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The executive team, along with Rev. Steve Chang who is on the SOLA Council, met to plan the SOLA Conference on December 10.

SOLA Conference 2016 to Delve into
Complex Issues of Collegiate Life

BY RACHAEL LEE

Local churches in Southern Cali-
fornia are collaborating once again
to host the fourth annual SOLA
Conference, a conference for col-
lege students led and organized by
leaders of various local churches
rather than a single church, para-
church or campus ministry.

The upcoming conference will
be centered on the theme, “Light
After Darkness,” and will explore
a wide spectrum of issues that col-
legians may be struggling with, in-
cluding personal questions about
the future in terms of vocation or
calling; relational difficulties in
relationships with parents and in
navigating the intergenerational
dynamic in the immigrant church;
as well as emotional, physical, and
mental issues such as depression,
anxiety, and substance abuse.

Such a theme “assumes some-
thing about the spiritual anatomy
of a human being,” said Steve Lee,
who pastors college students at
Living Hope Community Church
in Brea, CA.

“Unless your whole being is
healthy, there’s going to be a gap
in your spiritual growth. Spiritual
growth is so much more than just
the intaking of spiritual truths —
it's every part of our being. Our
past, our hurts, our pains — all
of these are included in the con-
tinuum of spiritual growth,” Lee
explained.

Ronnie Park, lead pastor at
Good Stewards Church, said such
a theme is especially significant

for Korean Americans — a demo-
graphic which makes up the ma-
jority of the congregations of the
churches that are collaborating to
host this conference.

“There isn’'t a strong practice in
the immigrant church for deal-
ing with these issues in a gospel-
shaped way,” Park said. “I think
for me, why | really love this part
of the theme is that we're trying
to normalize a conversation and a
discussion of these issues.”

Having an open conversation on
such issues is also significant con-
sidering some of the social aspects
of the time in which collegians
currently live, the executive team
said.

“We've become this ‘Instagram
generation’ — everyone wants to
show the perfect self,” said Eugene
Park, college pastor at Gospel Life
Mission Church. “And it provides a
false notion of life, that everything
about you needs to look good. And
ifitdoesn’t, then there’s something
wrong with you ... We're hiding
our problems and kind of living in
the shadows.”

Over the vyears, the confer-
ence has been on a path of steady
growth in scale in terms of re-
sponse as well as organization.
Numbers in attendance grew from
some 200 during the first confer-
ence in 2012 to 400 in the confer-
ence that took place earlier this
year in April. The executive team,
which takes on the bulk of organiz-
ing for the event, has also grown in
number, from four churches being
represented in last year’s executive

team to seven in this year’s.

Members of this year’s executive
team say that the growth could be
attributed to a number of reasons,
but they said that they had been
increasing efforts to partner with
more local churches to host the
conference, which they cite as per-
haps one of the main reasons for
the growth in attendance.

David Park, the college pastor at
Christ Central of Southern Califor-
nia, attributed the growth to the
uniqueness of the conference.

“Here in Southern California
at least, I don't think there’s any
conference that is similar to what
we are doing — one that is local
church driven and targets colle-
gians,” Park explained.

“Just seeing this partnership of
local churches, | think that's one
huge reason we're growing,” Park
added.

This year’s conference will fea-
ture three pastors as its main ple-
nary speakers: Chris Brown, senior
pastor of North Coast Community
Church; Alex Choi, senior pastor
of Sovereign Grace LA; and Har-
old Kim, senior pastor of Christ
Central of Southern California.

A pastor’s luncheonwill also be a
part of the conference as in previ-
ous years, during which pastors of
the various participating churches
can share ideas and advice.

The conference will take place
from April 15-16, 2016 at New Life
Community Church in Artesia,
CA. For more information, visit
www.thesolaconference.org,  or
email michael@allnationsla.org.

Youth Groups of
Jewish Synagogue and
Korean Immigrant Church
Come Together to Learn

BY RACHAEL LEE

Leaders of a Jewish synagogue
and a Christian church in Los An-
geles are collaborating to give their
youth an educational experience
of other faith communities in the
city.

