


  

  

From Preschool to PazNaz 
From Debbie Wong 

 

God’s Gentle Push 
From Elizabeth Olivarez 

 

Smiles & Blankets 
From Cathy VanerLaan 

2 • PazNaz 

Transformed is a magazine publication of 
First Church of the Nazarene of Pasadena 
( PazNaz). It is designed to highlight the 
Church’s stories of personal transformation. 
For a complete overview of PazNaz, their 
beliefs, and ministries, please visit the 
website www.PazNaz.org. 
 
TRANSFORMED 
Issue #68—December 2016 
The Magazine of PazNaz 
3700 East Sierra Madre Boulevard 
Pasadena, California 91107 
626.351.9631 
Fax: 626.351.5160 
www.PazNaz.org 

 
Welcome to Transformed Under the Pepper Tree. In this monthly magazine, you will 
read stories of how God is changing people’s lives at PazNaz, transforming them 
into the image of Jesus Christ by the power of his Spirit! 

 
Some information about specific events on campus is found within these pages, 
but each month Transformed is focused on relating stories about what PazNaz is 
really all about. Rather than programs or events, there are stories about changed 
lives, stories about people coming in contact with the Savior, and people exploring 
what it means to become a follower of him. It is exciting to hear what God is doing 
in the lives of people! 

 
Years ago, Pastor Earl Lee and a group of staff members gathered around a pepper tree located 
on the northern-most point of what was to become the site for First Church of the Nazarene of 
Pasadena. They dreamed and prayed that God would provide a place where more people could 
find power for living through Jesus. What began then has been going on for over thirty years as 
men and women, boys and girls have come into relationship with Christ in significant ways under 
the shade of that old pepper tree. The mission of the church hasn’t changed. May it continue to 
flourish as people experience the transforming power of Christ. 
 

Blessings, 
 
 
 

B. Scott Anderson 
Executive Pastor 
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When spring hit and my oldest daughter turned three years old, I realized 

I needed to find a preschool. I had no clue what went into finding a 

preschool. I have since learned that people stand in line for hours to get a 

number for registration that takes place on another day. Some eager 

moms camp out overnight just to be the first in line. Others begin research 

into the best preschool environment that will ultimately lead to a degree 

from Harvard. Some search high and low for a preschool that will provide 

education, the arts, and creative play. I did none of those things. 
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I actually have a few memories 
of when I attended preschool as 
a child. It was at preschool that I 
met my first friend, Patty. We are 
still friends to this day. I 
remember bunny rabbits in 
cages. I can picture the long 
hallway that led to our 
classroom. There is nothing 
significant in my memories, 
except Patty. We grew up 
together and our moms became 
good friends, too. Relationship 
defined preschool to me. I 
wanted that same thing for my 
children. 

I began searching online for 
preschools in the area. I found 
four that looked good to me. Two 
were co-ops (where the parents 
are required to volunteer at the 
school) and two were traditional 
preschools. My first visit to one of 

the co-ops resulted in a clear “no” 
to that school. The other co-op 
peaked my interest but without 
childcare for my younger 
daughter, I didn't see how I could 
ever volunteer. I have since 
learned that parents help one 
another out on volunteer days. 
Not knowing this, I decided on a 
traditional preschool. Sunrise 
Preschool quickly bubbled to the 
top for me. 

On a tour with then Director, 
Margo Pehlivanos. I walked into 
one of the classrooms. The room 
had ample floor space for playing 
and teaching, and at the tables 
sat about six kids who were busy 
coloring activity pages. Cubbyholes 
lined one side of the room, 
marked with children’s names. 
Toys lined bookshelves. Books 
filled the rest. The brightly 
decorated walls taught days of the 
week, numbers, letters and that 

God loves you. The various 
teachers I met that day all 
provided me with the feeling of 
acceptance, warmth, and love. I 
discovered that children at 
Sunrise Preschool learn basic 
academic skills. However, they 
have fun while growing in 
knowledge. God's love and his 
teachings from the Bible are a 
cornerstone of this preschool. 

