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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! 
 
You might be asking, “Where can I find information about a specific PazNaz 
event?” 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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The Confirmation program was intentionally structured 
after the three core values of the Church of the 
Nazarene: Christian, Holiness, and Missional. The first 
two weeks focused on the Christian value, in which we 
spoke about a foundational understanding of who God is. 
The class talked about how Christians find their identity in 
Christ, as identity in Christ is the foundation of a Christian 
life. The middle three weeks of Confirmation focused on 
the Holiness value, and how Holiness is not only in the 
way we act, but is something God brings about in us. The 
class talked about how Christians are called to live like 
Christ, as we live with the same love that Christ lived 
with. The final two weeks were directed toward the 
Missional value, and how students think about their 
involvement in what God is doing in the world. The class 
talked about how Christians are called to action with 
Christ, as Christians participate in God’s action.  

 
The seven weeks were structured like this: 
 

Redemption–The class talked about how God 
continues to pull his people back to a state of good 
relationship with himself, even though sometimes 
things pull us away from God.  
 

Wholeness–The class talked about how the cross 
allows for God’s people to be made holy by God, and 

 

 



allows for God’s people to be in the 
“right relationship” they were 
originally intended to be. This 
wholeness is not something that 
focuses on one area of life, but 
permeates into each and every part.  
 

Prayer–The class spoke about what 
prayer means, how to pray, and 
how to take personal responsibility 
for our relationship with God. The 
holiness with which Christians live 
comes directly from God.  
 

Sacraments–This week, the class 
talked about what a sacrament is, 
how the church participates in the 
sacraments, and how to think 
about Communion and Baptism in 
the future.  
 

Church–The class discussed the 
meaning of the word “church” this 
week. Church isn’t a place people 
go or a service people attend, but 
is the identity of the people of God. 
We don’t go to church; we are the 
Church. The class also spoke 
about the liturgy, or structure, of 
the “Congregational Worship 
Services.”  
 

Nazarenes–The students were 
taken through a modified version 
of the membership class, where 
they learned about the structure 
and history of the Church of the 
Nazarene.  
 

Mission–During this final week, 
the Confirmation class talked 
about different opportunities to get 
involved at PazNaz. One of the 
most important parts of this week 
was for the students to 
understand an equality of 
ownership of the church 
community at PazNaz. 
 

During each of these seven 
weeks, I was impressed with the 
students’ willingness to tackle 
some difficult subjects, ask some 
hard questions, and to admit 
when they didn’t know something. 
Each week included a 5 to 10 
minute period set aside for the 
class to wonder together, free 
from the fear of being mocked or 
ridiculed. In this safe space, we 
set out to ask new questions, 
even when we couldn’t answer 
them. While I had the opportunity 
to get to know some of the 7

th
 and 

8
th

 grade students well from time 
together in the ministry, this class 
program was my first encounter 
with the 6

th
 grade students. Each 

week and in each class, they 
showed impressive boldness as 
they encountered new and old 
ideas together.  

Along with the time of 
questioning, the students spent 
time doodling during each class. 
While some people may think of 
doodling as a distraction, I 
witnessed students making great 
connections through pictures, and I 
saw students reflecting deeply on 
the things we talked about. In 
response to the question “What do 
you think sin would look like if sin 
was a person?” the answers 
ranged from a basic stick figure, to 
a blob-person, to a devil with horns 
and a spiked tail, to someone who 
looked strikingly similar to the Rich 
Uncle Pennybags, the mascot of 
the game Monopoly. The students 
were encouraged to think about the 
topics discussed, but to do so in 
the way each student thinks best, 
whether it is audio, visual, 
kinesthetic, verbal, or a 
combination of these. After seven 
weeks the students had talked 
about some of the most important 
topics of Nazarene belief, but in the 
manner in which they think best.  

During the Sunday service on 
the week following the final 
Confirmation class, the 
Confirmation students were 
invited to the altars during the 
prayer time. Parents, family, 
friends, and fellow congregation 
members were all invited to come 
forward to pray for them. As 
members of the congregation 
crowded the aisles, I was blessed 
with the opportunity to pray 
individually with some of the 
students who were being 
confirmed. In those moments, I 
began to get choked up as I 
considered the significance of the 

moment. The students who set out 
to complete a Confirmation class 
were being welcomed as equals 
into the PazNaz community.  

