Reset. Refocus. Jesus. All.

by Keri Suarez

I

arrived in Seattle a day early for the One
Project so I could spend some time with
my brother and sister-in-law, who had
driven up from Portland. After visiting
Pike’s Place Market, seeing the Underground
City and stopping at a few destination stores,
we found ourselves just walking through the
city enjoying the atmosphere.
Coming upon an intersection, we saw a
commotion in the street. A man appeared to
be groping a woman who was trying to shake
free of his embrace. She shook him off and he
crumpled to the ground. “Someone call for
help. I’m going to church!” she shouted as
she stormed off, leaving the man lying in the
street.
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No one moved. “She was going to church?”
I thought to myself, “Yet she’s leaving a man
laying in the street. What in the world was
going on?”
Others just stopped and stared. A few cars
passed by, slowing down, but not stopping.
The man was moving and he tried to stand,
but something was wrong with his leg. He
couldn’t stand on his own.
I walked over to him. He was more than
twice my size. “Sir, I need you to get out of the
street. You’re going to get hit by a car.”
He tried to stand and fell again. He was
drunk. He looked at me and reached for my
hand to help him stand.
“Sir, I can’t help you up. You’re going to

end up pulling me down and hurting us both.
I need you to roll out of the street. Can you do
that?”
He was at the curb, but still in the street.
“Sir, I need you to roll up onto the curb. You
need to get out of the street.”
“Can you help me up? I just need to get
up,” he muttered.
“You’re hurt and you’re drunk. If I try to
help you stand, you’re going to pull me down.
Let’s get you onto the sidewalk.”
He rolled up and laid there for a moment.
“I really want to get up,” he said.
“I’ll make you a deal. Count to 10 and
then you can stand,” I said in an attempt to
keep him occupied until help arrived. The

ambulance lights were now visible in the
distance.
He counted to ten. “There, can I get up
now?”
“No, not quite yet. Let’s see if you can
count backwards from 10,” I instructed.
By the time he got to five, the paramedics
and police had arrived. Within seconds, we
were back to our walk through the city.
“Someone call for help. I’m going to
church!” Her words played over and over
in my head. She likely was well acquainted
with this man and given the circumstances
surrounding his state of sobriety, it’s likely
that this instance was one in a string of many.
Yet the harshness of her actions—someone

else deal with the problem at hand because
she needed to make an appearance at
church—stung close to home for me.
As we continued to walk the streets of
Seattle, my mind kept returning to the man in
the street. He was left to lie there, struggling
on his own because no one felt compelled to
step in and lend in a hand. There was an utter
lack of community. In many ways, my church
experience was much like the man in the
street—I’ve been a member of the Seventhday Adventist Church my entire life although
it has been years since I felt any sense of
community from my church. I repeatedly felt
cast aside, unworthy and utterly alone. All I
wanted was to feel as though I wasn’t alone.

I’ve struggled for years to figure out where
do I belong? Where, or perhaps better yet,
who is my faith community? Who are the
faces and what are the experiences I’ll be
able to give my young daughters during
their spiritually formative years? What am I
looking for? The church I was at always left
a stale taste in my mouth. From the tangible
pieces, such as decaying, moldy carpet in the
children’s rooms to the request in the bulletin
to only enter the sanctuary at certain parts
during the order of service, to the feeling you
get when week after week, year after year,
you’re greeted at your home church of ten
years with, “Welcome! Thanks for visiting
us this Sabbath!” When we are seated in
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the pew, my daughters look at me and say,
“Mommy, do we have to stay?” Something
is horribly wrong with this scenario. I’m
not going to force an experience down their
throats that isn’t a positive one. At a place
where we don’t really belong.
Pastor Japhet De Oliveira had invited me
to attend the One Project in Atlanta in 2011,
but the pieces just didn’t fall into place. I
was interested, but I didn’t really understand
what it was all about. Two days spent with a
group of people focused on Jesus. Were there
workshops? Focus groups? A curriculum of
some sort to follow? It just didn’t quite make
sense to me.
The One Project started in room 602 of a
Holiday Inn in Denver. Seven men were part
of its inception: Alex Bryan, senior pastor at
the Walla Walla University Church; Japhet
De Oliveira, director of the Center for Youth
Evangelism and chaplain for missions at
Andrews University; Dany Hernandez, pastor
for collegiate and young adult ministries
at Forest Lake Adventist Church; Eddie
Hypolite, associate youth director for the
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South England Conference, UK; Sam Leonor,
pastor for LaSierra University; Tim Gillespie,
pastor for young adult ministries at Loma
Linda University Church of Seventh-day
Adventists; and Terry Swenson, campus
chaplain for Loma Linda University.

