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 Thanks to Gary & Melissa Geer, Brian & Carmen MacLennan, and Ben & Jen Wileman for allowing 
their children to be photographed as stand-ins for those who wrote these prayer requests. 

    
       

     
      

       
        

      

   
   

   
 

 

       
       

         
          

  

    
     

     
     

    

 These heartbreaking prayer requests are from kids who attend our youth programs. 
Families are broken.  Drugs, alcohol, violence, and abuse are all too common. 

Ask God to open your eyes and show you what you can do to help meet the needs of hurting families.



Connecting God Seekers
and Believers Through 

Stories of Faith and Service

A quarterly magazine written, 
produced, and published by 
Willmar Assembly of God

3881 Abbott Drive
Willmar, MN 56201

320-235-2529

!
Publication Staff

Pastoral Advisor
BRUCE SCHOEMAN

Senior Editor
DALE LINDQUIST

Copy Editor
LOIS KASPERSON

Contributing Writers
LYNN HUISINGA

KELVIN KRAEMER

Bible Research
KELVIN KRAEMER

Graphic Design & Layout
CORINNE BAKER

Photography
DENNY BAKER

RANDY HUISINGA

Proofreaders
CHAR DYKSTRA

CHUCK STILES

!
Read Connections online:

www.willmarag.org
click on: Happening Now

Contact Us: 612-723-3537
Email:

connections@willmarag.org
All verses are New International Version

unless otherwise indicated.

Volume 1, Issue 4
Fall 2016

iinnss iiddee   ffeeaattuurr iinngg::

BLAME
keeps wounds

open
only forgiveness

HEALS

4 - 9

Go
See

Sharon
McGill

10

Alcohol,
Anger

and
Amazing

Grace

11-13

The 
Brede
Family
Story

14-18

One 
of the

Brede Kids

19-20

Dysfunction
a  Word

of
Misconceptions

21-24

Refining
Fire

25-26

Ask the
Lord
of the

Harvest

27



God changed Sharon Schneider, Brian Wulff, and Sara
Lester’s hearts so they were able to forgive and love those
who had hurt them. God helped Sharon forgive and restore
her relationship and marriage. God helped Brian to forgive
and let go of his anger. When Sara surrendered to God, He
changed her heart so she was able to see herself as God sees
her and love her mom again.
     God radically changed Alexis Alle’s heart so she no longer
had any desire for the wrong things.

#1
Ask God to open your eyes!
 If you find yourself blind to the needs of others, ask the Holy Spirit 
to open your eyes and ears to His truth and to give you a heart of 
understanding so when you see people being harassed by sin and 
Satan, you will be overcome with a heart of compassion and of 
good works by praying for them and sharing what you have with 
them. These kids and their families desperately need your prayers 
and support, especially single parents, their children, and the 
spouses who have abandoned them. Pray that:  “He will turn the 
hearts of fathers to their children and the hearts of children 
to their fathers” (Malachi 4:6 ESV). 

         
              

             
             
             

            
             

         

     
             

            
            

             
      

    
             

            
            

           
           
        

     
               

                
           

            
            
          

         
            

           
      

#2
Ask God to help you change the way you think!
 If you know the way you think doesn’t conform to God’s Word, ask 
God to help you change. He is waiting and wants to help transform 
your mind so you can begin to see yourself, others, your past, and 
your future as He sees them. “Do not conform any longer to the 
pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your 
mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God’s will 
is—his good, pleasing and perfect will” (Romans 12:2).  
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Ask God to change your heart!
What things do you desire to be changed in your heart? God is 
waiting at your heart’s door. “I stand at the door and knock” 
(Revelation 3:20). He wants to come in and share with you. He 
wants to help you. Let Him in. “My heart is changed within me; 
all my compassion is aroused” (Hosea 11:8).
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Ask God to send you!
What is God asking you to do? Where is God asking you to go?
No matter what obstacles you think stand in the way, do you 
have the courage to say, “Here am I. Send me!” (Isaiah 6:8)? 
We dare you! You (and everyone else) may be awestruck with 
the amazing journey God has planned for you as you work in
the harvest field He has prepared for you. 

In this issue, you will read how God helped Sharon
Schneider, Brian Wulff, Sara Lester, Alexis Alle, and 
Charlotte Alonso change the way they thought about 
things: Sharon about alcohol and divorce; Brian about
anger and forgiveness; Sara about dysfunction; Alexis 
about what was missing in her life; and Charlotte about 
“letting go and letting God!”

God sent Kathy Gross to go see Sharon. God sent Dr. Ed
Roels and Perry Breems to share Christ with Al McGill.
God led Jeff and Pam Brede into a kids’ ministry and kept
opening doors of opportunity for the next thirty-five years.
God sent Pastor Tom and others to come alongside Brian
Wulff to encourage him in his walk with God. God called
Sara Lester to help start the Wings of Hope ministry and
Charlotte Alonso to lead a single moms support group.

Did the gravity of the dear GOD prayers on the cover
of this issue of Connections shock you? They did the
Connections Staff. Regrettably, we were both blind and 
deaf to the daunting pleas for help that lay hidden behind
the smiles and exuberance we most often see from the kids
attending our youth programs. That is, until Tami Baker
and Ann Zimmer enlightened us. 
     These young peoples’ stories are not yet ready to be told.
They are unfolding before the eyes of their families, teachers,
youth pastors, and youth workers, to be written and shared
at some future date. Will God use you to play a role in one
or more of their stories? Ask God to give their teachers,
youth pastors, and youth workers wisdom and strength to
minister to their needs; that they will not grow weary in 
well doing (Galatians 6:9) and that they will be refreshed
( Jeremiah 31:25).
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Who has woe? Who has sorrow?
 Who has strife? Who has complaints?

