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Editor’s note:

In this issue of In Touch you will find contributions from a 
church pastor, a marriage and family therapist, a missionary 
couple, a clergy couple, a military chaplain, and a long-time 
denominational executive. It’s proof once again that ministry 
happens in a variety of ways and in a variety of contexts. 
There is no one right way to do ministry. If you’d like to share 
your own experience of ministry in a future issue, please shoot 
me an email.

Thanks,

Bob Terwilliger, editor
terwilliger@juno.com

Andy Atwood

The Big Grief is upon us—and so our work continues.

This month, I turn 74. It is with great amazement that I reflect 
on the twists and turns that my life and career have taken. 
Today, I am working my 3-4-40 plan: 3 days a week, 4 hours 
a day, 40 weeks a year. My license as a marriage and family 
therapist is yet renewed. I still consult with entrepreneurial 
business leaders. And with Robert Frost I say: The woods are 
lovely, dark and deep, But I have promises to keep, And miles 
to go before I sleep, And miles to go before I sleep.



I have been a student of human development and have 
learned that we all grow up, more-or-less, through rather pre-
dictable stages. Individuals and communities of people may 
grow and mature, or they may not. 

When I left seminary the first time, I went to a new church 
start in southern California, a spin off from what was then the 
Garden Grove Community Church. I was too immature. It was 
a disaster. I quit, I was broke, my wife was ill, and I returned to 
Michigan after nine months. Reset buttons hadn’t been invent-
ed in those days, but I pushed one anyway. I turned to a path 
less traveled—the new field of marriage and family therapy. 
Fortunately, Bud Ridder took a gamble on what I might yet 
be, rather than on what I was. 

Life has its starts and stops and redirections as we adapt to 
ever changing events. Pierre Teilhard de Chardin defined time 
as “grace and circumstances acting upon your own good will.” 

And so it is today. Loving Mother Earth: Integrating Environ-
mentalism and Spirituality is the title of a little book I wrote 
in 2020. Since then, my focus has yet again shifted. While we 
dither about “The Big Lie,” our natural environment is collaps-
ing. We have overshot the tipping point and now I am think-
ing about how my children and grandchildren will live in a 
post-doom world.

I’d like to invite you to join me and become something of a 
“hospice chaplain” for a world that is already into The Big 
Grief. Our Buddhist neighbors remind us of the imperma-
nence of all things. Our Roman Catholic neighbors remind 
us of the Pascal Mystery. Mother Nature reminds us with her 
seasons, and now with her radical adaptations, of the damage 
we have done to her. Yes, grief counselors are needed, and we 
are among the most experienced at helping people to grieve.

Everything we love will change and disappear. It was Isaiah 
who said: “The grass withers and the flowers fall when the 
breath of the LORD blows on them; indeed, the people are 
grass. The grass withers and the flowers fall, but the word of 
our God stands forever” (Isaiah 40:7-8).

Given the environmental collapse and doom facing our planet, 



there is yet a significant role for those of us who are retired 
clergy to play. We can help with the grieving process. Every-
one is facing the incalculable losses that are coming at us. 
The daily news reports carry this message: the environment is 
adapting, and sadly, we are in the way.

I am acquainted with grief, and so are you. We are among the 
sages now, the older folks who bring wisdom to life’s un-
fathomable realities. We have a role to play as The Big Grief 
unfolds unremittingly, impacting everyone around us. Shock, 
denial, anger, bargaining, depression, acceptance, and hope. 
We all know Kubler-Ross’s work. And we all know it comes in 
waves for years and years. I still grieve the loss of my younger 
brother in 1968, and yet another younger brother in 2021. I am 
not running from grief because there is nowhere to go where 
there is no grief. COVID-19 taught us that. More is coming. 
Yes, more is coming.

Let us become sensitive grief counselors to each other and 
to all of our neighbors. Let it be our calling to help each other 
through The Big Grief, through the profound and unremitting 
sadness that will accompany us all the way to the end, all the 
way to our transformation, all the way to resurrection. In the 
miles that you and I have before we sleep, let us speak the 
Word that lasts forever. It has been our calling to do so, and to 
that end, our lives continue to have meaning and purpose.

