens. Already more than 
200 have signed up for the various 
groups that will provide world-class 
“youth camp,” “children’s camp” and 
“toddlers’ camp” each day.

INVEST IN YOUR CHURCH.
In addition to sessions on strategies 
to grow your church, you could leave 
with a powerful website and social 
media strategy for your church, and 
a host of other exciting, practical 
opportunities to build the kingdom.

INVEST IN YOURSELF.
Consider 4 days of being with like-
minded people of faith from around 
the world.  Immerse yourself in a 
culture of God’s love.  Come.  Learn.  
Be inspired.

Join thousands of Free 
Methodists from around 
the world for four 
inspiring days of worship, 
dialogue, teaching and 
fellowship at the 2015 
General Conference of the 
Free Methodist Church!

come.
learn.

be inspired.
july 13-16, 2015

The 2015 General Conference
Caribe Royale Hotel and Conference Center

Orlando, FL

Register at:



Register at:


