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9

introduction

The Lord is the one who goes ahead of you; He will be with you. 
He will not fail you or forsake you. Do not fear or be dismayed.

Deuteronomy 31:8

She had it all—described as an “Asian Martha Stewart.” Her home, 
the food she cooked, the clothes she wore, the clothes her children 

wore—all flawless. But then doctors diagnosed her with breast cancer. 
My friend tried to reach out to her, others around her tried to help, but 
she refused them and shut down emotionally. 

On Wednesday morning six of us met in the food court at the 
Irvine Spectrum mall halfway between our homes. Located between 
Los Angeles and San Diego, Irvine, California, boasted being the saf-
est city in the nation. Our wicker chairs circled around a large, round 
metal table surrounded by potted flowers and towering palm trees. The 
setting described well the nature of our group and our self-appointed 
name: The Oasis. Week after week we unpacked our bags and filled 
the table with notebooks, four-color clicky pens, Bibles, coffee, and 
water bottles. And week after week trust grew steadily like the palm 
trees around us. We began to unpack the deeper places in our souls as 
we shared our struggles and secrets. Our choice to take time from our 
busy weeks to invest in building our relationship with God and each 
other yielded the blessing of a true oasis. Our group became a refuge 
and a place to refuel. Conversation came easily and we welcomed ques-
tions about the Bible. We laughed often, sometimes shed tears, and 
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inevitably would go off on rabbit trails that eventually took us back to 
what we had learned in the Bible. What most groups covered in one 
week, we spilled over to a month. 

This particular Wednesday morning Elaine shared about the Asian 
Martha Stewart. I leaned in to hear more. Her voice grew quiet as she 
struggled to share the last part. 

“She couldn’t handle how her body changed. She couldn’t hold 
her perfect world together. She ended up committing suicide and left 
behind her husband and two kids.”

The story gripped me. I had never met the Asian Martha Stewart 
but could relate to her desire of wanting everything together, of being 
the strong one, of going inside when challenged with emotional pain, 
of not wanting to be a burden to others. I could see myself closing off 
from people as she did. 

The conversation probably continued around me. But in that 
moment I sat still. I heard the background voices and sounds of the 
food court, the trays and ice machines, chairs being pushed into tables, 
paper wrappers being crumpled. Right then, I chose to pray. “God, if 
anything like that ever happens to me, I purpose right here, right now, 
I will let others in.”

I prayed this in October, two months before my life careened from 
the doctor call no one wants: 

“You have cancer.” 
And looking back, 
that story,
that prayer, 
that moment, 
that decision. 
It made all the difference.
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1

we, us (x 5)

Therefore, since WE have so great a cloud of witnesses surround-
ing US, let US also lay aside every encumbrance and the sin 
which so easily entangles US, and let US run with endurance the 
race that is set before US, fixing our eyes on Jesus, the author and 
perfecter of faith.

Hebrews 12:1–2 (emphasis mine)

D on’t forget sugar cookies! I’d scribbled with a big Sharpie pen on 
one of several Post-its stuck inside my planner—one of many 

things to remember on this especially busy day. We finally arrived at 
the last Friday of school after an abnormally full week, which included 
a holiday orchestra concert at the high school and a Christmas dinner 
with the leadership board of our church. I had been up until one a.m. 
the night before addressing Christmas cards. The week would culmi-
nate with two class parties at the elementary school. 

My six-year-old daughter, Julia, had food allergies to dairy, eggs, 
and peanuts. So, as with every school party and birthday party, I baked 
something special she could enjoy. In this case I made allergen-free, 
extra large sugar cookies for her to decorate in class and eat. I placed 
the cookies in a plastic container on the counter by the phone so I 
wouldn’t forget. 

A quick stop to get a mammogram, and then off to school 
to volunteer in Julia’s first-grade class. Next I would pop in to 

WarriorInPink.indd   11 1/30/14   2:17 PM



12    warrior in pink

eleven-year-old Michael’s sixth-grade classroom to help a bit with his 
party and catch up with the other moms. Back into the car to head 
over to the high school to pick up my fifteen-year-old, Jonathan. He 
had early dismissal. Return to the car, drive to the elementary school 
to scoop up the kids, and then the mom taxi service would be able to 
park for a spell. 