After the time of prayer, I 
watched as students with whom I 
had spent the previous seven 
weeks returned to their seats 
among the other members of the 
congregation not only as children 
or friends, but as co-members in 
the communal people of God. I 
watched as they returned as 
equals with the people who 
shared their row, and I saw 
something beautiful in the 
equalizing tendency of the gospel. 
I watched students who had 
entered into the Confirmation 
program trying to find their place 
of belonging find their seat in a 
community of warm welcome. The 
glimpse was brief, but I can only 
hope it is a foresight of what will 
compose the future of these 
students I spent seven weeks 
journeying alongside: a 
community these middle school 
students can call home for years 
to come.  

 
- Mackenzie Smith 
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 e are all on our own journey – a physical, emotional, 
spiritual journey. We all have a story to tell and the more 
we learn each other’s stories, the greater the empathy and 
understanding we have for one another. These stories also 
help us see God at work and give us the privilege to be 

God’s hands and feet for those around us. It has taken me many years to feel 
safe enough to be me and to have others learn who I am - truly.  

I have been able to take the risk to be myself in great part because of 
PazNaz’s consistent commitment to live out transparency and to help our 
community learn how to be transparent. Although I love life in church, church 
has not always been a safe place for me. From the little old ladies who liked 
to comment about how I was not able to change a diaper, to a pastor asking 
us not to bring our autistic child to church because his behavior disturbed 
other young parent, learning to feel safe again inside church walls has been a 
work of God’s redemption. 

My prayer is that as I share, others will sense they are not alone in their 
journey and recognize there is a place that welcomes brokenness and 
imperfection. In order to give meaning to this reflective process I need to 
provide a context – a baseline. This is a very difficult thing for me to do 
because, for most of my life, I have not given my background its proper place 
in the foundation of who God has created me to be. In Henry Nouwen’s 
words, “Self-rejection is the greatest enemy of the spiritual life because it 

contradicts the sacred voice that calls us 
the ‘Beloved.’” 

I was born and raised in Mexico City to 
a family of entertainers. My grandfather 
was one of the first, if not, the first 
Mexican Ranchero to come to the 
United States working with Bob Hope, 
Roy Rogers, and others. My parents 
continued in this legacy for the majority 
of my upbringing. My grandparents 
made some choices in their lives that 
impacted my family and moved back to 
their native Mexico. By the time I came 
along, my grandfather’s success had 
lapsed and I was raised in the shadow 
of our family’s “golden era." 

The reality I remember living in was a 
family longing for the past. My mother is 
an alcoholic and became addicted to 
diet pills and “uppers” as a self-
conscious teenager trying to follow in 
her father’s entertainment footsteps. My 
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experience of her as a parent 
included many inconsistencies 
around boundaries or discipline and 
heightened displays of emotional 
extremes. She was extremely over 
protective. My dad has always been 
immersed in his own creativity and 
as my mom’s primary enabler, has 
been passive about everything 
except that which would benefit him. 
I don’t remember my parents truly 
present or engaged in my life. I was 
not allowed to go to friends’ homes 
and I attended church sporadically 
without real significance of living a 
spiritual life. My mom did not 
graduate from high school and my 
dad did not finish college. Thinking 
about pursuing an education was 
not part of our conversation. The 
conversations revolved around me 
going into show business, losing 
weight, becoming a blonde, and 
dressing more glamorously. None of 
that interested me. 

I attended an American school 
and graduated from high school in 
1983 at the age of sixteen and 
moved to Los Angeles for college. 
The summer going into my senior 
year at Loyola Marymount 
University, I found a paid internship 
at a financial institution. It turned 
out to be a profound educational 
and professional opportunity. I was 
offered a full time job at the end of 
the summer.  

It was also around this time that I 
gave my heart to Jesus. I 
befriended a Greek family who 
shared scripture and the love of 
Jesus with me. They invited me to 
a camp meeting at Azusa Pacific 
University in 1990 and I remember 
this gentle nudge behind me 
pushing me forward. It was the 
Holy Spirit walking me to the altar. 
This is where I invited Jesus to live 
in me. I had no idea what that 
meant, but it was definitely the 
beginning of a new life. 

I started going to church and 
became involved in the life of 

discipleship and service. I loved 
being a part of church life. I met my 
husband, Thom, at church. He was 
the Jr. High pastor, and I remember 
becoming a volunteer with this 
group. It was fun getting to know 
Thom and the tweens. We loved 
them so much we invited them to be 
candle lighters and play handbells 
at our wedding.  

