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“Who We Are“  

A  few years ago, Julie and I joined a gym. We went there most days and         
exercised, trying to be healthy, and trying to get in shape for the River Bank 

Run. I enjoyed my times at the gym, and often there was plenty of equipment to work 
on. Our first January in the gym was startling to me. Suddenly, out of nowhere, a 
multitude of people poured into the facility, took over every machine, and acted like 
they were in the race of their lives.  
 
Slowly, throughout January and February, people would disappear. Their             
commitment to the gym wavered, and they settled into old routines.  
 
We all know this story in some way, shape or form.  
 
Sitting in my office this morning, dreaming about the future, I can’t help but wonder if 
this is a parable for the church.  
 
Years ago, we worked to develop our current mission statement, which is: Seeking to 
be a joyful, welcoming community, that is transformed by the gospel, nurtured in 
God’s Word, and led by His Spirit to redeem the city and beyond. 
 
A few years later we created another statement to help capture this idea better, 
which is: A community redeemed to redeem our community. 
 
For a long time those statements drove us. We evaluated our ministries with the 
statements, we refined our focus with these statements, and we sought new and 
creative ways to boldly live out our faith. I honestly believe that our mission helped 
lead us to create New City Neighbors.  
 
Like the people at the gym though, our attention to our mission has slipped away 
over time. While God continues to do great things in and through the ministries of 
Fourth, it’s time for us as a church to evaluate who we are, who God is calling us to 
be, and what that looks like in the years ahead.  
 
This year, we are going to step into a process of rediscovering our mission as a 
church. In a few weeks, we’re going to ask you to take an online survey that helps us 
think about our approach to missions. The consistory is going to take those results 
and begin working to restate our mission. In the near future, we hope to invite you 
into the process as well, to dream with us about Fourth’s next steps as a church.  
 
I’ll be honest with you. I don’t expect our general mission to change much, but I do 
believe we will find ourselves refocused on the work we’re called to in Scripture. 
Work that involves renewed commitment to following Jesus, soaking in the gospel, 
and boldly living out our faith.  
 
Fourth Reformed is over 140 years old, and I know God is calling us to many more 
years of vibrant ministry. God is at work in this place, lives are being changed 
through relationships with Jesus. What we do this year will set us up for fruitful     
ministry for years to come.  
 
As we step into this process, I invite you to pray for wisdom, discernment and     
guidance from the Holy Spirit. Pray that we would seek the will of God and boldly 
follow his leading. Pray that we would have renewed passion and commitment to 
ministering with each other, and with our neighbors. Finally, I invite you to prayerfully 
imagine how God could work in and through our church to transform us, and our 
neighborhood, into the image of Jesus. I can’t wait to see what God does in our 
church in 2017.  
      - Pastor Eric 
 



 

GEMS                    Birthdays  

January 

 6 - Lynn Berthiaume 

 6 - Jennifer Parks 

 9 - Connie Wierenga 

13 - Dave Gleason 

13 - Nicholas Walton 

16 - Marge Berrevoets 

24 - Gary Proos 

27 - Steve Wammack 

 
 
 
 
 

  February 
 2 - Nancy Springfield 

 2 - Caden Gleason 

 3 - Ben Kuiper 

 5 - Megan McDowell 

11 - Ken Coeling 

18 - Gideon Eising 

21 - Don Coutchie 

22 - Marcia Schuur 

25 - Kathy Burggraaf 

25 - Brayden Hawkins 

25 - Ron Schuur 

26 - Ryan Faasse 

27 - Ruth Meendering 

I f you are in your car in the     
parking lot at church, and head 

out the west driveway, you can turn 
right. You can go down about three 
blocks or so, and then turn right 
again and you will find yourself in 
another parking lot.  You are at Rest 
Haven Retirement Home, and if you 
take 30 girls and a smattering of 

GEMS staff and support group with you, you have a winning 
mix. 
 
On a frigid, blustery night in December, it is a good thing to 
walk into the peaceful world inside. It is a quiet, warm place 
filled with gentle souls - great grandpas and grandmas, great 
uncles and aunties, who clearly delight in the presence of 
youngsters. It was amusing to note that it appeared that anyone 
under the age of 70 seems to be, to them, pretty much in that 
general category. They are not picky. There is welcome there 
to all. 
 
