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Godõs Calling 
 

Pastor Onephanh Vilay 

 

From Born to Born Again 

 

I was born and raised in a Chinese family in Laos, oldest 

among six siblings. When I was in third grade, there was a Chinese 

missionary couple by the name of Rev. Barnabas and Mrs. Mary 

Cheung from Hong Kong, who spread the Gospel of Jesus Christ. 

They invited our family to their church Sunday School. My father 

allowed us to go because he thought that all religions were good 

and taught people to be better--at least, the children who went to a 

churches or Buddhist temples did not become juvenile delinquents. 

So all my brothers and sisters went to church almost every 

weekend.  

 

We learned a lot of stories in the Bible, played and made 

friends and had a good time. However, I did not have a personal 

relationship with Jesus Christ. I did not become a better person as 

my father had expected. I cursed, scolded, lied, stole, fought with 

other kids, etc. I was bad, and my father was disappointed in me.  

 

Then one hot summer, something happened that 

dramatically changed my life. I still remember very clearly that it 

was a very hot day. I believe it must have been 100 degrees or so. 
School was closed for summer vacation. My friend asked me if I 

would go swimming in the Mekong River. Since I was bored and 

did not have anything else to do, I went along with my friends even 

though I didn't know how to swim. I thought to myself, since I do 

not have to swim, I can play in the water close to shore. Little did I 

know that as soon as I jumped into the water, my two feet could 

not reach the bottom. I was extremely nervous and afraid. I was in 

a panic and struggled to reach the surface of the water, but it 

seemed that the more I struggled the deeper I sunk. No matter how 

hard I tried, my body never reached the surface of the water. The 

fear of dying overwhelmed me. I was drowning and running out of 

breath. Then I remembered the Sunday School teacher saying that 
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if we ran into trouble, we should ask Jesus for help and He would 

save us. So I cried out in my 

mind, "Jesus, save me!" One of 

my friends eventually jumped in 

the water and dragged me up to 

shore after he noticed I was 

struggling in the water, and to his 

amazement, I was alert and walked 

up the shore with him without going 

through CPR. 

 

I knew deep down in my heart that it was Jesus Christ who 

saved me from drowning. When I got home, I sincerely prayed to 

Jesus and invited Him to come into my heart as my Savior and my 

Master. I even made a vow that I would be a missionary to share 

the Gospel for Him when I grew up. My life began to change after 

I believed in Jesus Christ. My father accepted the Lord a year later, 

and my mother also became a Christian the year after my father. 

Praise the Lord. 

 

 

From Changing Career to Changing Lives 

 

I came to Philadelphia in 1981 and met my wife Kien. We 

fell in love and got married in 1984. In 1989, my wife and I sensed 

the Lord's calling to leave the American church in suburban 

Philadelphia that my wife and I had been attending since 1981 to 

join a newly planted Chinese church in the Olney area of 

Philadelphia. Since then, I have been heavily involved in church 

ministries. I was an Adult Sunday School teacher, worship leader, 

interpreter, cell group leader, and chair person of deacon board of 

the church. I also held a full time job as a computer data 

communications analyst in suburban Philadelphia. 

 

After being a deacon for some years, I began to sense that 

God might want me to go in full-time ministry, even though I 

knew how hard it was to be a pastor from working closely with my 

own pastor. In fact, for the sake of common sense, it was not a 

wise career move. However, the sense of accomplishment at my 
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current job could no longer satisfy me. It seemed that deep down in 

my heart, I yearned for something more for my life, things that 

could make a direct impact on people's lives. The best way for me 

personally would be working full-time at a church. Despite of the 

feeling of inadequacy and incompetence in serving the Lord in this 

capacity, the sense of calling kept coming stronger and stronger. I 

talked to my wife about the feeling that I had toward full time 

ministry. We prayed, reasoned, and debated over this issue. Could 

it be that I just wanted to fulfill my vow that I had pledged when I 

was young, or was it because of something else? Finally, we came 

to the conclusion that all we had to do was to trust and obey the 

Lord and see how He was going to lead us. We prayed that we 

would be able to discern God's will clearly. In April  of 1994, one 

of my prayers was that God would lay me off from my current job. 

