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Editor’s Note 

One perk of reviewing articles for this publication is the 
breadth of life experience among our contributors. You’ll find 
that diversity again in this issue. I particularly appreciate 
authors who can reflect on their experiences in ministry or 
courageously express an opinion about what they’ve 
discovered (but without editorializing too much!). 

As noted before, securing enough articles for any issue of In 
Touch is an ongoing challenge. Please take a couple hours to 
write some reflections since your retirement and send them 
my way. Contrary to appearances, there’s no formula or 
template for what an article needs to contain. You’re free to 
go off-script from whatever you think the In Touch “script” is! 
You can find an off-script example on page 18 of the recent 
Spring 2025 issue—Wayne Van Kampen’s summary of a 
challenging conversation he had with Dr. John Piet during 
seminary. By the way, my apologies to Wayne for failing to 
include an email address with his bio 
(wvkamp634@yahoo.com). 
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When asked what I’m looking for, I suggest 500-1,000 words 
and offer these writing prompts (choose at least one, or come 
up with your own):  

●​ In what ways have your views about ministry 
changed? What did you learn in ministry that serves 
you well today?  

●​ What brings you purpose in this stage of life? In what 
ways do you continue to live out your call to ministry? 
How is God working or active in your life? 

●​ What has been meaningful about your ordination in 
the RCA and/or your time in active ministry?  

●​ Tell a story of when you were affirmed in ministry—a 
time when you knew you “got it right.” 

●​ Given your perceptions about the RCA today, what 
would you say to those serving as ministers of Word 
and sacrament (as pastors or in specialized ministry)? 

I’m happy to respond to any questions or ideas you may have. 
Upcoming article deadlines are August 15, 2025, and 
January 5, 2026.  

Terry DeYoung, editor​
terry.a.deyoung@gmail.com 

 

Jim Baar 
I am an “RCA brat” and a “P.K.” whose dad was a career-long 
RCA pastor (also named Jim Baar). While I am confident our 
beloved denomination will survive, I feel the same sadness, 
pain, and loss that so many others have expressed in these 
pages. I hold onto the promise, “I will build my church.” 
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I graduated from Western Theological Seminary in 1972 and 
accepted a call to Immanuel Reformed Church in Grand 
Rapids, Michigan, as minister of youth and education. I felt 
called to be engaged in team ministry. I wish the seminary 
had invested more effort in preparing folks like me for shared 
ministry. I served Immanuel for nine years and—surprise!— 
five of those years I was on my own. The people of Immanuel 
were very patient, supportive, and gracious. It proved to be a 
great learning and growing time. 

I married Helen “Sue” Freeman in August 1970. This year we 
hit double nickels. We have three adult children (Kent, Drew, 
and Tori) who have blessed us with four of the best 
grandchildren in the world (Jamison, Reese, Jasper, and Evie). 
In addition to supporting me in ministry, Sue dedicated her 
life to a variety of educational endeavors. 

We moved to Holland, Michigan, in 1981 to serve at Fellowship 
Church as minister of youth and education. I finished my 
career at Fellowship in 2015. During that time, my 
responsibilities kept changing and growing. I became a 
trained Bethel Bible instructor, gained the title of minister of 
congregational life, accepted more responsibility for pastoral 
care, implemented the Stephen Ministry program, and finally 
provided supervision of Fellowship’s mission endeavors. It’s 
not right for everyone, but for me and my family, long-term 
ministry has been a wonderful blessing. A Eugene Peterson 
encounter early in ministry put me on that path. I had read 
several of Peterson’s books. I jumped at the opportunity of a 
weekend retreat for pastors that he led. I have powerful 
memories of him saying how much he valued long-term 
ministry. (I mentioned my dad was a pastor. I’m not sure if he 
had the seven-year itch or if he lived it as a holy number, but 
we moved every seven years. Some of those moves were 
tough on me and my siblings.) It has been a blessing to work 
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with several great partners: Ken Reynen, Ken Eriks, Brian 
Keepers, Lindsay Small, Nate Schipper, Ross Dieleman, and 
Tierra Marshall. Many wonderful staff associates contributed 
to Fellowship’s strong and vibrant history. 