 Who has needless bruises? 
Who has bloodshot eyes?

Those who linger over wine,
 who go to sample bowls of mixed wine.

Do not gaze at wine when it is red,
 when it sparkles in the cup,

 when it goes down smoothly!
In the end it bites like a snake

 and poisons like a viper.
Your eyes will see strange sights,

 and your mind will imagine confusing things.
You will be like one sleeping on the high seas,

 lying on top of the rigging.
“They hit me,” you will say, “but I’m not hurt!

 They beat me, but I don’t feel it!
When will I wake up

so I can find another drink?”

hirty-one years ago, Satan tried to use my second
husband Al, while in a drunken stupor, to kill me. It did
not work. Instead, God used that terrible event in our
lives to bring Al and me—and my children and eventually
my grandchildren—to Christ. Let me tell you my story.
      I grew up in a loving caring family. We went to Sunday
School, church, confirmation, and said our prayers—be-
fore meals and going to bed. Unfortunately, I didn’t know
anything about a personal relationship with Jesus or who
I was in Christ. I believed if I was baptized and confirmed,
I would go to heaven. Anything in between really did not
matter.
      Alcohol had always been a part of my life. As I grew
up, my whole family began consuming more and more.
My father became an alcoholic during my last years
of high school, and it caused problems between my
parents.
      I got engaged the summer of my junior year and
planned my wedding during my senior year. Soon after
our marriage, I found out that my husband was also an
alcoholic. I began to drink way too much myself. Three
children and twelve and a half years later, our marriage
ended in divorce.

— The Shooting
      I moved to Willmar with the kids and went back to
school. Before I graduated, I met Al. We were married in
1978 and continued our journey with alcohol. On the
evening of August 8, 1985, Al and I had a terrible argu-
ment about his drinking. We had planned to go to my sis-
ter’s for the weekend. When I got home from work, Al
had been drinking—a lot! I told him I was not going to
go because I did not want him to get another DUI. I told

Al, “Go to the basement and stay out of my way; if you
don’t, I think I could kill you.”
      After a while, I went downstairs. I saw him in our bed-
room. He was opening the top drawer of our dresser. I
knew he had a hand gun in there, but I had not seen him
handle it since we had been married. I heard the cock of
the gun. I walked into the bedroom. He was sitting on
the edge of the bed facing the wall away from me, and the
gun lay next to him on the bed.

T



   

   

  

Fall 2016 5

   

   

  

  

     

     

     

     

   

   

  

  

     

     

     

      I stepped to the foot of the bed and asked, “Al, what
are you doing?” He picked up the gun, turned toward me,
and pulled the trigger. I was only three feet from him. I
felt the thud in my body. I looked down and saw blood
on my breast and said,

“My God, you shot me!”
      The bullet had gone through me and into the bed-
room wall. It had grazed my heart and came out my left
shoulder.
      I turned and ran, trying to figure out where to go. If
I went out the deck door, I figured he would shoot me
again, so I went out the kitchen door, down the steps,
through the garage, around the house and down to the
neighbor’s basement door. I knocked on the door and
quietly said, “Help!” I could feel the blood on the back
of my shoulder. I was scared he was following me. 
      No one answered so I climbed over a wall to the next
neighbor and knocked on their basement window and
door. No one answered but the door was open so I went
in. I was going to hide in a closet, but realized I was hav-
ing a hard time breathing and needed help. I looked for
a phone, but there was no phone in that apartment. I
went upstairs and found that the doors to the adjoining
apartment were not locked. Again, no one was at home.
There I found a phone and called a friend to get me help.
I prayed to God to let me live. (I later learned from the
owner of the apartment building that the two apartments
were occupied by two unrelated tenants and the doors
between the two apartments were always locked. The fact
that they were unlocked that evening was a miracle!)
      I waited there in a chair until I saw a police car and
ambulance. As they carried me to the ambulance, I could
hear police yelling, “Alvin McGill, come out of the
house!” Then I saw my daughter Pam—I wanted them
to hide her so he would not hurt her too.
      I was losing a lot of blood and found out later my lung
had collapsed. I was in shock.
      My kids and my mom and dad all came to the hospi-
tal that night. I was not able to talk but I could write. I
wrote to my dad, “I don’t know why this happened, but
I know God is telling me to turn my life around.” Then I
wrote, “I want a lawyer.”
      My father said, “You are no daughter of mine if you
don’t get a divorce!” He hired a divorce attorney for me.
I was on life support for seven days.
      I did not have a personal relationship with the Lord
at that time. Before the shooting I had been searching for
peace, but did not know how to pray. Al had given me a
plaque of the 23rd Psalm for Christmas, so after that, I
tried to find peace at night by reciting the 23rd Psalm
before I fell asleep.
      One day I was expecting a visit from my son Bruce,

but he did not come when expected. When he got there,
I wrote, “You went to visit Al, didn’t you?”
      With tears in his eyes he said, “Mom, I hate what he
did, but I still love him.” Both of our hearts were filled
with sadness.
      After spending two weeks in the hospital, I came
home. I had my kids take everything off the walls that Al
had given to me. They piled everything in the family
room. I took a butcher knife and began stabbing the pic-
tures. My dad came and took the knife away from me and
said, “Sharon, anger is what caused all of this; stop it!”
      After the shooting, I was a very bitter, scared woman.
I wanted Al to rot in prison. I wanted him to be hurting
more than I was. I wanted to see him and make sure he
was hurting. I was also very confused about my feelings;
I hated him for what he had done—but I still loved him.
      My son Bruce had already given his heart to the Lord
before the shooting. He had a personal relationship with
Christ. He had turned his life around for good. He was
the cord that kept our family together—and he contin-
ued to visit Al.