Andy received his BA from Hope College and his MDiv from 
Western Theological Seminary. A course in CPE (Clinical 
Pastoral Education) shaped his future. Following graduation 
and ordination, he served as Minister of Congregational Care 
at Lake Hills Community Church in Laguna Hills, California. 
Returning to West Michigan, he co-founded a non-profit coun-
seling center affiliated with Central Reformed in Grand Rapids. 
He then obtained a ThM from Calvin Theological Seminary and 
a DMin from Western. After a five-year apprenticeship, Andy 
became a Licensed Marriage and Family Therapist and a Li-
censed Master Social Worker. He spent nine years on the State 
Licensing Board for Marriage and Family Therapy, rewriting 
the laws governing that profession. He is the author of Loving 
Mother Earth: Integrating Environmentalism and Spirituali-
ty. Andy lives with his wife, Jan, in Grand Rapids, Michigan. 
andy@andyatwood.com



Jeanette Beagley-Koolhaas

Where does one begin writing just a few paragraphs, when 
you have traveled around the world? I came to the U.S. from 
the Netherlands at age 9 as an immigrant, something that 
has influenced my life in so many ways. We lived in California, 
and after graduating from Redlands Senior High School and 
two years at San Bernardino State College, I went to Central 
College in Pella, Iowa, to get my BA. I returned to California 
to teach Home Economics and expected to be a teacher for 
many years, but my plans were interrupted by my travels. 
Since I enjoyed traveling, it was suggested to me to go to Tai-
wan for a summer to teach English. 

I never wanted to be a missionary, or a minister’s wife, and 
never thought about being an ordained minister. But God 
had different ideas, and the first time I wrote down that I was 
a missionary, I was stunned and it left me wondering about 
new adventures. The summer of 1978 in Taiwan changed my 
life, and the rest is history. After two years of volunteering in 
Taiwan, I returned to the U.S. and attended Fuller Theological 
Seminary for my MA in Theology. Then it was back to Taiwan. 
My cookbooks and sewing machines were no longer needed 
to teach, but rather my experiences in classes on theology, 
language learning, and linguistics helped me as I returned to 
Taiwan to teach Conversational English at Tam Kang Presby-
terian High School and later at Tainan Theological College. 
I returned to Taiwan in 1983 as a full-time single missionary 
with the RCA and, in 1986, I married Alan Beagley, a former 
fellow Fuller Student, a UK/Australian citizen, who taught 
New Testament at Tainan. We had a son born in Tainan, who is 
now living in Australia and is an interpreter and translator of 
French and Spanish into English—and vice-versa. 

We retired from missionary work in 1994 and spent a year at 
Western Theological Seminary to complete our requirements 
for ordination. Then our travels took us to serve churches in 
Westland, Michigan, and Williston Park, New York. The En-
glish-language congregation in Williston Park closed while we 
were there, but today the church occupying that building is 
the flourishing Long Island Taiwanese Church. We returned to 
Zeeland, Michigan, where housing was far more affordable. In 



2006, I began serving as director of the Master of Theology 
program at Western Theological Seminary, a great position 
where we made friends with many students from around the 
world. 

After I retired in 2014, we continued to live in Zeeland. Alan is 
a member of St. Willibrord Antiochian Orthodox Church (St. 
Willibrord being known as “the Apostle to the Frisians”), and I 
attend Third Reformed Church in Holland. As new immigrants 
come to Holland, we have helped in the resettlement of an 
Afghan family, and also with individuals and families coming 
from Mexico and other Central and South American countries. 
Third Reformed has a Spanish service, and many of the Span-
ish-speaking individuals and families come there for worship. I 
studied Spanish in high school and college and now I’m trying 
to improve my spoken Spanish. The only problem: Dutch, En-
glish, Chinese, and Spanish get mixed together.  

Looking back over the years, it amazes me how life takes us 
on journeys that we never expect, yet they are all woven to-
gether. I’m grateful that God has used us to do his work, and 
for all the experiences, the places we have visited and lived 
in, the cultures we have experienced, the languages that we 
speak, and the people we have met and continue to meet.

