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 Voices Rising, Shabrae Jackson Krieg & Janet Balasiri Singeleterry (2018)  

These stories are told by women of color who labor 
for peace and justice in marginal urban areas of our world, 
serving full time with Servant Partners. I have captured only 
highlights of their stories. 

Michelle Kow Nakphong (Chinese-American from 
Michigan) started as an intern in LA and is a site leader in 
Bangkok, Thailand where she resides with her husband and 
son. She is pursuing a PhD in Community Health Sciences at 
UCLA. Entitlement took the subtle form, “Why are my prayers 
for my neighbors not answered? If this is my calling, shouldn’t 
it be less difficult? Shouldn’t I feel more fulfilled in my 
work?” My inability to be at peace with who I was went back 
to my belief that my value as a person came through what I 
could achieve. Failure is one of God’s greatest gifts to me. My 
Thai neighbors (unbelievers) were so my much better at giving 
and hospitality than I was. The people I was trying to show Je-
sus’ love to were better at showing love than I was. It was a 
self-righteous approach that was actually inconsistent with Je-
sus’ own ministry. I learned that it was not my virtues that 
would reflect God’s love and care for broken people, rather it 
was precisely my inability to be enough or do enough that 
could reveal our common need for Jesus. Such love had impli-
cations for my identity. Doubts about my ethnicity and culture 
were rendered irrelevant. My new attitude birthed a way of 
participating in ministry that came from security, love, and af-
fection. The elements that were developed in a community 
project–-faith, unity, and the ability to achieve—ultimately in-
spired an active hope in us. For people who are immobilized 
by marginalization, despair, or insecurity, this type of hope is 
key to empowerment. An active hope is the greatest indicator 
of an individual or community’s potential success. The experi-
ence of a unified community provides a backdrop of support 
and grounds people in love and belonging. The ability to 
achieve instills trust that the individual or community is in-
deed capable and sufficient to act and accomplish goals. The 
community or individual must be at the helm of their own de-
velopment. Inviting people into small projects that simultane-
ously empower faith and develop a spirit of unity and empow-
erment can sow seeds of confidence that can grow into accom-
plishment. They termed projects like this, “Quick Hits.” 

 Annabel M. Layva (native of Northern California) 
resides in San Jose with her husband and 2 children. She has 
an MA in Theology from Fuller and lives in the Mayfair neigh-
borhood of San Jose, with the nickname Sal Si Puedes, or “Es-
cape If You can.” My father and mother immigrated from 
Mexico in the 1960s. After my parent’s Pentecostal conver-
sions by the time I was 7, my parent started to give shelter to 
people, leading to stress and chaos in my home, although it 
was less than what was happening on the street. The culture in 
which we were born is a divine gift. An acquired culture is an 
opportunity to enrich and develop ourselves without rejecting 
what we inherited. I wanted to do good and serve people in 
need, but also to do things on my own terms--as a lay-person, 
as a commuter. I wasn’t too sure God’s will would be the 

same as mine (It’s not.) This makes it hard to pray the Lord’s 
Prayer, welcoming “His will to be done.” The way I had seen 
people, as a bundle of needs, and myself simply as a filler of 
those needs, had robbed us all of our humanity in Mayfair. 
Helping from a distance is different from helping from within. 
Joining God in the neighborhood calls us into the risky space 
of discerning where God is at work rather than depending on 
our own assessments of needs. I wanted to control my future 
and understand my past, instead of just joining Him in the pre-
sent. If I was to do God’s will in my life and follow God’s 
leading, my life would need to be guided by different ques-
tions, questions about God’s actions in our neighborhoods and 
how to join with God in these places.     