My son, give me your heart
and let your eyes delight in my ways.

Proverbs 23:26

      One day he brought a letter home from Al that said,
“This could be a new start to our life for a happy family.”
      My daughter Pam and I read the letter, and with
scorn I said, “Oh yeah, he shoots me and then thinks this
could be the start of a happy life.” Pam and I laughed in
anger.
      What we did not know was that Al had already given
his heart to the Lord through the ministry of Dr. Ed
Roels and Perry Breems who were part of the jail
ministry team of Unity Christian Reformed Church in
Prinsburg.
      The opportunity to see Al came when I needed him
to sign some papers. Brian, my oldest son, took me.
When I saw Al, he did not have the same face as the man
that had shot me. The night he turned to me and shot
me, I saw an evil-looking face that I did not recognize.
Al told me later, that he felt like he had fallen into a big
black hole—Satan had him, and he could not get away.

— Bible Study and Prayer
      On the day I got home from the hospital, Kathy
Gross, wife of the Willmar AG pastor, called and said,
“The Lord has placed you on my heart. Could I come and
see you?” I was very angry and bitter. I thought to myself,
she is going to come and ask me to forgive Al, and I am
going to tell her to go straight to hell.
      Kathy brought a Bible called, “The Book” and a
check for $100 from the Women’s Ministry Group. I told
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her my story. I also told her how scared I was at night
when I could not go to sleep. She shared Psalm 4:8 with
me and told me to keep repeating it at night. “In peace I
will lie down and sleep, for you alone, LORD, make me
dwell in safety.”
       At the end of our visit, Kathy asked if she could pray
for me and then for Al. I told her it was alright if she
wanted to pray for me, but I was not sure about her pray-
ing for Al.
       Before she left, Kathy invited me to go with her to a
women’s Bible study group. Even though I hated to go
out in public (because what happened to me was in the
newspaper and had become so widely known), I accepted
her invitation. After Kathy left I realized she never asked
me to forgive Al.
       The next week, Kathy picked me up and took me to
the Bible study at Edith Johnson’s home. As I watched
the ladies in the group I thought to myself, these women
all seem to have so much peace.
       I was fine while Kathy stayed by my side, but when
she had to get up and do something, I found myself alone
with these women I did not know. I felt like all the
women were staring at me and wondering, what in the
world did that woman do to make her husband shoot her?
       I began to cry and got up to run out. Kathy stopped
me. She asked if the women could lay hands on me and
pray for me. It was only then I found out that most of the
women did not know who I was or what had happened.
Kathy explained. After the women prayed for me, a peace
came over me.
       When Kathy brought me home, she invited me to go
to church with her the next Sunday. I accepted her invi-
tation. At the end of the pastor’s sermon, he invited peo-
ple who wanted to surrender their lives to Christ to come
forward. That morning, I accepted Jesus into my heart.
       That evening, Kathy introduced me to Bruce and
Polly Schoeman, and they asked me to be part of their
home group. Bruce and Polly picked me up every week
for Bible study. Such a loving home group they were! I
was new to studying the Bible, and I sure did not know
how to pray out loud. But I did know one prayer that I
always prayed under my breath at every Bible study,
“Please God, don’t let them call on me to pray.”
       I also joined a Tuesday morning prayer group. I
learned so much from each of the men and women who
attended. I was hungry to learn more about the Lord. I
studied His Word all the time. Can you believe the first
book of the Bible I decided to study was Leviticus?
       It was not long before I went to see Pastor Gross to
tell him I could not possibly be a Christian because of all
I had done wrong. He assured me that God had forgiven
me and suggested I begin by reading Matthew, Mark,
Luke, and John instead of Leviticus.

       As I was reading and learning about who I was in
Christ, I came across Matthew 6:14–16: “For if you
forgive other people when they sin against you, your
heavenly Father will also forgive you. But if you do not
forgive others their sins, your Father will not forgive your
sins.”

— The Sentence
       I began to visit Al more, and I could see he was truly
a changed man. I had filed for divorce but now had sec-
ond thoughts and did not know what to do about it! I
went to Pastor Gross and asked him for advice. He told
me not to do anything right then. Al was in jail, and we
did not need to make a decision about the divorce just
yet.
       There is one day I went to see Al that I will never for-
get. As I looked at him through the glass, he was crying—
and then I was crying! We then both raised our hands at
the same time and touched our hands together through
the glass. A rush of forgiveness and love went through
my body. Forgiveness is a powerful thing.
       The shooting happened in August, but Al was not
sentenced until November 22. Al got permission to get
out of jail every day to go to work and come to have a
meal with me before he went back to jail at 6:00 pm.
With Al working every day, I had an income and health
insurance—even after Al paid the county $30 per day.
       The night before his sentencing, we were both
baptized at Willmar AG. I will never forget what Al said
before he was baptized. His words were to everyone, “It
doesn’t matter what happens tomorrow, I am free.”
       Al’s lawyers thought he would be able to spend his
jail time in the county jail, but it did not turn out the way
we had planned and prayed. Pastor Gross said to me
before court, “I know you want Al to serve his time here,
but just trust God with the court’s decision. It might be
different than you want.”
       The judge sentenced him to serve four and a half
years at Stillwater Prison.
       Thankfully, we were allowed to leave the courtroom
together. We went to the church and down to the altar.
We knelt together and cried out to God. We did not
understand why it was happening in this way. We had
forgiven each other and wanted to get back together. I
was going to lose all income and insurance. Our final
words were, “We trust you Lord to walk us through this
next journey of our life. Wherever you lead us, we will
follow.”