Jeanette received her BA from Central College and a MA from 
Fuller Theological Seminary. She served as a missionary in 
Taiwan from 1978 to 1994. She and Alan were ordained in the 
RCA in 1997 and served as pastors in Williston Park, New York. 
She was also the director of the ThM program at Western 
Theological Seminary. Alan received his BA and BD from the 
University of Queensland and a PhD from Fuller Theological 
Seminary. He taught New Testament at Tainan Theological 
College. Jeanette and Alan live in Zeeland, Michigan.  
jeanbeag@gmail.com

Leon Draayer

For the second time, I retired. My first retirement came at 
the age of 62 when I was serving First Reformed Church in 
Baldwin, Wisconsin. Marion and I made the decision, with 
the church’s blessing, to return to California where we had 



spent the prior 11½ years in Chino Valley Reformed Church. 
We desired to become Grandpa and Grandma to our first two 
grandchildren. God blessed us with our four families living in 
close proximity, at least until the youngest moved with her 
family to Texas. Two months later, I embarked on my new ca-
reer as a funeral service assistant.

My second retirement occurred on April 30. I returned home 
from my position in the funeral home where I have worked 
for 14 years, began to change clothes, and ended up on the 
floor. A disc in my lower spine ruptured due to heavy lifting of 
floral arrangements, caskets, and furnishings. My life since has 
been radically different. I suffer from some pain, disability, and 
fighting. I am basically “at war” with Workman’s Comp, which 
contests my every claim. For the first time in 76 years, I have 
had to hire a lawyer! I had to leave a position which I loved, 
people with whom I worked and loved, and a form of minis-
try to people of all faiths and no faiths who grieve the loss 
of someone whom they loved. Because it is a funeral home 
belonging to a large corporation, I had to be a little careful 
about what I said, but I always strived to leave the visitation, 
service, burial, and reception showing that I cared. I know, 
though, that I often failed throughout nearly 2,500 funerals.

I am adjusting to a new way of life. We have lived in this 
retirement community for the last 14 years; therefore, I have 
little to care for. I have no garden to tend, lawn to mow, or 
house to repair or remodel. I swim and exercise almost daily 
in a heated, outdoor, Olympic-sized pool. I attend numerous 
medical appointments due to Workman’s Comp and State 
Disability. I have joined a men’s group at church. I am free for 
the first time to have the privilege of watching my grandchil-
dren play their sports and to spend time whenever to be with 
family. I am reading more. Marion teaches ceramics, drawing, 
and painting classes in the Village. She is often the driver for 
the grandkids and helps with them in other ways. She plays 
bells in a Presbyterian Church once a month, and she leads 
one of the women’s groups in our church.

We are members of Crosspoint Christian Reformed Church 
in Chino. When I left my pastorate in Chino in 2002, I signed 
a Covenant of Separation stating that I would not go back to 
the Chino Valley Reformed Church or interfere in her minis-



try. We had much in common with Crosspoint CRC and knew 
many of her members; therefore, we joined and were wel-
comed. Now that I am not working in the funeral home at my 
“whatever, whenever, wherever” job, I enjoy more freedom to 
participate in the life of the church. My pastor is an RCA pas-
tor, and we love and respect each other.

Thus, Marion and I move into a new phase of life. We are both 
fairly healthy (she had a section of ascending aorta replaced 
last November), and we talk about traveling. We know not 
when or where, other than to Texas! We recently celebrated 
our 51st anniversary.

Just a closing thought about our beloved RCA: My heart 
breaks over what is happening. I believe all five of the church-
es I served, and my home church in Ireton, Iowa, will be leav-
ing the denomination. I fear the CRC is treading the same 
path into history.

