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Meet Sam Sarin 

SAM Sarin 

I became an orphan at the age of five. In 1955, at the age of 
fifteen, I went to live in one of the pagodas in Phnom Penh in 
order to pursue my studies. As I did not obtain a high school 

diploma, it was very difficult to find a job that would enable me to 
make a living. So as a poor young man I quit my studies in 1963 
and moved to the countryside in Battambang province. There I met 
my wife and married in 1965. We settled in Pail in until Cambodia 
fell under the rule of the Khmer Rouge. We were then deported to 
Phnom ProrDark where my wife and my three children died in 
1976. 

In late 1979 I went to Kao I Dang camp in Thailand where 
Jesus Christ revealed himself to me and I accepted him as the 
creator of the universe. I first heard his name in 1955, but assumed 
that he was just another one of the gods of the religions. I started 
my new life in Christ in January 1980, and after baptism in March, 
was deported to another refugee camp, Sakeo II. In early 1981 I 
attended a short-term course at a Bible School in Sakeo II and was 
chosen as church elder. I applied for immigration to the USA but 
failed my resettlement interview in the Kamput camp in 1982. In 
early 1983 I was deported back to Kao I Dang along with some 
church materials. ·Tue leadership role of the church fell on my 
shoulders entirely. 
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How I became a Christian Songwriter and Composer 

I studied music for a while and had enough understanding 
to compose so~e songs while still a student, but I thought it was 
not good enough and decided to give it up. I did not even continue· 
singing. I was not really good at playing any one instrument, but 
played a little bit of this and a little bit of that. However, I was 
quite good at sight-reading while singing. This allowed me to 
compose songs according to my skill, and arrange words to notes. 
Miss Alice Compain, with whom I had become acquainted, knew 
that I could play violin, and out of the goodness of her heart bought 
me one that had been made in China. Togeth~ with this she 
included a large number of songs and asked me to choose some for 
use in the Khmer church. Some of the songs that Alice gave me 
prompted me to compose new ones, because when I checked them 
I found that they were not suitable for Christian singing. I found it 
interesting to discover that it was easy for me to put music to 
poetry. Some days I would compose up to five and also add new 
melodies to some on the same day. I found that although I had not 
used my musical knowledge for so many years, much of it I 
recalled and I progressed strongly and quickly. All the songs that I 
composed I gave to Sister Alice to type in Bangkok where a 
missionary helped to write the notes by hand. In early 1985 a 
Khmer hymnal was published containing 166 Khmer folksongs. 

God's plan for my life 

When I became a child of God, I reflected on the words of 
God on my life since I was very small. I knew that my life was in 
God's hand completely. When I was around six or seven years old 
I fell from a cart that was loaded with rice bundles. We were 
crossing a dike at the time. I remember that fact clearly. When the 
right wheel of the oxcart rolled up the dike, it rocked me to the 
right. When the left wheel rolled up the dike, it gave a big swing 
and tossed me to the left until I fell down onto the buttock of the 
left cow and then to the ground. My neck was very close to the 
wheel-about one finger's width away. If the wheel had moved 
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only a little my head would have been chopped off. As I fell to the 
ground, both cows suddenly stood still, not even moving their tails 
until my mother removed me from that dangerous position. This 
accident did not cause me any injuries. I did not know that God 
sent his angel to look after me. The angel even stopped the cows 
from moving forward thus saving me from a certain death. I give 
him praise and thanks when I recall this because I know he really 
has a plan for my life. 

Many things occurred in my life, but one event that stands 
out above them all is the one that occurred three years and eight 
months into the reign of the Khmer Rouge. Had God not preserved 
my life I would have died during that dark period. In 1976 I was 
hospitalized in one of the Khmer Rouge hospitals where there was 
neither medicine nor food. My eldest daughter, who was the last 
remaining member of my family, took care of me during the time I 
was sick. Many people were dying around me everyday. 

When I became worse, I said to myself that in five day's 
time they will carry my body to be buried like the rest, as I was 
paralyzed from the waist down. I could only move my hands to 
hold my body. I passed stools very frequently because I had severe 
dysentery. There was a fortuneteller who "prophesied" for 
somebody. nearby me.· I had one pair of sunglasses left that I 
wanted to give him as payment so that he could predict my fortune. 
I did not believe in fortune telling, but I just wanted to ask him to 
"prophesy" for fun. I asked him if he knew when I would die. He 
looked in my face and held my hand, looking for the answer in my 
palm and then he said, "You are not going to die. In two or three 
days you will be taken east and then be healed." But I said to him 
that I thought I would die in five days' time; I didn't believe him. 

