by Samantha Snively

Sereivudh Ly grew up in Phnom Penh,
Cambodia, in a middle-class family of
seven children (three boys and four
girls). His father was a public servant;
the family was comfortable and happy.
And then in April 1975, when Ly was
13, the Khmer Rouge took power in
Cambodia. Ly and his family lost
everything. He and his siblings were
sent into the jungle to live with their
grandmother on a small plot of land.
After the Khmer Rouge and Pol
Pot took power in 1975, they began
a program of ethnic purging and
totalitarian violence that lasted for four
years. More than 156,000 Cambodians
died in the civil war in 1975, half of
them civilians. By 1979, when the
Vietnamese entered the country, more
than 1.7 million Cambodians and
ethnic minorities in Cambodia had
been executed or died of starvation and
disease. Among these numbered four of
Ly’s siblings and both his parents.
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Several years later, Ly found himself
in a refugee camp in Thailand. He didn’t
know where his family was buried;
fleeing to the camp was “just taking a
risk,” says Ly. He spent the first year in
the camp as an unregistered refugee.
“I’d trapped myself in a prison,” he
says. Once he entered the refugee

camp, it was dangerous to leave. In his
camp, over 300,000 people crammed
into a four-kilometer square plot of
land covered with bamboo and thatch
dwellings. Each person was allotted a
small amount of food and 15 liters of
water a day; the camp was filled with
violence and fighting over resources by

In happier days before Sereivudh was
separated from his family in March 1975.

day and murder and other atrocities by
night. “I was full of anger and bitterness,”
recalls Ly. “I didn’t want to live anymore.”
Every so often, Seventh-day Adventist
student missionaries, pastors from the
United States, Australia, New Zealand
and Canada would come to the camp
to conduct clinics and evangelize. Ly
became accustomed to making fun of the
Christians, until one American Adventist
pastor stood out from the rest. “He was
kind, loving and sacrificial. I wondered
why he would leave his country to come
to work in the camp,” he says. Curious, Ly
began to talk to the American Adventist
pastor and to read some books from the

Opposite left: Sereivudh Ly’s father, before 1975
Opposite right: Sereivudh is pictured standing
at the far left. He and the two sisters standing
beside him survived. His father, mother and
other four siblings were all slaughtered by the
Khmer Rouge.

Bible—Proverbs, Job, Ecclesiasties, and
the Gospels. “I kept asking, if God was
as good and loving as the Bible says,
why would He allow these atrocities
to happen,” Ly remembers. Reading
about the war between God and Satan
helped him understand somewhat, “I
still struggled with anger, but I began to
practice forgiveness.”
Within the Khao I Dang refugee camp,
the Seventh-day Adventist church also
conducted English classes. Sereivudh
was one of the hundreds of students who
attended the classes, held in the church.
Judy Aitken, founder and director of the
Adventist Southeast Asia Project, was

working at Khao I Dang when she met
Ly. The English classes used the Bible
as a textbook, and Aitken remembers
watching Ly “find peace in believing and
knowing Christ’s love and salvation. God
gave him peace and hope in his life that
he had never had before,” she says. Ly
continued to study the Bible, and he was
baptized as a Seventh-day Adventist in
1984.
For the next four years, Ly worked as
an English teacher and a pastor in the
refugee camp. In 1988, a couple from the
Christian Reformed Church sponsored
him to resettle in Canada. He was asked
to help interpret the pastor’s sermon

i was full of anger
and bitterness...
i didn’t want
to live anymore.
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Sereivudh carries a box of Bibles in the
refugee camp. He is wearing the only set of
clothes he owned at the time.