Teach me to do your will,
for you are my God; may your good

Spirit lead me on level ground.
Psalm 143:10
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       Looking back, I can now clearly see why it worked
out that way. If we had been able to stay together at that
point in our lives, we would never have learned to depend
on God. He was all we had. We had to totally learn to
depend on Him as our source of income. On paper, our
finances never worked out, but through those prison
years, and ever since, God always proved to be faithful as
our source of income, strength, peace, comfort, and love.

— Stillwater Prison
       I delivered Al to the maximum security prison in
Stillwater. That was a miracle because the judge allowed
me to do it by myself. They freaked out at the prison
when they realized he was the inmate, and I was deliver-
ing him without handcuffs or police. God has a sense of
humor sometimes. Al was hanging on to my hand and
the guard said, “Okay, Mr. McGill, you have to let go
now; she can’t go with you.” It made us smile.
       Visiting Al in prison was very hard for me. The
guards were not friendly at all. I certainly did not appre-
ciate the searches they performed on me. I would pray
and cry out to God because they made me feel like a
criminal.
       At first I felt like Al was the only one who needed
to change. But as my relationship with the Lord grew
deeper, He revealed to me that I needed to change also.
I had to take a long hard look at myself and my past. It
was hard, but with prayer and counseling, I was eventu-
ally able to forgive myself.
       God also helped me to change my attitude when I
went to visit Al. As I changed, the guards changed. Even-
tually, they stopped strip searching me. God began using
me to encourage other women and families that I met at
the prison.

Humble yourselves before the Lord,
and he will lift you up.

James 4:10

       I began working with the Unity Christian Reformed
Church’s jail ministry to women at the Kandiyohi
County Jail. This led me to open my home to women and
children who were visiting family in jail. This is a hard
time for all families, and they can use support, but mostly
I wanted to share with them how God could change their
lives. Some of these visits bore fruit, and some did not.
Our job is to plant the seeds and to love. It is God’s job
to change them. Al spent from August 1985 to Septem-
ber 1987 incarcerated.

— Home Alone
       During the time Al was in prison, I had many strug-
gles with my job, finances, and fear of the future. God

helped me to deal with all of them, and he used others to
help both Al and me along the way.
       It was very hard for my parents and siblings when I
decided to stay with Al. I remember a bad argument I
had with my younger sister when she said, “Al will do this
again when he gets out.” I understood they were all
scared; we had to prove to them that we, with God’s help,
had turned our lives around. That kind of change can
only be shown by our actions over time. Al encouraged
me to be patient and to trust God. My folks went to visit
Al in prison and could see the change. 
       My father died of a heart attack a year after the shoot-
ing. The week before he died my parents came to visit me,
and I will always remember what my father said to me
when he gave me that last hug: he told me he understood
why I had decided to stay with Al, and he was happy for
me.

Kathy Gross met with me every week
during the years Al was gone. She

was such a great mentor for me.
Pastor Gross was always there to

help direct me in the right way,
and Bruce and Polly became
my family—I leaned on them
for a lot. I learned about
tithing in a sermon one Sun-
day and I went home and
studied it further. I read how

we should give the first 10% of
our income to the Lord. I

remember arguing with God
saying, how can I give you 10% when

I don’t even have enough to pay my bills?

Trust in the Lord with all your heart
and lean not on your own understanding;

in all your ways submit to him,
and he will make your paths straight.

Proverbs 3:5–6

       I could hear this still small voice saying, “Trust me,
Sharon, trust me.” I wrote my first tithe check, and from
then on God has always provided what I have needed.
On paper, nothing looked like it would ever work out,
but somehow God provided.
       I remember when my dad died. I had to take a week
off work without pay. When I got home from the funeral,
there were three checks in my mailbox from people in
our church which totaled the exact amount my paycheck
would have been. That was the first miracle. The second
miracle was that none of the three knew my financial
need that week nor were they friends with each other.
       I thought I would have to put our house up for sale

Dean & Kathy
Gross
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and have a garage sale to sell anything that I could get
along without—including all of Al’s tools. The house
never sold; none of Al’s tools sold (God knew Al would
need those tools for his job when he got out of prison);
and on the day of the garage sale, I received a check in
the mail for  a good sum of money that helped me get
through the next few months. The church also helped me
from time to time.
       God is so faithful. Pastor Gross gave me this verse
when I went to visit him one day, and it gave me hope.
“Look at the birds of the air; they do not sow or reap or
store away in barns, and yet your heavenly Father feeds
them. Are you not much more valuable than they?”
(Matthew 6:26).
       Another time my study group came to our home,
walked through it, blessed it, and anointed it with oil.
Many from our church, and the Unity Christian
Reformed Church, kept in contact with Al in prison. I
remember Rachel Smith had her class write letters to Al
and draw pictures for him. It was such a blessing to Al
and myself to have so many care about him. Between the
two of us, Al always said he had it the easiest: he had a
roof over his head, three meals a day, Bible studies and
courses, access to medical care and to a GED degree—
while I was out here trying to keep our home and family
together, and survive. We could not have done it without
the love and help of others.

— Our Children
       While Al was in prison, we started praying for our
children and grandchildren to be saved. Al and I claimed
this verse for our family: “As for me and my household,
we will serve the LORD” ( Joshua 24:15).
       Brian, my oldest son, also drank too much and had a
lot of anger. I prayed for Brian for a long time. Several
times, I wanted to call and ask Tom Fangmeier, Pastor of
the Assembly of God Church in Morris, Minnesota
(where Brian lived), to visit Brian, but the Lord kept
telling me to just pray. One night, God gave me a word
for Brian, so I told him that the Lord said he needed to
be under the covering of a church, and he needed to be
paying a tithe. He said, “Okay, thanks mom.”
       I kept praying and two weeks later he called me and
said, “Guess where I went today?” I told him I had no
idea. He answered, “I visited the Morris Assembly of
God.” I was so surprised and excited. He then said, “You
will never believe what happened. As praise and worship
was going on the pastor stopped and pointed to me and
said, ‘Young man, you need to be under the covering
of  a church.’” God is so very faithful when we continue
to pray and trust Him and don’t get ahead of (or in the
way of ) Him. Brian has been an elder in that church for
many years.