A few years into our marriage, I got 
pregnant. We had moved to a new 
house and new church. The first 
baby came – colicky – and I had no 
one to go to. We had moved and did 
not have a circle of friends. My mom 
was not around. I barely knew how 
to change a diaper or comfort a 
wailing baby. Our second baby 
came eleven months later… a boy, 
and he was diagnosed with autism. 

Life with autism brings its own 
challenges. Unpredictable behavior 
issues are very common with our 
kids on the spectrum. Our James 
has had his share of them. I truly 
believe autism has been a gift for 
me personally, because through the 
therapies I was able to learn 
valuable parenting skills. In some 
ways it demystified the parenting 
experience. There is constant 
grieving when you have a special 
needs child. You grieve the death of 
the dreams you had for a family – 
what it would be like, what you 
would do. You grieve the milestones 
that are never reached. There is a 
lot of redefinition of what is normal 
for a family. Disability affects the 
entire family. For example, an 
outing to the park was not an option 
for me with my toddlers. James 
would run to the street while Ali 
would be hanging from the monkey 
bars saying, “Mommy, watch me, 
watch me!” I felt very alone. But 
through it all, God’s love for me and 
for my family has remained 
unscathed. I have questioned God’s 
faithfulness, but in his gentle timing, 
he has always provided. Learning 
how to embrace the depth of pain to 

touch God’s hand and faithfulness 
takes courage. One of my favorite 
songs is Blessings, by Laura Story. 
It embodies the meeting of 
challenge and pain with the blessing 
and healing that come when we 
allow God to enter the darkness. 

Obviously, the intent of the above 
is not to provide a comprehensive 
biography, but to serve as a 
baseline for understanding my 
story, as I have moved toward 
acceptance and forgiveness in 
areas of my life that I had rejected 
for so long. I realize that in my 
quest for wholeness, the more I 
reject my past and experiences, the 
more they will haunt me and 
ultimately prevent me from 
experiencing complete personal 
transformation. “The first step to 
healing is not a step away from the 
pain, but a step toward it” (H. 
Nouwen). As a Christian, I am 
thankful this journey is not one I 
have to embark on alone. God calls 
me to be courageous, "Only be 
strong and very courageous; be 
careful to do according to all the law 
which Moses my servant 
commanded you; do not turn from it 
to the right or to the left, so that you 
may have success wherever you 
go” (Joshua 1:7, NASB).  

Life is not meant to be lived in 
complete isolation. We need each 
other to encourage and learn from 
each other. Women’s Ministries has 
been very intentional about creating 
a safe space for women of all ages 
to find a place of refuge, 
acceptance, learning, and healing. 
As we start a new year, full of 
dreams and hopes, my prayer for 
you is that you sense you are not 
alone in this journey. I would even 
encourage you to save the weekend 
of February 27 – March 1 and come 
to the Women’s Retreat in 
Thousand Pines. It will be a loving 
and informal weekend where we will 
get to experience God and have 
special girlfriend time. Thank you for 
letting me tell my story and I look 
forward to sharing life with you at 
Women’s Ministries events this year! 

 
- Blanca Siebels  
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Growing up in B rooklyn, I am  not s ure V ic C onti ever 
th ough t h e would end up in South ern C alif ornia, let alone a 
Protes tant C h urch  com m unity th at would be s o crucial and 
pivotal in h elping h im  dis cover th e trans f orm ing work of  
th e Spirit with in h im .  
V ic recalls  being an altar boy in th e C ath olic C h urch  in 

B rooklyn and h ow th at was  f orm ational in h is  lif e. H e was  
a troubled kid and wh en h is  f ath er didn’t th ink h e could 
h andle V ic anym ore, h e s ent h im  to live with  h is  broth er in 
South ern C alif ornia. Th at was  1957 (V ic likes  to take 
credit th at it was  th e s am e year th e D odgers  cam e to L A) . 

As Vic grew older, he found his 
narrative wrapped up in consumption 
of alcohol, eventually joining the 
military and fighting in Vietnam, 
watching a marriage dissolve, and 
hitting an all-time low. He would even 
say he was comfortable with telling 
God to put it where the sun doesn’t 
shine. He often looks back and thinks 
about the times he was invited to 
attend PazNaz, but thought it wasn’t 
for him.  

Finally, during Thanksgiving in 1976, 
he came to PazNaz for the first time. 
He says, “Pastor Lee got up and 
played a hymn of the church on his 
trumpet. I found myself crying, and I’ve 
been coming to PazNaz ever since.” 

