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A Personal Tsunami: Fear Not!

INTRO

Good morning, brothers and sisters in Christ. It is indeed a privilege to be at the pulpit this morning. Some weeks ago, I had asked Pastor if she could grant me 5 minutes of pulpit time to share a short testimony and thank the congregation as April 6 marked a full year since my last round of chemotherapy.

Pastor not only said yes but caught me off-guard when she suggested that my testimony be converted into a full-fledged sermon for both services, my first-ever in a Methodist church. So thank you, Pastor, for granting me this privilege. Let us pray.

May the words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart be pleasing in your sight, O LORD, my Rock and my Redeemer.

I. THE JOURNEY

What a year it has been! There appears to be no let-up to the impact caused by the political tsunami of March 8. For those of us who work in the media, this is probably one of the most exciting periods in recent memory. We call it the political tsunami. But this morning, I want to share with you my personal tsunami.

All of you remember how I looked like this time last year. I was totally bald and even my eyebrows disappeared. I was Yul Brynner and Telly Savalas rolled into one. To get to that stage, we have to move back to the last months of 2006.

Oct 30 2006. It was a day like any other day. A friend wanted to seek the second opinion from my oncologist. Her own doctor in Klang had given her a very bleak prognosis. Her breast cancer had come back and he did not give her much hope. As a single mother with a teenage daughter, she had very little support.

We saw the doctor and he did not have the same opinion about her case. His words to her were, “It is not curable, but it is treatable. You will have a good normal life after treatment.” I could see tears well up in her eyes. As she left to be prepared for treatment, my doctor turned to me and asked how I was. “I am fine, Doc,” I said. “It’s just that I feel a lump on the right side of my neck.”

Now, as a nose cancer survivor, the occasional bumps I feel in my neck area are not uncommon. Since April 1999, and even after my five-year full remission period, I regularly check out such cases and both my oncologist and my ENT doctor have always given me a clean bill of health.

Somehow, that morning, my doctor had a worried look on his face. “I want to check this out, Ewe Jin,” he said. Let’s check out the lump area and also the rest of the body. 

An MRI scan showed that there was a 2cm lump. I was referred to Subang Jaya Medical to do a bone scan as well. My wife and I got into the car just as a thunderstorm broke out. We were quiet throughout the journey. Somehow, the thought that the cancer had come back was not something we expected. I jokingly told my wife, “Remember the rainbow? Looks like now we have a storm!”

Having been involved in helping cancer patients and their caregivers all these years, I am well aware of what possibilities there may be when someone tells you, “Sorry, the cancer is back.” 

But it was a premature thought at that time because the tests still had not been done. The lump could well be nothing more than just a benign irritation.

As we drove to Subang, I thought of the little work of art done by my wife which is in the office. It shows a bird nesting peacefully amidst a raging storm, and just one word, PEACE. Real peace is not the absence of trials and tribulations. Real peace, the peace that passes all understanding, is being at peace even when the whole world is in turmoil. Real peace comes from Jesus.

One verse came to mind:

Isaiah 41:10

Fear not, for I am with you; 

      Be not dismayed, for I am your God. 

      I will strengthen you, 

      Yes, I will help you, 

      I will uphold you with My righteous right hand.' 

The rain stopped by the time we reached Subang. The scan was done and the following day, the doctor said that all the tests were good. “We have the best possible scenario here. I had to run these tests because of your history but there is nothing to show that cancer is anywhere else in your body. So now we only need to see this as a lump issue.”

My wife and I quickly flashed out the SMS: “Tests fine. Only lump issue. Operation next week. Pray!”

It turned out that the operation on November 15 was not as routine as we anticipated. What was to be a quick 2-hour surgery turned out into a 7-hour ordeal. Cancer cells were found in the lymph nodes, not all, but enough to necessitate the complete removal of all the surrounding tissues as well. They call it radical dissection. It was the first time in my life I had been under general aenasthesia. When I woke up, I asked the nurses, “Am I still alive?”