Fellowship’s ministry has been blessed and guided by its 
mission statement: “To love God and others as an accepting 
community centered in Christ and focused on developing 
faithful followers of Jesus.” The Colossian Forum material has 
been a valuable resource to this congregation. This program 
provides assessment, coaching, and curriculum. Its purpose is 
to help congregations live with unity and purpose despite 
different opinions on social, religious, and political issues. I 
stand amazed at the health of this congregation and can only 
attribute it to be a gift of the Holy Spirit. It is a gift that they 
let this old, retired guy hang out. Ken Eriks and I are regular 
members of the church we served. That’s not always a good 
thing. We have been allowed to be active members and 
supporters of the staff. While we bear no title, I like to think 
we provide a valuable historical perspective and an 
occasional hysterical insight. 

Along the way, our immediate and extended families have 
experienced multiple bumps and lumps: We have lost two 
sisters-in-law, one to Parkinson’s and one to cancer. We 
currently have a brother-in-law facing a serious cancer crisis. 
Depression has visited our family in multiple generations. 
Personally, I’m “four-wheel drive,” with two new knees and 
two new hips. Also had a cancer bout, which included nine 
months of chemotherapy. Throw in a colon resection, 
gallbladder removal, and back surgery that added 15 inches 
of rods and 19 screws to my frame. In all of them, we felt 
touched and sustained by God’s grace and the love of his 
church. 
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In retirement, I have found great joy in reading for my own 
interest and enjoyment rather than in preparation for 
sermons, teaching, or meetings. I had to give up trout fishing, 
but I still chase the little white ball. I have found it meaningful 
to stay in touch with ministry friends, old and new. I also serve 
as a chaplain to about 70 RCA retirees in Michigan. We are 
recently experiencing an influx of retired CRC folks into the 
RCA. Just for kicks, in the summer I work a couple of 
afternoons a week at the Ottawa Beach General Store. This 
gig allows me to engage with folks from around the country 
and even the world. If you’re in Holland some summer, stop 
in and say hi. I might buy you an ice cream.  

Jim graduated from Central College and Western 
Theological Seminary. He served as pastor of Immanuel 
Reformed Church (1972-1981) in Grand Rapids, Michigan, and 
Fellowship Reformed Church (1981-2015); he also served on 
various committees and task forces for the Regional Synod 
of the Great Lakes and for Holland Classis, including a term 
as president of Holland Classis. Jim and his wife, Sue, live in 
Holland, Michigan. jhbaar4@gmail.com 

Jack Doorlag 

After almost 40 years of ministry, I joined Mary in retirement. 
Mary had responded to God’s call in her life to be a middle 
school teacher in the public school system and had retired so 
she could better care for her aging parents. I had responded 
to God’s call to be a minister of Word and sacrament in the 
Reformed Church in America. After serving two West 
Michigan churches as lead pastor (Trinity Reformed in Grand 
Haven for 10 years and First Reformed in Byron Center for 12), 
I received an invitation to use my gifts to serve as a 
specialized interim (transition) minister in the Regional Synod 
of the Great Lakes. During these years, I pursued a doctor of 
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ministry at Fuller Theological Seminary (“Training and 
Equipping Leaders in the Church for Renewal”) and a master 
of theology at Western Theological Seminary (“Towards a 
Redefinition of Successful Evangelism”). I served ten churches 
in West Michigan as an interim and have also served as a 
consultant to several other RCA churches. 

Throughout 52 years of marriage, God has blessed Mary and 
me with two daughters, both employed as teachers, two 
sons-in-law, and four granddaughters. I am surrounded by 
seven women in my immediate family circle these days and 
love it, and I consider myself a most fortunate husband, 
father, and grandfather.  

During 14 years of retirement, I’ve been grateful for the ways 
pastoral ministry has impacted my life. I have grown in my 
prayer life, my passion for the Scriptures, and my desire to 
keep improving leadership skills, equipping skills, mentoring 
skills, and teaching skills. I have lost count of how many 
wedding services I had the honor of officiating, the number 
of memorial services led for church members and those 
without any church affiliation, and the hours of preparation 
invested in creating and presenting messages. I am 
overflowing with thanksgiving for both the challenging 
moments and the joy-filled moments of celebration. 

Retirement has also been a time of continuing exploration 
with Mary as we have vacationed many times to Venice, 
Florida, for a couple of weeks during the winter months. This 
year we also spent a week in late April in Panama City Beach. 
We have visited National Parks in California and Utah; 
experienced spring break in Hilton Head, Savannah, and 
Charleston, South Carolina; and last fall we traveled to 
Washington and Oregon. Two years ago, we took a Viking 
River Cruise on the Rhine River from Amsterdam to Basel, 
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Switzerland, and then took a two-day extension to Lucerne. 
We loved it so much we are planning another Viking cruise 
on the Danube from Regensburg, Germany, to Budapest, 
Hungary. We are so thankful for the health and resources to 
have these experiences. 

