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Karen Oliver — Woman of Prayer Jie Huang

Karen Oliver is an American Christian who serves at our church. You may bave seen her in last year's Christmas performance, in the English
worship services, and in many classrooms with young kids. She is a _faithful servant loved by many children as one of their favorite teachers, and
by Chinese co-workers. Besides serving in the Chinese church, she is also on staff with the International Friendships Inc. (IF1), a campus minis-
try hose miission is to befriend, serve, and share the gospel with international students and scholars and their families. Recently we had the chance
to interview Karen and hear her testimony and her understanding and experience in prayer.

Jie: First I want to thank you for your faithful service in our Chinese church. You are one of my son’s favorite teachers.
We really appreciate you. May I begin to ask how you become a Christian?

Karen: I was born into a church-going family. But it was a pretty liberal church then. They didn’t preach salvation. I did
not know what the gospel was. I had the sense that church was for making people better, but basically it didn’t work. I
saw things preached and agreed to on Sundays that pretty much got tossed out by Monday night. That was the way many
people lived. (The church has changed a lot since then.) I went to our church’s college. My
knowledge of Christian colleges now tells me that that college was not a Christian college.

I threw God out of the window on my freshman year, basically walked away from God and
all His rules. I indulged into my own idea of fun all through college, got married after col-
lege. The marriage fell apart after 10 years. I launched into life as a single mom and got a
full-time job. I began to yearn for something — peace. I thought I would get peace by getting
a good job. I got that but no peace. I thought I would get peace by getting a big house in a
nice neighborhood. I got that and no peace. I had two good daughters, but they didn’t bring
any peace, cither. Gradually as I watched Christian co-workers, and saw how they responded
| to life, I began to suspect what I wanted I could get only from God. For a long time I just

wasn’t interested in getting close to God. I didn’t want to submit to Him, until He brought
about a series of events.

Within 5 days, I did a total turnover. On Father’s Day Sunday at my parents’ church, I heard a sermon about Jesus and the
Samaritan woman at the well. The title of the sermon was, “Are you thirsty?” I decided I was! On the following Wednes-
day, a coworker asked me about what I thought about the Bible. I said it has a lot of stories, poetry, myths, and good ad-
vice. He just looked at me and said, “The Bible is true.” Nobody ever told me that before. On Friday night I went to the
dollar theatre, where I saw “Chariots of Ilire” about two runners in the 1924 Olympic game. One was a self-made man,
proud but fearful; and the other was a son of Scottish missionaries to China. The self-made man was never able to enjoy
his victories. The Scottish man thoroughly enjoyed running. He said, “God made me fast, and when I run, I feel God’s
presence.” He just enjoyed everything, and I loved to see that.

When I left the theatre, I had the sense that I had a decision to make. I realized that if I continued to live my life under my
own rule, I would be like the man in the movie who never was able to enjoy his own victories. But the Scottish man lived
under the rule of God, and he was free and happy. So when I got to a red light on the way home, and I said to God, “You
can have control of my life.” I was flooded with peace! It happened in an instant, and I was so surprised. I hadn’t known
peace was part of the bargain, not at all. It kind of baffled me.

I realized the next day, not only that I had peace, but I was responding to things differently. In situations where I had made
sinful responses, I was not making those responses. I knew I was changed. I started attending my coworker’s church and
joined an intensive two-year Bible study started by a group of women in the church. When I first read II Corinthians 5:17,
“Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone, the new has come!” I knew that I had become a
new person when I gave God control of my life. I had been 40 years old at that time.

Jie: So what happened after that? How did you get involved with IFI? How did you get into Christian ministry?