Two weeks later, I was notified by the company that I was being 

laid-off. We took it as a confirmation of God's calling for full time 

ministry.     

 

Though I was involved in youth group, leading worship, 

interpreting sermons into different dialects and languages, leading 

Bible studies, leading cell groups, teaching Adult Sunday School, 

preaching and counseling. The experiences that I gained from these 

ministries were mostly learned from or trial and error. However, I 

did have some informal training at my church, which my pastor 

conducted. But it was not enough. So I enrolled in a seminary in 

September the same year. I also took some courses at the 

Westminster Theological Seminary and the Biblical Theological 

Seminary. 

 

 

From East to West 

 

Beginning in September of 1997, I worked as an intern 

pastor at Chinese Christian and Missionary Church, which is 

located in northern Virginia. From 1999 on, I became a full-time 

associate pastor of the same church. After seven years of pastoral 

ministry, I find it harder and harder to be a pastor without a well 

rounded, sound, biblical and theological foundation. After much 

prayer, the Lord opened a door in San Jose, California for me to 
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further my theological 

education. My wife and 

I both agreed that this 

was the Lordôs leading, 

so in August 2003 we 

moved from Virginia to 

California for my 

education at the 

Overseas Theological 

Seminary, to study 

under the Rev. John Tsang, a legend among Chinese churches. I 

finished school with a Masters of Divinity degree in June 2006.  

 

 

From OTS to FAC 

 

During my study at the Overseas Theological Seminary, I 

had opportunity to preach at the Friendship Agape Church several 

times. Though FAC was small, I was deeply impressed and 

touched by the love they had for God and for each other. The FAC 

co-workers were also very dedicated in serving the Lord. As I was 

approaching graduation from the seminary, the Lord graciously 

provided me with several churches to choose from. FAC was 

looking for a pastor as well. FAC came in the last minute and was 

the last one that approached us. During that time, I was in the 

process of being hired by other churches that had already taken 

interest in me. Nevertheless, my wife and I prayed to see if the 

Lord would have something for us to do with the Friendship Agape 

Church. One night, I had a dream that the three members of the 

steering committee of FAC came to make an offer with a specific 

figure of the salary in an envelope. Now, I am not a dreamer. I 

seldom remember my dreams or have any experiences with visions. 

This time, however, the dream stayed on my mind. I felt kind of 

strange, but I went through the hiring process with the STC of 

FAC anyhow. After the STC and the congregation of FAC prayed, 

they unanimously believed I was the right person God sent to be 

their pastor. Three people from the STC came to my house and 

handed me the offer with a call letter. I was stunned that the three 

faces and the salary they offered matched the figure in my dream. 
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We took it as a confirmation from the Lord to come to serve at 

FAC. Praise the Lord. The Lord works in mysterious ways.  

  

Ever since my family and I joined FAC, we have felt right 

at home. We were generously embraced by our brothers and sisters 

here. Weôve been blessed to be able to serve the Lord here at FAC 

along with so many brothers and sisters who love the Lord and 

each other dearly. I feel blessed and encouraged whenever I 

witness the faithfulness of the members of this congregation, and it 

is a truly Friendship Agape Church of Jesus Christ. 

 

The Lord has been doing marvelous work in and through 

our church. We are his channel of blessings. I continue to look 

forward with great expectation to see what the Lord is going to do 

next among us and through us in the near future. People can hear 

the Gospel here, obtain the salvation, and be restored spiritually, 

emotionally and physically. In FAC, there are no strangers, but 

only new friends. We learn to love God, be Jesusô friends, and also 

be good friends to others. We grow in Spirit and in truth together, 

encourage and help each other, and share Godôs love with each 

other. I am grateful that we can be part of it. 
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Breaking with Tradition: Rejoining FAC  
 

Jim Hsia 

 

Last year Christine and I faced our 

first major decision as a newlywed couple: 

which church should we attend? We both 

met at the Young Adult Fellowship at 

Friendship Agape Church, but years ago I 

moved to a larger church in Mountain View 

while she stayed at FAC. Traditionally, all 

the young adults moved from FAC to a new 

church when they got married. However we 

didnôt want to automatically follow our predecessors. 