Leon received his BA from Northwestern College and an MDiv 
and DMin from Western Theological Seminary. He served 
Woodstock Reformed Church in Woodstock, Minnesota, Firth 
Reformed Church in Firth, Nebraska, Hudsonville Reformed 
Church in Hudsonville, Michigan, Chino Valley Reformed 
Church in Chino, California, and First Reformed Church in 
Baldwin, Wisconsin. He and his wife, Marion, have three 
daughters (and sons-in-law) and nine grandchildren.  
lmdraayer@msn.com 

Don Jansen

Writing these words allows me to check out my memory! My 
recall of events in the past, unlike some short-term “stuff,” is 
still okay (I think!). Since graduating from Western Seminary 
in 1967, a lot of water has gone over the dam. (This is also true 
for many of my peers.) Lots of things happened in my life 
soon after graduation. Seminary was a four-year program for 
me, instead of the traditional three, because I served a one-
year internship at Bethel Reformed Church in Passaic, New 
Jersey (1965-66), under the very able mentorship of the late 
Arie R. Brouwer. Two weeks after graduating from Western, 
I took a basic quarter in Clinical Pastoral Education (CPE) at 



Detroit General Hospital. That experience came during the di-
sastrous race riots that had a dramatic impact on the city, the 
hospital, and the CPE student group.

By the end of the summer, I was ordained by Holland Classis. I 
then received ecclesiastical endorsement from the RCA Chap-
lains Commission and the Army’s General Commission. This 
was the required path into the military as a chaplain, instead 
of by such means as traditional enlistment. By Christmas of 
1967, I had entered active duty, attended the Basic Course at 
the Army’s Chaplain School located at that time at Fort Ham-
ilton (Brooklyn, New York), and was on my way to my first 
assignment at Fort Bliss (El Paso, Texas). My initial, pinpoint 
assignment, was to the reception center for new recruits and, 
later, a basic training brigade. Before going on active duty, 
I already felt, as did many Americans, that the JFK/LBJ de-
cision to wage war in Vietnam was a serious mistake. And I 
immediately saw the fear and anxiety in the troops, partly 
because many of them were drafted by selective service and 
were very much aware that they might soon be involved in an 
armed conflict. Our presidents had us stuck in Southeast Asia.   
The pastoral task given to me would have been much more 
difficult without good friends, my preparation for ministry at 
Western, and a lot of prayer. 

Thinking back, I recall the difficult task that the cadre at the 
Chaplain School must have had trying to teach a large group 
of clergymen (some overweight and/or out of shape) military 
structure, the traditions of the Army, and some of the regula-
tions we had to know in order to be ministers on active duty. 
We were taught how to march, salute, wear the various uni-
forms, and learn a new vocabulary. Each one of us was issued 
a “chaplain’s kit,” which contained liturgical materials for lead-
ing small group worship services in a variety of locations. That 
kit became my companion, and I intentionally served holy 
communion each time I used it. As a chaplain, I was an officer 
whose rank was in parentheses because, by definition, I was 
a non-combatant and had no command authority. I carried 
Bibles instead of a weapon!

Following my assignment to Fort Bliss, I was ordered to 
Vietnam (winter 1968) where I became chaplain for an am-
munition battalion. Most of my troops were scattered in small 



detachments over several square miles. In order to visit them, 
I traveled with a convoy or by helicopter. Danger was always 
present, and I experienced the sad, mournful sounds of the 
battlefield. As the only chaplain in my unit, I hardly ever saw 
any of my chaplain colleagues. I learned to function by myself 
and ask for help when necessary. I quickly realized that serv-
ing in the military is not the best place for a minister with high 
dependency needs. 

From Vietnam, I was sent to Germany on what was defined 
as an inter-theater transfer. There I served with the Third 
Armored Division for three years. With two other chaplains, 
I had responsibilities for a chapel program, activities in the 
housing area for families, and frequent field duty. From Ger-
many, I was assigned to Ft. McPherson (Atlanta, Georgia). 
That’s where I had the time to work on an advanced degree 
at Columbia Theological Seminary. Three years later, I attend-
ed the Advanced Course for chaplains at the Army Chaplain 
School located, at that time, on Staten Island, New York. 

Following the career course, my next assignment was two 
years in Korea with a Signal Battalion. There, I was something 
of a circuit rider since many of my troops had duty on what 
could be very cold, wind-swept mountaintops. Once again, 
it was often a solo ministry for me. I made regular use of my 
kit for small group worship services, enjoyed an evening meal 
with the troops, occasionally did some teaching and counsel-
ing, and then headed for the next site in the morning. During 
my time in Korea, I got acquainted with several missionaries 
and saw the vibrancy of the fast-growing Korean church. 

