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Calvary Murrieta’s congregation is moved to follow Jesus with ...

A Renewed Heart
Story by Carmel Palmer
Photos by Geraldine Wilkins, unless otherwise noted

Senior Pastor Brian Bell, right, prays for a church
attendee after Sunday worship service.

Usher Roger Taff serves communion elements at Sunday service.

Pastor Brian Bell sat in his office at Calvary
Murrieta, the church he has pastored for
almost 22 years. Across the desk from
him sat a young woman in her 20s who
had received Christ there before attending university. She had not mentioned why
she needed this appointment, but as Brian
smiled at her, she delivered a question
which pinned him to the wall—
“What is this church doing about global
injustice?” the young woman asked.
Brian grappled for the answer he knew
must exist. After all, the 3,000-person body
had always been heavily involved in international missions. But what did Calvary
Murrieta do to help the poor and mistreated? Although he mentioned a homeless
ministry still in the brainstorming stages, he
realized the honest answer was, not much.
“Do you know how often God mentions
His hatred for idolatry in the Bible?” she
asked. He responded that, yes, it was quite
a few times. She continued, “Did you know
He talks about His love for the fatherless,
orphans, and widows twice as much?”

Worship Leader Romulo Costa leads congregants in a song preceding Brian’s prayer and teaching. Updates on the persecuted
church before the sermon have helped create a stronger focus on missions within Calvary Murrieta.
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The young woman left that day unaware
she had sparked great change in Brian and
ultimately the church. He looked with new
eyes at all the programs and Bible studies
they offered. More importantly, he examined himself. He was doing all the “right
things”—but did he truly share God’s priorities? Beneath the exterior of a Biblecentered church and a man of integrity,
Brian glimpsed the heart of a Pharisee.

Congregants leave on a Sunday morning. Their church’s focus is on the hurting and
those in need in the community as well as in foreign lands such as Burma and Haiti.
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Brian’s wife Kelly, left, fellowships with Charlotte and Nathan Paulsen.
teaching they’d already received. Many misinterpreted his comments, fearing a growing emphasis on social action would replace
the existing focus on biblical study. It was
not the case, but misunderstanding caused
many to leave the church.

A team of Free Burma Rangers lift Brian after smearing charcoal on him. They then threw him into the river as an initiation for those making the three-day hike into Burma.
Photo courtesy of Calvary Murrieta

Listening and Doing

“Brian has always been servant-minded and
involved in the community,” his wife Kelly
later clarified, citing strong relationships
built with the local government over the
last 22 years. “He’s just more passionate than
before, more intentional.” The Bell family was preparing to become missionaries
to the Philippines in 1989 when Brian was
asked to take the pastorate. “We thought
God wanted to send us out; instead, He
wanted us to be missionaries to our church,”
Kelly said.

Brian uses an object lesson to convey spiritual truths to the Free Burma Rangers.

Photo courtesy of Calvary Murrieta
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In a few years the church grew from 250
to 3,000 people, who received solid, biblical teaching each Sunday and in studies throughout the week. Yet despite the
church’s numerical growth, the college student’s question left him feeling convicted
by Matthew 7:24, which says that a wise

man both hears Jesus’ words and puts them
into practice. “We were getting increasingly
better at hearing, but not at applying,” he
explained. Verses like Isaiah 1:17 seemed to
come flying off the page:

Learn to do good; seek justice;
rebuke the oppressor; defend the
fatherless; plead for the widow.
These verses reappeared in Brian’s personal
reading, such as “The Hole in Our Gospel,”
a Bible study guide which introduced a
prayer now central to his conversations
with God: “Lord, break my heart with what
breaks Yours.”
Brian shared his new perspective with
his flock and informed them there were
changes ahead as they put into practice the

Simultaneously, the church encountered
trouble building a new facility on property they had purchased. Laughing despite
remembered difficulties, Brian proclaimed,
“God is so sovereign He stopped our plans
with a bird, a butterfly, and an onion plant—
local protected species not even present on
our land.” Soon after the project’s halt, recession hit the area and the church itself hard.
Church leadership carefully re-evaluated
its budget and made hard choices, such as
shutting down its bookstore and eliminating
valued staff positions. Meanwhile, the congregation dwindled to 2,000 as the building
boom abruptly ended, the area’s economy
came to a standstill, and congregants moved
away. For the first time, Brian questioned
his calling. Looking back, however, he
sees God’s hand: “My [personal] reading, our challenges, and the economy were
all streams running into one river. Now,
instead of building a palace, we can touch
the world in a more significant way.” God
even used the unfortunate misunderstandings and departures. Brian explained, “We
learned to slow down the pace as we steer
the big ship in another direction. Now I feel
we’re very healthy.”