I looked forward to the weeks ahead as a time to exhale and take 
in the wonderful stretch of Christmas break. Life had multiplied in 
complexity. From the time school began, the kids participated in an 
unending, overlapping string of activities: birthday parties, marching 
band, soccer, football, research projects, playdates, concerts, and youth 
group. Two new roles for me as a graduate student starting on my 
master’s degree along with responsibilities on a national ministry team 
added to the scrawl on our already full family calendar that hung by 
the garage door. 

My husband, Darrin, and I worked for a Christian nonprofit orga-
nization, Cru (formerly Campus Crusade for Christ). After working 
in the Pacific Southwest Region as a regional director to the campus 
ministries in California, Arizona, and Hawaii, Darrin switched roles 
to work with the Epic Movement, the Asian-American college ministry 
of Cru. 

I stayed home with the kids when they were young. And while I 
loved witnessing every first tooth, first step, and first word, my heart 
never stopped loving college ministry. Now with all three kids in 
school all day, I began to plot how I would fill the blocks of available 
time. Like cracking open a new journal, the blank pages brimming 
with endless possibilities, I anticipated the new challenges with open 
arms. I dove headfirst into a role serving on the Epic National Execu-
tive Team as the national director of recruiting. I welcomed the chance 
to engage my mind and heart in an increased capacity and work on a 
team with Darrin.
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Along with the new ministry role, I also embarked on graduate 
school. It would be a slow process, taking a few classes over the course 
of several years, but I knew what I wanted to study and why. After 
years of encouraging Darrin to take seminary classes, I realized my 
enthusiasm originated from my own desire to enroll. So I applied and 
was accepted. Life moved along in high gear, but I felt centered for the 
first time. 

Darrin’s new role on the same national executive team had him 
visiting campuses across the country. His demanding travel schedule 
kept his suitcase downstairs in our bedroom rather than stored away 
upstairs. Running in circles at breakneck speed, our family looked 
forward to a couple weeks off to catch our breath and enjoy Christmas 
and New Year’s quietly at home.

Two weeks earlier I had mentioned a suspicious lump to my new 
doctor. She checked and said it didn’t worry her. But just in case, she 
gave me a form for a diagnostic mammogram. I stuffed my Bible and 
journal in my bag on my way out the door. As a mom of three, I 
squeezed in whatever scraps of time opened up to connect with God. 

The mammogram took longer than I had remembered from the 
previous two. As we finished, the technician cleared her throat, looked 
at me, and then glanced away. “We need to check something out. 
You’re going to need an ultrasound.” I frowned thinking about trying 
to schedule another appointment so close to the holidays and expected 
her to say, “We’ll schedule you for next week,” but instead she led 
me out of the room. We would have the ultrasound right then. My 
stomach clenched, and I could feel my heart rate rising. I awkwardly 
grabbed my bag and held closed the ugly front-opening smock as I fol-
lowed her out of the room. 

We snaked around the hallway back to the same sitting area where 
I initially waited after I changed out of my clothes. My blueberry scone, 
still wrapped in the napkin from the coffee shop, suddenly lacked 
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appeal. I nervously wiped clammy palms over my jeans. I was breath-
ing in short, shallow breaths. In an attempt to calm the pounding in 
my ears, I took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. I fumbled around 
in my bag and pulled out my journal and Bible and tried to get com-
fortable on the stiff waiting room chair. All the while my hand kept 
tightening as I bunched the fabric to keep the smock from opening. 
Elevator Christmas music played overhead. With one hand I flipped 
to where I’d left off in my Bible reading plan. I’d been camped out in 
the book of Psalms, found in the middle of the Bible. Today’s reading? 
Psalm 66. It was already colorfully underlined, a sign that those verses 
had significance to me in the past. This time as I read, my eyes stopped 
as I glanced at verse 12: 

“We went through fire and through water, yet You brought us out into 
a place of abundance.”

God impressed on my heart that He meant this verse for me—as 
if He laid out for me what loomed ahead—a testing through fire and 
water. And a promise that He would bring us out of the testing to a 
new place. A place of abundance.

I scribbled down thoughts and prayers in my journal until a tech-
nician called me into a darkened room. I lay down on the cold table as 
the ultrasound tech took measurements. The clack of tapping keys on 
the computer and clicking measurements sounded similar to when my 
pregnant belly held babies. The cold, clear lubricant smelled the same. 

The technician left and returned with the doctor. I shook from 
the cold. The doctor, a no-nonsense woman who, judging from her 
direct bedside manner, I guessed had lived her formative years on the 
East Coast, took over. She measured and checked. She rechecked and 
muttered. “I don’t like what I’m seeing here. No. This is not what I 
wanted to see.”