Retirement has been a time for growing and deepening 
relationships with our immediate and extended family and 
many wonderful friends. Every morning, I send a short 
message to all four of our granddaughters with a thought or 
reflection for the day. I always close my message to them 
with the words, “Love and Prayers, Grandpa,” and then pause 
to offer prayers for their day. Our summer home at Silver Lake 
in Mears, Michigan, offers yearly opportunities to connect 
with our family as we enjoy lake life together. Several times 
throughout the year, we connect with brothers and sisters 
over coffee, breakfast, lunch, or dinner. With all the 
grandchildren involved in their active schedules, this is 
proving to be an increasing challenge. Periodically, I have also 
had the opportunity to reconnect with past colleagues in 
ministry and have found those conversations to be very 
rewarding. 

Retirement has not meant complete disengagement from 
ministry. I served on the RCA Board of Benefits Services 
(BOBS) board for six years and gained a greater appreciation 
for what this board does to ensure the financial security for 
our retirement funds. I also appreciate how the board 
supports a chaplaincy program for retired ministers and their 
spouses. I am also grateful for opportunities I have had to 
lead worship in various churches.  

I am saddened by the polarization the RCA has experienced 
in recent years, but I am also hopeful for our future. I have no 
ill will toward those who have left the RCA and hope they will 

 

7 



not regret the path they have chosen. I am hopeful that the 
current restructuring process will put us on a path that 
renews our potential as a church for all nations.  

Colossians 1:10 has been a guiding influence throughout my 
life and ministry: “I pray that you may lead a life worthy of the 
Lord, fully pleasing to God, bearing fruit in every good work, 
and growing in the knowledge of God.” My hope and prayer is 
that I am remembered for living into those words, and that 
those who have known me will have the same desire for their 
lives.  

I praise and honor God for calling me into pastoral ministry. 
For those now serving in pastoral ministry, my best counsel is 
to begin every day with a prayer of thanksgiving, to devote 
yourselves to the study of Scriptures, to make the 
development of personal relationships a key part of what you 
do, to have a sense of humor, and to develop a culture of trust 
wherever God leads you.  

Jack graduated from Hope College (BA), Western Theological 
Seminary (MDiv and ThM), and Fuller Theological Seminary 
(DMin). He was pastor of Trinity Reformed Church in Grand 
Haven, Michigan, and First Reformed Church in Byron 
Center, Michigan. As a specialized interim (transition) 
minister, he served ten Michigan churches: First Reformed in 
Portage, Oakview Reformed in Grand Rapids, Standale 
Reformed in Grand Rapids, Peace Reformed in Middleville, 
Ottawa Reformed in West Olive, RiverTree Community in 
Byron Center, Fourth Reformed in Kalamazoo, First Christian 
Reformed Church in Zeeland, Cornerstone in Mears, and 
Grace Reformed in Wyoming. Jack and his wife, Mary, have 
two daughters and four granddaughters. 
jdoorlag522@gmail.com 
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Dave Hondorp 
I’m happy to be retired these last nine years. Well, I retired 
from Hopewell Reformed Church in Hopewell Junction, New 
York, in 1997. Then I spent 20 more years doing part-time 
ministry in ten RCA and Presbyterian churches, and I loved it.  

Now I spend time caring for our yard and gardens, trying to 
stay active. For the last 30 years my wife, Marvelle, and I have 
lived in the first house we ever owned. We built it ourselves 
with help of our carpenter sons, so we feel a real personal 
attachment. Marvelle gardens and I build stone walls around 
various planting areas, whack weeds, and mow. We strive to 
stay physically active. 

However, I’m glad to be retired for another reason. I feel 
ministry today is more difficult than it was when I served. My 
heart goes out to those in active ministry today. 

