BELIEVERS TESTIFY OF GOD’S GOODNESS
AMIDST LOSS
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SOUTHERN
CALIFORNIA
FIRES

Bottom left: Clarivel
Dinh (left) helps
believers at CC
Oxnard sign up
to join fire-relief
ministry teams.
Top right: CC Ojai
Valley, surrounded
by an inferno,
became an
unofficial shelter
for more than 20
local residents who
were displaced by
the fires.
Bottom right: Mike
Conner (right)
shows relief
volunteer Tim
Warren remains of
his residence.

Deadly Southern California wildfires raging from early
December to early January burned hundreds of thousands of acres and destroyed more than 1,000 buildings.
Yet they couldn’t destroy the faith of Christians who lost
all of their possessions to the hungry flames. Calvary
Chapels responded immediately. CC Oxnard has been
spearheading long-term relief efforts to assist fire victims;
CC of the Ojai Valley provided sanctuary for residents
fleeing the fires.
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Several believers at CC Oxnard who lost their homes
shared testimonies locally and nationally, saw God provide for their needs, and were blessed by believers in their
home church.
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He wasn’t alone as he surveyed the damage. Three television news crews who were camped on his lawn interviewed him. “It was an opportunity to share that our hope
is in God, even though this was a bad thing. I shared that
we are Christians who trust that God always has a positive plan for us, and that all things will work for good for
those in Christ Jesus.” His interview aired on the national
Good Morning America show the next day.
The Olsons’ greatest need was a place to live. Michelle
related that the housing market in Ventura was already
tight before the fires displaced so many. “A real miracle
is that our insurance company found a place for us right
away … We moved in four days later,” Michelle said. They
knew they were in the right home when they saw inside
the house a sign that said, “Gratitude” and a plaque citing Jeremiah 29:11: For I know the thoughts that I think
toward you, says the Lord, thoughts of peace and not of
evil, to give you a future and a hope. Michelle learned
that the owner had just listed the house that week and had
prayed for the future tenants. “We felt the Lord prepared
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Christian admitted, “I wasn’t as sad about my house.
When I saw other houses burned, it really hit me that
they don’t have God to rely on. This experience will
make me stronger because I see
God supporting us. It’s helped
show me God is real and that
He’s there.”

Facing page: A bracelet
inscribed with 2
Corinthians 5:7, “For
we walk by faith, not by
sight,” lies in the ashes.
Top left: An aerial view
of a neighborhood
devastated by the
California fires.
Top right: The Serra Cross,
a historic wooden cross
in Ventura, survived
the fires.

Derek concluded, “From time
to time we remember things we
lost and get a little sad about it,
but it’s not a devastation. We
know that our lives are in Christ, that we have each other,
and the material things can be replaced.”

Bottom: Volunteers
organized by CC
Oxnard sift through
rubble—once a
bedroom in the Conner
family’s Ventura home.

God Provides through His People
Chip and Liz Filbry, on CC Oxnard’s worship team, fled
their home within 10 minutes after getting the order to
evacuate. “As we left, we saw the flames come over the
hill,” Chip said.
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Later that morning, they saw their home burning on
television news—the only one on their street. “We
were stunned. You never think this is going to happen,”
Michelle admitted. To see his home later that afternoon,
Derek scrambled through orchards and climbed over a
fence to enter from behind. “The only thing left standing
was the chimney and a couple of walls,” Derek said. “The
house was still burning in spots.”

this place for us. God has given me such a peace, reminding me of His faithfulness,” Michelle added.
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Testifying to the Nation
Although Derek and Michelle Olson could see wildfires near their home, they didn’t immediately evacuate
their hillside Ventura neighborhood. Michelle explained,
“There have been multiple fires over the years, but never
one that threatened our home. We just assumed it would
be more of a threat than a reality.”
They left with their 17-year-old son
Christian and two dogs around 11
p.m., stopping in a parking lot to
watch the fire from below. An hour
and a half later, convinced of their
safety, Derek and Michelle returned
home; they left Christian, who had
driven separately, asleep in his car.
When Christian drove back up the hill at 3:15 a.m., he
saw embers raining around their property and raced to
wake his parents. “Dad, we really have to go this time,” he
warned. Within ten minutes, they left.

In their cul-de-sac, only the Filbry house burned down.
“We were numb and just thankful we got out in time. We
prayed that the people on our block would be safe,” Liz
related. Over the years, the family had hosted worship,
youth, and women’s ministries. “It was God’s house. I
thank the Lord for the time we had there.”
The day after the fire, friends from church gave the
Filbrys $500. “Every day God is blessing us. Someone’s
coming forward and providing for our needs, including
appliances and furniture. We wouldn’t have even gotten
housing if it hadn’t been for our sisters and brothers in
Christ,” Liz said. “God is carrying us through this, totally
providing for our needs.”
Three crews of volunteers from the church helped the
Filbrys sift through the ashes, where they found treasured
pictures of children that hadn’t burned. Liz stated, “I’ve
learned that all we really need is Jesus. All these material
things, and things we hold onto for memory’s sake, aren’t
going to be with us in eternity anyway.”
“Do not lay up for yourselves treasures on earth …
but lay up for yourselves treasures in heaven … For
where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.”
Matthew 6:19-21
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Several neighbors wondered why only the Filbrys’ house
burned down; one was even angry about it. “I told him it
was okay; it’s just a house,” Chip said. “The neighbor replied, ‘That’s right. You’re a man of faith,’” Chip recounted, his voice choking with emotion. “The neighborhood
is watching us. This has shown that God is good and that
good things are going to come of this.”

