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Introduction
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First of all, I want to say: I am a very shy person.  Speaking in front of 1200 people is not my first choice of how to spend the morning!  A number of you have prayed for me in preparation for this, and I cannot tell you how much that has meant to me!
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In fact, let me tell you how all this came about.  My phone rang one day last spring, and it was Kathy Noling on the phone.  She said, “We’d like to ask you to give your testimony in chapel.”  Aaaah!  (drop phone).  Then I picked up the phone again, and said, “Why, I’d love to speak in chapel!”  Of course, I was completely terrified.  I went home and told my husband Ken, expecting some sympathy.  But Ken loves an audience, the bigger the better.  So, he wasn’t sympathetic at all; in fact, he was jealous, and said, “I’ve never been asked to speak in chapel!”  Well, it turned out, when Kathy told Ben, “Kim Kihlstrom agreed to speak in chapel,” Ben said, “I told you to ask Ken Kihlstrom, not Kim Kihlstrom!  
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Let me give you a little information about myself.  My husband Ken teaches in the physics department.  No, not that picture!
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We have three kids: Kathy is a junior at Wheaton.  I agree it’s better to come here than Wheaton, but if both your parents were on faculty would you have come here?  Karen is a senior in high school.  Kevin is a freshman in high school.  I teach computer science; this is my fourth year as a computer science faculty member.
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I love my work – I come in to my office early in the morning and I can hardly tear myself away most days!  My main motivation for working hard is that it is God’s calling.  Colossians 3:23: “Whatever you do, do your work heartily, as for the Lord rather than for men.” God calls us to worship Him in all that we do.  This means in our relationships, our work, and everything that we do!  In my case, I see God’s calling in my life as:

God’s (Unlikely!) Call
There are a number of people in scripture who also experienced unlikely calls.  Joseph, Gideon, Ruth, Esther, and Paul are just a few that come to mind.

The first part of God’s unlikely call to me is His calling me to faith.
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To faith
You see, I grew up in non-Christian home.  My father came out of a Christian Science background, and then went into the pharmaceutical business (think about that for a minute!  There are some real issues there.)  He doesn’t even like to go into a church for a wedding.  My mother has some nominal Christian beliefs; she thinks that she will go to heaven because she is a good person.  I have shared with them many times, but I haven’t seen any dramatic progress.  I love them dearly and they are wonderful people in many ways.  My brother has many problems; he’s a high school dropout, he’s been in jail, and has had problems with drugs and alcohol. He has a lot of anger, no job, and at age 41 still lives at home, having basically been supported all his life by our parents.

So, my family situation was not exactly one of encouraging me to faith.  How did I ever come to faith?  When I was in the first grade, a friend invited me to come to church with her family.  I went, and somehow, it just seemed true and right.  I actually continued to come to church with that family for years, accepted the Lord, and was baptized.  Sometimes my parents would even drop me off at church and pick me up afterward.  In high school, I fell away from faith somewhat, having no support structure at home.  But in college, I got involved in a dorm Bible study and came back to the Lord. 

Like all of us, my family background brought me a mixture of strengths and weaknesses.  One positive is the strong work ethic that I learned from my parents.  A negative is that somehow I never felt accepted and worthy of love.  Another positive is that, not having grown up in a Christian home, I think I have had to wrestle with faith more than I otherwise would have, and as a result it is really my own.  It is important to wrestle with your faith, and to allow others around you the freedom to do so. 

Probably the time that I struggled the most was a number of years ago, when I went through a very hard time.  I had some difficulties with my parents, who are very hard to please.  It seemed like they were continually criticizing me.  I also had trouble making friends, and my natural shyness became more and more pronounced.  Even though I was reaching out to other people to try to love them, I was feeling isolation and rejection in personal relationships.  I couldn’t seem to please others.  I kept trying to reach out to people, but things never seemed to work.  As time went on, I felt more and more unlovable.  “Why doesn’t anyone like me?”  I would ask myself.  People who knew me well then and now say that I was a different person than I am today.  I became pretty severely depressed.  God seemed very far away, and it seemed too hard to follow Him.  The harder I tried to make friends and the more rejection I faced, the more unlovable I felt, and the more anxious and shy I became.  It got to the point where I was actually suicidal; the only thing that stopped me was knowing how much I would hurt the kids and Ken.  I was so miserable.  