But like he said, two days later a truck from Battambang 
hospital arrived at Phnom Prordak, where I lived, to ask for 
vegetables and to take some seriously ill people for treatment in 
Battambang. I pleaded with the head· nurse by ·bringing my palms 
together in front of my chest in a gesture of respect, asking for a 
favor to take me as well. She looked at me and said, "Comrade, 
you are not very sick. We only take the serious ones." But I 



Autobiography: Sam Sarin 103 

insisted, telling her how I felt. She accepted my plea and took me 
with her. Two nurses carried me to the truck, but I was almost out 
of breath when they tried to make me stand. My ey.es looked .like 
bright green stars. I asked them to put me down and crawled to 
climb up the truck by myself. When I arrived in the hospital my 
diarrhea and dysentery were gone but my knees were still very 
weak. I walked up to the higher ground with difficulty. 

I was discharged from hospital in Battambang and went to 
stay in Phnom Krapeu. The group leader of my mobile team 
allowed me to plow in dry land. If they sent me to work in the 
muddy field like the others, I might not be alive today. Therefore I 
always praise the Lord for softening the heart of my group leader 
to show mercy on me while I was so weak. Could the fortuneteller 
predict my future? Maybe the Lord's angel put his word in that 
fortuneteller's mouth to encourage me to have hope? I am unable 
to answer that question even until today. 

My resettlement in Australia provided me a broad freedom 
to serve the Lord in the ministry of songwriting. By contrast, if I 
had resettled in the United States, as many brothers and sisters had 
tried to help me to do, I believe that the Khmer hymnal may have 
ended up with only 166 songs. You see, only when the enhanced 
hymnal was taken to the printing house was my name chosen for 
resettlement in a third country. I believe that God let me stay in the 
refugee camp for six years until his plan was fulfilled. In Australia 
Goa provided me with hi-tech equipment to produce hymnbooks of 
better quality, such as a computer, music programs, and a Khmer 
font that enabled me to produce more songs. The number of Khmer 
songs in the book increased from 166 to 303: It is now easier for 
Christian Khmers to sing these songs than those that have been 
translated from foreign languages. 

I was amazed at the broad and deep meaning God revealed 
to me in the songs I wrote. As I composed song number 126, "If I 
Knew God When I was Young," I realized that if I had accepted 
God when I was young it would have been fantastic! But even 
though I have served the Lord for twenty years, I still do not know 
him enough, nor his will or his leading. That is why I lived without 
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God's power in my life. God has impressed on me not to treat the 
hymnbook as my personal accomplishment, since the Holy Spirit 
encouraged my writing, and I was only the instrument or vessel 
that he used. 

Through the gift of song composing, God taught me how to 
worship him in spirit and in truth and how to communicate directly 
to him through praise and worship sorigs. He showed me the kind 
of song that is anointed by the Holy Spirit. When this kind of song 
is sung it is powerful and the presence of the Lord is known. The 
weary will be released. The sick will be healed. Now I do not 
compose songs in the way that I used to. I use poetry to speak 
directly to God in words that communicate to him more closely. 
For he showed me clearly that if we are in the presence of the Lord 
why not speak to him and praise him? Why only speak to each 
other-shouting and delivering commands among ourselves? The 
songs that follow our own words have no impact in the presence of 
the Lord. 

Some songs that speak about our testimony do not give 
him praise or glory, but rather encourage us, edify us, and build up 
our faith. In the presence of the Lord I like to sing in such a way as 
to express our love for him and the love of God towards us. We 
may sing songs of intercession, but only at the beginning of a 
worship service. As we enter the Lord's presence we should use 
only songs that praise him as we enter into his court with joyful 
hearts and with hope. We also praise with music and shouts of 
victory over the enemy (Psalm 100:1, 4). 

I intend to serve God, not a denomination. I do not wish 
any fame from what I am doing. All I want is for the name of 
Jesus to be lifted up on high through the songs that God gives to 
brothers and sisters through me. I want you all to be blessed as you 
sing and praise him. 

Finally, I want to tell my brothers and sisters that I want to 
live for God, do his will, deny myself carry my cross, and follow 
him every day. But I believe that I am weak and cannot fulfill all 
that I have decided to do in r:ny own strength unless the Holy Spirit 
helps me. I depend only on the Word of God and the enablement of 
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the Holy Spirit and his grace. I do not depend on my own abilities. 
"'Not by might nor by power, but by my Spirit,' says the Lord." 