I graduated from Western Theological Seminary in the late 
1950s, having spent a summer at East Harlem Protestant 
Parish in New York City and a year of internship at Elmendorf 
Reformed Church on East 121st Street with my mentor, the 
Rev. Don DeYoung, when the Civil Rights Movement was 
underway. Following graduation, I served Central Reformed 
Church in Patterson, New Jersey, a large church building with 
a small congregation seeking to serve the inner city, and then 
Grace Reformed Church, an interracial congregation in 
Brooklyn, New York. I felt like the church was part of 
something breaking out for a greater good, and a more 
inclusive and just society. While probably contributing little to 
the rising consciousness of equality and inclusiveness, I felt 
that the gospel message of God’s inclusive love was on the 
right side of history.  
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Today? The times seem so different. The stranger is not 
welcomed, children have been separated from their parents, 
people are deported without due process, the ugly history of 
slavery is being sanitized, foreign aid to poor nations is 
canceled, and fear and division are on the rise. It seems all so 
contrary to the love of Christ, the welcome of the stranger, 
and the caring for the least of these among us. Yet, to preach 
the love of Christ about these specific situations is to be 
accused of being “political.” 

To be silent, and to sing to oneself “Jesus Loves Me,” seems to 
me an escapism. It is a tough time to be a preacher.  

Lately I’ve been watching movies about Dietrich Bonhoeffer, 
including a documentary. In them I saw many gowned clergy 
offering the Nazi salute, out of fear, no doubt. Bonhoeffer 
chose active opposition. I wonder how courageous I would 
be. With Christian Nationalism blurring the lines between 
church and state, we may all need at some point to make a 
choice about where we stand. Of course, Bonhoeffer was 
hung for his faith in action, and John the Baptist lost his head 
because he was being political in his preaching. 

I think I know what the gospel of God’s inclusive love is about: 
to welcome the stranger where you may “entertain angels 
unaware.” 

But I’m retired. So, I cut the grass on my riding mower, pray 
for those in active ministry, occasionally attend peaceful 
protests, and sometimes at 92 dream of preaching that one 
last sermon. 

Dave graduated from Hope College and Western 
Theological Seminary. He served Central Reformed Church in 
Patterson, New Jersey; Grace Reformed Church in Brooklyn, 
New York; and Hopewell Reformed Church in Hopewell 
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Junction, New York. Upon retirement from Hopewell, he was 
named pastor emeritus, and then served in part-time 
interim ministry for 20 years. Dave and his first wife, Eleanor 
Casper, had six children; Eleanor died unexpectedly during 
their ministry at Hopewell. Dave has been married to 
Marvelle Suess for 43 years and they have six grandchildren. 
They attend Poughkeepsie Reformed Church in 
Poughkeepsie, New York. mdhondorp@aol.com 

Wendell Karsen 
I was born in 1936 in Oak Park, Illinois, and attended Timothy 
Christian Grammar School, Chicago Christian High School, 
and Wheaton Academy. My family was actively involved in 
the life and ministry of the First Christian Reformed Church of 
Cicero and then of the Wheaton Christian Reformed Church. 
At age 16, I felt a strong desire to enter some form of full-time 
Christian service.  

I attended Wheaton College, the Wheaton Graduate School 
of Theology, and Fuller Theological Seminary. In 1960, I 
married Joyce Marie Hughes, and in 1962, our first child, 
Stephen, was born. I continued my theological studies at 
Western Theological Seminary in Holland, Michigan, and 
received a master of theology degree in 1967.  

Meanwhile, I served as an associate pastor of Bethany 
Reformed Church in Grand Rapids, Michigan, where our 
second child, Philip, was born, and then at Lakeland 
Reformed Church in Vicksburg, Michigan, where our third 
child, Rachel, was born. During my seven years in these two 
parishes, I took a keen interest in youth ministry and in 
developing programs and mission conferences that 
emphasized the missionary calling of the church.  
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In due time, we applied for missionary service and, with our 
three young children, were sent by the RCA to Taiwan in 1969. 
During the four years we served there, I became the 
coordinator for university student work for the Presbyterian 
Church in Taiwan (PCT) and developed the Summer English 
Program for university young people and the Intern in 
Mission program for RCA volunteers. 

Declared persona non grata in 1973 by the oppressive 
nationalist regime, we were unable to return to Taiwan and 
were transferred to Hong Kong in 1974. We had discovered 
that “Free China” in Taiwan was not really free, and that 
Chiang Kai-shek and his wife were Christian in name but not 
in practice when it came to oppressing the Taiwanese people 
during what was called the White Terror period. At the 
request of the PCT, I had quietly become involved in helping 
the church resist this oppression.  

In Hong Kong, I served as chaplain and teacher at Ying Wa 
College and then as education secretary for the Hong Kong 
Christian Council (HKCC). I developed the Summer with a 
Purpose and Senior Student Retreat programs for high 
school young people and launched the HKCC’s English 
quarterly “News & Views.” I also wrote a five-volume religious 
education textbook series for the Department of Education.  