My next assignment sent me to Yale-New Haven Hospital for a 
year of CPE. And my utilization tour was a three-year assign-
ment at Brooke Army Medical Center (San Antonio, Texas) 
with primary duties at the Army’s Burn Center, where up to 75 
patients, family members, and friends were part of my con-
gregation. I learned that there are few injuries that assault a 
human being, body, soul, and mind, more than severe burns. 
Then it was back to Germany for my final tour where I served 
first with a Military Intelligence Brigade and then as a chaplain 
in an American community of about 5,000 (mostly troops 
and their families).



Reflecting on my active duty days, I realized that frequent 
moves, usually with my family, were similar to a parish pastor 
moving from place to place. Families serve, too. I learned early 
on that (1) Chaplains are expected by the military community 
to be pastors, and (2) The church (the RCA in particular) re-
mained the base for my call into the ministry. Throughout my 
career, with its many changes, I always had the prayerful sup-
port of the RCA and its Chaplains Commission. I also learned 
that our troops and their families, whenever I was assigned 
near a housing area or a chapel, assumed that the chapel 
program would be their church away from home. Sometimes 
church was near a landing zone, out in the boondocks, or in a 
mess hall. The hood of my jeep sometimes made a good altar. 
Lastly, I learned that the theological education I received at 
Western shaped my ministry for being a generalist in the wide 
variety of positions I was given.

During my first ten years after separating from the Army, I 
served in several pastoral positions: two terms as an inter-
im for Reformed churches and an installed pastorate. I also 
committed one year to ministry at a boys’ ranch. Thankfully, 
I had learned to handle young men and understand family 
systems, certainly aided by my doctoral studies in family sys-
tems counseling. At the ranch, there were 17 people around 
the table in the evening: my family of four, three “big brother” 
counselors, and ten teenage boys, all sent to us by judges in 
lieu of detention. The boys worked and went to school on the 
ranch and attended church with us. Most of them had person-
al wounds of some kind and/or had issues with authority and 
drugs. There were regular sessions with parents and other 
professionals since the goal was to help as many of the boys 
as possible to return home.

My final block of time as a minister (ten years) was spent on 
staff as a chaplain at a VA hospital. Here again, my orienta-
tion in CPE and experience with troops was of significance. 
The hospital had four wards for veteran residents, including 
one that was locked to help keep the patients safe. All elec-
tive surgery was sent to another VA hospital. There was also 
a hospice unit and a drug/alcohol program that utilized my 
training and degree in treating chemical abuse, especially as it 
interacted with Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD). I was 
able to introduce some of the principles of Moral Injury, with 



its similarities and differences from PTSD, as pastoral care 
issues. The hospital chapel provided regular opportunities to 
lead worship for patients and staff. A national cemetery was 
located across the street from the hospital, and each chaplain 
was included in the rotation for leading committal services. 
Some morticians sent veterans’ remains to the cemetery for 
burial at a later time, so I had to assume that funeral services 
for veterans were often conducted earlier, in other locations. 
On one occasion, I officiated at a service with caskets of four 
veterans in front of me —and not one family member was 
present. I am still grateful for the traditional RCA burial liturgy 
that I have used for the last 30 years.

Life while serving at the hospital did have its lighter times 
for me. I played noon-hour pick-up basketball at the hospital 
gymnasium until I retired at age 70. Hunting and fishing in 
southern Michigan were excellent. I made friends in the com-
munity and was able to attend Reformed churches in the area.

Reflecting on my pastoral ministry, much of what I have done 
was made possible because God used what I was taught by 
the teaching faculty at Western Seminary. I remember Brown-
son’s homiletical skills, warm pastoral style, and the folder he 
kept in his lapel pocket for jotting down items for his prayer 
list. Having recently read Calvin’s Concept of the Law, I recall 
Hesselink’s keen mind in the classroom. And John Piet, known 
as a “major premise” man, did a lot to “save” me. I occasion-
ally heard him say something unusual when the students 
looked a little too complacent. I remember him writing on 
an old-fashioned chalk board, “No proof-texting!” And when 
he said, “In Christianity we begin with the resurrection,” I 
listened. As my peers would probably agree, I was not the 
“sharpest knife in the drawer” as a student, but I learned any-
how. I often hear the comment that we stand on solid shoul-
ders, and when I look behind me, I see generations of gifted 
young men and women whom God is using for the up-build-
ing of his kingdom.