Temple Israel of Hollywood and
Los Angeles Christian Presbyte-
rian Church started this collabora-
tion with a joint youth experience
on December 6, during which a
group of 13 eighth grade students
from Temple Israel visited the
youth service at LACPC. The two
are planning to have another event
in February, when youth students
from LACPC will be visiting Tem-
ple Israel during their youth ser-
vice.

Pastor Joseph Kim, the youth
pastor at LACPC, said his agree-
ment to collaborate with Temple
Israel staff to create opportunities
like this came from his personal
curiosities as well as hopes to pro-
vide an educational experience for
the youth students.

“I don’t know much about Jew-
ish culture except for what | read
in the OId Testament of the Bible,
and I've never had the opportunity
to interact with Jewish people or
see how Jewish worship is done
in their synagogues, modern day,”
Kim explained.

“And for our kids, having this
kind of exposure really opens their
eyes and would inform them as
they grow into adults,” he contin-
ued.

“Right now, our kids have been
going through OId Testament
books for the past few months in
their personal devotionals, and |
thought it would be a cool expe-
rience for them to actually inter-
act with the descendants of the
people they're reading about. It
would serve as a great supplement
to their devotional material, and
open their eyes to what the Jewish
community is like.”

“I had not been to church before,
and there was such a great spirit
there,” said Senior Rabbi John
Rosove, who accompanied the
eighth graders to LACPC's youth

service.

“I didn’t have any expectations
going in because it's better to go
in with a blank slate and have
the experience define itself -- and
frankly, I was blown away,” Ros-
ove added.

The church carried out the
youth service as they normally
would during any other Sunday,
with worship music, sermon, and
prayer. But when they usually had
Bible study after the worship ser-
vice, they replaced it with a panel
discussion to give an opportunity
for the Jewish youth to ask ques-
tions about the Christian commu-
nity and faith.

For the panel, some of the ques-
tions were prepared in advance
by the Jewish students and sent
to LACPC leders, and some were
asked spontaneously at the event.
Most of the students asked ques-
tions about what the LACPC youth
thought was unique about their
faith and their community, and
how their faith helps them in their
struggles.

In response, one of the panelists
said friends made at church are
not only friends, but brothers and
sisters -- a much deeper connec-
tion than simply friends. Going to
church is like coming home, said
another. The community provides
asafe haven and support when go-
ing through difficult circumstanc-
es, they said.

Youthsofboth Temple Israeland
LACPC expressed positive reac-
tions to the experience. The eighth
grade students from Temple Israel
said the experience “broadened
their perspective of the faith com-
munity,” as the Christian worship
service was very different from that
of the worship at the synagogue.
Youth from LACPC expressed ex-
citement to visit Temple Israel in
February.

“I was very moved by the kids’
responses to the questions,” Ros-
ove said. “And these kids were
thoughtful and warmhearted -- to
each other and to all of us. | came
home thinking, ‘My goodness.
This is what all faith communities
should be like.”

Embracing a Personal Role Within the Immigrant Church

Interviews with Asian American Pastors, XXVI: Pastor James Kwak

BY RACHAEL LEE

Pastor James Kwak is one
whose perspective of his role in
the Korean immigrant church has
changed completely over his eight-
year career — from having desired
independence from the immigrant
church, to now embracing and
wanting to stay within it.

Kwak, who is currently the lead
English ministry (EM) pastor of
First Presbyterian Church of Or-
ange County (FPCOC), is part of
the “1.5generation,” having moved
to the U.S. from Korea when he
was in the third grade. His move
to America at a young age and the
trajectory of his pastoral career —
having served as a pastor in chil-
dren’s, youth, college, and now
English ministries in the Korean
immigrant church — has allowed
him to identify with many of the
experiences that “second genera-
tion” Korean American pastors
have undergone in the Korean im-
migrant church context. Though
his experiences of having lived in
Korea during his childhood have
helped him to understand certain
aspects of the culture, many times,
he said, he felt just as confused as
any other Korean American pastor.

