Three Days at the Del:

Reflections from the First L2 Leadership Forum

Although it’s been many months since our three days together at the memorable Hotel Del, I still have very vivid memories of my experiences there, and of the fantastic people with whom I had the privilege of spending that weekend. At the same time, it’s also rather sobering to realize that though three months have passed, I have done little to follow up with those great conversations and interactions (with the exception of sending notes to friends who were invited but could not attend, telling them “I wish you could have been there!”) So here is an attempt to re-capture some of what I experienced at the first L2 Leadership Forum, with the hope that it will spark fond memories for those who were able to be there, as well as encouraging us all to find ways not to let that weekend become just another conference in our past history.

A Welcome Beginning

For me, the opportunity to spend a weekend with a group of Asian Americans committed to ministry and leadership development was like immersing myself in a pool of Gatorade after an endless trek through the desert. Living in Iowa, I don’t often have the chance to run into other Asian American Christians, much less interact with any on these topics, so this conference provided an opportunity to reconnect with the current trends and leaders. Even so, I wondered beforehand, “Will I fit in?” As neither a pastor nor a lay leader, but someone from the field of publishing, I feared that I would be hopelessly out of place. But it was not so. From the first moment when I registered and was given the most exquisite welcome gift, a cellophane-and-raffia-wrapped box of Asian-inspired goodies, tucked into a classy version of a Chinese take-out box, to the first dinner where attendees opened themselves up to equally meet and greet friends and strangers, the entire experience was surrounded with a sense of expectation, goodwill, and hospitality. Despite coming from different parts of the country, from different professions, and from different ethnic backgrounds, we were bound by a common interest to further Asian American leadership and spiritual development, and that proved to be a strong foundation from which to build the weekend.

Surrounded by Blessings

As I sat and listened to plenary session speakers—Paul Tokunaga, Wayne Ogimachi, David Gibbons—I felt a tremendous sense of pride for Asian American Christians. How blessed are we, that we have such gifted and talented people as these, leaders who have all done so much to help further Asian American ministry? (And to think it was planned to be even better, if only Jeanette Yep had been able to join us for the weekend!) In addition to our large group speakers, I would often look around the room and see faces of so many people whose ministries have already developed legacies of their own, as well as younger faces whose legacies are yet to be written, and I realized anew how much we have to be thankful for as a group. We have been blessed with many gifts and with tremendous opportunities, which we should affirm and acknowledge. However, as a result, we also have the responsibility to make wise use of those talents, perhaps to a much greater extent than we have done to date. No doubt that God has given us the raw materials to form strong partnerships with one another and with those outside our immediate ethnic or generational contexts, and to build ministries that could have great influence (as some amongst our group have already been doing). But now it’s our time to start returning those blessings to the church in greater measure, and as I scanned the faces of my brothers and sisters attending the Forum, I felt a great sense of hope and promise, that people attending this conference would have significant impact in the future of the Asian American church.

Yet Bound By Common Concerns

And yet, there was also plenty of time during the Forum to express concerns, which often occurred in our Dialogue Sets (small group discussions). A couple of themes seemed to repeat themselves in the discussions I attended. One focused on the needs of the coming Asian American generation—how the situation might be even more dire for those youngsters than they were for our generation, as the cycle of poor leadership and spiritual development of these young people may just keep continuing on into the future unless our generation begins to step into the gap. Another recurring theme was an affirmation of the need for organizations like L2 to focus on issues of Asian American ministry. Those who are pastors and lay leaders in church and parachurch ministries are often so overtaxed with the needs of their respective congregations that they do not have the time or resources to be involved with leadership and resource development on a broader scale. But despite these and other areas of concern, there was optimism at the conference that the formation of L2 will signify the beginning of more and greater partnerships with existing and future organizations who can encourage and support what is happening in the ministry trenches, which is sorely needed.

The Road Ahead?

The main question that I felt we all left asking was, “What next?” How were we to take the experiences of this first L2 conference and somehow apply them to our own contexts? What were the results that we were seeking, and how could we not lose the spirit of camaraderie, blessing, and mutual purpose that was palpable during our time at the Hotel Del?

Given that this was L2’s conference, part of the effort will rest on the foundation’s shoulders, to build the proper infrastructure and resources that will exponentially increase the effect of these conferences and help foster answers to those questions. Already, the organization has begun to do so; for example, they have put many of the discussions and ideas that came out of the conference on their website at http://www.l2foundation.org/sd2001 for our perusal. But for those of us who experienced and benefited from the rest and stimulating discussions, I would submit that there is also onus on us, because L2’s mission is not to take all of our ideas and implement them, but to support and assist those of us who feel God’s call to take leadership in these areas. Hopefully, those of us who went to this first Leadership Forum will be able to say in the years to come that not only was it a great three days, but it was the beginning of a significant journey that ultimately gave us opportunities to shape Asian American ministries in ways we could only dream of before we ever set foot into the Hotel Del.

--Helen Lee, February 25, 2002