If there’s any heartburn in my life, it’s because of insufficient 
unity in the church. I was a delegate to the General Synod 
that voted to cancel publication of The Church Herald. That 
was a bad omen for us because, among other things, it put 
another limit on how well we listen to each other. I am re-



minded of the story about Bonhoeffer telling his students, 
“Christians who can no longer listen to one another will soon 
no longer be listening to God.” Whether or not those words 
apply to the RCA, I must still tell myself to “be quick to listen, 
slow to speak.” Worship, corporate and integrative, is still one 
of God’s ways for the formation of unity in the believing com-
munity. My prayer is that you (“senior” or “up-coming”) will 
experience God’s richest blessings today and always.  

Don received his BA from Hope College, an MA from Western 
Michigan University, a BD from Western Theological Seminary, 
an MSEd from Long Island University, and a DMin from Co-
lumbia Theological Seminary. He was a school teacher for four 
years before joining the US Army in 1967, serving as a chaplain 
for over twenty years. He served as interim minister at Third 
Reformed in Grand Rapids, Michigan, and as pastor at Silver 
Creek Reformed in Minnesota. He was then the staff chaplain 
at the VA Hospital in Battle Creek, Michigan.  
donaldjansen37@gmail.com 

Al Poppen

On the morning of my 90th birthday, the first “new mail” I 
opened was that day’s Scripture and prayer from Plough, a 
publication of the Bruderhof. Keenly aware that this birthday 
was well beyond the “three score and ten,” but hopeful for still 
more, what I read was this: “I have fought a good fight, I have 
finished my course, I have kept the faith.”

But maybe not just yet.

Bob’s invitation to write for In Touch led me to reflect on the 
variety of roles I’ve assumed since I formally retired 23 years 
ago. A year as “consulting minister” for the Classis of New 
Brunswick was followed by two more as Executive Minister 
for the Classis of Greater Palisades. After I was ordained as an 
elder at the Pompton Reformed Church, my years of resourc-
ing pastoral search committees prompted the request to lead 
one. When my wife Gerry’s health declined, I was called to a 
new vocation as care-giver. We moved to a 55-plus commu-
nity in south central Pennsylvania. There I organized an “Ag-
ing in Place” initiative, which resulted in an appointment to 
Pennsylvania’s Study Commission on Services to the Aging. 



I agreed to chair the Committee on Ministry for the Mercers-
burg Association of the United Church of Christ as a layman, 
since I did not transfer my ordination, but still provided pulpit 
supply in local congregations.

Then, in 2008, Gerry died. After 53 years of marriage, wid-
ower was a role I did not enjoy. I met Carol V. R. George after 
some correspondence about her book God’s Salesman, a 
biography of Norman Vincent Peale and his impact on Ameri-
can religion. She had recently retired from the history depart-
ment at Hobart and William Smith Colleges and was the wid-
ow of an Episcopal priest who had once been an RCA minister 
in Syracuse and Passaic. When Carol and I married, she was 
living in Skaneateles, New York, but also owned a condo in 
Sarasota, Florida, where she spent winters and worshiped 
at St. Boniface Episcopal Church on Siesta Key. A specialist 
in African American studies, she was doing research on the 
struggle for racial justice in Neshoba County, Mississippi, trac-
ing the experience of families in Mt. Zion Methodist Church 
from the days of Reconstruction to the present. In 1964, 
Mt. Zion had been selected to be a Freedom School by civil 
rights workers Schwerner, Goodman, and Cheney. Klansmen, 
with the help of local law enforcement, had burned down the 
church and then murdered the three young men.

We sold the Pennsylvania house, moved to Sarasota, and 
the early years of our marriage were focused on “the book,” 
eventually published by Oxford University Press in 2015 with 
the title One Mississippi, Two Mississippi. My own role in the 
project was to listen, make suggestions, read multiple drafts, 
and serve as photographer. I learned a lot about racism, and 
probably more than I wanted to know about Methodists. 
Meanwhile, we both grew in our appreciation for the worship 
and friendships we made at St. Boniface.