       Pam, my daughter, was home from college and was
involved in a bad (ungodly) relationship. Since the shoot-
ing, she had been coming to church with me, but had
never made a commitment of her life to Christ. I had also
been constantly praying for Pam and on that Sunday
morning in January 1986, before the church service
began, I cried out to God, If you don’t do something this
morning, I sense Pam will go back to college and into that
ungodly relationship and be lost forever. That morning,
whatever Pastor Gross said, she listened to it and went
forward and accepted Christ as her Savior. Pam and Al’s
relationship had been so bad for so long, but after Pam’s
conversion, God restored their relationship to be better
than it had ever been. Pam’s testimony includes this beau-
tiful story of forgiveness.
       Never give up praying for your children and grand-
children. God is faithful. Alcohol is no longer part of our
lives. The curse had been broken.

Al & Sharon McGill

— Together Again       
       After Al was released, he was on house arrest for
a time and then on probation for five years. I thought
when Al came home everything would be wonderful.
In a sense it was, still we had to learn to live with each
other again—this time without alcohol—only now we
had the Lord!

[ Jesus] said to them all:
‘Whoever wants  to be my disciple must

deny themselves and take up their
cross daily and follow me.

Luke 9:23

       We continued in our home group. Al worked with
the men in jail, and I worked with the women. We also
facilitated Alcoholics Victorious meetings in our home.
We were honest with everyone about our struggles in life.
Neither of us had a problem with alcohol again, but we
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still had to contend with our old natures. We knew that
we were new creations in Christ, but sometimes we al-
lowed Satan to rear his ugly head. I still had things I
needed to work on, and Al did too. 
       We studied the Bible all the time, and I would ask
Kathy and Pastor Gross or Bruce and Polly (as well as
others in our home group) for answers. We appreciated
that they taught us to seek the Holy Spirit and listen to
His voice. No one ever told me what I was doing was
wrong. They allowed the Holy Spirit to convict.
       In 1994, Al was diagnosed with stage IV prostate
cancer. It had already metastasized to the bone so he was
not a candidate for chemo or radiation, but in spite of
the fact that Al’s cancer was very painful as it attacked
many organs in his body, Al never complained. He always
said he would be a winner either way: whether he stayed
here with us, or went home to Jesus. He said, “I’m not
afraid to die.”
       During the last six months of his life, Al prayed God
would bring me a new husband, one that loved the Lord
and would treat me the way he wished he could have
treated me. Al died in 2001.
       Two years after Al died, God brought that man into
my life and answered Al’s prayer. I have been married to
Don Schneider since 2003.

Don & Sharon Schneider

— Grateful
       This may sound strange, but I can say I am thankful
for the shooting. It took a great disaster in our family to
wake us up so we would surrender our will and our lives
to Christ.

Give thanks in all circumstances; for 
this is God's will for you in Christ Jesus.

1 Thessalonians 5:18

       I am sharing my testimony in the hope it will encour-
age someone to commit their life to Christ. Al and I had
several opportunities to share our story in different
churches, Teen Challenge, and other groups. 
       I love Psalm 116:1–4. “I love the LORD, for he heard
my voice; he heard my cry for mercy. Because he turned
his ear to me, I will call on him as long as I live. The cords
of death entangled me, the anguish of the grave came
over me; I was overcome by distress and sorrow. Then I
called on the name of the LORD: ‘LORD, save me!’”
       What Satan meant for evil, God turned into good.
When we surrender our will, God will direct our paths
and be our provider, protector, our peace, and our love.

Sharon McGill Schneider divides her time
between Willmar and Arizona. Following Al’s
death in 2001, she married Donald Schneider in
2003. She has three children, Brian Wulff, Bruce
Wulff, and Pamela Henkelman. Her favorite
activity is spending time with her children, grand-
children, and extended family. Sharon has the gift
of hospitality and encouragement and enjoys entertaining in her home.
She stays busy on the Women’s Leadership Team at Gold Canyon
Community Church in Arizona. She has worked in Jail Ministry,
Hospice, facilitated an Abuse group, and hosted home groups—being
available to be used in whatever capacity the LORD brings.
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t was August 1985. Dean and I were at General
Council when one of our boys called and told us
that Al McGill had shot his wife, Sharon, and
that she had survived. Our kids had been
together in school plays—that was the con-
nection we had with the McGill family.
       A few weeks later, I remember one
Sunday evening church service in particular.
I sensed the Holy Spirit saying to me, “You
need to go see Sharon McGill.” I had never
felt anything so strongly before. JoAnne
Magnuson was at the organ that night and
after the service was over, I asked her if she
would pray with me about what God wanted
me to do.
Now to each one the manifestation of the Spirit 
is given for the common good. To one there is given
through the Spirit a message of wisdom, to another a
message of knowledge by means of the same Spirit, to
another faith by the same Spirit.