The Heartbeat of God

From the beginning, Brian realized change
must move through him to the leadership
before it reached the pews. Wanting to be
more personally involved in the injustices
in our world, he joined a mission trip to
Burma through Partners Thailand, which
the church had long supported. Though

previously unable to locate Burma on a map,
months later he found himself hiking over
borders for both medical and art projects
with pre-teens who had been raped and
orphaned when the nation’s military regime
swept through their villages. It was unlike
any ministry he’d done before, yet standing amidst them he thought, I’m starting to
identify what we’re supposed to be doing. He
could not fix decades of atrocities overnight,
but he could reflect to these youngsters
the kindness of Christ. When he returned
home, Kelly found him deeply changed.
He could not talk about Burma without
getting emotional.
Brian’s transformation impacted church
members such as Ted and Caroline Turnure.
Ted stated, “We weren’t very involved in
missions before—seeing the change in
our pastoral staff was the biggest factor in
us saying, ‘Lord, where do You want us to
go?’” This summer, the Turnures are traveling to Cambodia to partner with a ministry that brings the Scriptures to illiterate
Cambodians in rural areas without electricity through “talking boxes,” which function
similarly to MP3 players.
They have also started Vivente, a Fair
Trade coffee company. Caroline explained,
“Vivente means ‘living’ in Italian—we want
to help families make a living.” This applies
to both coffee bean harvesters and the missionaries worldwide who receive 75 percent
of the business’ proceeds. The Turnures
say they are far from unique. “Every friend
we turn to has genuine excitement about
supporting or going,” declared Caroline.
“Injustice was always at the back of our
minds, but Brian and Kelly have raised
everyone’s awareness through persecution
updates every Sunday. It grabs your heart—
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Jim Bethke’s third-grade Sunday school class enjoys playing the childhood game “Simon Says,” which illustrates obedience when we hear God’s instructions.
Natalie Bither, right, ministers to a young lady. The Bither family oversees the Haiti
Endowment Fund, one of the international ministries Calvary Murrieta supports.

once you’re aware of these things you have
to cry out, ‘God, what can we do?’”

Therefore, to him who knows to do
good and does not do it, to him it
James 4:17
is sin.

Christianne Hoffman, left, assists Rebecca Rhodes in Calvary Murrieta’s Special
Needs Class. One of many ministries, the group has met weekly for the last 15 years.
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Brian encourages congregants to initiate their own projects. “I used to think the
pastor had to raise the flag for everyone
to get behind,” he confessed. “Now I try
to ignite people’s God-given passions. A
2,000-person church can have 2,000 ministries.” This epiphany prompted Calvary
Murrieta to reexamine their approach to
short-term trips. Rather than overwhelming missionaries with the groups sent, they
asked about missionaries’ needs first—a
simple change with large impact. Brian elaborated, “The perception once was that if you
do something really spiritual, you can join

a missions trip. But now we also need computer technicians and construction workers
with a servant’s heart. The kingdom of God
is so beautiful when we get outside the cage
we put ourselves in.”
After attending the Global Forum for
Human Trafficking at CC Carlsbad, Brian
and Kelly learned how many of the world’s
27 million trafficked individuals were right
on their doorstep. Brian started a monthly
meeting called Children At Risk with other
pastors, local officials, and a group from the
church. They discuss “Awareness, Advocacy,
and Action.” The church started supporting Generatehope.org in San Diego, a longterm recovery program for young women
who have been trafficked, prostituted, or
otherwise sexually exploited. Reflecting on
this ministry along with Calvary Murrieta’s
other ministries locally and globally, Brian
said, “I think we’re touching on the heart-

beat of God by reaching out to the poor,
the hurting, and those who have been mistreated.” Locally, the church clothes and
feeds 125 families through several miniministries, which has in turn opened their
hearts to hear the Gospel message.

Ruined for Normal

The Bells maintain that their true focus is
not humanitarian work, but sharing God’s
heart. They intentionally read books and
Scriptures that keep their hearts tender.
Kelly says her reading has encouraged her
to see every person as “Jesus in disguise,”
based on Matthew 25:40,

“The King will answer and say
to them, ‘Assuredly, I say to you,
inasmuch as you did it to one of
the least of these My brethren, you
did it to Me.’”

Kelly remembers driving home with tears
falling after an impacting conference as she
realized her heart for the needy had made
her “ruined for normal.” She explained, “I
used to turn off the news because it was too
hard to watch—but how can I be moved
unless I’m aware of what’s happening? It can
be overwhelming, but you have to push past
it and do something. Now we’re uncomfortable, and we’re happy about it.”
Brian added, “The Gospel is always our goal.
We’ll stumble along the way as we figure it
out, but we’ll keep finding ways to convey
Jesus and His message to the world.”

Calvary Murrieta

www.calvarymurrieta.com
info@ccmurrieta.com
951-677-5667
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