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“…to equip his people for works of service, so that the body of Christ may be  
built up …”  Ephesians 4.12  NIV 

 
hings are heating up in Cambodia in more ways than the weather. Record 
temps of 100+ have been the rule, not the exception. A prolonged drought 
is drying up the rivers, reservoirs and wells. But the political climate is 

also coming to a boil and drying up the patience of the population. One gets the feeling 
Cambodia is on the edge of a 
precipice. Natural resources are 
being exploited and depleted, lands 
are confiscated from the people who 
live on them, foreign powers and the 
interests of the elite routinely take 
precedence over the needs of the 
nation’s citizens, and those same 
citizens are increasingly impatient 
for change, indignant that their 
government is a major abettor to all 
of the above injustices.  

Just a few kilometers from 
where I’m writing this is a famous 
reservoir called Baray Tek Thla, 
meaning Clear Water Reservoir. The 

reservoir is an enduring example of ancient hydraulics technology on an extraordinary 
scale even by today’s standards. Built by the brute strength of man and beast almost 
1,000 years ago, it’s nearly five miles long by roughly 1.5 miles wide. I’ve only been in 
Cambodia since 2008, but the people who live here have never seen a drought so 
severe as this. No one in living memory recalls it ever going dry. A friend of mine who 
knows his history informed me that it was a drought that contributed to the collapse 
of the Angkor Empire. I was at Baray the other day and yes, it is dry. Boats that once 
ferried tourists to the little manmade island at its eastern end to explore the ruins of a 
stone temple now rest idly on the sand while the island itself has become a hillock 
jutting up from the flat expanse around it. A rice farmer, making the best of a bad 
situation, moves among the hectares of bright green rice shoots extending the length 
and width of the reservoir. His motorcycle is parked nearby. 

As for the people who call Cambodia their homeland, conversations about the 
dwindling water resources are interspersed with talk of their dissatisfaction with the 
government. Coupled with that is frustration over the increasing restrictions to their 
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personal freedoms and the heavy-handed use of police enforcement on demonstrations 
protesting perceived injustices. While visiting a family in Krebei Riel the other day, the 
matriarch of that household filled a bucket with water from a pump that a foreign 
NGO installed a few months ago. Water that was once crystal clear and fit to drink is 
now milky with sediment. Her well is going dry. She only uses it to water the ducks 
and chickens now. She’s started buying her drinking water and wonders why the 
government doesn’t do anything to help the people of her village.   

In the meantime we keep busy doing our job just like everybody else. To judge 
from the day to day routines that occupy the common people, you’d think nothing was 
amiss. But that’s how it is in a land that 35 years ago emerged from war and famine 
only to face the kind of social upheaval and displacement that comes with runaway 
development and unregulated exploitation of its resources. This is the legacy they’ve 
inherited and it shapes how they understand the realities with which they must live. I 
remember a farmer in the Vietnam of 1970 tilling the soil while a firefight between 
American infantry and Vietcong raged less than half a klick away. He was asked why 
he didn’t take cover. His response was that a man has to feed his family. If there’s no 
rice in the paddy there’s no food on the table. So the risk of a stray bullet or mortar 
round was how it was going to have to be if he intended to get the job done.  Only out 
of dire necessity can farming and warfare coexist. And things still haven’t changed. 
Chaos is always in the wings eager for the chance to bust out and turn the social 
order into a pile of rubble. But back to our particular business and reason for being 
here. 

One of the things we do involves training church leaders and pastors. I 
mentioned the Bible Training Center for Pastors (BTCP) material we started using a 
couple months ago. I co-teach with Pastor Han in Kompong Kdei and we just started a 
new center at Pastor Thoeur’s place in Krebei Riel. The world may be coming apart at 
the seams, but we have to keep doing what we came here to do. And just like that 
farmer in Vietnam, these pastors can’t let up on their mission to bring the gospel of 
Christ to every village and household in Cambodia. It’s the only hope this or any other 
country has. So, equipping and training others to do the same is essential. 

To put it another way, Cambodia’s foundations are in trouble. Human nature 
and politics, being what they are, do not bode well for the future of any society. And 
then there’s nature itself that sometimes seems to have a mind of its own with a nasty 
habit of overthrowing the fragile works of civilization from time to time. And on that 
subject I learned that the ancient architects of Angkor Wat built upon a foundation 
that was expressly designed to accommodate the annual rise and fall of the underlying 
aquifer, which in turn is tied directly to the wet and dry monsoons. But a prolonged 
drought some 800 or so years ago precipitated the decline of the Angkor Empire 
according to one theory based on a study of tree rings from that period. Now with the 
present drought comes the concern that if the aquifer dries up, the foundations of 

Angkor Wat will become unstable and the laboriously restored superstructure it 
supports, be compromised. I’d say there’s a moral in there somewhere about the rise 
and fall of kingdoms, empires and world systems established on anything but the God 
of Scripture who laid the foundation of heaven and earth in the first place.  

This brings to mind another matter I’ve come to appreciate – the structure and 
architecture of the Cambodian church, the kind Noy and I attend.  I call it the Circular 
Church. Not the more familiar kind of church most of us are used to, but those little 
groups of people sitting in a circle on the floor. I once worked three years with 
missionaries in East Africa. That’s the way the Christians there did it, too – sitting in a 
circle under a mango or acacia tree. I have a little picture flip chart of Bible stories I 



sometimes use when teaching about God. One of the pictures depicts a group of 
people of various ethnicities sitting on the floor in the same circular manner I see 
repeated here Sunday after Sunday. 
That’s the portrait of the kind of church 
I’m talking about. Sometimes I use it to 
remind the believers what church really 
consists of. The blueprint for it must be 
in our DNA because people who are of 
one mind and purpose just naturally 
form a circle when they come together. 
It takes shape spontaneously without 
anyone having to think about it 
beforehand with everybody facing one 
another at ground level. No thrones or 
pedestals, but only that which all of us 
hold in common. It’s a humble creature and its circular shape, an inherited trait.  

Well, that’s just an observation of mine and because the church is an organic 
structure, I figure the circle is probably the most common shape for it. At any rate, 
that’s what the churches we go to look like when we worship, fellowship, pray and 
train for service. I also think it’s the most suitable shape for a spiritual organism 
ordained of God to not only weather the adversities and misfortunes of a world in 
continuous disarray but more than that, to thrive as it grows into an everlasting 
kingdom with Jesus Christ its king.   