1 Corinthians 12:7–9

       The next day I called Sharon. She told me it was her first
day home from the hospital. I asked if I could come and see
her and she said, “Yes, that would be great, because it was so
hard for me to come back home today.”
       So I went over to her house and we had our visit. I do not
remember much about our conversation. What I do remem-
ber is that we hugged each other and cried together. Before I
left, I told Sharon about an upcoming women’s group
gathering. I said, “Sharon, why don’t you come with me,” and
she willingly accepted.
       The ladies loved on her and cared for her; it was exactly
what Sharon needed. When I dropped her off at home
I said, “Sharon, you’ve got to come to church with me on
Sunday,” and without hesitation, she agreed. After the
sermon that Sunday morning, she literally ran to the altar to
give her life to Christ.
       Sharon was so much fun to disciple because she wanted
to soak everything up. She wanted all God had for her. She
was just like a sponge.

Blessed are those who hunger and thirst 
for righteousness, for they will be filled.

Matthew 5:6
For example, when she heard the word “tithing,” she wanted
to know, “What’s that about?” After learning about it she

said, “That’s what I’m going to do.” It was not easy
when Al went to prison because she had to pay the

mortgage and all the other bills. I remember her
having a big garage sale. I can still see the stuff
sitting out on her front yard. The first thing she
wanted to do after the sale was pay a tithe on
what she had earned from the sale. I remem-
ber it because I was so impressed, and
thought: this gal really does want to do what
God wants her to do. 
The same thing happened when she heard

about being filled with the Holy Spirit. She
said, “I want that.” 

Sharon’s whole family was telling her, “You
have to get a divorce.” I remember talking with

her one day after she had started divorce pro-
ceedings. Sharon had heard someone had led

Al to Christ, and she also knew that Dean, my
husband, had visited Al in prison. She said to me, “I

don’t feel right about getting a divorce now.”
       I said, “Let me have Dean come and talk to you. He will
have the wisdom to help you.”
       So Dean talked to her and told her, “Sharon, if you feel
that way, then you need to stop and let God do a work here.”
Sharon took Dean’s advice, forgave Al, and eventually
dropped the divorce proceedings.

If you forgive other people when they sin against you, 
your heavenly Father will also forgive you. 
But if you do not forgive others their sins,

your Father will not forgive your sins.
Matthew 6:14–15

       At every step, Sharon wanted more of God. The first
Sunday Al got out of prison, they were in the front row of
church. They were faithful. That was who they were.
       The wonderful eternal work God has done in the life of
Sharon and her family, as well as the enduring friendship that
developed between Sharon and me over the years, are
wonderful outcomes from the call God placed on my heart
that Sunday night in the fall of 1985.
      To God be the Glory!

Kathy Gross, along with her husband Dean, have been in pastoral min-
istry for forty-plus years, including: serving as youth pastors, church
planters, and sixteen years as senior pastors at Willmar AG. Now retired
and living in Georgia, she and Dean are in charge of the Senior Adult
Ministry at the church their son and his wife (Tim and Heather) pastor
in the Atlanta area. Kathy enjoys entertaining, decorating, and bragging
on her seven grandchildren.

I by Kathy Gross



a bit of a loner. I didn’t know many kids in Willmar. I led
a life in Willmar that was different from the one I lived
when I was in Graceville. I would go back to Graceville
every summer. I knew all the kids there, and we got to-
gether. That is when I started drinking and doing other
things I should not have been doing. That is what got me
into trouble, including trouble with the law.
      I was sort of an old-bar brawler and scrapper. I had
this arrogant mentality that if you get in my way, I am
going to run you over. I didn’t care if I got hurt; my mind-
set was, I am going to hurt you too. I was always that way.
That was an issue I knew I had to work on. I think it came
from the anger I had inside of me. I remember the last
time that I got in a fight with anyone. It was in the late
90s, I had been out of school a while and had become a
Christian. I was not drinking, but I was filled with so
much anger. It happened at a local bar over a game of
pool.
      I grabbed this guy and literally hit his head on the
wall twice, and then hit him in the face two or three
times. I was so mad that after I finished with him, I was
going to go over and beat up his buddy. But when I let

by Brian Wulff

hen I was grow-
ing up, I thought I
had a normal child-
hood. I thought my

parents were normal.
But by the time I en-

tered fifth grade, my
parents were not getting

along at all. We had been hear-
ing a lot of fighting and arguing

between them. Then we started to see alcohol around—
then more alcohol. The next thing we knew, they were
getting a divorce. I thought, What’s going on here?
      I can still remember the day my mom, my younger
brother and sister, and I moved to Willmar. We felt like
we were being scattered everywhere. We were confused,
lost, and we really did not know what to do.
      Although we moved to Willmar—my heart did not.
I would go back to Graceville whenever I could. I loved
the farm, driving tractor, and all the fun stuff a kid can
do on a farm.
      As I was going through junior and senior high, I was
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go of him, he was already out cold. At that point I’m like
thinking, Man, oh man, I could end up killing somebody.
      I realized I really had to do some serious thinking
about what I was going to do with myself. Inside, I knew
I didn’t want to be that way. But I had all of this anger. I
think a lot of it stemmed from my folk’s divorce, my re-
lationship with my dad, and a lot of different things that
happened earlier in my life. I decided that night I wasn’t
going to fight anymore.
      I asked God to give me strength to overcome my
anger. It’s amazing how that changed things.
      At that point in my life, my sons had not been born
yet, but I thought, How am I going to be an example to
anyone if I am following after Christ but still have all this
anger? That is not what God wants.
      I was fortunate at that time that Pastor Tom started
sharing with me. A lot of other guys at church started
working on me too.
      However, something else had already happened in
our family back in August of 1985 that played a big part
of my change as well. My mom had remarried and was
living in Willmar. She married a really nice guy; his name
was Alvin. Unfortunately, the same thing developed in
that marriage that had developed in Mom’s first
marriage—alcohol got to be really prevalent and the
arguing built up.
      That August night, my step-dad was drunk. My mom
walked into their bedroom, and he pulled out a gun, and
shot her right in the chest. He did not kill her, but it was
really close. She was in ICU and then in the hospital for
a couple of weeks.
      That opened our (my siblings’ and my) eyes a lot. We
really did not know what to do. We were deathly mad at
our step-dad. My anger wanted me to go beat the living
“you know what” out of him.
      Then for some reason, the day my mom got home
from the hospital, the Willmar AG pastor’s wife stopped
to see my mom. She just told mom that God cared.
      It was really strange to see the change that started
happening in my mom. She started going to the AG
church. She gave her heart to the Lord. Then she realized
that in her heart she was like, I still love this guy.
Amazingly, while Al was in the local jail, he gave his heart
to the Lord too.