Karen: Actually IFI was started by the church I was attending, Covenant Baptist Church. Many years before, the pastor
and several people in the church learned that many international students came to Columbus and never made an American
friend and were never invited to an American home. They left after 5 or 6 years, feeling angry at Americans. Most of these
people come from countries that are very hospitable. They don’t understand this at all, it is very offensive to them. So that
was one reason for starting IFI--to give international students a very different experience in the US. A second reason was,
American churches spent horrendous amounts of money preparing American missionaries to go abroad, getting them over
there, getting them oriented to the culture and the language. And it is usually two and half to three years before a mission-
ary from the US can start to be productive abroad--probably $150,000 to $250,000 later! But internationals are coming to
us. They learn to speak English; they are willing to fit into the culture. They are in our backyards practicallyl Doesn’t it
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make sense to offer Christ to them?

The people at Covenant Baptist started by offering internationals friendship. If the internationals got interested in the kind
of lives they were living, the Christians would introduce them to their best friend, Jesus Christ. Mabel Bahler and Phil
Saksa helped start IFI. They would often come to Covenant Baptist Church to talk about IFI, and I was just fascinated.
When I was a little kid, I always said that I would be a missionary. Being a missionary is really nifty. So when they talked
about being a missionary right in your own home town, it made a lot of sense to me.

When I thought I could start serving on Fridays, I started in Mabel’s group as a helper. And I did that for a year and half or
so. Then one night Phil and Mabel cornered me and said, “It’s time you started your own Bible study group.” By that
time, I had spent a summer teaching English in China. So I started what we called a basic English Bible study, geared to-
ward visiting scholars and spouses. That’s how I got started.

Jie: How do you start and run a Bible study group?

Karen: If you have been in a Bible study group, just ask the Lord to give you two couples who may be interested in learn-
ing the Bible. One way is to use the recorded New Testament to start a Bible listening group, and allow group members to
ask questions afterwards.

Jie: I recently discovered a Bible commentary called ““Thru the Bible.” Have you heard of this before?

Karen: Yes, it’s by J. Vernon McGee. He is one of my favorite radio Bible teachers. One of the things I used for years is
the Serendipity Bible. (Serendipity means finding a treasure quite by chance.) It is a Bible designed for small-group Bible
study. They will have an opening, a couple of ice-breaking questions that relate to what they are going to study, digging
into the material, and review and closing. They even suggest how much time you might spend on each section. I've used it
for years and years, it is very helpful..

Jie: You really shared the vision of starting with friendship and give them the best thing. How long have you been with
IFT?

Karen: I started with Mabel’s group in 1990. I came on staff at the beginning of 2001. I took early retirement from Ross
Labs because my parents were getting elderly, and my siblings and I did not want to see them go to a retirement home, for
they had a large lovely house in the town where we grew up. We agreed that when they needed help, I would leave my job
and go live with them. So I did that. I lived with them for 6 years until they both passed away. They each lived for almost
89 years.

Jie: They were very blessed to have children like you taking care of them.

Karen: I was blessed to be able to do that. It was hard. I left a middle-management position in a large company to be a
daughter again in my parents’ house. They were still my mom and dad, and they reminded of that very regularly. I think
during that time, God really revealed a lot of sin in my heart. With the pressure to be squeeshed in that living situation, I
began to see how sinful I was. But I joined Bible Study Fellowship (BSF) during that time. That helped keep me sane.
When my mom and dad passed away, I just prayed to God, “What do you want me to do?” I had three things I could
have done happily. One of them was coming back to Columbus and joining the staff at IFL..

Jie: Sounds like you really started to grow as a Christian at age 40?

Karen: I felt like I had years to make up for. I had thrown away years and years of my life. God grew me pretty fast. 1FI’s
vision statement mentions people becoming oaks of righteousness, which is a phrase from Isaiah. Oak trees don’t grow
that fast; they grow slowly.

Jie: So you began to share the gospel through IFI, but how did you decide to attend a Chinese church?

Karen: Well, when I was still living with my mom and dad, I was coming to Columbus every weekend to run Friday night
Bible study group. When I could, I attended the church in Columbus. By the time God brought me back to Columbus full
time, I sensed the little church I attended was too American, and too far from campus. I wanted to attend a church that I
could invite Chinese friends to, where they would feel welcome. So I started looking at campus area churches. My 1FI Bi-
ble study group and I attended the Christmas musical program that the Chinese Church did in year 2000. I was quite im-
pressed. I mean for a church to put together a full orchestra and a chorus, was something I had never experienced except,
perhaps, in Grace Brethren Church’s Living Christmas Tree. I was also impressed with the earnestness of the people, and
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when I learned that they were doing short-term mission trips to China and Taiwan, I was fascinated. The church has a mis-
sionary heart, which was very appealing to me.