During those years, Joyce played a major role in pioneering a 
ministry for mentally and physically challenged young people 
that resulted in the establishment of a major 
government-funded program to support them called the Wai 
Ji Christian Service. Before the advent of this program, there 
had been no government services for disabled children. Both 
parents of these children usually had to work to make ends 
meet, lived in a culture of shame, and often locked them in a 
room while they were gone. Our fourth child, Andrew, was 
born in Hong Kong in 1977. 
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I first visited China in 1977, shortly after the death of Mao 
Tse-tung. The country had been wracked with 30 years of 
revolution and the deaths of millions. The poverty and lack of 
food, clothing, and most everything else was appalling. Not 
one church was open, and nobody dared to openly claim to 
be a Christian. Since then, it has been my privilege to 
extensively travel in and report on the unbelievable 
development of the country and the resurgence of the 
Christian church there, and to lead mission education tours 
to China and other parts of Southeast Asia. 

In 1984, we returned to the United States where I taught 
missiology at Western Theological Seminary and then served 
as the RCA’s coordinator for mission communication and 
secretary for Appalachia (1985-1990). In 1989, I lost my beloved 
partner of 29 years after she had fought a long, courageous 
battle with cancer. This was a devastating loss for me and for 
our children, one of whom was still at home. The Lord helped 
me get back on my feet, and the RCA gave us wonderful 
support. 

In 1990, I received a call to return to Hong Kong to serve as 
the Hong Kong Christian Council’s secretary for 
communication. I resumed the editorship of “News & Views,” 
served as coordinator and producer for the Hong Kong 
Government’s Religious Broadcasting and Television Advisory 
Committee, and wrote a new, three-volume religious 
education textbook series. In 1991, I married my lovely wife, 
Renske Greve, a single nurse whose family and ours had 
intertwined for years, and she joined Andrew and me in Hong 
Kong. 

In 1995, I was called to become the senior pastor of Union 
Church Hong Kong. I enjoyed the challenge of serving a 
multicultural, multilingual, multi-denominational 
congregation. In 1999, I was called to serve as an interim 
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pastor in Indonesia, and then founded an international 
congregation there that Renske and I enjoyed very much. 

After retiring from overseas missionary service in 2000, I 
became the director of Western Theological Seminary’s ThM 
program until I retired a second time in 2006.  

In 2010, Renske and I moved to the Penney Retirement 
Community in Penney Farms, Florida, where I have continued 
to teach, preach, sing, chaplain, and write eight more books. 
In 2023, we spent four months helping launch a church for 
Chinese Christian exiles in Bangkok, Thailand.  

I am grateful to God for the many opportunities and 
privileges he has granted me for service over the years and 
for the unwavering support and encouragement of the RCA 
and supporting churches. 

Wendell holds degrees from Wheaton College (BS), Fuller 
Theological Seminary (BD), and Western Theological 
Seminary (ThM). He served Bethany Reformed Church in 
Grand Rapids, Michigan; Lakeland Reformed Church in 
Vicksburg, Michigan; as an RCA missionary in Taiwan, Hong 
Kong, Indonesia, and Thailand; as RCA coordinator for 
mission communication and secretary for Appalachia; and 
was a visiting professor and later director of the Master of 
Theology program at Western Theological Seminary. 
Wendell and his wife, Renske, have ten grandchildren and 
two great-grandchildren. wrkarsen@sbcglobal.net 

Nick Miles 
Wingapo. This word from the Powhatan language is similar 
to shalom. It means hello, good-bye, greetings, peace, etc.  

I am a member of the Pamunkey Tribe, Powhatan 
Confederacy. There are two reservations near West Point, 
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Virginia—Pamunkey and Mataponi—and I have relatives from 
both tribes. My mother, a professional genealogist, traced our 
family back to Pocahontas’s uncle, Opecancanough. My 
Pamunkey (full blood) grandfather fished for shad, as the 
shad roe was a delicacy. He met a German woman as he 
fished the various waters from Virginia to New York and 
wound up in New Jersey as a farmer. He was also a lay 
preacher on occasion. I grew up in Colts Neck, New Jersey, 
when it was a small community with many horse and 
vegetable farms. My father was an elder and superintendent 
of the Sunday school for many years, and my mother edited a 
book about the history of the Colts Neck Reformed Church. 
The church was a main staple of my upbringing. My maternal 
grandfather was also a lay preacher, though I never knew him 
since he died at a young age. 