 

We both prayed for Godôs guidance as we strived to find 

His will. Both churches were Chinese, Christian and Bible-based. 

There were also plenty of opportunities for us to grow and to serve. 

If God closed one door and opened another one, then it wouldôve 

been much easier to for us to make a decision: just choose the 

obvious, open door. After months of consulting with friends and 

leadership from both churches, we sensed that we could be used by 

God in either church. 

 

Some friends suggested that we could attend both churches. 

At first this seemed like a good compromise since we could each 

feel comfortable half the time by staying in our home church. As a 

young couple just starting out, this seemed unsatisfactory. If I 

wanted to attend church by myself, I shouldôve just stayed single. 

Splitting time between the churches meant that we would miss the 

opportunity to grow and serve together. Ultimately we grew to 

realize that how we made our decision would become more 

important than which decision we made. The real challenge: as a 

couple, how do we make important decisions when both options 

seem reasonable? 

 

Christine and I were both attending Bible Study Fellowship 

(BSF), an interdenominational weekly Bible study. In our study of 
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the gospel of Matthew this year, we couldnôt help but notice how 

Jesus frequently commended people (Roman Centurion, blind 

man, Canaanite women) or chastised people (disciples in a boat 

during a  storm, Peter who began sinking after walking on water) 

for their faith. As Christine and I eventually made our decision, we 

reflected on how we wanted to build our marriage on God-centered 

decisions. To choose between two or more Godly options, we 

would strive to for the one that requires greater faith in Him.  

  

Itôs been several weeks since I left my church, Chinese 

Church in Christ, Mountain View. During the past twelve years, 

God gave me a tremendous opportunity to learn from many 

outstanding teachers. I will always cherish the time I have spent 

serving and fellowshipping with humble, Godly brothers under 

challenging circumstances. After a few months of transition, 

Christine and I formally joined Friendship Agape Church in April 

2008. Change is never easy, but as we strive to draw closer to God, 

we are very excited about what He has planned for both of us at 

FAC. 

 

ñNow faith is being sure of what we hope for and 

certain of what we do not see. This is what the 

ancients were commended for.ò    

    Hebrews 11:1-2 (NIV) 
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MAP  
Dennies Chiu 

 

Mother And Preschooler fellowship has been meeting for 

over a year. And there is over 10 families join this meeting. This 

fellowship brings back my own memory. 

 

I was born in Hong Kong. There were 12 members in my 

family, 8 brothers and sisters and my parent and grand-parents. My 

family is not rich, we always strive for living. I was not good 

trained in the family, if there was  no trouble and there was no 

problem. But my parents were serious on our education, only if we 

were able to study, they will find ways to support us. But I was not 

a study vessel; I quitted school right after my high school. My wife, 

Connie was pretty  much of the same background, she have 10 

brothers and sister. 

 

We immigrated to United States with our son Jack in 1978. 

5 years later, Jeffrey is born. I work most of the time and spent not 

much time with the children, believing if I can supply their needs 

and their grades are fine and bring home no trouble, are fine, there 

should be fine. 

 

When they were young, things are pretty good; we were 

having fun and good time. When they were going to school, small 

problem came but usually when I raised my voice, restrict their TV 

time, or punished them a little, they would follow our instruction 

or control. We used to use our experience that we trained before to 

teach them. 

 

We stayed this way for over 10 years, not expecting 

anything serious would be happen. We do not know about 

adolescent issue. When Jack was about 15 year of age, I worked on 

swing shift, and Connie worked on overnight shift. Over two years, 

they went to school in the morning, I went to work in the afternoon. 

Connie prepared dinner for them and went to work. When I got 

home, they were on bed already. Jack started his adolescent this 

way. In 1993, my relationship with Jack came to a very bad 
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situation. The way we used to bring them up is not working. His 

character and environment developed his rebel and his temper was 

worse than me! It came to the point I almost can do nothing and 

there looked like is no hope. My sister invited us to the Friendship 

Day of Friendship Agape Church. We started to come to church; I 

was expecting not much at all, maybe it is a chance for me to listen 

Mandarin. If only Jack can change, I do not need to do anything. 