As I was praying and visiting various churches, one of things concerned me was how many churches had abandoned tradi-
tional church music and have a praise band instead. When I came to CCCC, I attended the Mandarin service, and I loved
the choir. And I thought, “Good, this church has traditional music.” But when I got to the English congregation, and they
had a praise band! Ironically, I have become a leader of one of the worship teams in the English congregation, so 1 can
choose more traditional music if I want to. Sometimes I do, and sometimes I don’t.

Jie: Once you came to the Chinese church, what has helped you to stay?

Karen: I sense this is where God wants me, and there are plenty of opportunities to serve. I helped with vacation Bible
school, have taught children’s and adult Sunday school. 1 sang one year in the Christmas music program, I serve on the
missions committee, the ECMC, and I am a prayer coordinator for the English congregation. I've also taught in our fel-
lowship group.

Jie: Do you sometimes feel lonely, or you feel you fit right in?

Karen: Well, I guess I don’t think about that. A Caucasian guy in the English congregation and I used to laugh about be-
ing the only Caucasians who came to CCCC who weren’t married to Asians. But I feel like God sent me here. I didn’t feel
like I made the decision to go here; God just led me step by step until it seemed pretty clear that He wanted me here. 1
think IFI helped me get over feeling strange when I am in a room full of people speaking Mandarin. I wish I spoke it.
Also, I love Reverend Oo and his wite and appreciate them dearly. They are like spiritual parents to me.

Jie: Why do you feel such a burden for the Chinese people?

Karen: I think that God laid that on my heart. When I was a little girl, I dreamed that somebody dug a really deep hole in
my backyard, and Chinese people were climbing out of that hole! I think that God put a special place in my heart for the
Chinese people. I have a good friend who used to work for IFI. She doesn’t have a burden for Chinese people, but she
loves African people.

Jie: I know you are a woman of prayer. What is prayer to you?

Karen: Well, it is simply bringing things to God and waiting for his response.

Jie: Why do you think prayer is so important for Christians?

Karen: I think it is pretty much the backbone of our relationship with the Lord. You can’t have a good relationship with
somebody without talking to that person! If you are in love with somebody, you get excited when the phone rings. The
chance to be with him is precious, too. That’s what prayer is, the chance to be with our Lord, to enjoy His presence.

Jie: Some Christians do not really believe in prayer. They are not sure if God hears them. What would you say to them?

Karen: There are many assurances in scripture that if we cry out to God, He will hear us. If we are in Christ, we are part of
His family. To me, it is inconceivable that my heavenly Father would pay zero attention to anything I have to say to Him,
just like my earthly father never ignored me. (He didn’t always say yes, but at least he heard me and responded!) Our
earthly relationships very much color our relationship with God. My favorite teacher says that problems in our relationship
with our earthly father are like dirty spots on a pair of glasses. It is almost impossible to see your Heavenly Father clearly
until your problems with your earthly dad have been forgiven and cleansed.

Prayer to me is consistently bringing things to God. It takes humility to bring stuff to God. So often we have a clear idea
of what we want to do. We think, why ask? I know what to do. Yeah, you know what you want to do, but do you know
what God wants you to do? For people who say, “God never talks to me,” I just have to two questions: 1) have you given
Him enough time to answer; have you waited and listened? Have you said, “I am not going to do anything until You tell
me what You want me to do”? After my mom and dad died, I said to God, “I am not going to do anything different until
You tell me what You want me to do.”” And it was two months before He told me. And it was just one sentence.

Jie: What was that sentence?