I swallowed hard and craned my neck to try to see the computer 
screen. The shapes and colors on the screen made no sense.

“Is it bad?” 
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She looked directly at me. “I’m not going to pussyfoot around. I 
don’t like what I see, so we are going to have to take tissue samples. 
After the biopsy comes back we will know for sure.”

The ultrasound tech handed me a clipboard with information 
about getting a core biopsy. I had to read and sign papers, but could 
barely hold the pen steady in my hand. The technician and the doctor 
left to gather instruments for the procedure, and I was alone again, 
lying in the dark room. My shaking intensified. When they returned 
I focused on a spot on the ceiling and used Lamaze breathing to calm 
myself down. The doctor, in her straightforward approach, warned me 
the sound from the instrument would be loud. Clearly she had per-
formed this procedure multiple times to know patients would find it 
startling. She demonstrated a practice tissue extraction in the air. The 
snap caused my whole body to flinch, reminding me of an amplified 
plastic dart gun. Similar to the shows I’d seen on the Discovery Chan-
nel when core samples were extracted from the earth’s crust through a 
thin tube-like device, the core biopsy would take thin samples of the tis-
sue in question. Three or four times the loud sound of the device echoed 
in the room. Each time my hands clenched tighter as I blinked back 
tears. And despite having a shot to numb the area, the procedure hurt.

After the core biopsy a nurse took me to another room to get ban-
daged up. She gently wrapped gauze around and around me. She gave 
me papers to read and sign. When she finished, she looked at me. “I am 
so sorry.” She hugged me before she left. I found the hug odd, but com-
forting. I didn’t remember having a nurse hug me before. It communi-
cated to me what couldn’t be said until the biopsy results came back.

When I finally left the office, I took out my phone to call my 
husband. Three hours had passed. My knees felt so weak and my legs 
gave way. I stopped and knelt on the sidewalk outside the office, mak-
ing myself small. I felt somehow violated. The second I heard Darrin’s 
voice, I allowed myself to enter the emotional weight of the moment. 
Tears came as the shock wore off.
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“Darrin? I don’t know what just happened.”
“What do you mean?”
“The doctor says it’s bad. After the mammogram they did an 

ultrasound and then took tissue samples.” I didn’t dare say the word 
cancer because if I did, I would not be able to recover. Instead I shifted 
to mama bear mode, remembering the cookies.

“Can you please take the cookies to Julia’s party? Can you apolo-
gize for me for not coming? Can you go pick up Jonathan? Can you 
come home and be with me?” 

He could tell I was shaking and scared.
I managed to make my way to the car through blurry, tear-filled 

vision. Inside the car I tried to calm down and look out the window 
as cars passed by. Everyone going somewhere. And I sat and watched. 

My life—a sudden standstill. 

The Awesome Threesome

When I finally made it home, I headed straight to our bedroom. 
I lay on the bed, pulled the covers over me, and closed my eyes. I 
tried to rest, but my mind couldn’t settle. My prayer in the food court 
about letting people in came to mind. I found myself at the same 
crossroads of deciding whether to muster up self-sufficient strength 
and go all Christian Rambo—just me and Jesus—or take the braver 
route to open my heart and let people into my fear. My Asian heritage 
and cultural value of “don’t rock the boat” or “the nail that sticks out 
gets hammered down” amplified my struggle of not wanting to bother 
people with my problems. I saw this dynamic played out over and over 
with my family and my Asian friends. One friend tweaked her back so 
badly she could barely walk. We had planned to have people over for a 
luncheon. I suggested we order out for pizza so she could rest. 

“Oh no, it’s okay. I’ll be fine.”
“No, seriously, we can cancel the whole thing or have someone 

bring the food. You can barely move!”
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But instead of letting others help, I watched her push through the 
pain, and she hosted a small army in her house with a smile on her 
face. It was dishonorable and shameful to put people out or bring atten-
tion to themselves. I imagined the Asian Martha Stewart had similar 
thoughts. She ended up deciding against burdening others with her 
emotional struggles. I did not want my story to end like hers.

Transparency is the willingness to share about difficulties one has 
undergone after the fact. Vulnerability is sharing difficulties raw, in 
real-time, without the lesson-learned end of the story. I was comfort-
able with transparency. Mostly. 

Vulnerability? Not so much.
I pulled out my laptop to compose an e-mail. The bandages from 

the core biopsy made it difficult to breathe deeply, but I also wondered 
if the fear of the unknown or worry about my friends’ possible rejec-
tion caused me to breathe shallowly. I kept shifting around in my bed 
trying to get comfortable.

