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uddled in a circle and talking in hushed voices, five

members of the Silicon Valley Christian Assembly
fervently prayed in Mandarin. But they weren't praying
for the hungry or for the well-being of friends and relatives
abroad, as they often do.

This time, more than 100 members of the church had
gathered at Santa Clara City Hall to ask for something
that for many of them, was just as important: a place to
call home. After five years - scouting dozens of locations,
raising millions of dollars and pleading their case -
everything had come down to this.

So they waited, tensely, as city council members took
their turns, chewing over the congregation's bid to turn
a pair of vacant office buildings into a church. They still
had questions. A lot of them. Could the city afford to
lose land that had been set aside for industry? Would the
economy rebound, driving up demand for the land? Or
was it worth more for a growing, vibrant group to set up
shop and serve the community?

When Pastor Hung-Chieh Yu helped form the
church in 1988 in what's now a Salvation Army building
in Santa Clara, he wanted to foster community among
immigrants working hard to assimilate. The church was a
place to meet others like them, ask for advice and receive
spiritual nourishment.

Some congregation members hail from Taiwan, and
others grew up in communist China, where they were
taught that God doesn't exist. When they immigrated,
many said they first went to church at the suggestion of
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close friends or out of curiosity.

Too big for building

The church eventually moved to a building in
Cupertino. But by 2000, it had 200 members, mostly
engineers and other tech workers, and had outgrown the
space, church volunteer Steve Wang said.

That’s when it became a “mobile” church. Church
organizers rented space at De Anza College, bought a
truck, and every Sunday for seven years they loaded it up
with a podium, Bibles, Sunday school material and heavy
speakers.

Meanwhile, Wang and his team of volunteers
scoured the South Bay for buildings in their price range:
$3 million to $4 million, which they expected to raise
from donations. Some of the sites lacked parking. Some
were contaminated. Others weren't configured well for a

church.

That’s why the volunteers were so delighted to find the
two office buildings in Santa Clara in 2004. Their large,
open rooms - once a sea of cubicles - would be perfect for
Sunday services. But they tried not to get too attached;
the owner, after all, was asking $7 million.

The next day, Wang said, there was a sign.

In an online journal on the church’s Web site, Yu
wrote that he was praying and that when he opened his
Bible, his eyes fell to Numbers 13:30: “Let us go up at

once, and possess it; for we are well able to overcome it.”

Yu wrote that with tears swelled in his eyes and he bent his
head in thanks. “His words were so clear that left no room
for me to negotiate,” Yu wrote.

But God’s apparent green light seemed to be the only
one, Wang said. Other buyers surfaced and one even got
as far as escrow in April 2005. Wang and others started
having doubts.

“I was really worried,” said Christine Yu, a San Jose
software engineer who isn’t related to the pastor. “If
God told us this is the place, how come it’s being sold to
someone else? Did we hear wrong?”

Yu said her faith was restored a few months later when
she heard the deal with the competing buyer fell through,
putting the church in line for the property. They then had
just 40 days to raise the millions they would need.

Donations help

Church members prayed and fasted. The donation
box filled up a little bit more each week, and the church
got an extension on its deadline. Including the $1.2
million from the sale of the Cupertino building and
about $870,000 in online donations from people around
the world, there was finally enough to buy the land.

But there was another hitch. The city and planning
commission denied the required use permit, so the church
would have to persuade the council. Yu advised his flock
to have faith.

It would be the first city council meeting for most
in the congregation. To prepare, they collected 1,000
signatures from supporters. Some also made a promotional
video while others practiced speeches.

As 100 church members filled the council chambers
earlier this month, they saw another good omen: the
city’s seal, emblazoned with a church, hanging behind the
council dais. Santa Clara, the Mission City, had religion
deep in its roots.

Kevin Riley, the city’s planning director, explained
the project - and why staff members were against it.
Businesses typically avoid moving in near homes, schools
or churches because of added environmental regulations
and insurance costs. And cities generally dont want
residents and community groups moving into potentially
polluted industrial areas.

Confronted with similar issues, Sunnyvale banned
converting industrial areas to places of assembly - including
churches and community centers - until officials reviewed

fe D Z BT

which industrial pockets they wanted to preserve.

Council discusses

And so Santa Claras debate began. Councilman
Dominic Caserta recalled the Muslim Community
Association’s bid to move to an industrial area on Scott
Boulevard. “In retrospect,” Caserta said, “I can't imagine
it not being there.”

Councilman Kevin Moore said industrial areas need
to be preserved but that he would still like to see the
church end up in Santa Clara.

Jamie McLeod said she favored the proposal, especially
with more companies changing from the “factory type to
the more Google-type.”

Councilman Joe Kornder noted that once a city loses
an industrial area, it can’t get it back. Vice Mayor Will
Kennedy feared setting an unfair precedent.

After Councilman Pat Kolstad said he would support
the church, the tally stood at 3-3, with Mayor Patricia
Mahan next to weigh in. Wang looked intently ahead.
Christine Yu looked at her 15-year-old daughter and
whispered a prayer. Yu said each comment - including
those against the conversion - made sense; so far, her first
up-close experience with democracy was inspiring.

Mabhan said ushering in the church would essentially
bring in a new ethnic community center. She encouraged
others to rethink holding onto the city’s tumbleweed
industrial areas in light of the area’s changing demographics
and economic climate.

As the council gave its OK - 5-2, with Kennedy and
Moore dissenting and Kornder changing sides - Christine
Yu burst out in tears, like many around her. There were
long, tight hugs and again, prayers.

This time in thanks. t
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