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As some of you know, I was away for the past two weeks while participating in our denomination’s biennial General Assembly gathering in Detroit.  There were 654 Ruling Elders and Teaching Elders commissioners who were designated by each Presbytery engaged in prayerful discernment, discussion and debate on various issues that pertains to the life of the church and our witnesses in society.  Some of the commissioners were there for the very first time while some were there as GA veterans.  They were often referred to as the “GA Junkies”.  

In additional to the Ruling and Teaching elder commissioners, there were the Young Adults or Theological Students, Missionary or Ecumenical Advisory delegates, as well as other corresponding members, staff, exhibitors, or simply observers.  Altogether, there were closed to 2,750 Presbyterians gathered in Detroit, a wonderful display of God’s people from all spectrums of life, age, race, ethnicity, culture, liberals or conservatives.  Many of them were there, but I was mindful that many of others who were not there as well!  

In the spirit of the gathering and worship, we set aside many of our differences and vowed to treat one another in gentleness and respect.  We dedicated time for prayers to discern and to seek the Spirit’s leading among the Body of Christ, whether we personally agree or see things in the same way.  Together we sought witness to what the Holy Spirit has to say to the church in the relevance of our time and space, of what God has done and is about to do in our lives.  We invoke the same Spirit to speak among us while preserving the unity and the bond of peace both within and beyond the church.  We acknowledged that God has called us to be different and yet to be the same, under the same household and a member of the same body.  

Even though I was not one of the commissioners, going into this Assembly, I had mixed feeling as to what might come out of it, how the body of Christ would be further divided no matter how things might go either way.  It offers me a great deal of pain and grief personally whenever I see the body of Christ is divided…as the words of the Apostle Paul reminded us, “for just as the body is one and has many members, and all the members of the body, though many, are one body, so it is with Christ.  14 Indeed, the body does not consist of one member but of many.

26 If one member suffers, all suffer together with it; if one member is honored, all rejoice together with it.  27 Now you are the body of Christ and individually members of it.
  

The theme of this year’s General Assembly was “Abounding in Hope” based on the passage that we just read earlier from Paul’s letter to the Romans.  This was a letter addressed to a church that was in crises, amidst great fear of persecution for what they believe in.  The organizing committee selected this relevant theme in light of the current status of the church, both on the grassroots level at the local church, the Presbytery, the Synod and even to the national level and beyond.  We acknowledged that the church and our society are in distress, fractured and polarized from all sides.  

It also seemed ironic that Detroit was chosen to host this year’s gathering.  Admittedly both the Presbyterian Church, the city of Detroit and their people are also in a state of crises, as they struggle with vision, finances and overall morale.


As you might remember sometime time ago, I shared with you that the word for “crisis” in the Chinese language is made up of two words “danger” and “opportunity”.  For every “danger” or “crisis” that we face, we can also seize it as an “opportunity” to overcome those dangers and challenges.  

In the midst of the many crises that we, as a church, face today, we must choose to seek opportunities over fears and dangers.  We must be willing to take risks by taking a stand in proclaiming God’s Word and to extend God’s love not only among ourselves but to others.  We must be willing to serve others instead of being served.  God has called us to step out of faith and courage with our strangers, friends, and neighbors, our fellow brothers and sisters, for God continues to be on a mission WITH and FOR God’s people.  We must never forget that!   

As God’s beloved community, called by the same Spirit, we strive together towards the common mission that God has set before us.  We focus our hearts and our energies with one mind in order to be fruitful and multiply for the Kingdom of God.  Didn’t Christ die for us all upon the cross?  Didn’t we all drink from the same cup and eat from the same bread and baptize in the same water of baptism? 

Instead of focusing on certain particular issues, we will have other opportunities to share and discuss that, I would like to invite us to a time of reflection from a theological and theocentric perspective…
What is God up to right now?  What part do we play in the midst of all of this, if anything at all?  How can we remain faithful and discerning while trusting within the sovereignty and the leading of the Holy Spirit?  The more I think about it, the more I realize that this is not just a Presbyterian crisis, it’s a human crisis.  What must God be thinking right now?  Is God laughing over us, or grieving over us?

During my time at the Assembly, I was given multiple nametags to wear because I carried a number of roles and responsibilities.  I received a nametag as an “Observer” because I volunteered to be a process observer during the committee’s proceedings.  My job was to monitor the flow of the conversation by tallying who spoke most frequently, who dominated and remained silent during the committee’s deliberations and discussions?  This work was important as the church strives to be more representative and conscious of who we are as a diverse community of faith.  

I was also given a nametag of an “Exhibitor” because I helped staff a booth representing the Racial Ethnic caucus ministry, sharing about who we are as Asian-American Presbyterians and some of the exciting and fruitful things that are happening in many of our sister churches.  

I also wore a nametag as a “Committee Advocate”, as an elected member of the Advocacy Committee on Racial Ethnic Concerns.  The committee’s work involves offering advices and counsels to the overall Assembly on various issues through the lens of the Racial Ethnic voices and perspectives.  