We split our rather large group into two more manageable units 
and headed off in opposite directions. We walked through the 
corridors singing favorite Christmas carols and handing out 
Christmas wreaths that the girls decorated. I am guessing that 
at breakfast Tuesday morning, many of the parked walkers had 
brand new blingy wreaths proudly hung on the handlebars. 
 
Doors opened wherever we were. Many doors were open    
already. To look inside the rooms was a bittersweet glimpse of 
lifetime reduced to a single room. Yet, what could be seen was 
the favorite comfy chair, handmade quilts, treasured            
photographs, books, cheerful Christmas lights and decorations, 
and of course in Connie's room, soft, colorful balls of yarn in 
baskets all over the place. Good things. 

  
One sweet lady jumped right in with our 
group and tagged along wherever we 
went. It was interesting to watch the girls 
as they interacted with the residents, 
there was an immediate and comfortable 
connection. The girls seemed to enjoy 
gifting the wreaths as much as the      
residents enjoyed receiving them. The 
time passed quickly - so we sorted our-
selves out, counted heads in cars, and 
headed back to church for hot chocolate 

and treats. 
 
And with that the GEMS year is half over already.  God is at 
work. We are blessed    
 
     - Dawn Faasse 

Kids Hope USA 

 

W e had a great time at the 
Christmas party with our 

Kids Hope students and their    
families. Thank you to everyone 
who gave donations towards the gift 
packages for our families! This is 

always a highlight of the night along with cookie 
decorating! It's amazing to see how much      
frosting and sprinkles can get piled on to one 
cookie! 

   - Mary Kay Townley 

 

 

 

 

 



Reformed Church  - Southern Normal School 

 

T he end of the Civil War and abolition of slavery brought hope for a better life to 
African Americans in the South. In fact, black people were soon denied basic 

rights including quality education. The Reformed Church carried on early work in the 
region. For many years, a black Reformed minister, Rev. William L. Johnson,      
persistently urged the RCA to admit a number of South Carolina mission churches 
as regular congregations. They were finally accepted and remained part of the 
church until 1926. 

        Mr. James Dooley was born September 2, 1865. His mother, whose devotion to 
learning influenced him, died when he was 13.  He left home and worked to raise his own support to attend Knoxville 
College and Tuskegee Institute. After finishing his education, he taught throughout the South. 

        In 1909, Dooley obtained an abandoned reform school and began a mission school near Brewton, Alabama. This 
became the Southern Normal and Industrial Institute. The word “Normal” indicated a teacher training program which 
Dooley hoped someday to begin. The godly educator stated that the school’s purpose was to educate the “head, heart 
and hand.” The co-educational day and boarding secondary school opened on September 19, 1911. During an era of 
harsh racial discrimination, it offered black students quality education in a nurturing Christian atmosphere. 

        Word about the school reached the attention of the Reformed Church. Since 1917, the Particular Synod of      
Chicago supported it and encouraged the rest of the denomination to follow suit. By 1919, the Board of Domestic   
Missions assumed complete control.  There were then two teachers and about 30 students. The first graduating class 
consisted of three students. By the 1960’s enrollment reached a high of around 385. In time, 15 buildings sat on 378 
acres. 

        There was a great need for financial and material assistance. In the early years, Mr. Dooley often supported the 
school himself. Eventually, scholarships for needy students were provided by students and faculty of Western      
Theological Seminary. Reformed Iowa farmers provided high-quality cattle for the agricultural program. Through     
financial gifts given in memory of Julia Van Vorst, a classroom-auditorium building was built in 1924 that became Van 
Vorst Hall. 

        James Dooley died in 1930 and was buried on the campus. That year, the school’s name was changed to   
Southern Normal School. In 1938, it achieved state and regional accreditation. Director Rev. Andrew Branch wrote in 
1945 that “…8,000 Negro boys and girls have been brought in direct contact with the Christian Gospel and have been 
given concrete experiences in Christian living.” 