Eternal Perspectives
Ed and Sandy Fuller of Ventura believe that God prepared them for the loss of their home. Two weeks earlier, she felt the Lord urging her to gather possessions she
would save in case of fire. Also, just a week earlier, they
paid off their mortgage, which aided the rebuilding process. When they realized how fast the fire was coming,
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The fire climaxed a year of loss for the Fullers. The ailing
parents they cared for had recently died. Ed had endured
two ineffective heart surgeries. Sandy recalled, “Our joy
was gone, and we were absolutely exhausted, praying the
Lord would restore us.” The fires had a purifying effect
on them. “The miracle is, from feeling heavy and burdened, I realized after the fire that my joy was restored.
It’s like God used the house burning down to totally restore us.”
The Fullers have opened their home over the years. “It’s
a house of ministry, meant for everybody. Now we get
to rebuild it to have large groups again,” Sandy added.
Church members helped them move to a rental and provided other needs. “We’re the ones who are used to helping others. To be on the other end of it is very humbling
but insightful; now we know how much it means when
we minister to others.”

CC Oxnard Outreach
As the fires burned, CC Oxnard organized volunteers to
help victims—within the church and in the community.
Communications Director Clarivel Dinh said that nearly
300 people signed up to serve for the long term: sifting
through ashes, cleaning smoke damage, clearing debris,
providing food, and donating supplies. Members have
invited people from other churches, and the unchurched,
to assist. “I hope they will be inspired and encouraged by
this. The unchurched don’t realize that this is what Jesus
called us to do: love one another and serve each other
in practical ways,” Clarivel stated. “This is a no-stringsattached approach. You don’t need to pay or attend our
church to help or be helped.”
CC Ojai Valley
In the Ojai Valley, towering flames jumped from hillside to hillside, creating a wall of fire around the valley’s towns on three sides. Heavy smoke blanketed the

streets, reducing visibility and making breathing difficult.
Amidst this, Calvary Chapel of the Ojai Valley in Oak
View opened its doors as an impromptu evacuation center. By the time Senior Pastor Dan Nelson left his home
Tuesday morning, his Associate Pastor David Alcala
and other church families had already evacuated to the
church the night before. Many, including some of the
town’s homeless, would stay for the week.
Everyone gathered in the youth room upstairs. Dan said,
“I assumed we’d be sleeping downstairs to give people
more privacy and space, but they wanted to be crammed
in and cozy rather than spreading out.” Evacuees played
games and watched videos; one of the kids taught Dan
how to ride a hover board. They shared food each family had brought. The Red Cross donated water, Gatorade,
and snacks. “God provided for us,” Dan added.
“There were a lot of reasons to wrestle with fear,” Dan noted. “The smoke was getting scary. Pine trees outside the
building could have caught a flying ember. For the most
part we were out of communication and didn’t know
what was actually happening around us. At night we
would go up on the roof to see what was going on. There
I could get one bar of cell service to send messages letting
our church family know that we were okay.” Social media
had been reporting false stories of fire damage.

“Our most important ministry was to encourage prayer
and trust in the Lord,” Dan recalled. “Fear was the biggest
issue.” Dan and his wife comforted one anxious couple:
the woman was fretting about her new home and about
her father who was unwilling to evacuate. Her husband
was worried over the safety of his family. Dan stated, “It
was about faith overcoming fear, God’s presence and
peace that passes all understanding. We needed clear
thinking, guarded hearts and minds—especially with our
lack of information.”
“Therefore I say to you, do not worry about your life,
what you will eat or what you will drink; nor about your
body, what you will put on. Is not life more than food,
and the body more than clothing?” Matthew 6:25
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While waiting in line to return home, Sandy spoke to a
television reporter who was surprised by her positive
outlook, leading to an opportunity for Sandy to share her

faith on camera. “The fire showed me how to be a light
in the darkness, to make beauty out of ashes,” she said.
“God showed me that this is an opportunity. If I get overwhelmed, I know I have to get back on track, stay close to
God’s prompting and leading, and be obedient. We need
to see God alive in our lives and have that eternal perspective to keep our hearts where they need to be.”
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they rushed to leave with the possessions she had gathered earlier and what they could manage to load until
time ran out. From a home down the hill, they watched
their neighborhood burn.

Left: CC Oxnard member Chip Filbry ponders memories of his
beloved family van, destroyed in the California fires.
Right: A relief volunteer comforts Liz Filbry, who lost her home
to the flames.
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