On the “To:” line I typed names of a handful of my girlfriends, 
based on who I would ask to be my bridesmaids if I married Darrin all 
over again. Each held a place in my heart. I’d been friends with most 
of these women for over two decades. I shared in the e-mail about how 
they made the bridesmaid selection. Cynci lived several states away; 
Lisa lived an hour’s drive away. Three friends lived within ten minutes 
of me. 

Hi friends,
If I were to marry Darrin again, you’d be the bridesmaids 

I’d pick (Cync, you for a second time). I’ve got not good news 
to share with you and am needing your prayers for this week-
end and into early next week. Found a lump in my breast 
around Thanksgiving and went in for my annual physical. 
The doctor signed me up for the step up from the routine 
mammogram. Long story short, went to my appointment 
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this morning and in three hours I went from mammogram 
to ultrasound to core biopsy back to another mammogram 
for two lumps, one four centimeters, one almost one centi-
meter. The doctor said several times in several ways, “I am 
worried about this, I am very concerned about this, this does 
not look good, this is not what I wanted to see.” More or less 
she wanted to let me know that it looks cancerous. The biopsy 
will confirm and I’ll get the results back on Tuesday. I’ve spent 
time crying some off and on, letting Darrin be there for me 
and be strong for me. My emotions have gone from shock to 
fear, from grief to numbness. The waiting is the hard part 
right now. We are not letting too many people know until we 
know more details, but I did want to have some friends sup-
port us and pray for us during this initial time of shock and 
mixed emotions. So, please pray as the Spirit leads. Thanks.

Love you,
viv

Kelly—my friend from the University of Colorado, Boulder. 
“Dumb blonde jokes” in no way applied to Kelly even though she some-
times referred to herself that way. Her keen mind and learner heart gave 
her deep insight into Asian culture allowing her to flow effortlessly 
between eastern and western worlds. Her Japanese American husband, 
Dave, would joke that she was more Asian than he was. Kelly and I 
loved to sit on the couch and plan. She would take out her pencil and 
checkbook-size calendar and record important dates. We laughed and 
sighed in mutual understanding of how our husbands were drained by 
the very thing we so enjoyed. Faithful, loyal, generous, smart, kind, 
patient, humble, steadfast, and gracious, Kelly was a gifted teacher, a 
financial wizard, and a woman with off-the-charts integrity. We were 
fellow scrapbookers and annual Thanksgiving party hostesses. Over 
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the years we took enough notes to fill a large manila folder with recipes, 
timelines, and seating charts until finally we could plan a feast for thirty 
with our eyes closed. Our kids had grown up together like cousins. 

Leila—we first met before either of us married. Wise, generous, 
fun, passionate, thoughtful, kind, courageous, loyal, creative (an expert 
in color, beauty, textures, hair, interior decorating, makeup, and fash-
ion), and an amazing question asker. Leila and I were fellow Talbot 
Seminary-someday-master’s-degree recipients (though she is much 
further along). When her sons were five and six years old, they both 
planned to marry Julia. And as with Kelly’s family, our kids had grown 
up like cousins. When times got tough on the home front we would 
head out, just the two of us, to Disneyland for what we called scream 
therapy. We would alternate between screaming on the roller coaster 
rides to laughing until we couldn’t breathe. Time spent together play-
ing and having fun helped restore hope and perspective, which kept us 
engaged in the challenges at home.

Debbie—her reputation as a godly woman, mom, wife, and leader 
preceded her arrival from Colorado to California. I felt honored that 
she would even remember my name. But God allowed me to be 
counted as one of her friends. The first time I heard Debbie speak, 
she sat in a chair surrounded by Cru staff moms from the Pacific 
Southwest region. I was drawn to her warmth and her bravery as she 
shared about the death of her infant son, Joey. Debbie came out of 
the darkest days of grief with her faith still intact. She spoke honestly 
about the hardships and challenges, but what stood out to me was her 
description of her church family and the blessing they were through-
out their painful good-bye. I treasured time with Debbie, learning, 
processing, and sharing. Honest, discerning, loyal, generous, wise, 
thoughtful, calm, sincere, refined, intelligent; connection maker, 
grief counselor, conflict resolver, and gifted leader-teacher-listener, 
Debbie and I were fellow half-marathon-walker medal recipients. (I 
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don’t think either of us is going to do anything like that again soon. 
Or ever.) From the first time we met, Debbie brought calm, order, 
and a plan to the madness through her confidence, experience, and 
graciousness. 