Karen: God’s answer came when I learned that my Chinese friends had a car accident in Pennsylvania. The young daugh-
ter was killed, and the wife was brain-damaged. The wife was in my Bible study group. After that phone call, I just started
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weeping and crying out to God. When I was spent from crying, I heard God say, “Go back to Columbus, sell your house,
move to the university area, and work for IF1.” The silent voice within just came. Within four months, I did it all--sold my
parents’ house and my house in Clintonville and bought another house in the University Village area.

Jie: What do you think was the connection between the accident and God’s guidance?

Karen: I was really deeply in prayer, deeply crying out to God. And that was the moment He needed. I found that to be so
common, when I am interceding for somebody else, God sometimes speaks to me. I've also experienced tremendous grace
and ability to do things that I know I can’t do, when someone else is praying for me.

Jie: What is the second tough part of praying for you?

Karen: The second part is giving God enough time to answer. Asking takes humility. Waiting for God to answer takes
faith and patience. A lot of people cut that short and don’t experience God’s wonder. They will say, “Well, He hasn’t said
anything to me, I guess He is not going to.” I have things that I have been praying for 26 years and I still haven’t got the
answer. Just because He hasn’t given me what I asked for, that doesn’t mean he never will. He probably has an awful lot of
work to do right here in me before giving me what I ask for. I think persistence in prayer is hard, though.

Jie: What things are not happening, we start doubting God.

Karen: Another thing that discourages us is that we forgot the complexity of the answer we ask for. Almost of all of our
prayers involve people, and people are so complex. And we ask why God hasn’t answered this request of mine, and people
are involved. Perhaps the other people aren’t ready for God’s answer, or maybe the one who is asking isn’t ready. Because
everybody has choices, we can trust God or not trust God. But the hardest thing about prayer is having the humility to
ask.

Jie: How do you think we can overcome that difficulty and really start trust in God?

Karen: I think you start it by talking to God about your prayer life, and confess that, “Lord, I hardly bring anything to You.
I don’t do it because I think it’s boring or I really don’t think You are paying any attention to me even though your Word
says You are. Please forgive me for thinking Your Word has lied to me.” That’s where you start. You start by praying
about your prayer life. And just be honest, and confess. But don’t stop there. Ask Him to change your attitude, your prayer
life. Ask Him to bring somebody into your life who will help you develop a better prayer life, or direct you to some part of
the scripture that will help. God is so eager for us to spend time with Him.

Jie: Many people just don’t see God. What makes you so confident to say that God is eager for us to spend time with Him?

Karen: Colossians 1:18 says, “For by him all things were created: things in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible,
whether thrones or powers or rulers or authorities; all things were created by him and for him.” So I was created for God,
I was created to have relationship with God. Talk is very big part of our relationship with God. It is like falling in love.
Even people who are deaf fall in lovel And their fingers fly with delight as they communicate their love! If we really be-
lieve He created us for relationship, we know He wants us talking to Him and listening to Him.

Jie: Some Christians never ask God to intervene or ask God for any help. Their prayer life largely consists of praises and
thanksgiving to God. What do you think of that?

Karen: I suspect that is a very safe prayer life. If you never ask for anything, you never get disappointed! Thanking God for
things is good. In fact, a mark of a mature Christian is to be overflowing with thanksgiving. But it is only part of a relation-
ship. What would your marriage be like if the only thing you ever said to your husband is, “Thank you, thank you for
bringing home a paycheck, thank you for this house, thank you for my car.” I think that is great, but if that is all you ever
said to your husband, I think he would wonder, “What’s wrong with this woman?” God cares about every single aspect of
our life. There is nothing about our life that God isn’t intensely interested in. In one of the Psalms it says, “His thoughts
toward me are more than all the grains of the sand on all the shores of all the seas.” Human cells are so complex. It is He
who is guiding every single interaction in every human cell in my body. Who decided that my left ear isn’t five inches long
while my right ear is three inches long? Who decided my eyes are placed evenly in my skull? I certainly didn’t, I don’t have
that wisdom. But His thoughts toward me accomplish that. He holds me together. I am convinced that if God forgot me
for one millionth of a second, I'd just exploded to a billion pieces. He holds me together. Now doesn’t He care about
where 1 live, what I eat, who I talk to, and how I deal with others? He certainly does! There is nothing that I do, nothing
that I think, that He doesn’t care.