After the operation, we had to decide. My surgeons felt they had done a good job and no further treatment was necessary. My oncologist felt, based on my history, that a chemotherapy regime would be necessary. I was confused. We sought second opinions from doctor friends, including those in this church, and they all felt I should go for it.

My immediate thought then as I looked heavenward was: “God. Looks like you want me to go through all three forms of treatment for cancer to make my story complete. My first journey, which most of you are familiar with, only involved radiotherapy, but now I have gone through an operation and will be doing chemotherapy. In the world of cancer, we refer to these three forms of treatment as the Slash, Burn and Poison regime. When you operate, you slash; When you do radiotherapy, you burn; when you do chemo, you poison. Now I can counsel anyone on all three. I try to be positive. Yes, God, use me. But God, I am tired. I still have to ask you, Why? Why Me?”
The full details of my medical journey are chronicled by my wife in our EMC book God With Us (Faith Renewed Through Our New Journey, P15) so I shall not dwell on that.

The operation and the chemotherapy took six months and I thank God that my company took care of all the hospital bills.  

In those months, God fussed over me. He not only gave me the peace that passes all understanding but sent so many angels to take care of me. Many of you are in this congregation. I want to thank you for the meals. Thank you for the specially-boiled chicken soup. Thank you for the bountiful fruits. Thank you for your visits. Most of all, thank you for your prayers.

II. RESPONSE TO CRISIS

As a cancer survivor, and as an encourager to many who are going through similar journeys, I can say that only God can make the difference. It is so clear how the peace that passes all understanding prevails in the lives of those who surrender their circumstances to Him. Even at death’s door, the serenity on their faces says it all.

We are aware of the cancer cases in this church now. I know some of you are not sure how you should react. Some of you are wondering why some choose to keep church members away at this crucial time.

This sermon is not so much about the journey of a cancer patient. Rather, it is about you – if and when you have to confront this situation when a dear family member or friend is involved. And more specifically, how you, as a Christian, deals with another Christian at times like this. Or even if you yourself have to go on such a journey.

Is it all right for me to be angry? Is it all right for me to cry? Is it all right for me to think the God who loves me so much is nowhere near me? Is it all right for me to shout, “Why me?”

These are questions that have been articulated, as well as kept unsaid, depending on who the patient is talking to.

Most patients I have seen are comfortable to air their doubts with me because I would always smile and tell them, “It’s all right. I too had similar questions. And you know what? One day, when I am back home with my Father, I will certainly interview Him about it.”

Why are we expected to have superfaith at times when we are struggling physically, emotionally and spiritually? I remember those times when I had been hushed up by people who fear that if I were to question God at times like these, it means I have very little faith to begin with.

I have always advocated the right of a patient (and loved ones) to be angry, anguished and unhappy. Our God is a big God and He is patient with our rantings because He knows that in the end, we will see His will and control over our lives. 

I was very happy when Pastor said the same in one of her sermons some time back. I have to be frank here: One of the biggest problems in Christians visiting fellow Christians undergoing a major trial is that sometimes we don't allow the person to be "human". We expect everyone to have superfaith at all times.

In my own journey, nothing hurts more than when such people scold me for having "little faith" in God.

James Dobson, in his best-selling book When God Doesn’t Make Sense said “Doubting one's faith and one's self is a natural part of the Christian life.”

He related how Christians often fail in this respect because they are too eager to remind the patient of what God can do. So there is a lot of God conversations during such visitations which can make the patient even more miserable.

I remember during my first journey back in 1999 how there were some well-meaning people who not only insisted on anointing oil on my head, but even asked me basic questions like, “Do you believe in Jesus Christ? Do you trust Him as your Lord and Saviour…” before plunging into a 20-minute prayer session even as my stomach started to churn with nauseous feelings.

My wife had to stop these people from coming because it was really taking a toll on my physical well-being. Think for a moment – are you one of those who will insist on hurrying to see a cancer patient, not to offer practical help or a silent prayer, but to convince yourself that God is in control?

III. UNANSWERED WHYs

Romans 8:28 reads:

And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to His purpose.

My wife and I reflect on this verse often. Actually, this is also one of the favourites verses when Christians visit friends in hospitals or at funeral services. But I have to ask myself, what do we actually mean when we say “God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to His purpose.”