        Rev. Chester Meengs accompanied a group of white educators to Brewton in 1967 to integrate the faculty. His 
purpose was to start a Reformed church on the Southern Normal campus. The congregation met in the Bergen       
Memorial Chapel from 1968 until disbanding in 1985. 

         Control of the school eventually passed from RCA hands. The beginning of integration brought hope for         
educational equality, making black boarding schools suddenly seem irrelevant. At one time, at least 83 black boarding 
schools existed. Now only a handful remained. By 1993, the school became independent. In 1997, it was acquired by 
Alabama State University which ran it as a branch campus. The former Southern Normal campus was permanently 
closed on May 28, 2015. 

        The memory of Southern Normal School is kept alive by supportive alumni. Educational excellence in a Christian 
environment helped graduates excel in life. Many went on to higher education, including those who attended RCA  
colleges. In 1932, Mr. Dooley’s son became the first Southern Normal graduate of Hope College. Distinguished alumni 
include William R. Harvey, president since 1978 of Hampton University, Carl E. Singley, professor and former dean at 
Temple University Law School and Manford Byrd Jr., former superintendent of Chicago Public Schools. 

        

         POSTSCRIPT: Marcia DeGraaf is a daughter of Fourth Reformed Church and a graduate of Hope College. She 
taught choir, music appreciation, piano and Bible at Southern Normal School from 1967-70. In November 1968, she 
accompanied eight students to Grand Rapids, who presented special music nightly at Fourth Church’s annual four day 
missionary conference. The following year, it was reported that 21 Southern Normal graduates were enrolled at Hope. 

 
         - Eric O’Brock 
         Next - North American Missions (Annville 
         Institute and Chiapas, Mexico) 
 



Diary of a Mission Nurse 

“We are expecting a rough ride so the captain will be leaving the seatbelt sign on.” Don’t they 
know, I don’t like to fly? 
 
Since 2008, the eye surgery team from Vision Outreach International has been making at least 
one yearly trip to the Dominican Republic (D.R.). The Lord has blessed me with certain surgical 
skills and this will be my sixth trip with the team to the D.R. There is much planning and       
organizing for each trip but once in country our goal is twofold: 1) restore eyesight to as many 
patients as possible through cataract surgeries and 2) train other surgeons as appropriate to do 
the surgeries.  
 
First, I don’t like to fly (although they say it’s safer then riding a bicycle, ha, I guess they are 
right). Second, I would prefer not traveling to hurricane susceptible areas during hurricane   

season and now there is Hurricane Matthew. And third, I have a sore back from carrying 50 pounds of bird seed on my 
shoulder like some strong guy. What’s next? 
 
My first day in country is Sunday. The clinic we will be using for surgery is usually used for delivering babies. No scheduled 
deliveries this week. How do they plan that? This is the day to set up the surgery area and deciding how everything is going 
to go, from, pre-op to surgery to post-op and setting up equipment and making sure everything is in working order after the 
trip. Unfortunately this means no church, not even a church in  Spanish.  
 
Monday has arrived, our first day of surgery. In all my trips this was the smoothest start to the week. Sixteen patients with 
significant vision loss due to cataracts were cured. 
 
Since retiring and not working on a full time basis in surgery, I always wonder if I will remember how or will be able to keep 
up the pace. But the process always comes back like I have been doing it all my life. As a matter of fact, working in surgery 
was a big chunk of my life. 
 
Today, Tuesday, we were just getting started with surgery and the power went out and the backup generator would not kick 
in. Not sure if the power loss is related to Matthew or just a normal occurrence. We finished the surgeries we were in the 
middle of by using flashlights and then had an early lunch. After lunch the power had returned and we completed all eleven 
patients that were able to make it to the clinic. 
 
My back has not been much of a problem which is a good thing because it is not much fun to be setting up equipment and 
standing for long periods of time with a sore back. My church family has been praying for me and the prayers are for sure 
working. For good measure I threw in some cat, cow and child poses. 
 
The surgery teams really flew today. We were able to do all sixteen cataracts before noon. Just getting warmed up, it’s sad 
more patients not able to make it. Time for an early lunch followed by a slow afternoon. We are sure fed well. Today was 
rice, beans and chicken. All my favorites. 
 