Jie: Do you believe that God has a plan for each individual?
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Karen: Absolutely. He has a plan for every moment of every day of our lives. Do I ask God everyday, every moment what
He wants? No, I don’t. I still need more humility.

Jie: How often do you pray? What kind of matters do you often bring to God?

Karen: I pray about all kinds of stuff. (I wish I prayed about what I eat! When I do. I think He will change my diet.) I pray
for the salvation of all my family. 'm committed to do that every day, I rarely miss that. I pray for mission organizations,
churches, Pastor Nick. I pray for relations within my family, the neighbors. I pray for our world, I pray for China a lot this
last week [after the earthquakes]. Do I pray as much as God wants me to? Absolutely not. I usually start my morning
about an hour of prayer and reading. Prayers at night usually are short, because I'm tired.

One thing that fuels my prayer is something my spiritual mom told me. She said, if you discuss a bad situation and walk
away without praying about it, you have just prayed a prayer to the wrong kingdom. You have glorified Satan by saying
how bad something is. I do a fair amount of praying with other people. It is stimulating to pray with others.

Jie: How do you pray, does posture matter, like kneeling down...?

Karen: I think for some people it does, and I am one of those people. I probably do my most effective prayer when I am
on my hands and knees. But in the winter, I am on my hands and knees in bed, when the floor is cold. I am convinced at
least tor me, God made some connection in my knees that leads to my heart and my brain to keep me focused.

Jie: Do you say your prayers aloud, or do you pray silently?

Karen: I find that I pray more focused and effectively when I say my prayers aloud. When I speak, I have to make sense of
what I am thinking. I think Jesus just kept a running prayer with God. He was always in prayer, always, always. He said “I
can only do what I see the Father do. I only say what I hear the Father say.” That was in His brain all the time. A book
that helped me awful lot was Bill Hybels” book, “Too Busy Not to Pray.” That’s what I used for the basis of a course on
prayer I taught in Sunday school five years ago. That is a very helpful book..

Jie: Do you believe in miracles? Did you have any personal experience?

Karen: Yes, I do. I had a couple of healings that I asked for. I had a growth in the back of my right hand a couple of years
ago that I thought might possibly be pre-cancerous. (My folks in their later years had a lot of pre-cancerous things re-
moved from their skin. They spent a lot of time outside before it was understood how dangerous it was.) So I just started
praying about this, I put my fingers on it and said, “God, would you please heal this?” In two weeks, it was gone.

Jie: Do you believe in spiritual healing power?

Karen: God gives some people the power to pray healing on other people. But it is Jesus, the Holy Spirit who does the
healing. I am always a little bit hesitant to ascribe glory to another human being because they have healing powers. It is
Christ who has the power. 1 have heard many stories of what happens as people listen to the audio Bible. Listeners have
been healed from cancer, blindness... Nothing is impossible for God. But I am skeptical.

Jie: What kind of ministry do you think the Chinese church should be more involved with?

Karen: I don’t think it is my place to say what our church should be more involved with. But the prayer ministry that is
developing in the Mandarin congregation is very positive. I personally would like to see more help for young parents, more
guidance in raising children, spiritual and practical. I don’t say that at all in saying that our current children’s program is
lacking in any way. 1 think our children’s program is phenomenal. But I think a lot of parents are constantly second-
guessing themselves, did I do it right?

I would also like to see more involvement with missions, here and abroad.

Jie: What are some of the needs of IFI?

Karen: We always need volunteers, English conversation, host families for the new students, people who just want to be
friends, who open their home and heart to new students. IFI volunteers have to go through two hours training. That’s
why I am starting to recruit volunteers now so that they can be trained before the new students come.

Jie: Well, Karen, thank you for your time and your testimony. I am sure many of us will benefit from your experience in

walking with God.
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