The harsh reality is that many good people who love the Lord with all their heart, and all their soul, and all their minds, go through incredible journeys that make them wonder what that purpose is all about.

When I look at my own journey, there is always a tendency to look at the trials and tribulations, forgetting that there are also at the same time, much joy and many blessings.

My wife, who attends BSF, has shared with me that this text comes with certain qualifications:

1. The promise is for Christians only

2. The “good” is to be like Jesus Christ

3. The “good” sometimes embraces bad things

4. The promise is about knowing rather than feeling.

Lest this becomes a full-fledged sermon on Romans 8:28, let me just dwell on some salient points as they relate to my testimony.

What is meant by “good”? I think most of us feel that good means everything is OK, we are all healthy, we are not in need, etc. As a newspaperman I can tell you that bad news sells better than good news. What is clear is that “good” here cannot mean successful, healthy, wealthy, admired or even happy in the world’s sense since it is quite clear that God asks many Christians to endure failure or scorn or very distressingly painful personal journeys and severe disappointments.

Reading on to verse 29, “For those God foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the likeness of his Son, that he might be the firstborn among many brothers. “To be conformed to the likeness of His Son” Wow! What greater purpose can there be? Imagine, if this is God’s intent for us, we begin to understand and appreciate how the “not-so-good-things” in our life, like cancer, can be used for God’s good end. He wants us to be moulded to be more and more like Jesus - gentle, humble, etc. Difficult challenges are to mould me. My cancer journey is not about defeating cancer (that is a bonus, of course) but how that journey has moulded me to be more and more like Christ. In a recent sermon here, we were reminded by brother Keat Peng that when people see him, they should see less of Keat Peng but more of Jesus. I think the same applies to all of us. You should see less and less of Ewe Jin and more and more of Jesus in Ewe Jin. A tall order, but I will try.

The other point I would like to stress is that no where does it state that sickness, suffering, persecution, etc, are good. These are bad things. These are things we find very hard to cope. I may be positive and cheerful a lot of the time, but believe me, when I am going through my illness, it hurts. But the effect of these things, the way God wants to use them, is for the good. I have seen many bedside confessions and healing, of difficult people with horrible illnesses, after years of unforgiveness, finally hug each other in loving embrace. No physical healing but certainly spiritual healing is guaranteed.

And the final point is that we know rather than we feel. I know God is working in me and I know God has a purpose in my life. But sometimes, to be frank, I don’t feel it. So we must be careful that we do not only believe what we feel but that we must believe because we know it to be true. The apostle Paul went through more hardship that we can imagine. Actually my cancer journeys are but a cruise compared to what Paul had to go through. Paul knew that he had no control over the many circumstances he had to undergo, but he knew he was in control of one thing - his attitude. He knew his response would greatly advance Christ’s gospel or seriously set it back. Lives would be greatly influence by his godly response to trials. I know, as Paul did, that “in all things God works for the good for those who love Him.”
The third verse read to us this morning is Psalm 23. I chose this because throughout my treatment, I was wearing a yellow T-shirt that had this Psalm written on it. In my first journey, this was a Psalm I recited each time I got zapped in the radiotherapy room. I found that in the 35 times I went under the machine, often for about two to three minutes, I could time my silent recitation to coincide with the time.

But of course, Psalm 23 carries with it deep meaning of our journey with God. It tells us how God reigns in our life, that he is never absent, and that whatever the circumstances, He is sovereign. How wonderful this assurance.

IV. PRACTICAL IDEAS

I would now like to dwell a bit on some practical steps that hopefully all of us can benefit from if someone close to us have to go through similar journeys. We should all be prepared.

> If you are not a doctor, and especially if you do not know anything about cancer, please do not give medical advice. Not only do I not give medical advice, but I also take care not to overly share my own experiences because we know every patient is different, not only by way of temperament but also in the way he or she reacts to the treatment.