On my 12th birthday, my parents gave me a letter written by 
the minister who baptized me as an infant. It expressed a 
hope that I would follow a course in life that would honor 
Jesus Christ. I attended Rutgers University and New 
Brunswick Theological Seminary. For five years, I was the 
caretaker and lived at the Campus Protestant Fellowship 
Building, where I was exposed to ministerial influences from 
several perspectives. I often studied at the New Brunswick 
library and became friends with several students. Dr. John 
Beardslee and family were close friends of our family. After 
graduating from seminary, I continued my education (Clinical 
Pastoral Education) as a chaplain in Philadelphia. Many 
patients lived in the suburbs and sought pastoral counseling, 
knowing they wouldn’t see the chaplain again after leaving 
the hospital. Sometimes it was frustrating, wondering how 
their lives turned out.  

I intended to pursue a career as a hospital chaplain, but in 
1973 I became the pastor of United Reformed Church in 
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Bloomington, New York, since pastoral experience was a 
requirement at most hospitals. In 1968 United Reformed 
Church had become a merged congregation, evolving from 
three churches in the Town of Rosendale (Village of 
Rosendale, Tillson, Bloomington) that were founded from an 
original Rosendale church in 1796. I helped author a book in 
1996 that highlighted each church’s ministries.  

Initially, there was a continued need for counseling and 
working with a consistory of 18 members. The building of a 
new church never happened because of economic 
conditions. I was also a resident actor of the Driftwood 
Floating Theater, and annual Lenten plays were a part of our 
ministry at the church. Monologues and shorter plays 
happened on occasion, along with youth work and a 
preschool program. A women’s group was also very active. I 
enjoyed my 39-year ministry there.  

The love of my life, Linda Miles, became my wife in 1974, first a 
student at Douglass College, then the University of Florida. 
She taught special education students for several years, then 
was called by God and attended New Brunswick Theological 
Seminary while teaching. She was ordained in 2013. We were 
blessed with two sons after losing our daughter, Heather 
Matoaka, at birth. James Deerfoot works for NBC and has five 
children; Stephen Swift Eagle is a computer whizz with no 
children.  

Since high school, I have been learning more about my 
Native American roots and spirituality. I became involved with 
the Association of Native Americans of the Mid-Hudson Valley 
in the early 1970s, and now I’m one of its leaders. I have been 
blessed with learning and leading some of the Native 
spiritual traditions, at times officiating at ceremonies using 
both traditions. I lead Equinox and Solstice ceremonies, for 
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example, and have officiated at funerals and weddings using 
both traditions. I am the lead singer and keeper of our drum 
group, the Cloud Breakers. I am also learning to become a 
Native storyteller, many with relevant ethical lessons.  

For three years I was coordinator of Native American 
Ministries for the RCA, a part-time position. I visited each site 
(Apache, Mescalero, Dulce, Calling Lake) annually and 
planned an annual retreat in Oklahoma.  

We live between Kingston and New Paltz, New York, and are 
loving the Hudson Valley. Wingapo. 

Nick graduated from Rutgers University and New Brunswick 
Theological Seminary and completed Clinical Pastoral 
Education training at the University of Pennsylvania Medical 
Center. He was pastor of United Reformed Church in 
Bloomington, New York, for 39 years, and served as 
coordinator of RCA Native American Ministries for three 
years. After retiring, he provided pulpit supply for Port Ewen 
Reformed Church in Port Ewen, New York, for 3 1/2 years. He 
is married to Linda, a special education teacher who 
became an ordained minister of Word and sacrament in 
2013. They have three children, including a daughter who 
died at birth, and five grandchildren, and live in Ulster Park, 
New York. revnickmiles@yahoo.com 

Mark Nieuwsma 
I’ve always considered myself somewhat of a social activist, 
fighting for equal justice, fairness for all, and advocating for 
those who experience discrimination. Those core beliefs and 
values bore fruit when an English teacher was abruptly fired 
in the mid-1960s in a small town in northwest Illinois, where 
my father served as pastor. 
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Many school boards today are facing community backlash 
over the desire to ban specific books from school libraries. 
Well, back in my day, one of our favorite teachers was forced 
out because we read Lord of the Flies. That community had 
similarities to the events portrayed in the movie “Footloose.” 