At some point we made the decision to begin attending Trinity Baptist Church.  The first day we visited, the pastor, Tim Philibosian, came up to us after the service and even recognized Ken from an earlier picture in the paper.  Later that week, Tim sent us a letter and an article he thought we would like.  On another visit we met Tim’s wife Lyn, and she was so friendly.  We started connecting with other people there, and Tim and Lyn became our best friends.  My life literally started to change.  I had friends that I loved and I felt so loved in return.  I have gained so much confidence because of being loved.  I’m not even as shy as I used to be (but speaking in chapel is still hard!)  Now, that time of depression seems so far away, I can’t even really remember how I felt, but I know it was bad.  If you are struggling with issues like this, I just want to say that there is hope!  A verse that has been comforting to me is Philippians 4:6-7: “Do not be anxious about anything, but in everything, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God. And the peace of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.”
Recently, I heard a message by Rick Warren of Saddleback Church.  He said, “The thing that you most regret, the thing that causes you the most pain, is what God wants to use.  But, you need to share it.”  I felt absolutely convicted by this, and I knew then that I had to share something else with you today.  I have almost never told anyone about this; it is very hard to talk about.  As a child, I was sexually molested.  It caused deep wounds.  Granting forgiveness was hard.  I remember that, when the man who did it died, I still couldn’t forgive him.  Now I have, but there are still consequences.  One of these is a fear of being physically trapped.  It’s like a scar; part of me will never be quite the same again, but it’s not an open wound any more.  And yet, I know that in Romans 8:28 it says “in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose.”  Not all things are good, but God can use everything for good.  In Genesis 50:20 Joseph said, “You intended to harm me, but God intended it for good.”  One thing that I have learned from this is that we are all broken people, and we don’t know what someone else has been through.  We really need to encourage and reach out to others who may be struggling emotionally or spiritually.

One of the great privileges that I have as a faculty member is developing relationships with students and also being able to observe you as you develop relationships with each other.  It is so wonderful to see the ways in which you encourage each other and help each other to grow!  And, you are a great encouragement to me personally.
Clearly, it was God’s unlikely call for me to come to faith.  The second area in which I see God’s unlikely call in my life is in His call to computer science.

2. To computer science
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You might not know this, but there are not a lot of women in computer science.  At the beginning of the year, the Horizon did an article on the gender balance at Westmont.  The article mentioned that computer science is one of the few majors that is mostly male.  This is true nationwide as well; the percentage of undergraduate computer science degrees that go to women is very small, and the percentage of graduate degrees to women is even smaller.  Ladies, here’s a tip: if you want to meet guys, consider a computer science major!  Here we have a picture of the junior class of computer science majors at Westmont.  Actually, there is even one more guy who is on consortium and isn’t shown in the picture!

So, if computer science is mostly male, how did I get into it?  Well, in high school I liked math.  The summer between high school and college, I applied for a job at Hewlett Packard, which had a division in my hometown, Santa Rosa.  An engineer there had decided he wanted to hire a summer intern.  He went through two file drawers of applications, and found that mine was what he was looking for.  This was clearly God’s hand.  There were some obvious connections; he had graduated from Stanford, and I was going to Stanford the next fall.  I became the first intern the Santa Rosa Hewlett Packard had ever had.  That summer, I learned that engineers and computer scientists use math to solve interesting problems, and I really liked what I did.  I decided to major in electrical engineering when I went to Stanford that next fall as a freshman.  (You have to realize, computer science was a very young field then; in fact, Stanford didn’t even have a computer science major at that time).  I see this whole process of discovering computer science/engineering very clearly as God’s call!

When I was a student at Stanford, I found that the major was very hard.  I especially found that the labs were uncomfortable, because I didn’t grow up building radios and playing with electronics like a lot of the guys had.  This happens in the computer science major today; a lot of the female students didn’t grow up playing with computers the way a lot of the guys did.  But, it doesn’t mean that you can’t do well; in fact, it’s not a predictor of success at all!  For me, one thing that helped is that every summer I went back and did another internship at Hewlett Packard, and received encouragement there, so I kept on. 
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In my freshman year at Stanford, I took a physics sequence.  The head TA was Ken Kihlstrom, so we got to know each other.  Note: we didn’t start dating until I was finished with the sequence!  We got married between my junior and senior years.  We were young and foolish, but we have been married 24 years.

After I graduated, I went to work for Hewlett Packard in the Stanford area, doing microwave amplifier design.  I liked it, but I lacked confidence.  This was true for most of the women.  While working at Hewlett Packard, I also started working on a master’s degree at Stanford through a program called honors coop; Hewlett Packard paid the tuition and I continued to work full time and went to school part time.

It was God’s unlikely call for me to come to faith and to computer science.  The third area in which I see God’s unlikely call in my life is in His call to Westmont.

3. To Westmont
I didn’t come from an educated family; my parents never finished college (my dad did one semester of college, my mom had no college experience).  So, I think it is very unlikely that I ended up in higher education.  How did it happen?

Well, picking up where I left off, I was working at Hewlett Packard and also working on a master’s degree.  Then, Ken and I decided to start a family, and our daughter Kathy was born.  At that point, I stopped work and school to be at home with her.  Ken finished his Ph.D., and we moved to the Washington, DC area for him to do a post-doc.

 At the end of Ken’s post-doc, he started interviewing for faculty positions.  All of his interviews and offers were from large universities except for the one from Westmont.  We really wrestled with this, as we had loved our interview trip to Westmont and loved the idea of being involved with and ministering to students, but we weren’t sure how things would ever work financially at Westmont.  This was before faculty housing, and it sounded like our only housing option would be a condo down in Carpinteria.  We couldn’t image how it could work to have students over regularly when most students don’t have cars and we would be living that far from campus.