      She started visiting Al in jail. She asked the state not
to prosecute him. They said, “No we can’t do that. We
have certain rules we have to follow,” and the case went
to trial. He was convicted and sent to Stillwater to serve
his time.
      Mom would go and visit him, and the next thing we
knew, we kids were going with her. In my mind I began
thinking, Wow, if she can forgive him, surely I should be
able to forgive him too.

Be kind ! "e another,
tenderhea#ed, $rgi%ng "e another, 

as God in Christ $rga& y'.
Ephesians 4:32 (ESV)

      When I tell that story, it is sort of surprising because
a lot of people are of the thought that she should
have left him. “Why did she want to go back to him?”
they ask.
      My response is always, “Well, that’s not the way God
works, it’s not the way Jesus wants us to live our lives.”
When we can learn in our hearts that we need to forgive
people, that we need to let go of the things in the past
that have hurt us, it is going to challenge us to change as
a person. That is hard (if not impossible) to do in our
own strength—but when you have Jesus in your heart,
He is going to give you the strength to get though. It is
amazing what can happen when you ask God to change
you.
      I still say to this day, “That experience is the best thing
that happened to my whole family.” If it would not have
happened, I wouldn’t be sharing my testimony with you.
As a result of what occurred that night, we have all come
to know the saving grace of Jesus Christ. My brother and
sister and their families are faithfully serving the Lord (as
are mine), but none of us would be where we are today if
not for the event that happened in our lives thirty-one
years ago. Satan sought to kill, steal, and destroy, but it is
not what God had planned.

The thief c(es "ly ! steal and kill
and des*+; I ha& c(e that they

ha& li,, and ha& it ! the -ll.
John 10:10
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      I remember the first time I attended church in Will-
mar. I had never been to an Assembly of God church in
my life. You know my mom; she was all revved up. She
had us sitting right there in the first row in front of every-
body. During the praise and worship part of the service,
some people stood up and were praising God and talking
funny. That made me feel uncomfortable because I did
not know what was going on there. For the first three or
four times I went with her, I had no idea what to do. I
just sat there with my arms crossed the whole time. I
knew Mom was praying for me. 
      It was not long before I began standing up during
praise and worship. Then I started to tap along with the
music, and I thought, This isn’t bad. I am sort of getting
to like this. Then all of a sudden I began to get a little
brave and began lifting my hands up and out to the side,
but not too high, you know. It’s funny looking back, but
a change was taking place. God was beginning to do His
work.

Li! up y"r hands in the sanc#ary
and praise the L$d.

Psalm 134:2

      Of course, I know now it was because many people
were praying for me. If it would not have been for my
mom’s persistence, her caring, and her love pushing me,
I would not have done anything like that. That was in
1996.
      I remember the first time I walked into the Assembly
of God church in Morris, Minnesota. It was the spring
of 1997.  Just a few weeks before that, I had been with
my mom, and she had told me that while she had been
praying, she had sensed that God was telling her I needed
to be under the authority of a church. At that time, I was
searching, but I was not going to any church at all. When
I visited my mom in Willmar, I would go with her to her
church, but that was about it.
      After my mom told me that, I decided to go to a
church in Morris. The first time I drove up to the build-
ing on a Sunday morning, I thought, I can’t go in and I
drove off and I thought, What’s up with this? Of course
the answer was: I was a chicken.
      A week or two week later, I drove to that church
again. This time, I walked in and sat in the back pew.

Pastor Tom was leading the service. I did not know a soul.
      I am sitting there, and after praise and worship
Pastor Tom says, “You, young guy in the back row there,
would it be okay if I pray with you?” I’m looking around
thinking, Where’s the young guy? Then I’m thinking,
O Lord, he’s got his eyes right on me.
      He prayed for me then. The prayer that he prayed was
identical to the thing mom had shared with me a couple
of weeks before! He said, “I just feel that God is calling
you to be under the authority of a church.”
      I knew right then and there that this (the Morris
church) was where God wanted me. He took me just as
I was. It didn’t matter. He wants to take each and every
one of you just as you are too. His purpose is not to judge
you. He wants a relationship with you so you can get to
the point where you can encourage someone else. 
      Pastor Tom has been a mentor to me. He is the per-
son I have looked up to. He has been there for me
through all my struggles. He’s been there for me in the
good times; he’s been there for me in the sad times.
      God wants men who are leaders to be there for you
too. He wants guys that are going to be there for you in
times of trouble when you are struggling, and He wants
guys to be there for you in the good times.
      Sometimes, I think of William Wallace, Braveheart.
If I ever have to go into a spiritual battle, I know that
Tom, Chuck, Jerry, and Kevin are the guys that I want
with me. I know they will put their lives on the line for
me, and I’ll do the same for them, no matter what.
      I am so thankful that God has changed my heart. I
don’t think there is anything more important that I can
do than to share with you what God has done in my life
and to tell you that He can do the same thing for you. He
has changed me, and He can change you too. You just
need to have the desire and the will to give it all to Him.
It is hard, and it is awkward, and it is different than what
you are used to, but when you finally do, He has awesome
things in store for you!