And thing would be fine again. December of 1994, me and Jack 

accepted the Lord and were baptized on the day.  Connie baptized 

in 1998 and Jeffrey was also baptized in 1997. 

 

There was not much change after we accepted the Lord as 

our Savior. Jack stayed his rebel stage for almost another 4-5 years. 

But God is faithful, He disciplines those He loves. And He will 

guide him. Jack is serving in the drama team. Last two years, on 

the first 3 months, he practices over 20 hours a week. During the 

practice, he experienced God love on him. He testified with tears. 

 

I am so grateful these families are able to bring up the kids 

in His guidance. I unceasingly pray for them, give thanks to God 

for His kindness and ask God to guide and protect them on their 

growth. 
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Lost and Found  
John Yan 

 

It is the tradition of our family to put up Christmas lights at 

the end of every November.  Last November, Audrey and I first 

put up icicle lighting below the roofline.  We then placed lights 

around the 4 front pillars of the house.  Finally, we placed lights on 

all the bushes in front of the house.  All in all, it took us about 5 

hours.  Luckily, we were able to complete it before it started to rain 

heavily that day. 

 

On Sunday, I felt some discomfort around my ring finger 

during Pastor Vilayôs sermon.  As it turned out, it was not so much 

a discomfort but rather, my ring finger felt bare.   When I looked at 

my finger, there was something missing.  My wedding ring was 

not there.  It was right in the middle of the sermon so I could not 

stand up and leave.   Besides, I didnôt know when I had lost it.  I 

had a feeling it was during the lighting setup.  After the service, it 

was my turn to prepare food for the Lunch Ministry Fellowship so 

I couldnôt leave.  After lunch, I had to attend a church meeting.  

Before I went into the meeting, I told my Yu-Ling the situation.  I 

told her to look for my ring when she went home.  I also realized 

and worried that the gardener would be coming to the house to 

mow the lawn, trim the edge, and blow away the leaves. 

 

Yu-Ling called me when she went home after she searched 

the front porch.  She told me the ring was nowhere to be found and 

that the gardener already came.  I was getting really worried.  The 

church meeting didnôt end until about 5:30 pm.  Fortunately, there 

was still some light.  I quickly drove home and ran in front of the 

house.  I knew it would be difficult to find the ring.  For all I know, 

I might have lost the ring somewhere else.  I remember Rona and 

Lukeôs story (former members of Friendship Agape Church) about 

how they lost their wedding ring during a camping trip.  They went 

back to the same camping site one year later and after prayer, they 

found the ring under ashes in the same fire pit.  Lord will provide. 
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Before I looked, I too prayed to the Lord to help me find 

my wedding ring so my wife wonôt hate me forever.  After prayer, 

I started to search the brick porch but did not find it.  The ring 

might be on the lawn or the bushes and ground cover plants that 

were planted between the lawn and the porch.  The lawn was 

already cut and the edge of the lawn was tightly trimmed so there 

was a possibility that the ring might have been swallowed up by 

the lawn mower or edge trimmer.  The rain the night before 

certainly did boost my confidence of finding the ring since the soil 

was wet and muddy.  Nevertheless, I searched onward.  Long and 

behold, a shiny object reflected back as I spread apart one of the 

bushes.  It was my ring.  I found it!  Praise the Lord. 

 

This was not the first time when I had to look for a pin in a 

haystack.  However, it seemed that every time I prayed for Godôs 

help, He has answered my prayer in someway.  It doesnôt have to 

be just finding a ring.  We should take refuge in prayer and receive 

Godôs grace. 
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Giving Thanks to Godõs Blessings 
 

Christine Hsia 

 

Godôs blessings have overflowed my cup and now I have to 

share a few highlights. This past year was very busy and exciting 

for me. I got engaged, married and moved. Godôs hands have 

certainly protected me everywhere I went.  