A pivotal moment in my decision to pursue ministry came 
when my father risked his job to defend my and other 
students’ rights to be heard. More than 50 students were 
expelled from high school for participating in a walkout to 
protest the dismissal of this teacher. I and four others were 
identified as “ringleaders” of this protest and received a 
ten-day expulsion from classes and activities in the spring of 
my senior year in high school. 

The church that my father pastored was like the town in the 
movie “Footloose.” They defended the school board’s position 
to fire the teacher and expel the students. Many of us felt 
betrayed, not only by the community but by the 
self-righteousness of those who claimed to be followers of 
Jesus.  

Following that experience, Hope College was not my first 
choice for furthering my education. After all, in the 1960s 
attending chapel at Hope was mandatory for all students. 
Soon, I found myself with way too many chapel cuts and on 
the verge of being expelled from this denominational college 
we hold dear. Thanks to pressure from the American Civil 
Liberties Union, the college backed off from its threats and 
more than a hundred of us were able to continue our 
education. Soon after, required chapel was dropped.  

Bob DeYoung, then dean of students at Hope College, 
understood my plight after hearing my story back in high 
school. He empathized with my concerns and did not judge 
me when it came to mandatory religious requirements. 
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When I graduated from Hope, I pursued a career as a social 
caseworker and began working for the Kent County Juvenile 
Detention Center in Grand Rapids. 

However, my spiritual journey was not over. After struggling 
with future plans and continuing education, I felt God 
nudging in a different direction. To make a long story short, I 
begrudgingly entered Western Theological Seminary in fall 
1972. My wife, Paula, and I already had two young children, so 
attending seminary became a leap of faith, not knowing how 
we would support our family or pay for seminary, but God 
provided. Seminary was a valuable lesson in learning how to 
trust again, along with the experience of koinonia for our 
family. 

Most of my 40-plus years in ministry have been serving 
congregations in Indianapolis, Indiana; Muskegon, Michigan; 
Parkersburg, Iowa; Grand Rapids, Michigan; and Grand Haven, 
Michigan. The churches I pastored have provided valuable 
insights into acceptance and personal growth, reducing 
critical attitudes, and achieving spiritual development. I also 
served as Clinical Pastoral Education (CPE) resident chaplain 
at Bronson Methodist Hospital in Kalamazoo, Michigan, and 
served as classis pastoral care minister in Grand Rapids. On 
an ecumenical note, my life was enriched when I served as 
our denominational representative on the National Council of 
Churches in Christ. 

God has been good and has blessed our family in 
innumerable ways. I have learned to be less critical, more 
affirming and accepting, and better at showing the 
unconditional love God shows us. One of the most rewarding 
experiences has been serving on the board of directors of 
Ministering to Ministers Foundation, Inc. This organization 
provides spiritual enrichment retreats to ministers and 
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missionaries who are in transition after experiencing 
involuntary or pressured resignations from their 
congregations or mission fields. 

Like many of you, I am deeply saddened by the number of 
churches that have left our denomination. Many pastors are 
leaving their churches after experiencing “right wing 
extremism.” It has divided our nation and created schism in 
our congregations.  

In retirement, I find myself substitute teaching at our local 
high school and middle school in Grand Haven. It’s a good gig 
as I get to pick and choose what subjects I want to teach, 
when, and where. Recently in an English class, I found the 
students reading Lord of the Flies. Wow, déjà vu! I now have 
the good fortune of sharing my experience from high school 
and how this book was once banned. I also have taught a 
class at the church we are attending as well as occasionally 
preach. 

Paula and I recently celebrated our 57th wedding anniversary. 
We have three beautiful children and six grandchildren. After 
all of us once lived in different states, two of our children are 
now in proximity in Michigan, with our son and family living 
in Chicago. Paula and I are looking forward to a Rhine River 
cruise this summer with a side trip to Paris. Oui, oui, Paree!  

Mark graduated from Hope College and Western Theological 
Seminary. He was pastor of Keystone Reformed Church in 
Indianapolis, Indiana; Unity Reformed Church in Muskegon, 
Michigan; Hope Reformed Church in Parkersburg, Iowa; and 
Second Reformed Church in Grand Haven, Michigan. He was 
also CPE resident chaplain at Bronson Methodist Hospital in 
Kalamazoo, Michigan; classis minister of South Grand 
Rapids Classis; and interim minister at Wallin 
Congregational Church in Grand Rapids, Michigan, and 
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McGraft Memorial Congregational Church in Muskegon, 
Michigan. Mark and his wife, Paula, have lived in Grand 
Haven for the past 34 years. menieuwsma@charter.net 