Jennifer Choe Blue lives with her husband and 3 chil-
dren in South LA, a Latin- and African-American community. 
As a Chinese American, she grew up in the deep South, served 
on staff with InterVarsity Christian Fellowship for 12 years 
and with Servant Partners since 2010. The gospel (Acts 10) is 
inherently cross-cultural. If we were to place education as our 
highest value, there would be no way any of us would put our 
children in local area schools. But having children and grap-
pling with educational choices has been new ground for 
deeper discipleship and repentance. Are we willing to ask our-
selves the hard questions and be honest about our own idolatry 
of education as parents? Ministry and motherhood are not op-
posed to each other. Being a mother means protecting life in a 
community.  

Robyn Barron (African-American) is from southern 
California with a BS in biochemistry and molecular biology 
and Master of Public Health. She is bi-vocational with Servant 
Partners in San Jose, CA. As an adult, I can only image my 
mother’s level of pain and devastation. As a child, I knew only 
my own, as I grew up in Inglewood.  My dad had died and I 
had no value to my mother. I began to view the world and God 
with suspicion; neither could be trusted. I felt like incarna-
tional ministry was just some fancy term white people needed 
in order to be normal and just hang out. When you mourn with 
others you are saying, “I care.” I had one reason to go to Ur-
bana: all my friends were going. For many years I had been in 
charge of my life. My ability to control my feelings and future 
were my only protection. I had learned that because I was 
Black, I had very little power. Letting go of the little control I 
had was a painful prospect. But instead of pursuing my own 
plans, I started to ask God what His plan was. Healing is usu-
ally something we notice in the rear-view mirror.  

Teresa Ku-Borden grew up in the wealthy San Fran-
cisco Bay area and her husband in Orange County. She has 
an M.D. and works in east LA with expectant and young moth-
ers. Our first son was born with biliary atresia, a congenital 
liver defect, and faced a lifetime of surgeries. Even though our 
neighbors hadn’t experienced the same pain of a desperately 
sick child, they knew suffering, they knew injustice, and they 
knew the trauma of having the unexpected and undeserved 
happen to them—over and over again. They were not afraid of 
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our suffering because they had experienced it themselves. “If 
you come here to help me, you are wasting your time. But if 
you have come because your liberation is bound up with mine, 
then let us work together.” Pain that results from layers of sys-
temic injustice needs time and space. The journey of chronic 
illness is much like the journey in the fight for justice, shalom, 
and honest relationships across cultures and socioeconomic 
classes. The road is long and difficult. I am continually aware 
of unspoken systems in place that undermine my merit, words, 
and ideas. But what was even more horrifying than the actual 
experiences, was my decades-long belief that they were all 
caused by something inherently wrong with me. What has 
brought me the most hope, the most joy in this chaotic season 
of heartache and grief is the gift of relationship and connection 
to the part of God’s kingdom in East LA. Much like the 2 trav-
elers on the road to Emmaus in Luke 24:13-35, my husband 
and I too had our expectations and hopes of what Jesus could 
do in our lives and ministry. Jesus would be the one who 
would transform our urban communities. He would be the one 
to heal our son. He would make everything better. The weight 
of their disappointment and grief were like a shroud covering 
their eyes, keeping them from recognizing Him. It wasn’t until 
the breaking of bread that they realized He had been with them 
the whole time they were on the road. My muffled cries into 
the pillow turned into a deeper grief over an incomplete, frag-
mented understanding of the living God. No one wants to hear 
about the “failed” attempts at ministry, unreconciled differ-
ences among teammates, or the emotional and mental exhaus-
tion from living in a foreign place. And yet, these stories mat-
ter and without them we can miss the complexity of what God 
is doing in the world. I have learned that problems do not au-
tomatically go away when we follow Jesus. Sharing suffering 
with those in my community has opened my eyes to power 
structures and dynamics, to systems of injustice everywhere in 
the world, including inside the church.   