I knew I needed time to process and talk “in human” (a phrase 
Julia used when she was a preschooler in place of “in person”). So fol-
lowing the e-mail I texted these local women to see if they would be 
willing to meet me the next day at my Starbucks—the one with the 
fireplace, just around the corner from our house.

They all said yes.
The next afternoon the four of us huddled around a small wooden 

table meant for two. The coffee shop, always bustling and often with 
lines of people out the door, seemed particularly packed. But once we 
found and settled into our spot everyone around us faded into the 
background. For a few moments I stared at our Christmas-themed 
Starbucks paper cups on the table, and turned my cup a full 360 
degrees to look more closely at the decorations for the new theme. 
Finally, I took a deep breath and looked each friend in the eyes. 

“Thanks for being here. You guys have known me a long, long 
time, so you know this is a big growth step to ask you to be with me. 
You know what a struggle it is for me to ask for help and open up and 
let people in. Part of me feels kind of foolish because I don’t even know 
the test results. Maybe meeting is all for nothing. But I realize I need 
your support while I wait for the biopsy results.”

Kelly’s eyes filled with tears. I looked at her in the silence as my 
eyes began to fill. Leila reached out over the table and placed her hand 
on my arm. I continued, my voice choking, “We’ve been through a lot 
together. Over time I’ve trusted each of you with the deepest parts of 
me. I’ve shared secrets and stories with you no one else knows. And I 
know you’ve done the same with me. You’re not just friends, you are 
like family to me.”
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I trusted Debbie, Kelly and Leila. I knew they wouldn’t try to talk 
me out of how I felt or carelessly quote Bible verses or try to hyper-
spiritualize the situation. They knew how to sit with me in my raw 
emotions.

No fixing.
No advice giving.
Just listening. And being present with me in my fear and confusion.
They each showed such spiritual maturity and depth of char-

acter. Their own journeys through personal heartache helped them 
understand experientially what it meant to be a good friend. They 
were safe. I trusted them and they trusted me. They wouldn’t judge 
me if I questioned God or cussed in anger or cried about possibly 
losing my hair.

As I shared about the events from the previous day, they held my 
hands. Their eyes filled with tears of empathy as they listened. 

Debbie asked, after our cups emptied and my words emptied, “I’d 
sure like to have us pray together. Would you be willing to come over 
to my house?”

After feeling heard, understood, and validated, I was ready. We went 
back to Debbie’s house to pray, welcoming the privacy her house pro-
vided. Her home became a haven. Leila, Kelly, and Debbie surrounded 
me as I sat on the couch. They placed their hands on my shoulders. I 
wept as they prayed over me. 

“God, grant Darrin and Viv your peace. Peace that surpasses all 
understanding.”

“Help them to keep turning to you. Even when they don’t 
understand.”

“Strengthen them for what lies ahead.”
“Help us know how to help.”
The comfort of their physical presence brought a temporary 

calm to my anxious heart. I didn’t know the biopsy result, but I was 
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strengthened and uplifted by these three I’d brought in to share my 
fears and to pray as I waited.

They became, from that day forward, the Awesome Threesome, 
or A3, or any number of combinations of Awesome and Three and 
Wonderful.

I’d known that life was meant to be lived in community and not in 
isolation. But it wasn’t until I opened my life to others that I began to 
experience the significance of this truth. I had studied and memorized 
Hebrews 12:1–3, but not until I decided to let people in and feel soul-
altering love through community did the repeated words of we and us 
stand out. I’d read the passage in the past as an individual. I focused on 
my race and the importance of fixing my eyes on Jesus. I still believe in 
the importance of each individual developing his or her own personal 
relationship with God, and yet, during this time, I realized how much 
the Bible is written with community in mind. The writer of Hebrews 
knew and stressed through repeated words the critical part people and 
community play in the journey of life. As I read through the first four 
books in the New Testament I saw Jesus’ example of living life in com-
munity. He shared meals and traveled with women and men (Luke 
8:1–3) and demonstrated vulnerability when He brought along His 
friends to be with Him in the garden of Gethsemane during the most 
despairing time before His death (Mark 14:33).

The meeting with the Awesome Threesome marked the beginning 
of my experience with true, messy community—unlike anything I had 
ever known before.

It marked the beginning, too, of the blessings God had for me in 
this journey I never wanted to take. 
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