By wearing these multiple nametags allowed me to gain “access” to different circles of places, meeting different people and engaging in different dialogues and conversations.  It is important that “access” be granted in order to carry a healthy and balanced conversation at the same table and not just be listening from one side of the issue.

With the same token, it was through this multi-faceted, theological and theocentric lens that I attempted to answer my own question as stated earlier of how God may still be at work among us.  It is through our prayers and discernment that we can find glimmer of “hope” and “grace” in the midst of “divisiveness”, “anger” and “disappointment” at times.

Furthermore, my role as an observer was not just confined to the convention center, the hotel or among the Presbyterians who were gathered.  I also took it upon the streets of Detroit, as you know recently filed for bankruptcy.  I wanted to see the real Detroit and the people who live there, work there….or just who were just being there.  This was what I saw.


I saw random homeless individuals wandering on the street during the day and in the middle of the night, digging through the trash cans looking for any leftover food and redeemable soda cans or bottles.  I came across vacant lots, homes and businesses storefronts with boarded up windows and wondered what the city of Detroit once was, what it is now and what its potential may be once again.  I walked along the streets of the “ghetto” neighborhoods where folks may not know where their next meals come from or whether or not it was safe to get out of the car to pump gas without the fear of getting shot.  Some of the local residents jokingly claimed that if you order a pizza and call 911 in the city of Detroit, the pizza man would probably get there first before the cops would.  That’s how dire and in despair the situation has become.  Where is God in the midst of all of this, you may ask?  How could God have let this happen?  Has God forsaken His people?”  My response is….How could WE have let this happen?  How have WE abandoned our own people?

I believe that it’s no coincidence that our biennial General Assembly took place in Detroit.  Perhaps God is inviting us to examine our own churches and our individual lives, that in order to see the fullness of God’s promises, we too need to file for a spiritual bankruptcy.  We must go on a spiritual fast of “emptying out” our thoughts that might have distracted us and prevented us from nurturing a healthy relationship with God.  Perhaps we, as a church at large, are holding on too much of our own blessings and unwilling to share them with others, unwilling to unleash their potential through the powerful act of the Holy Spirit.  

In his letter to the Romans, the Apostle Paul reminded us that God has called us into the ministry of reconciliation and peace with others.  Perhaps we might have come from different parts of the world, shared different customs and practices that might seem to be at odd with how we used to do things, nevertheless God calls us to love others just as God has loved us. 

In spite of our differences, through the healing power and the unity of the Holy Spirit, we are called to encourage and edify one another, live in harmony with one another and build up this body of Christ in our community, as we live out our calling as a church and as ambassadors for Christ.

The return trip coming back from Detroit was not easy.  It seemed much longer and harder to trod, even though it was the same distance getting there.  Nevertheless, God has called upon every one of us to take on the hard work that’s ahead of us and march on in the journey that God has mapped out for us.

We shall remain hopeful for our churches that God has not abandoned us and will continue to seek us out and embrace us for who we are.  We confess that by no means that our church is perfect, for we have ALL fallen short of God’s glory and we have shamefully disgraced God’s image by our actions and by our words, however harmful they may be or whenever we dissent or fracture the body of Christ even further.  

Whether we agree or disagree with certain outcome of decisions, I invite us all (and as a called community of faith) to continue this dialogue not only among those whom we agree with, but also among those whom we disagree with.  As the new Moderator Heath Rada wrote, “We need to find ways for people to live together and disagree” and I would add to that….in a healthy and constructive manner.  


Center our dialogue upon Christ and what Christ has done upon the cross for His people, however distressing and disheartingly it may be.
Mirror our lives upon Christ’s exemplary act of self-sacrifice, as He gave His ALL for His people, despite all the critics and oppositions and in the midst of more heated debate and controversies.  As Christ proclaims, “Remain in me, and I will remain in you. No branch can bear fruit by itself; it must remain in the vine. Neither can you bear fruit unless you remain in me. 
 But seek first his kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well.


In closing, I want to share with you the highlight moment of my trip….No, it did not come out of Detroit.  It happened on my way driving back from Detroit.  I believe I was somewhere in central Pennsylvania.  As I was driving, I noticed two 14 passenger vans full of youths who are apparently on some kind of a roadtrip.  I didn’t take long for me to come to the conclusion that these are youth group kids from a church who are either going on a retreat or on a mission trip.  The vans were totally packed with luggage and people.  Some were sleeping and some were just playing with one another.

As I drove past one of the vans, some of the kids waved back at me and I noticed that they were wearing these blue Presbyterian Disaster Assistance T-Shirts.  I couldn’t believe before my eyes.  What in a small world!  

At that moment, something suddenly dawned on me…that God was sending us an important reminder that just as many of us are heading back to our “trenches” after the Assembly, that God is constantly on a mission with us, no matter how glimpse our world may look or how challenging our tasks we may have ahead of us.  The Holy Spirit will always go before us and will always go along with us.  We are and will never be alone! 

May the God of hope fill us with all joy and peace in believing, so that we may abound in hope by the power of the Holy Spirit 
,   In the name of God the Father, God the Son and God the Holy Spirit, Amen.
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