Claudia Salazar, a case manager at a community 
mental health center, was a former case manager in domestic 
violence shelters and addiction rehabilitation. Until I was 8, I 
mediated between my mother and violent father. Then my fa-
ther left. When I was 16, I was introduced to a Latinx Bible 
study and InterVarsity. I experienced inner healing prayer, 
which is when we invite God into a painful memory. When 
you grow up in the inner city on a minimum wage, 2 jobs are 
the norm, especially in a single parent household. As we fight 
for total transformation, we need to remain flexible and will-
ing to see what changes in a positive way. I look back at the 
lives I have impacted, and after 8 years of grueling and ex-
hausting work, I realize I have touched hundreds.  

Rachael Christine (Chrissy) Braithwate Davies is a 
certified doula and lay counselor focusing on storytelling. She 
lives with her husband (White, from S Africa) and 3 daughters 
in Johannesburg, S Africa. I grew up as one of 4 Black kids in 
a white suburb of Seattle, WA, trying to blend in and assimi-
late. In college I led an InterVarsity Bible study exploring ra-
cial reconciliation. I told others who I was, where I came 

from, and that I was actually afraid to lead them for fear that 
they wouldn’t accept that my story was different from theirs. 
That act of vulnerability gained the trust that so many future 
relationships were built on. I couldn’t be anybody but me—a 
lesson I would continue to digest and metabolize for years to 
come. There is something significant and prophetic about be-
ing present where you are not wanted but have something to 
offer. If we have anything to bring of value, it should come af-
ter a season of listening and learning. I don’t like being called 
a missionary. In history, Christian missionaries and colonial-
ism have been allies and much culture and domination have 
been mixed up with the mission of spreading the good news. I 
have wrestled with Jesus a lot about what my best is. Both in 
America and here, I have to be the educator. I have to justify 
my experience even when I perceive surprise or disdain. I try 
to use these interactions as an opportunity to explain that I see 
God doing a lot of new things here in this country (including 
bringing a family like mine together). Then I ask what they 
see God doing. I shifted from being in charge of leading meet-
ings to just trying to make people feel welcome. I tried to have 
as many one-on-one conversations as I could. As a missionary 
in S Africa, I really struggled to find my place. I learned that 
success as a leader in one context and season of life doesn’t 
automatically translate to a new context or season of life. I had 
been doing only one thing for years, hosting meetings in my 
home, not making any real impact on anyone, except maybe 
my kids. Then along comes this woman, Portia, who just 
watched me bumbling through my life from afar and decided 
to change things in her life because of what she saw! I’ve re-
cently had a new challenge: trying to rediscover parts of my 
identity, to differentiate from my roles again, as my children 
are less dependent on me. Storytelling is the practice and abil-
ity of looking at the deeper themes in our life: asking ques-
tions of our own stories, figuring out how to live them more 
fully, and walk through our pain to get to our healing. I have 
found that so many lives around me are marked with severe 
trauma. It is practically a cultural experience, a normalcy here. 
My heart and training tell me that healing comes from walking 
with Jesus gently through the pain.  