So, we said no to the Westmont offer.  After that, Ken had an interview at UCLA.  He absolutely hated it; there were huge tensions between the different faculty members there.  He called me at the end of the first day of the two day interview to say that he wondered if we had made a mistake in turning down Westmont; he couldn’t imagine what life would be like at a large university, given the small taste that he had gotten that day.  What he didn’t know, and what I then shared with him, is that the academic dean at Westmont had called back earlier that day to ask us to reconsider, and to tell us that there was a house near campus that the college owned and might be willing to rent to us.  (By the way, we moved into that house sight-unseen a few months later; it is the house that we still live in today!)  A verse that was key at that time was Matthew 6:33: “But seek first his kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well.”
In the end, we of course did come to Westmont, and I was asked to teach on a one-third to one-half time basis as well.  I taught circuits and other courses for ten years, and was still able to be home with the kids; our second two were born here in Santa Barbara.  I found that I loved teaching, and I started having thoughts about going back to graduate school.  When Ken did a sabbatical, we moved the family up to the Bay Area; he did research and I worked to finish my master’s at Stanford.  At that point, I knew I wanted to switch to computer science, so I took computer science classes (although my degree was still in electrical engineering, since that’s what I had started in).

That year was the hardest, yet one of best, years of my life.  The five of us lived in a 680 square foot graduate student apartment; I was TAing in order to receive tuition credit; I had been out of school for more than 10 years; my field had changed dramatically; what little I remembered from the classes I had taken years earlier no longer served to prepare me for the new classes I was taking; and I was coming home from school at 3 pm each day to be with the kids.  I did multiple all-nighters in a week many times, and I probably cried almost every day.  When I would get really tired in the middle of an all-nighter, I would set the kitchen timer for 5 or 10 minutes and put my head down to sleep for that long, then when the timer went off I would go back to work.  But, God gave me strength to get through it!  He also really dealt with me in the area of perfectionism that year; I just couldn’t do everything as perfectly as I wanted.

Now, I do think perfectionists get a bad rap sometimes.  Jesus says in Matthew 5:48: “Therefore you are to be perfect, as your heavenly Father is perfect.”  The problem comes when we put tasks above relationships, or when we strive for perfection apart from His power, or when we have our own ideas of perfection that don’t line up with His plans.  But, He does require excellence in all that we do.

After the master’s degree year, we came back to Westmont, and I considered whether to go on for a Ph.D.  I applied to UCSB, and I received a great fellowship that I actually didn’t even know I was applying for; there was just a box on the application to check if you wanted to be considered for merit-based aid.  I viewed getting a Ph.D. as a means to an end, because I wanted to teach on a full-time basis, but I ended up really enjoying the process.  One thing that I can say looking back on the decisions I have made: I have always taken the more difficult path, made the more difficult choice, and I have never regretted it.

When I was finishing up the Ph.D., there was no computer science major or faculty position in computer science at Westmont, and it didn’t look like there was any possibility that would change.  I started wondering, what is God doing here?  Why did He so clearly open the door for me to pursue the Ph.D.?  Did I hear Him wrong?  Should I quit the Ph.D. program?  I started interviewing at other places nearby, and Ken and I interviewed for joint positions elsewhere.  One day, Ken and I had lunch, and I said, “I should just call Russ Howell (in the math department) and see if there is any chance for a computer science major at Westmont.  I didn’t make the call right away.  A couple of weeks went by, and I finally called Russ and said, “You know, I’m about to finish up a Ph.D., and I’m just wondering if there is any chance for a computer science major at Westmont.”  He said, “I can’t believe you are calling today, because today we met and decided we have to have a computer science major.”  Clearly again, God’s unlikely call!  He is so good!

I know without a doubt that I have found my calling in teaching here.  This is what God made me to do!  I love teaching, I love working with students, and I love computer science!  In the film Chariots of Fire, Eric Liddel said, “God made me fast, and when I run, I feel His pleasure.”  I feel God’s pleasure as I serve on the faculty here.

I want to tell you something, and I am speaking for all of the faculty when I say, “We love you!”  That’s why we are here at Westmont!  We all could be other places.  The main reason why we are here is that God has called us to be here at Westmont, and a large part of that calling is because we love you!  Now, we all show that love in different ways at different times.  Sometimes, we love you by challenging you to do your best work.  The former Dallas Cowboys’ football coach Tom Landry said he makes his players “do what they don’t want to do so that they can become what they want to become.”  But besides challenging you to grow intellectually, we also want to help you to grow spiritually, socially, and physically.  Luke 2:52: “And Jesus grew in wisdom and stature, and in favor with God and men.”  We love you!

Let’s pray:

Father, I thank you so much for the privilege of being here at Westmont, and for the supportive and caring community that we are a part of here.  I thank you for your calling in each of our lives.  I pray that you will use the hard things that I shared today to touch someone who might be struggling in similar ways.  And I pray that you would teach us more and more how to worship you in all that we do.
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