Margo explained to me that the 
fall classes were currently full. My 
name would be added to a wait 
list. Registration had taken place 
a few months before. I realized I 
had missed the window and I put 
my name in at the other preschool 
as well. I felt like a failure at my 
first educational duty as a mom. 
Instead of wallowing, I prayed. I 
asked God to open the door of the 
school that would be best for our 

family. Then I waited. 
I remember the call from Margo. 

She said, "We have room in our 
Tuesday/Thursday morning 
program." She paused, then said, 
"just a moment." When she 
returned to the call, her voice had 
a tone of disbelief in it. "Yes, we 
have an opening in our two-day-a-
week morning program." I 
accepted and registered my 
daughter. What I didn't realize 
was how rare it was for there to 
be an opening in that coveted 
time spot. Margo's pause was to 
double check it herself. 

Once accepted, my husband 
and I decided we should try the 
church where Sunrise Preschool 
campus is located. We visited 
PazNaz while someone babysat 
our kids. I remember being 
greeted immediately by Bev 
Mimms. She asked us if we 
wanted to see the children’s 

Sunday school rooms and 
nursery. After a brief tour, we 
entered the Sanctuary. The choir 
and orchestra filled the stage and 
God's presence filled the room. 
Our hearts were full and we knew 
we were home. 

Our acceptance into one of the 
top preschools in the area wasn't 
"lucky" as many parents told me. 
To me this was a clear indication 
of Gods’s plan. God created that 
space for us. He drew us into the 
congregation of PazNaz. It was a 
part of his plan for Sunrise 
Preschool to be the open door 
that led us into the family of First 
Church of the Nazarene of 
Pasadena. We are forever 
grateful for his guidance. 

God's plans for our family 
haven't always been as clear as 
our Sunrise Preschool 

acceptance. However, I constantly 
see his hand in the big and little 
decisions of our life. I don't always 
see the big picture but get 
glimpses that we are on the path 
he has designed. Each step we 
take as a family and each 
decision we make on behalf of our 
children is covered in prayer. With 
that, I can confidently step 
forward into each stage of life. My 
daughter is now in high school. All 
three of my children attended 
Sunrise Preschool. I even served 
on the board for a few years. The 
foundation my children received 
from attending Sunrise Preschool 
for two years rooted them in 
God's family and his plans for 
their life. I encourage you to keep 
your eyes open for God's plans 
being revealed in your life. 

 
- Debbie Wong 
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My life hasn’t always reflected this 
passion. Until the age of 14, I was 
very confused about my faith. 
Although I attended a Christian 
school and went to church, I didn’t 
really understand Jesus and 
Christianity. I thought it was a waste 
of time to get up early on Sunday 
mornings for church when I didn’t 
even have faith in God. I specifically 
remember being bored out of my 
mind and repeatedly asking my dad 
if we could leave the service early. 
At the age of 10, I completely 
stopped going to church because I 
didn’t see the point and thought it 
was totally unnecessary. My brother 
also hated going to church. As we 
reached a certain age, we figured 
out that our parents couldn’t force 
us to go to church anymore. My 
parents, especially my dad, did not 
appreciate this, but we figured out 
how to weasel our way out of going. 
After my brother and I stopped 
attending church on Sundays, our 
parents continued to attend. 
However, after a couple of months, 
my whole family stopped going to 
church.  

When I turned 11, my parents put 
me in a Christian school. I learned a 
good amount about the Bible, but 
always doubted God’s existence. 
Whenever we would pray in class, I 
would question to myself, “Who are 
we even praying to?” or when we 
would go over some of the stories 
of the Bible, I would think to myself, 
“What if none of this is even true?” 
My parents didn’t know that I didn’t 
have any faith. It was never a topic 
that my family was interested in 
discussing. 