Janet Balasire Singleterry (Thai-American) grew up 
in Indiana and lives in a Latino neighborhood of San Jose, CA 
with her husband and informal foster daughter. My parents 
immigrated to the US in 1970 and opened the first Thai restau-
rant in Indiana. My father died when my whole family was in 
a car accident while I was in high school. Although I grew up 
culturally Buddhist, I went on a ski trip with a friend with her 
church youth group and chose to follow Christ there. While at 
an elite engineering school, I led my 2 best friends to Christ 
and decided to go into full-time ministry. I transferred to Indi-
ana University (secondary education in Spanish) and got in-
volved with InterVarsity. After 7 years on staff at IV, disci-
pling college students and taking teams to the slums of Bang-
kok during the summer, I met Andy Singleterry and was 
struck by a spinal cord injury that required a year of therapy ro 
walk again.   
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Beauty Gunda Ndoro lives with her husband, son and 
daughter in Managua, Nicaragua. She pioneers projects for 
empowerment and personal development. She and her hus-
band were both born in Zimbabwe. She is a missionary from 
Africa, not to Africa. Zimbabwe was a British colony that be-
came independent in 1980. Before I was born, my parents 
were already taking care of the necessary school fees for other 
kids within our extended family who could not afford them. 
My parents also opened their doors and reached out to the 
needy; my mom and dad never let anyone pass by our home 
without eating. They taught us that food is to be shared with 
the hungry. They clothed those who needed clothing. Some-
times people without a home would come and my parents 
would give them shelter for days. My mother raised a number 
of orphans from within the extended family: from infant twins 
to high school students who needed to continue with school 
after their fathers had passed away. Because our culture is 
communal, correct behavior is defined by a person’s relation-
ships with others. “munhu munhu nevanhu”, “a person is a 
person through other people.” 85% of the population is Chris-
tian. Incarnational ministry is where we live among the poor 
whom we serve. Having my whole continent made into a ste-
reotype—poor, helpless, starving, sick—had only one upside. 
It helped us understand how it feels to be reduced to a single 
idea of a place and people. We left a very middle-class Zimba-
bwean life with a 3-bedrrom house with a beautiful driveway, 
electric gate, a nice green lawn, and a garden. Our lot also had 
a maid’s quarters because, like most middle-class people 
throughout Africa, we had a domestic worker. Phillip and I 
both worked and our maid washed and ironed clothing, 
cooked and cleaned, and occasionally helped with the chil-
dren. I rarely had to do house cleaning or care for clothing. 
We lived in an area similar to many in Europe or the US. 
Many women had been told loudly and clearly that they could 
have nothing to say, and that they did not matter. Fundraising 
is especially difficult for missionaries coming from the devel-
oping world. The goal of serving on the mission field is to in-
volve people in their own healing and in the healing of their 
community. You notice leadership skills in people, instill a 
value for servant-hearted leadership, and encourage them to 
lead.  

Jennifer Chi Lee, born and raised in Hawaii as a 
child of Korean immigrants, holds an MA in Conflict Trans-
formation and is an instructor with Center for Justice and 
Peacebuilding at Eastern Mennonite University in Johannes-
burg, S Africa. I live alongside 100s of 1000s of Black South 
Africans and foreign African nationals (Whites). When my 
parents moved to Hawaii, the state with the largest population 
of Asian ancestry (mostly Japanese, Chines, and Filipino), 
they no longer stood out. As a child, navigating a world my 
parents didn’t understand made me feel vulnerable and 
ashamed. In S Africa I face less suspicion, in many ways, than 
my White friends do, and I am not as easily dismissed as my 
Black friends are. But I’ve learned that people don’t always 
want the bridge I’m offering. I have often failed to hear others 

well because in my privilege, I have listened poorly. I have 
wanted people to cross bridges not of their own choosing. A 
core value of Servant Partners is that of incarnation (Jn 1:14). 
Bridges must be stepped on to be crossed. I began to tire of 
being trod upon. I did not know how to make sense of being a 
person holding both privilege (lighter skin, American, educa-
tion) and marginalization (female, single, non-White). Those 
intersections of my identities are the axes along which I navi-
gate life. When a person has multiple marginalized identities, 
the overall effect is a different level of oppression that is more 
than the sum of the parts. I felt physically exhausted all the 
time from the mental, emotional, and spiritual work of navi-
gating a new place and culture. I wallowed in the slow burn of 
my resentments as a coping mechanism without considering 
what was coming apart in myself as I dwelt in bitterness. 
“White fragility” refers to the relative inability of White peo-
ple to undergo even small amounts of racial stress without re-
acting defensively because they have not developed the mental 
and emotional muscles necessary to do so. A single moment of 
being awake matters less than the ongoing process of awaken-
ing. There is an invitation to choose to take risks and to grow, 
but this invitation doesn’t come with a map. A current rhetoric 
of the evangelical Church in America is that we are unsafe, 
that we should walk around with fists clenched as for a fight, 
ready to perceive any challenge or question as a threat. Micro-
traumas build and manifest themselves in my body. I have 
longed for a sense of safety and comfort.  