We had also built a lovely house in Skaneateles and wisely, 
while we were still able, enjoyed three river cruises in Europe. 
Having summer and winter residences somewhat limited en-
gagement with both communities, and the good times came 
to an end when I was diagnosed with colon cancer and Carol 
required knee, hip, and back surgery. Then mold infestation 
and costly remediation afflicted the Florida property on two 
successive summers. Aware that our support system would be 



limited whenever either of us would be left alone, we explored 
continuing care retirement communities and settled on Kend-
al at Ithaca, near to Carol’s three children. Some years earlier, 
I had taken on the role of editor for In Touch, which I helped 
launch before I retired. It was now time to pass that baton on 
to someone else. The rewards of continuing engagement with 
old friends had been significant, for as another of our vintage 
put it to me, “You can’t make old friends.”

So many of those old friends are now gone, their loss deeply 
felt. Memories of when I could regard the Reformed Church 
as my extended family, that connected body the apostle Paul 
described so well, bring a mixture of nostalgia and gratitude. 
Whatever our differences, we were a “people who belonged,” 
to Christ and to one another. I was never so aware of that as 
when the necrology report was read at General Synod. During 
the 33 synods I attended in one capacity or another, those 
moments became more important with each passing year. 
“For all the saints … O blest communion, fellowship divine,” 
and with that mighty choir of synod in full voice, my tears 
could flow freely and without notice. Alleluia!

Looking back, I realize that what has always been most im-
portant to me are simple human relationships. Policy papers, 
task forces, project teams, reports, programs—so few remain 
relevant now, but the friendships shared in their production, 
and the people who met to consider all those largely forgot-
ten agendas, retain a value that can never be taken away. 
Maybe as good Calvinists we needed to invent “important 
work” to justify our togetherness. How thankful I am that we 
did.

Thanks to each of you who shared yourself with me.

 Al grew up on a farm near Sioux Center, Iowa. He earned a 
BA from Central College, BD from New Brunswick Theological 
Seminary, and an STM from Union Theological Seminary. He 
did additional study in Church History at Princeton Seminary, 
and in Personnel and Psychology at Columbia University. He 
served as Associate Minister at Glen Rock Community Church 
in New Jersey, the Board of World Missions in Hong Kong and 
Taiwan, and as Minister of the Clover Hill Reformed Church in 
Flemington, New Jersey. From 1969 to 1999, he was a member 
of the RCA denominational staff, first as coordinator of Human 



Resources and then as director of the Office of Ministry and 
Personnel Services (same job, different title). Central College 
recognized his service with an honorary Doctor of Divinity 
degree in 1996. Al has two daughters and four grandchildren. 
ajpoppen@aol.com 

Mary Ann Wierks

Retirement was not what I expected!  

I loved ministry and was not looking forward to retirement. 
In fact, I left a lot of my things on my desk at the church in 
anticipation of continuing to do ministry there as a volunteer. 
Since I understand that the driving purpose of God’s church 
is to bring people to a relationship with Jesus Christ and to 
expand the kingdom of God, that has been the driving pur-
pose and passion of my life also. Working with other believers 
to connect unbelievers to Jesus and Christian community was 
an exciting adrenaline rush. The joy and life change of new 
believers kept relighting the fire of my own faith. 
 
My gifts do not seem to lie so much in individual evangelism, 
but in working with Christians to create new places and sys-
tems to connect with those outside the church. The body of 
Christ is so gifted and powerful when we inspire each other 
and work together, enabled with a plan of action. I worked 
with teams toward these purposes throughout my ministry. 
In Delmar, a church where the people had grown old togeth-
er, we started a program for mothers of pre-school children, 
which became a bridge to church and faith. The fresh faith of 
all these new young families revitalized the faith of long-time 
members. When I moved to Frederick, Maryland, to start a 
new church, I met mothers at the lake in our development and 
invited them to bring their children to a Children and Wor-
ship–style class in our house, many of whom became the core 
of the new church. I set up a ministry for divorced singles, 
which met a need and transformed lives. I started an Alpha 
program, which was huge in bringing people to faith and 
Christian community. In Holland, I continued to hold Alpha 
groups, using the program to reach the Latino population in 
town. With the new believers, we started another worship 
service in which they were comfortable.