The down time gave me a chance to ponder why I continue to do these surgical mission trips even when I don’t like flying. 
The obvious of course is that I have been blessed and gifted with years of experience and so I enjoy being to use those skills 
to help provide eyesight to those who might otherwise be blind because of cataracts. But as a long time O.R. nurse I really 
enjoy being in a different hospital, clinic, O.R. getting to know and becoming friends with the staff. 
 
Thursday is our last day of surgery and was to be our biggest. However, because of the weather and a bridge out a bus 
bringing patients was unable to make it. We finished surgery early enough so that we were even able to pack all the supplies 
which usually is a Friday job. At least the sun is beginning to shine now after the storm. 
 
We are to leave the hotel at 4:00 AM Saturday to begin the trip home. News reports indicate that Hurricane Matthew will not 
be any problem for us in New York. It is still south. I just wonder what the plane will do. Go over the top or around the       
hurricane. Just so long as it is a smooth ride. Anyway, my alarm is set for 3:15 AM. At 3:55 my phone rings. “Where are 
you?” I am still in bed. This never happens to me! Talk about moving fast. I felt behind the rest of the day. 

 
Hurricane Matthew certainly did cause problems for our planned surgery schedule in that we were only able to help 50 
patients instead of the 125 we were prepared to do. When you go through all the preparations you want to help as 
many patients as you can. But God certainly blessed the team with safety and good spirits and I look forward to     
serving again. 
         - Don Coutchie 



Prayer Shawl Ministry   New Member 

A bout six months ago, a  
conversation occurred in 

knitting group that resulted in our 
group deciding to make a prayer 
shawl for each of the teachers at 
Kent Hills Elementary School. 
We decided to aim for Christ-
mas.  
 
        With the 18th shawl being 
finished the Wednesday before 
they were handed out, we were 
able to give one to each of the 

teachers, the principal, secretary, and librarian. I got to 
pass them out! What a joy!! Each person was touched 
and I continue to hear stories of God touching these  
people’s lives as the days continue. One woman in    
particular ended up having her daughter have major  
surgery during Christmas (planned) and then having her 
mother pass away from a stroke that same weekend. 
She said she just continues to 
wrap herself up in it and feels 
comforted and loved. How timely, 
Lord… thank you! Another one of 
the teachers said, “What a    
wonderful thing knowing there 
are others covering us in prayer 
as we do our day to day job of 
teaching the students at Kent 
Hills.” As always, as we give, we 
end up being the ones blessed!  
Thanks to all who made this   
possible!             - Julie Schalk 

Meet Elisabeth McDowell 

“It was such an honor for us to stand 
by Ellie - next to and in front of our 
Fourth family, many of whom       
witnessed her baptism and have 
daily helped us raise her to love God 
and pursue His heart - as she made 
her Profession of Faith, claiming as 
hers the promises we all prayed over 
her eleven years earlier. What an        
indescribable gift.”  - Mom 

****************************************  

        Our sweet Ellie is a 6th grader (can it be??) at 
Central Woodlands where she truly appreciates her 
“most helpful teachers.” She enjoys participating in 
Book Club, Video Club and Art Club.  

        If she has a pleasure book in her hands, it      
typically will be a mystery or fantasy. She loves     
playing outside in her new neighborhood and if it’s 
cold or rainy, Minecraft keeps her entertained as well. 
Her family is also there to cheer her on when she 
plays lacrosse!  

        Ellie is a part of the GEMS program and youth 
group. Amy Baragar, her Christian ed teacher, enjoys 
having Ellie in her class. She says, “Ellie has a true 
heart for caring for others and is not bashful in lifting 
them up or encouraging them, especially when we 
share concerns or prayer requests.” She enjoys being 
around friends at church because they are people she 
grew up with and knows well. 

        Ellie, whose parents are Beau and Beka, also 
has two younger sisters - Meg and Addie. She likes 
having two sisters because if one is gone you still 
have another one to hang with. Although…. you do 
have double the people to fight with. Ellie is really 
thankful her parents are able to help her when she is 
stressed out and having a rough time.  