While that was a turning point for 
Vic, he soon found his skills as a 
carpenter came in handy, and he 
began attending Work & Witness trips 
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V ic never h es itates  to ans wer any ques tion I h ave h ad about h is  
upbringing, h is  current workload, or even th e ways  h e is  inves ting in 
kids  s truggling th rough  th e s am e th ings  h e did wh en h e was  younger.  
H e is  proud to s ay th at on January 1 of  2015, h e’ll h ave been s ober for 
40 years . Th at’s  jus t anoth er s ym bol of  th e trans f orm ing work God 
h as  done and continues  to do in h is  lif e.  

all over the world and began to 
discover how giving his life away 
helped him find himself.  

My connection with Vic began in 
the summer of 2010. It was the 
first year we thought we should 
cancel a high school-only mission 
trip and work alongside adults to 
accomplish work for the Kingdom. 
That summer in Guatemala I 
watched Vic do something 
remarkable outside of his 
construction talents; he bought 
students ice cream.  

Vic didn’t do the carpentry work 
for the students, but Vic taught 
the students the necessary skills 
to be a part of something bigger 
than themselves. Vic could have 
done the work faster; he probably 
would have been more efficient. 
But whether Vic recognized it or 
not, he wasn’t just giving them 
skills with tools, he was giving 
students his life, and it made all 
the difference in the world for 
them and for him. 

In the summer of 2011, it 
wouldn’t shock you that students 
wanted to be on Vic’s construction 
team because they knew a scoop 
of strawberry ice cream was in 
their daily future. While that was a 
treat, there had been 365 
previous days of the year where 
students talked about working 
with Vic. I wish you could have 
seen the look on his face when all 
those students signed up.  

I watched Vic do the exact same 
thing that year as the year before. 
Some of the students were new 
and others couldn’t wait to 
continue their journey with Vic in 
this capacity.  

After that trip, I figured it was 
time to be more proactive with 
Vic’s involvement during the rest 
of the year. I had previously 
asked what students thought 
about bringing Vic on board as a 
volunteer and they thought it was 
genius. So, as a “follow-up” 
conversation from our trip, Vic 
and I met for lunch a few months 
after the group returned.  

I asked him what he thought 
about getting involved with 
students and his first initial 
questions was, “What do I have to 
offer these students?” All I had to 
say was, “Just show up and be 

present in their lives and you’ll 
discover your life will be changed 
merely by knowing these kids.”  

One year later, it was great to 
hear Vic talk about walking into 
the Youth Center and hearing 
students say, “Grandpa Vic!” He 
would even say that his life has 
been changed by these 
relationships.  

Many of these students have 
graduated and moved on into 
different colleges and jobs, but Vic 
and a few other adults along the 
way still take time to send a care 
package to these students as a 
way of saying, “Your life still 
matters to the Kingdom and to me.”  

Even though my particular job 
has changed and I don’t get to 
see Vic as often as I used to, Vic 
never hesitates to answer any 
question I have had about his 
upbringing, his current workload, 
or even the ways he is investing 
in kids struggling through the 
same things he did when he was 
younger.  

He is proud to say that on 
January 1 of 2015, he’ll have 
been sober for 40 years. That’s 
just another symbol of the 
transforming work God has done 
and continues to do in his life.  

While it is easy for me to talk 
about the different lives within the 
PazNaz community that have 
been changed by his intentional 
investment in them, it is safe to 
say that my life has been changed 
as well by this man that is double 
my age. His story is one that 
continually speaks into my life in 
ways that solidify the importance 
of generations coming together so 
the Kingdom of God moves 
ahead.  

The beauty of Vic’s story is that 
the Kingdom of God is at work 
and waiting to move through us! 
You have gifts God has given to 
you that are waiting to be 
unleashed into a world with so 
much brokenness.  

So often we can get caught up 
in being busy that it can be hard 
to see where God is at work. 
There is person, a story, or a gift 
that is waiting just for you. I 
wonder what it looks like during 
this season? I wonder what it 
looks like in February? I wonder 
what that looks like six months 
from now.  

As you embody Christ with your 
living, may these relationships, 
stories, and gifts be used for the 
glory of God as he continues his 
work in Vic, in me, and those 
within the PazNaz community. Let 
us give the best we can with what 
we have. 

 
- Pastor Keegan Lenker 