There is a pattern in the ministries that I have itemized: in 
each, I am part of a team and an empowered group of Chris-
tians. When I retired, I lost the team setting and thus lost the 
way I loved to do ministry. Things happened that were not in 
my plan that took me out of community, and God knows I like 
to plan.

About three months after I retired, Bruce and I got a call tell-
ing us that our ten-year-old granddaughter had dropped dead 
in the back yard of their home on the mission field in Zambia, 
Africa. Our daughter, who is a doctor, tried to revive her; there 
was no hospital or even a funeral home within five hours. They 
came home with their five other children and lived with us for 
three years. As parents, they struggled with post traumatic 
shock and grief. My life changed to supporting a large family 
and caring for the new baby that was born during that time.

Other changes happened that broke my pre-retirement pat-
terns. My husband, Bruce, is not able to physically deal with 
the cold and so we started going south during the winter. I 
also loved being in the warmth and sun but realized that living 
in Florida half the year and Michigan half the year makes it 
hard to have a close community. I was no longer with a group 
of Christians to work and plan together. 

Then a couple of years ago, my husband was diagnosed with 
corticobasal degeneration (CBD). It has left him with very 
little ability to walk or do the other things he always did for 
our family. I now find myself repairing decks, handling all our 
financial business, and giving care. This was not in either of 
our plans.

I thought that with my base of life-long faith and a life of 
helping others find strength in Jesus, I would be able to adjust 
to these unexpected turns in life. But it has been harder than 
I would have predicted. Being a person who likes to plan, an 
entrepreneur of new ideas, and perhaps a bit of an adren-
aline junkie (finding sky diving, bungee jumping, flying an 
airplane, and a powered paraglider a thrill), I struggle with my 
purpose in life, or at least a purpose about which I can get 
excited. I think I should be doing something that is significant 
in the kingdom of God. I know caring for family is worthy 
and important, but it doesn’t match my expectations or my 
strengths. I don’t test high in gifts of mercy.



Those of you with more spiritual maturity have probably not-
ed truths that I am in process of internalizing: 

•	 Caring for family brings the joy of deeper intimacy.
•	 “Being” with God is just as important as “doing” for God.
•	 God continues to build his kingdom and it doesn’t de-

pend on me.  
•	 Planning can be good, but there is richness in seeing God 

in each moment of a day.  
•	 Accepting God’s “No” is foundational for living into his 

leadership of my life.

The process of growing into these truths is a bit like playing 
Chutes and Ladders, with leaps forward and slips backward. 
The “ladders” have brought me to wonderful experiences, 
including the adventure of traveling, more time with family, 
escaping the cold, cloudy winter, and making new friends in 
new places. The “chutes” drop me into times of floundering 
for some purpose that energizes me.
	
Nevertheless, there exists a subterranean grace in which my 
spirit is rooted. I know I belong with body and soul, both in 
life and death, to my faithful Savior Jesus Christ. I have moved 
a long way from what I expected in retirement toward living 
in that identity in this moment and this reality. I am rooted in 
blessings.

Mary Ann was raised on a farm in Iowa. She attended North-
western College and received her BA from Hope College. She 
graduated from Princeton Theological Seminary with an MRE 
and then from New Brunswick Theological Seminary with an 
MDiv. She served Chatham Reformed Church in Claverack, 
New York, as Director of Christian Education, and Delmar 
Reformed Church in Delmar, New York, as Director of Christian 
Education and Outreach and, after ordination, as Associate 
Pastor. She co-planted Monocacy Valley Church in Frederick, 
Maryland, and served as Minister of Mission and Outreach at 
Christ Memorial Church in Holland, Michigan. Mary Ann was 
also a coach for church planters. Mary Ann and Bruce live in 
Holland, Michigan. bmawierks@gmail.com 
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Editorial note: A contributor’s name was misspelled 
in the summer issue of In Touch. The correct spelling 
is Kaarin Granberg-Michaelson. We apologize for 
this misprint!
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