Jim Van Zetten 
After two and a half years in the First United States Army 
Band, one year earning an MA in music, and ten and a half 
years teaching vocal music in Iowa public schools, I sensed 
the Holy Spirit motivating me to attend Western Theological 
Seminary and serve rural RCA churches in Iowa. I was 
ordained in Pleasant Prairie Classis. Dr. Robert Coughenour 
preached a powerful sermon on Isaiah 61:1-4 and Luke 4:16-30. 
“God sends you to do glorious things, even as he sent Jesus. 
But notice Luke 4:29; Jesus’s hometown cast him off.” And 
the sermon ended. I never served as an installed pastor in 
Iowa. 

I served as an installed pastor in three urban churches and 
good things happened. The numbers in worship increased. 
One built a new facility. One restored homes for people who 
had never owned a home. One built four medical mission 
stations in Chiapas, Mexico. One developed a Coffee Break 
Bible Study in which half of the women who attended were 
unchurched and the church decided to sponsor a mental 
health counselor. In one, I was able to lead the community 
churches and pastors to unify our congregations as they 
faced difficult times. One supported a widows’ AIDS program 
to help poor, fatherless families in Malawi and to refurbish the 
nurses’ quarters at the Malawian church’s hospital. In many 
ways, the work in Malawi seemed easier than the work at 
home. 

In fall 2004, I took training to be a certified interim pastor and 
went on to serve RCA and CRC churches in the Chicago area, 
Southwest U.S., Midwest, and Washington, D. C. Every church 
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was different in style, expectations, and culture. I learned and 
utilized Appreciative Inquiry, a wonderful tool if the 
leadership desires to listen to its congregation. Godly people 
of all races, ages, ethnic backgrounds, and careers shared 
their lives with each other and with me. I learned to listen, ask 
questions, respect the wise widows, share pain, and pray for 
their needs. I was taught to serve the needs of the “client.” 
Often, the “clients” were those who felt that they or their 
family had been rejected by the congregation. 

I retired after 30 years in ministry, but then the real growth in 
my faith journey began. On a trip with Diane to France, I 
suffered a second stroke in Paris and lost the ability to read. 
Diane got us on the flights home and checked me into the 
hospital. I was released for therapy at Mary Free Bed Hospital 
in Grand Rapids, Michigan, and the Calvin University Free 
Clinic. During that time, I had a third stroke and the tests 
revealed I had bladder cancer. And then I began to 
experience seizures. Throughout this time, we continued to 
worship at Trinity Reformed Church in Grand Rapids. I was 
not able to read the words to newer music or to the liturgy or 
to the Scripture, and I couldn’t remember the sermon a 
minute after it was done. But we went, did the therapy, had 
surgery, and completed the cancer treatments. Diane and I 
met wonderful people, some struggling with church and 
doctrine. And I asked, “Pastors, do we know our people or are 
we counting numbers?” Reading skills slowly began to 
return. There was a period when I couldn’t sleep. After several 
sleepless nights, the Holy Spirit told me to sing hymns and I 
silently did for hours. I was granted sleep. 

Our church practices weekly communion, which became for 
me the most holy moments of the week. We come forward, 
dip our fingers in the water of the baptismal font, partake, 
and return to our seats. Our pastors spend a significant time 
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preparing meaningful congregational prayers. I was in the 
presence of God.  

I once asked a retiring pastor if he regretted anything. “Yes,” 
he said. “I wish I had marched with Dr. King.” My regret: I wish 
I had spent more time preparing for congregational prayers. 

The 2017-2019 years were pretty tough. But I grew in faith, and 
I still am growing now. It wasn’t always easy work, but I have 
been blessed by ministering to those whom God called me to 
serve. 

Jim earned degrees at Central College (BA), University of 
Northern Iowa (MA), and Western Theological Seminary 
(MDiv). Professionally, he was a trombonist in the 1st United 
States Army Band in Fort Meade, Maryland, and a teacher of 
vocal music for ten years in Iowa public schools. He later 
served as pastor of Fourth Reformed Church in Oshtemo, 
Michigan; Richmond Reformed Church in Grand Rapids, 
Michigan; and First Reformed Church in South Holland, 
Illinois. He was a certified interim pastor in RCA and 
Christian Reformed churches from Washington, D. C., to 
Plano, Texas. Currently, Jim and Diane worship at Trinity 
Reformed Church in Grand Rapids. jvz.stm@gmail.com 
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