> We should be happy to share our faith with non-believers but I personally do not believe that aggressive evangelism at such a time is useful or appropriate. I have personally experienced cases where some church members were banned from visiting certain people because the patient and the caregivers could not handle the situation. Go as a friend and let God do His work in His own way, and in His own time.

> I find that I often have to help people debunk the myths. I tell them not to listen to the horror stories of people who were there years ago. A problem that all cancer patients face is that the moment the Big C is mentioned, everyone will have a horror story to share, a supplement to recommend, an alternative cure to promote, and a doctor to criticise. Such unsolicited advice can confuse, depress and disturb. Let us be careful how we give advice.

> I have learnt, through many trials and errors, that at a time when someone is facing a problem, the last thing he wants to hear is another person's problem. Christians, do take note that when you visit, make the person you visit the most important person for the moment. No need to tell him about this fella or that fella.

> I remember how one person told this patient about me and that person’s immediate retort was: “You see, God is so unfair. He heals Ewe Jin but He makes me suffer!”

> Rather than dispense advice, the best thing you could do for a cancer patient is to simply be there. If we are the person with whom someone wants to share his burden, let's learn to keep our mouth shut and our ears open. Let’s just be there to hold their hands.

> Practical help, often behind the scenes, is the most useful. Help with transport, help with the cooking, take the patient’s children out. Share your CD and DVD collections with patients.

> Finally, remember the caregiver. My wife, the woman from Proverbs 31, is worth far more than rubies. How happy she is when a friend comes by not only to give me my fruits but to give her essence of chicken or a bouquet of flowers. Take the caregiver out to a meal or to a movie, or even for a walk in the park. Remember the caregiver, my friends, not just the patient.

V. CONCLUSION

Friends, in life, we often have experiences we do not understand. We struggle to understand God's providence yet we know that His heart is especially tender toward the downtrodden and the defeated. He knows my name, and He has seen every tear I have shed. I have many questions for God but I know He rarely chooses to answer some of our most difficult questions in this life! But we must never forget that He is God. As such, He wants us to believe and trust in Him despite the things we don't understand.

Let us remember His words, "As the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than you ways and my thoughts than your thoughts" (Isaiah 55:9). And our reply should be "Not my will, but thine be done" (Luke 22:42, KJV).

When I was editing the book God With Us while I was on medical leave, the first though that came to mind was, “how many more touching stories are there in EMC?” God With Us, our very own book that only costs RM2, has touched many non-EMC members in ways you may not be aware of. I hope all of you will buy more copies to share with others.

You all remember the story of My Rainbow, how on that day it just showed up to reassure me of God’s presence. There is no rainbow this time but if you all read Sister Yin’s testimony in God with Us, she tells us about how, when I was about to start my chemotherapy, Pastor David Loo prayed for me here on this pulpit, she wrote how she closed her eyes to pray and when she looked at both of us, she saw us both encircled by His light and she knew that He would heal me (P62 of this book). Amazing isn’t it?

In April 2004, when I testified, I read out the poem The Rainbow. Some of you came up to me and said it would be nice if this poem can be put to song. I may be able to write poetry but I am no song composer. A few weeks ago, a melody came to mind. Our brother Charles will play the tune once and I would like you all to sing along with me. 

As you reflect on the words, I pray that all of you will be encouraged to know that God is always there for us. He never leaves us, nor forsake us. And sometimes, like in my case, He sends me a gentle reminder that this is indeed so.

Thank you. God Bless You All. May we rise to sing The Rainbow.

THE RAINBOW

 (To the tune of When I Survey The Wondrous Cross/The River's Too Wide)

A burdened heart 

Unanswered "whys"

Turmoil within

Despair and sighs

A spirit crushed

Thoughts running wild

A voice beckoned:

Look up, my child

A rainbow bright

Lights up my way

God's sign to me

On a clear, dry day

My peace, I give

Drive out all fear

Though I seem far

I am ever near

My angels soothe

Your tired soul

Rest well, my child

You’re not alone

A promise made

A promise claimed

I’ll journey on

To my rainbow's end

Ahead there was

Sunshine and rain

Yet, joy released

Despite the pain

No pot of gold

At my rainbow's end

God's promises

Round every bend