“One thing | learned, for exam-
ple,” he recalled, “is that when I go
outto ‘shimbang’ (visitations) with
my senior pastor, and the guests
bring out a little too much food, it's
my job to finish all the food if there
are leftovers. I didn't know that— |
learned about it from a KM (Ko-
rean ministry) associate pastor.”

For a period, he had believed
that the only ideal future for the
EM is to become independent,
and independence was a goal that
he had personally pursued. One of
the main reasons he pursued inde-
pendence was rather simple: “In
the Presbyterian reformed circle
at least, church polity just becomes
anissue.”

“Yes, the first generation mem-
bers can take in second generation
pastors for session, but the meet-
ings are just going to be chaotic
trying to translate things for peo-
ple,” Kwak said. “It's a valid reason
and | can see why many Korean
American pastors would want to
pursue independence.”

But his perspective for his own
role has changed. His personal
role is to stay within the Korean
immigrant church context, at least
for the time being, he said.

Even when he first took up the
EM pastor position at FPCOC al-
most three years ago, he started
off by asking the EM leaders and
members if they would be okay
with remaining as an EM in FP-
COC, despite the fact that seed
money had been set aside for the
EM'’s eventual growth into inde-
pendence. The KM session was
also willing to support Kwak’s de-
cision if he decided to pursue the
route of independence.

Yet, two main realizations led to
his change in perspective, Kwak
said.

“One is that | realized the future
of the Korean immigrant church
is looking a little bleak — from

my research, experiences, and
thoughts,” he explained. “Many
capable Korean American and
even 1.5 pastors are leaving the
Korean immigrant church. There
are so many other options that
seem more attractive.”

Another factor that may be
causing 1.5 and second generation
Korean American pastors to leave
the Korean immigrant church is
what he called “young, temporary
movers” — new immigrants from
South Korea.

“Many of these young, tempo-
rary movers from South Korea
are unchurched,” he explained.
“So the older first generation pas-
tors start hiring more younger first
generation pastors to attract those
young, temporary movers to come
to their churches.”

“Before, in the late 90s, the
promise to 1.5ers and second gen
pastors was, ‘Stay in the Korean
immigrant church. You're the
future. You're going to lead the
church.” But now, these young first
gen pastors are getting hired, and
they even have a different mindset
from that of the older first gen pas-
tors.”

These thoughts about the cur-
rent and future state of the Korean
immigrant church led him to a sec-
ond realization — that of his own
gifts. His understanding of both
Korean and American cultures, as
well as his fluency in both Korean
and English, are significant gifts
that enable him to bridge the gap
and clear up misunderstandings
between the KM and EM, he said.

Pastor James Kwak is the lead EM pastor of First Presbyterian Church of Orange
County.

“When | realized these things
about the future of the church, 1
just thought, ‘As a 1.5, what can
| do? And to be honest, | really
didn’t want to be a ‘bridge’ for the
KM and EM. But I think God gave
me this gift. He really made me fit
for this role.”

Acting as a ‘cultural bridge,” for
Kwak, means being a helper of
sorts to allow two different par-
ties understand where the other
is coming from — in this case, the
KM and the EM.

“For example, one major thing
that the second gen will never
understand is how the first gen is
wired to think,” he explained.

“Our parents have a lot of ‘han’
(a term referring to a sense of
grief unique to the Korean cul-
ture). That's wired in the Korean
culture, and the second gen will
never understand it. On the other
side of that, the first gen will never
understand how the second gen is
wired either. That when they come

to church in jeans and a t-shirt,
it doesn't mean they disrespect
God.”

Kwak tries to act as that bridge
first to the leaders and members
of the EM at FPCOC by explaining
misunderstandings they may have
about the KM, and encouraging
them to show humility and respect
to the KM. Instead of waiting to
be asked by the KM to do certain
things, Kwak said for example, he
encourages the EM to take initia-
tive and ask how they can help.
The EM deacon board also cooked
and served dinner for the KM ses-
sion members. Though there was
alanguage barrier, “still, sitting to-
gether, breaking bread, and trying
to have a conversation, that just
spoke a message in and of itself:
‘I care about you, you care about
me.”

“Just through small things like
this — I just want to fill in a little
bit of what's lost in translation for
both sides.”
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