“Jesus loves me, this
I know, is the deepest
theology we can ever
know.”
For two days, they prayed, fasted and
shared in communion, all while reflecting
upon a simple statement: Jesus. All. From this
time together, the One Project was born. In
the winter of 2011, the One Project drew 172
people to Atlanta. The focus was solely upon
Jesus.
Fast-forward to Seattle, February 2012.
This time, the pieces fell into place. I was one
of nearly 700 people from all corners of the
nation and some from around the world who

gathered to spend two days celebrating Jesus.
All. I was there. I was fully on-board. But I
still didn’t get it. At this point, I was simply
along for the ride.
During De Oliveira’s opening words,
something he said really struck me: “Here
we will have real community, not just the
appearance of it.” But I didn’t know all these
people, nor would I have a chance to get
to know all of the nearly 700 sitting in the
Westin conference rooms. “Wouldn’t that be
amazing though?” I thought to myself.
As De Oliveira continued, a second
statement hit me even harder than the first.
“Jesus loves me, this I know, is the deepest
theology we can ever know.” “So simple.
Perhaps too simple?” I thought to myself.
I quickly shook that latter thought away.
“Ridiculous. Jesus’s love IS simple. HE makes
it easy; we are the ones who try to make it so
hard.” It’s a precept I’m determined to instill
in my children—a relationship with Christ
should be just as, if not exponentially more
so, comfortable and rewarding than any
human relationships we possess.

At this point, I was hooked. Something felt
so right about being there. Jesus wanted me
there. He had paved the way for me to take
part in the One Project in Seattle. He had a
purpose for me in this experience. As those
two days unfolded and each speaker came
and went, I soaked in every word.
“We have met Jesus in Sabbath School,
but He rarely inhabits our ecclesiology,
our pulpits…” stated Tim Gillespie. As he
continued, he firmly grounded his message in
John 12:23: “But Jesus answered them saying,
‘The hour has come that the Son of Man
should be glorified.’”
Alex Bryan addressed both the longstanding and recent directive in the Seventhday Adventist Church to avoid listening to
or dialoguing with anyone outside of the
Seventh-day Adventist Church theological
family. Bryan pointed to one of the most
prevalent books in Adventist churches around
the world—the Seventh-day Adventist hymnal.
“From the writings of monks to the desires
of American slaves, from anonymous to
famous people, folk songs and classical
music, boys and girls, white and black,
people from all different cultures throughout
the history of Christianity…600 of the 700
hymns in the Seventh-day Adventist hymnal
are not from a Seventh-day Adventist,” Bryan
stated. Then, he posed these questions,
“Would it be a better book if it were only
Baptists? Or Methodists? Or Seventh-day
Adventists? Would it be a better hymnal if
we took Amazing Grace out because it wasn’t
written by a Seventh-day Adventist? No!”

Jesus. All.

Eddie Hypolite, whose very presence in a
room is enough to command the attention of
all, gave an impassioned plea: “The Adventist
message doesn’t need defending; it needs
living.”
While there isn’t room on this page to
adequately encapsulate the profound truths
and lessons each speaker shared, each one
resonated so harmoniously with where I’m
at in my spiritual journey; it was as if Jesus
had specifically led their study to ensure they
were able to address each subject I needed to
hear.
The speakers were undoubtedly thoughtprovoking and engaging, with topics all
central to the theme of Jesus. But it was at
the tables where community began to form. I
found myself at a table with two individuals
I was acquainted with from Andrews and
four others who were, at that point, complete
strangers. When the first speaker was done
and it was time to engage in dialog with those
at my table, I was hesitant to say the least. I
saw a range of generations sitting around that
table. My fear was that my married, mother
of two in her 30’s perspective on these topics
would be in such stark contrast to theirs that
our dialog would not be a healthy one.
I was abundantly wrong. As words began
to come out of my mouth, I saw seven pairs
of eyes attempt to meet mine as if to say, “It’s
okay. Say what is on your heart and mind.”
The sense of community and collegiality that
exuded from my table was overwhelmingly
positive. This is why I had come. This is what
I had been looking for.

I want community. I want to know that
when, not if, I stumble, my faith community
will be there to help me stand again and
point me back in the right direction. I want a
community where all ideas may not be met
with full agreement, but they are welcomed
with an open mind. I want a community
where doctrine illuminates my path, not
defines it. I found that community at the One
Project.
For me, the One Project was a time to re-set
and re-focus. It peeled away the dried outer
layers of Seventh-day Adventism that have
collected and gone dry during the course
of my life. Layer by layer, misconceptions
and misperceptions of who I thought I am
supposed to be and what I thought my church
was supposed to look like were stripped
away. Underneath I have rediscovered the
core—my core—Jesus loves me, this I know.
Jesus loves me—a sinner. An imperfect being
in a crumbling world. What better way to
glorify the One who gave His life for me than
to embrace His community of believers as
my own and emulate the love of Christ? So
simple, just as it should be. Jesus. All. n
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have found a church community at OnePlace, a new
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Visit www.the1project.org/
watch.html to view the Seattle
presentations and more.

“The sense of community
and collegiality that
exuded from my table
was overwhelmingly
positive. This is why I had
come. This is what I had
been looking for. ”
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