About three years before I started 
going to the Christian school, I 
started forming bad habits and one 
of them was watching pornography. 
I was exposed to movies with dirty 
scenes which sparked my curiosity 
about sex, and in turn led me to 
watch porn. I had friends in middle 
school that would encourage what I 
was doing. Pornography wasn’t the 
only issue I had in my life. I had 
problems with anger, bitterness, 
arrogance, and many other things. I 
had horrible disagreements with my 
parents over the smallest things, 
developed a strong hatred for my 

classmates in school, and even felt 
the urge to bully some of them. 
There wasn’t just one aspect of my 
life that needed to be changed; who 
I was as a person needed a 
transformation and needed Jesus. 

In July 2014, one of my friends, 
Arman, and my brother, Arthur, 
invited me to a Christian youth 
hangout at ACOP. I was very 
hesitant to go mainly because I just 
didn’t think it would be fun. 
However, my friend and my brother 
kept pushing me to go. I eventually 
ended up going just so they would 
stop annoying me. It was the first 
time I stepped into an ACOP 
service. I met teenagers my age, 
but more importantly, I had very 
interesting conversations with the 
youth leaders about God. I 
remember talking to one of the 
youth leaders and crying because I 
didn’t know what to believe 
anymore. I hadn’t told anyone about 
my confusion so when I finally got 
the chance to open up to a youth 
leader, I became very emotional. 

In November 2014, I started 
attending Sunday night service at 
ACOP by myself. The first time I 
went to church, I felt very welcomed 
and everyone made me feel 
comfortable. God’s love was 
evident in his providing a 
community that gently pushed me 
to begin a relationship with him, that 
pushed me to start reading my 
Bible, that pushed me to have an 
accountability partner, that just kept 
pushing me to become more Christ-
like, and helped me whenever I 
faced hard times. 

In November 2015, I finally started 
taking Christianity seriously. I took 
notes about what the pastor was 
preaching, started digging a little 
deeper into the Bible, started talking 
to God, went to ACOP camp and 
women’s retreat, and began to 
realize that this is the life I was 
created to live.  

God has changed my heart in 

ways that are unbelievable. He has 
given me true peace, love, and 
something that I’ve been trying to 
figure out my whole life—faith. Now, 
I look at myself and the people 
around me differently. I don’t see 
myself as a cosmic accident. I see 
myself as having a purpose in life, 
which is to have a relationship with 
God. I look at the world as a very 
dark place that is in need of Jesus. 
It’s our job as Christians to share 
what God has done for us so we 
can inspire people around us and 
be the bright light that shines in a 
dark world! 

 
- Elizabeth Olivarez  







 

 

10 • PazNaz 

 

Helping Hands is a PazNaz ministry that provides food and clothing for 
an average of 80 families each Wednesday, including 12 homeless 
friends. Cathy VanderLaan shares her experiences volunteering with 
Helping Hands: 

 
I first met John (not his real name), one of our homeless friends, a couple 

of years ago when I started working at Helping Hands. I had noticed that 
some people have a hard time dealing with the homeless, but I don’t have 
this problem, so I found myself volunteering to work with them.  

When I introduced myself to John, I said, “Hi, I’m Cathy. I’m taking over 
Vivian’s job and I’ll be working with our homeless friends. I’d like to get to 
know you.” He looked down and didn’t make eye contact. Right away that 
drew me in. I saw it as a challenge and knew it was going to be my job to 
seek John out and establish a friendship with him. He sat alone, didn’t talk 
to anyone, and didn’t interact with others.  

John is basically shy, but I also think he might have some social issues, 
maybe some hurt in his past. Perhaps he’s just a loner; I’m not sure. I 

sometimes see him walking 
around Pasadena, and when I do, 
I stop and say “hi.” I also tell him I 
hope to see him at Helping 
Hands. It took me a couple of tries 
to break through his reluctance to 
interact with me. I remember 
telling him that we would 
eventually be friends, that it might 
take a month or six months or two 
years, but I would wear him down 
and we would speak to each other 
and be friends. He shook his head 
no without making eye contact. 
That was two years ago and, 
slowly over time, as I would walk 
him down to the clothing room or 
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hand him his grocery bag, I would 
ask how he was doing or if he was 
staying safe. When it rained I 
would ask if he needed an extra 
blanket or if he had found shelter. 
Over time he started answering 
with more than simple yes or no 
answers. It has taken two years, 
but now we occasionally have 
short conversations, and he 
smiles at me when he sees me at 
Church in the Park.  