Sereivudh fled to the Khao I Dand (KID)
refugee camp in Thailand

for Cambodian people who were sponsored
by the Christian Reformed Church. He
maintained his Adventist beliefs as well;
he attended the local Adventist church on
Saturdays, and would translate the pastor’s
sermon for the Cambodian church on
Sundays. During the week, Ly worked in the
auto industry.
When Ly arrived in Canada, he called Judy
Aitken to get the address of the local Seventhday Adventist church. By then, he and
Aitken had developed a close relationship,
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Sereivudh Ly was baptized as a member of the
Seventh-day Adventist Church in 1984

and Ly asked if he could call her “mother.”
“I was happy to accept him as my son and
continue to encourage him in his walk with
God,” Aitken recalls. When Ly shared that he
felt God’s call to become a minister, Aitken
encouraged him to attend Canadian Union
College.
After arriving in Canada, Ly had been
offered a scholarship to attend a nonAdventist college on the condition that he
would return and work as a pastor for four
years. That was when he heard the call of

God to join the ministry. He reasoned that if
he was teaching people the truth of Christ,
he would rather teach the truth in the
true church. He applied and was accepted
on probationary admission to Canadian
University College (then Canadian Union
College) in 1992. He graduated with a BA
in 1996, and was employed to pastor at the
Edmonton Central and Ryley Seventh-day
Adventist churches. He came to Andrews
University in 1999 and earned his Master
of Divinity from the Seventh-day Adventist

Below left: Sereivudh with his wife Vandy,
oldest son Samuel, daughter Selena and
youngest son Stephen at his graduation
Below right: Sereivudh Ly is congratulated by
President Niels-Erik Andreasen after receiving
his Doctor of Ministry degree

Theological Seminary in 2001. He then moved
to Ontario to simultaneously pastor the
St. Thomas and Woodstock churches. Five
years later, he began pastoring the Belleville
Seventh-day Adventist Church. In January
2011 he was called to be the associate pastor
at the Mount Zion Filipino Seventh-day
Adventist Church located in Downsview,
Ontario.
Since the beginning of his ministry,
forgiveness had always interested him. “I
noticed that even the people in my own
congregation had trouble forgiving. To be a
good pastor, you have to be able to forgive
and to impart that knowledge to your
congregation,” says Ly. Because of his own
struggles with forgiveness, Ly wanted to learn
guidelines of biblical forgiveness that pastors
could implement in their own ministry. To do

forgiveness
is not remorse;
it is not pardon,
reconciliation,
or forgetting;
forgiveness is
not conditional.
this, he returned to the Seminary at Andrews
University to work on a Doctor of Ministry
degree. Ly completed his dissertation, “A
Model of Forgiveness: Development and
Implementation at the Belleville Seventh-day
Adventist Church, Ontario, Canada” in the
winter of 2011. In it he outlines a four-phase
model for practicing forgiveness.
“Forgiveness is not remorse; it is not
pardon, reconciliation, or forgetting;
forgiveness is not conditional,” says Ly.
Rather, forgiveness is based on love—both
human love and the love of God. According
to Ly’s model, forgiveness is ultimately a
choice we must make, but one that we make
according to the example of God and with
His love. In his dissertation and the seminars
that have evolved from it, Ly offers advice
on how to practice forgiveness. His four-step

model is based around the word “LOVE.”
Forgiveness begins by Longing for God’s love
and forgiveness to overcome anger and hurt;
then Obeying God’s commands by choosing
to forgive. After the choice to forgive comes a
Visualization of God’s peace and love, which
creates empathy toward the offender. The
“LOVE” model completes with the subject
Exemplifying God’s forgiveness by becoming
a forgiving person.
He remains in close contact with Judy,
who remembers his incredible faith in
God while finishing his doctorate. “He
persevered in completing the degree though
he was involved in full-time ministry with
family responsibilities as well,” she says.
“He followed the Lord’s leading in writing
his dissertation on the subject of Christ’s
forgiveness so that he could bring help in
the form of forgiveness to his Khmer people
who have suffered so much during Pol Pot’s
Communist Regime in Cambodia.”
Since returning to Belleville, Ly has
implemented his model in his own church
with positive results. He hopes to teach
in a college or university someday in the
future, to help his own church grow to a true
understanding of forgiveness and to develop
a forgiveness-oriented community in other
churches. He also hopes to write a book using
his own life experiences as an illustration of
his model. n
Samantha Snively is a junior English major, member
of the J.N. Andrews Honors program, and student
writer for the Office of Integrated Marketing &
Communication.

WINTER 2012

25