 

Jim and I have prayed that our wedding to be an 

evangelical gathering to bring our non-believing friends and family 

members into church to hear the Gospel. God honored our wish 

with beautiful weather that couldnôt be better. The weather 

forecasters predicted rain on our November 

wedding day, but God gave us beautiful 

sunshine that morning. Our wedding 

reception ended at 3:30 pm and we 

finished taking wedding pictures before 

4 pm. Right at 4pm, rain started pouring 

and didnôt stop until a few days later. It 

was like Godôs hands were held up to the 

sky, stopping the rain for the whole event. 

Indeed, He has dominion over the nature.  

 

Jim and I went to Hawaii on a cruise for honeymoon. The 

cruise included a 5 day journey away from Hawaii to Fanning 

Island and then back around Hawaii. On the day we left for 

Fanning Island, the weather was clear, but we noticed the wind 

was quite breezy at night. We didnôt know there was a major storm 

hitting the Hawaiian Islands. We enjoyed tropical, sunny days and 

awesome scenery on Fanning Island. When we stopped at Maui, 

local people told us that this was the first sunlight they had seen in 

the past five days. The sand on the beaches was completely washed 

out and coastal roads were flooded. The storm had been so strong 

that another cruise ship that had arrived 2 days earlier had to 

abandon hundreds of passengers when all its mooring lines broke. 

Passengers were stranded on the island overnight while the big 

ship waited offshore until the storm had passed. How fortunate for 
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us that we completely avoided the bad weather and missed the 

devastation. God sheltered us and protected us through our entire 

trip. 

 

 

Psalm 107:29-31 

 
29

 He stilled the storm to a whisper;  

       the waves of the sea were hushed.  

 
30

 They were glad when it grew calm,  

       and he guided them to their desired haven.  

 
31

 Let them give thanks to the LORD for his unfailing love  

       and his wonderful deeds for men.  
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Growth i n Him  
Erica Vilay 

 

I do not have a point in my life that I can look back on and 

say, ñOh, that is when I became a Christian,ò because it seems as 

though I have always been one. I was born into a Christian family 

and grew up devoutly Christian. My father was a deacon and then 

became a pastor, while my mother was deeply involved with the 

church; I was brought up with Christianity as a fact of life. 

 

I committed my life to Jesus many times as a child. I was 

frightened of hell and was never certain I was going to heaven, 

which led me to accept him into my heart over and over again, just 

to make sure. Finally, when I was nine, I felt confidence in my 

confession. 

 

God has blessed me in many ways. I have a wonderful 

relationship with my parents, and I am very close to my older 

sister. When I was in sixth grade, I underwent surgery for a benign 

brain tumor, but I was more excited than afraid about having the 

surgery. The two times we moved, I adjusted to my new 

environment and never lacked friendship. 

 

It is easy to see that I have not really suffered through much 

hardship. Instead, the things that have drawn me closer to God are 

smaller and more gradual. Every day is a struggle of little 

temptations, and I have learned that relying on God is the only way 

I can even hope to navigate through them. I can relate very much 

to Romans 7, which says, ñFor what I want to do I do not do, but 

what I hate I doéFor what I do is not the good I want to do; no, 

the evil I do not want to doðthis I keep on doing.ò 

 

One of my greatest difficulties is in holding my tongue. I 

recently read in James 1, ñIf anyone considers himself religious 

and yet does not keep a tight rein on his tongue, he deceives 

himself and his religion is worthless.ò The statement, and implicit 

accusation, stunned me. God does not necessarily value a sharp or 

quick wit or cleverness; the purpose of a Christian is to edify, 
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rather than to destroy. Controlling my normally talkative tongue is 

something I continue to work toward. 

 

God has shown me, and is still showing me, how fortunate 

I am. I had the opportunity to go to New Orleans, Louisiana, two 

years after Hurricane Katrina struck the city; I went there as a part 

of a short term missions trip to contribute volunteer hours into 

rebuilding an area in the Upper Ninth Ward. What I saw thereðas 

well as what I saw in Mexico and in homeless shelters around San 

Joseðoften reminds me of how much I have to be thankful for, 

and how little I have to complain about. 

 

God has been good to me, and I am grateful to him for 

everything he has done. 

 