Emma Silva Smith has an MA in Christian Counsel-
ing and is a visiting professor at Asian Theological Seminary. 
She lives with her husband and 2 boys in a squatter commu-
nity in Manila, Philippines. I grew up in a slum of Manila. Be-
ing poor is hard—but being poor without Jesus is unbearable. 
It is utterly hopeless. A person who spent a week of vacation 
in the Philippines living in our community sent money back to 
the missionaries in our church for me to attend college. When 
my husband and I immigrated to the US I had trouble finding 
a job because my height, 4”6”, was below their minimum re-
quirements. We eventually returned to Manila as missionaries 
with Servant Partners. Accepting Jesus means choosing a pur-
poseful life rather than a comfortable one. One of the burdens 
of living in a squatter community can be a lack of stability be-
cause no one owns the land they live on.  

Mini Mathai Palmer (Indian-American) a former 
health educator in San Bernardino, lives with her husband 
and 2 daughters in Long Beach, CA. There is something in-
spiring about a people who decide they no longer want to ac-
cept what has been chosen for them and to identify themselves 
in their own voice. Rarely during my foray into international 
missions did I meet people who seemed open to and accepting 
of the validity of differing approaches to missions and minis-
try. A lovely Indian woman in Mumbai, who had grown up 
there to become leader in a local ministry, asked me how I was 
doing, and I shared openly about some of my struggles. She 
listened well and then told me how surprised she was by my 
response. She said that she and other local people assumed 
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that foreigners never had any problems, and it was only local 
people like her who had them. She said no foreign missionar-
ies had ever shared their struggles. Blending in with the local 
people allowed me to experience what it was like to be over-
looked, ignored, and hidden in plain sight. This is how the 
poor are often treated. God showed me how being Indian in 
India allowed me to incarnate beyond a physical level to an 
emotional level with the poor. Jesus too was ignored, over-
looked, and hidden in plain sight until He manifested the mi-
raculous powers God had given Him. God taught me to value 
the friends I made and consider it a gift when He allowed me 
to connect deeply with someone. He also gave me a whole 
new respect and empathy for my immigrant parents and any-
one who has ever experienced being a stranger in a new land. I 
was drawn to the practice of spiritual direction, in which one 
person sits with others and listens to what is happening in their 
lives, helping them reflect on if or how they are experiencing 
God and His invitations. There is no box for me. There is just 
limitless space to explore and grow with God. We co-create 
our lives with Him by participating in the process of call and 
response. First, we listen and make space for God. Then we 
notice what He is saying or doing. Finally, we choose how we 
want to respond. The more I have listened to the voice of God 
in my life, the more life He has given me. I enter relationships 
and roles now out of desire and calling, rather than obligations 
and expectations.  

Grace Weng, Chinese-American, grew up in South 
LA, lives there with her husband and serves as the young adult 
pastor in her church. Because of my darker skin tone and am-
biguous facial features, I am often mistaken for a range of eth-
nic backgrounds, most commonly Filipino. People often view 
and treat me as being younger than my actual age. Hagar does 
not receive a new name from God, but rather gives God a 
name, as “the one who sees her”. Abram’s life is a pattern of 
self-reliant sin and doubting God, whereby he tries to make his 
own way rather than trusting God’s great promises to him. 
God had Abram’s back and he ignored that. His fearful, lying 
response to danger is a sin so deeply rooted in his life and 
family that he repeats it twice in his life and also passed the 
behavior on to his son Isaac, who similarly lies about his wife 
Rebekah. Through his story, we are able to engage with the 
powerful truth that God did not abandon him after his failures. 
We can also more fully encounter the God who covenants 
with him. While Abram failed in his obligation to protect 
Sarai, we see God’s faithfulness to deliver her from situations 
of extreme vulnerability. We don’t miss seeing who God is 
and how He was at work in the midst of that complex story. 
We can more easily see how God could be at work in our own 
complex world and this present time. There is a Chinese idiom 
called chi ku, which means “eating bitterness.” It is an idiom 
that describes the quality of enduring unpleasantness.  As 
much as God is the God of Abraham, the covenanted father of 
faith, He is also the God of Hagar and Ishmael, the exiled liv-
ing in bitterness. Eating bitterness has been a foundational part 