It’s unclear why John is 
homeless. I don’t think it’s an 
addiction issue, but maybe he’s a 
vet with PTSD or suffers from 
some physiological issues. He’s 
always polite and works hard to 
maintain good hygiene, taking the 
opportunity to clean up at church 
when he can. Our friendship is not 
yet at the point where I can ask 
him about his story, but I hope 
someday to reach that point. I 
would love to know how I can help 
him and others get off the street 
and into a home. This is our job; 
this is what Jesus calls us to do. 
Jesus gives us a beautiful 
example by washing his disciples’ 
feet and providing food for the 
masses. I believe it is also our 
calling to meet the basic needs of 
God’s children, providing them 
with food to eat, clothes to wear, 
and a place to lay their heads. We 
are family – they are our brothers 
and sisters. 

When I see John, I’m reminded 
that he’s someone’s brother or 
son or father. He has a mother 
somewhere. As a mother myself, I 
wonder if his mother is missing 
him or worried about him. If my 
child were hurting or in trouble, I 
would certainly want someone to 
see my child and help him. I 
would want anyone who possibly 
could to provide food, clothing, 
and shelter for my son if he 
needed it. I get very emotional 
about this subject. The homeless 
people we serve are someone’s 
children. They once had homes, 
food, clothing, and shelter. What 
happened to cause them to be 
lost? How did we fail them? How 
can we best step in and help 
them? Why do they choose to live 
on the street? 

Another friend, Jose (also not 
his real name), is very sweet and 

do their laundry. It’s important for 
people to feel clean and good 
about themselves. Until we can 
figure out how to do that, I’m 
happy to hand out food and hugs. 

 
- Cathy VanderLaan 

 
 

 
 

“‘For I was hungry and you gave 
me something to eat, I was thirsty 

and you gave me something to 
drink, I was a stranger and you 
invited me in, I needed clothes 
and you clothed me, I was sick 

and you looked after me, I was in 
prison and you came to visit me.’ 

Then the righteous will answer 
him, ‘Lord, when did we see you 
hungry and feed you, or thirsty 

and give you something to drink? 
When did we see you a stranger 

and invite you in, or needing 
clothes and clothe you? When did 
we see you sick or in prison and 

go to visit you?’ The King will 
reply, ‘Truly I tell you, whatever 
you did for one of the least of 
these brothers and sisters of 

mine, you did for me.’” 
 

- Matthew 25:35-39 

polite and comes to Helping 
Hands two or three times a 
month. One Wednesday, I knew 
rain was in the forecast and I 
asked if he had shelter or if he 
needed an extra blanket. He 
shared that he had permission 
from a local church to sleep in 
their doorway, and he accepted 
an extra blanket. It seemed like 
an insignificant gesture at the 
time, but he thanked me for 
thinking about him. We frequently 
worry about our pets and plants 
when the weather turns cold, but 
who is worried about John and 
Jose? It blows my mind that we 
pass people daily without a 
thought for their basic needs. 

We probably see people around 
us every day who are only one 
pay check away from being on the 
street. I would venture to say that 
many people in our congregation 
know someone who is barely 
hanging on. After volunteering at 
Helping Hands, I have a much 
better understanding of how 
people end up needing help. 
There are many factors that push 
people into desperate situations 
through no fault of their own: job 
loss, divorce, poor coping skills, 
medical issues, mental health 
problems, and emotional crises. 
The list goes on. 

A passage of scripture in 
Matthew 25 has always been a 
reminder to me that when I care 
for others, I care for Jesus and I 
care for his family. Encounters 
with our homeless friends are 
some of God’s ways of reminding 
me to feed and take care of his 
sheep. Mother Teresa said, “If you 
can’t feed a hundred people, just 
feed one.” I can’t feed the world, 
but I can assist the folks that 
show up at Helping Hands by 
helping to provide food, blankets, 
basic toiletries, and a smile. I 
would also love to see a place for 
the homeless to take showers and 