        Making Profession of Faith was on Ellie’s mind 
and then when she saw Abbie and Travis do it, she 
started seriously thinking it was time to declare her 
love for Jesus, too. Take time to pray and encourage 
Ellie as she continues on with her faith journey. 

The Wednesday night men's Bible study has taken a 
new format this winter. Each participant comes         
prepared to share a Scripture or devotion that has   
impacted them during their personal study time. Then 
together we discuss, answer questions that come up, 
and learn from each other. We meet at 7:00 PM in the 
fireside room. If you are interested in joining us, please 
do!   

         - Bob Scherpenisse 

 

Could any of these 
items be yours?? 

 



 

High School Christian Ed  Youth Update   

T his year, the high school 
Christian ed class has been 

going through a curriculum called 
“So What?”. “So What?” is a    
question that sparks a deeper view 
of life and of Scripture. The        
curriculum is actually designed to 
foster deep conversations about 
some of the most paramount  
Christian doctrinal issues and    
attempts to relate those issues to 
real life. It’s called “So what?”    

because it is intended to help the students think about   
implications of faith. If our faith is true and on solid ground, 
what difference does it make in our lives?  

        It’s been a great time of opening up dialogue with the 
students. We read Scripture, ask questions about what we 
just read and foster a conversation around each issue that 
comes out of Scripture. In doing so, Steve and I have been 
allowing for space for the students to ask tough questions 
in return and challenge some of our presuppositions. It’s 
been amazing to hear our students really grasping some 
very deep theological concepts and articulating them very 
well. 

        Though we are way behind where we should be, I’ve 
been encouraged to hear these students’ hearts and some 
of their concerns.  They live in a world of pluralism and  
information overload, and need to not just have the right 
answers to questions, but to know how to engage issues 
through dialogue, as well.  My hope is that as we continue 
to talk through this curriculum, light bulbs will continue to 
light up in their heads and hearts as these ideas and     
concepts become more concrete and useful in their daily 
lives. 

        Steve and I covet your prayers. As we do this, we are 
opening up the floor to some very difficult questions. We 
want that, though. We want the students to engage with 
hard questions and not be afraid to move deeper with them.  
But we’d also like to be able to move through the material 
efficiently. At the end of the day, though, we want the     
students to be able to search for answers in the healthiest 
way possible, by seeing how God’s love has an amazing 
knack of transforming our hearts. Every week, we connect 
the things we are learning to the love God revealed to us 
through the cross.   

        Ultimately, our hope is to continue to see the gospel 
rooted in each student’s heart as they grow into the people 
that God is forming and shaping. Please pray for us all as 
you are led! 

                                                       - Aaron Wetzel 

T hank you for your   
support in raising 

funds for our retreat at the 
Congregational Dinner! We 
raised enough so that the 
cost for each student is  
reduced from $105 to $35. 

We are looking forward to spending some great 
quality time with the students at the end of the 
month at Camp Geneva. In our youth group  
meetings, we just finished up working in a        
curriculum on the purpose and truthfulness of the 
Bible this past semester and we are looking     
forward to studying “How Could God Allow       
Suffering and Evil?” this coming semester. 

        Our high school students are continuing to 
study Revelation every other Sunday night. We 
typically spend almost an hour and a half         
reviewing the passage we are studying that night 
and discussing what it means for us today. Just 
before Christmas, some updates were made to 
the youth area downstairs including a new ping-
pong and foosball table that were purchased 
through a generous donation to provide for       
updates to the youth space. 

        Kristi and I have recently begun planning a 
few events for over the summer. Please continue 
to keep the youth and us in your prayers as we 
work together to grow in our relationships with 
each other and God. We continue to look forward 
to what God has planned for the youth within our 
church. 

    - Sam & Kristi Dennis 

 

                                              A big thanks to Erin 

   Broene for agreeing to  
   oversee our church    
   nursery for another year!  

                                             She has done a great job 
I   of purchasing needed  
   items and implementing 
   new procedures to help 
keep our nursery clean  and safe over the past 
year. While we greatly appreciate all those who 
volunteer to take their turn in the nursery, we are 
always in need of additional help. If you are    
interested in joining this important ministry, 
please let the office know!  