of the Chinese-American narrative within the US. Chinese im-
migrants endured decades of intense racism in the form of 
harsh immigration laws, anti-miscegenation, and unfair labor 
laws. Yet the harshness of this country was still preferable to 
the poverty and corruption of the lives they had left behind. A 
place of silence is how we’ve come to sweep aside national in-
justices as big as the Chinese exclusion act. God is one who 
cuts off evil, upsets systems of oppression, and enacts right-
eousness on behalf of the needy and marginalized. The jour-
ney of seeking God’s justice is one marked by long-suffering 
perseverance. When we choose to eat bitterness for the sake of 
others, we demonstrate that no bitterness compares with the 
eternal hope we have for our future. When we share in each 
other’s bitterness, we bring God’s Kingdom on earth as it is in 
heaven.  

Shabrae Jackson Kreig (African-American) lives with 
her White husband (Swiss missionary kid born and raised in 
Ivory Coast) and son on the outskirts of Mexico City. She has 
a MA in Expressive Arts for Conflict Transformation & Peace-
building. I grew up in Grand Rapid, MI where I lived in a 
Black community, went to a Black Baptist church, but was 
driven daily to a White school. Being Shabrae (my middle 
name) meant I was safe; it meant I was home. Being Lanette 
(my first name) meant adjusting how I spoke, changing how I 
walked, and being ready to explain my hair and way of life. 
This is known as code-switching. I quieted my tongue, will-
fully choosing to filter my voice, to be quieter, smaller. It 
didn’t feel good to be 2 people, but it felt normal. I wanted my 
name to feel like home to me too. There is importance in see-
ing people who look like you doing a variety of professions, 
being in leadership, and providing an array of examples in 
how to navigate life. I was challenged by one of my mentors 
who asked me, “Shabrae, do you want a man who looks good 
in the family photo, or do you want someone who understands 
your bi-cultural experience?”  Being Black in America, think-
ing about where I live and around whom, has always been at 
the forefront of my mind. From the early days of the Black 
American Church, dance and movement has been a part of the 
experience. The simple act of being able to safely move and 
express oneself can bring healing and restoration. “Poor Mex-
ico, so far from God and so close to the US.” Even in this 
Black body, as an American in Mexico, I represent the oppres-
sor, with the long history of injustice between the US and 
Mexico. This I did not see coming. Organizing leads with the 
process of listening before finding stand-alone solutions. Our 
neighbors cared about a large empty field that had become a 
dumping ground and crime center. So, we gathered each Sat-
urday for a year to pull weeds and clean it out. It took 70 gar-
bage trucks to remove all the trash and debris we gathered. I 
had developed ideas about what Black girls do and don’t do. 
Don’t marry a White boy or travel too far. If you can graduate 
and be successful, move to a “better” neighborhood—all of 
which I did the opposite. I’ve realized that I too have a story to 
tell--a story that holds all of my pieces and experiences. All of 
the many movements of our lives are needed because the 
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world needs each diverse story of strength and struggle. So, 
move. And then keep moving. Take a step. Then take another. 
Keep responding to what is before you.  

 
[Failure is one of God’s greatest gifts to me. The peo-

ple I was trying to show Jesus’ love to were better at showing 
love than I was. An active hope is the greatest indicator of an 
individual or community’s potential success. Helping from a 
distance is different from helping from within. If we were to 
place education as our highest value, there would be no way 
any of us would put our children in local area schools. Being a 
mother means protecting life in a community. Healing is usu-
ally something we notice in the rear-view mirror. Blending in 
with the local people allowed me to experience what it was 
like to be overlooked, ignored, and hidden in plain sight.] 