Brian Wulff lives on a farm near Johnson,
Minnesota, with his wife of sixteen years, Jenny,
and their two sons, Noah (fourteen) and Simon
(thirteen). Brian is a full-time farmer. They attend
church at Hosanna Worship Center (the AG
church in  Morris, Minnesota,) where Brian serves
on the board.
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“We didn’t do anything
other than walk through
the ministry doors that
God opened to us as we
shared God’s love with
kids. If you are willing
to serve others, God will
open doors of ministry
for you too.”

— Jeff & Pam Brede

Pray for us, too, that God
may open a door for our
message, so that we may
proclaim the mystery of
Christ, for which I am in
chains.

Colossians 4:3

love to tell our story. It is not about what two people did but what God
did, and is continuing to do, through two people—along with many

others who helped and prayed for us. It is important for us that God gets the
glory as we didn’t do anything other than walk through ministry doors He
opened. Opportunities may be a better word—but I like the door thing.
Sometimes it is like: God will open a door, we look through (maybe trying to see
what is ahead), and then we choose not to walk through for whatever reason.
What?? I believe God will use anyone willing to serve, and if you are faithful,
other opportunities—or doors—will open.
      In 1981, Pam and I had been working in the church nursery (in our former
church) during Sunday evening services. We did not feel especially “led” to work
nursery but had volunteered for whatever was needed and, as the nursery was not
a favorite ministry spot, we ended up working every Sunday evening service.
One Sunday morning the leadership announced that they were starting a bus
ministry for children in the community. The vision was to canvas the community
for unchurched children on Saturdays and then return on Sunday morning with

Iby Jeff Brede as told to Kelvin Kraemer
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the bus to pick up these children for Sunday morning
Children’s Church. A sign-up sheet was passed around
during the service, and people were encouraged to
volunteer.
      These adult “bus riders” would help canvas the
neighborhoods on Saturdays (passing out candy), and
ride on the bus on Sunday mornings. They would help
with knocking on doors, visiting with kids, and then
helping to maintain control while transporting kids to
and from church. When you have a bus full of kids, it
can get wild!
      A bus was acquired and painted; there were many
adults ready and excited to be a part of this bus min-
istry. We were not sure if there would be room for us,
but we felt strongly to get involved. We attended the
first Saturday morning with candy in hand.
      After the first Sunday, Pam told me,

“This is it! This is what I want to do!”
      We added our names to the long list of volunteers.
We became “bus riders.”
      Not long after it started, we were the only ones
left and found ourselves in charge! Jim Slagter, Rick
Dykstra, and Garry Duininck were our faithful bus
drivers; they were always there when we needed them.
But for organizational purposes—we were it!
      On Saturdays, we would go out into the
community (mostly apartments and mobile home
parks) to sign kids up to come to the church on
Sunday. I remember one of the kids asking me once
if Pam and I were looking for kids (as if we were
empty nesters or something and looking for kids to
come and live with us).
      In the beginning, we had a mix of kids that we
bused to the church. Then, as Latinos started to
settle into our Willmar community, it didn’t take long
before they outnumbered the others. By 1983–84, it

had turned into a “Hispanic” Children’s Ministry
(as some called it). We preferred “Children’s
Outreach Ministry” as we saw them all as just kids.
We did not focus on ethnicity.
      A lot of these kids came from families dealing with
problems of poverty and/or single parent families.
They needed more than just preaching and Bible
teaching about Jesus—they needed healthy loving
relationships. Over the years we have formed numerous
relationships with kids, many long-lasting and
solid relationships. Today, some even call me “Dad”—
and that is quite an honor! That is because many of
these kids grew up without a father in their life; they
did not live in a home with a father (or they did not
even know their own father).  Now the “kids” of our
“kids” that I picked up to bring to VBS a few weeks

Note: Minnesota has had a long history of migrant work-
ers. Most have come from either Mexico or Texas. Then
over time these migrants began to settle here in the
state. At first they settled in the Twin Cities, but then
they began to settle in rural Minnesota. In the early-to
mid-1980s they settled in Willmar, Minnesota. The ones
that came to Willmar were the “Tejanos,” from the Rio
Grande Valley in the southern-most tip of Texas. They
settled in low-cost housing and/or apartments, but many
of them moved into the low-cost trailer park of Elm
Lane, which was on Highway 12. This influx of the
Tejanos coincided with an economic downturn in the
area, which was already in progress before they came. Yet,
because of these factors it initially caused conflict in the
community. And what was at first a promising place for
the Tejanos—now found many without work. So
poverty, and sad to say, crime as well, was to accompany
this place known as Elm Lane. [Source: “Del Valle a
Willmar,” Susan Green, U of M, May 1994.]
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ago, are beginning to call me “Grandpa” as do some I
pick up for EPIK student ministries. What a blessing!

Defend the weak and the
fatherless; uphold the cause of the

poor and the oppressed.
Psalm 82:3

      In loving these kids and opening our hearts, we
allowed ourselves to become vulnerable and sometimes
hurt, but we were committed to pouring the
love of God into their lives. We did it for them—
for the kids. As parents, we give of ourselves to our
children, and at times this can be a place of hurt,
especially if they go in another direction than the
one in which we were trying to lead them. Yet, we
still loved them—no matter what.
      Some came from broken homes and broken
situations—that takes a lot to overcome. Some never
overcame, but many are still coming around in spite
of years of trouble—jail, out-of-wedlock pregnancies,
or whatever—just plain trouble.
      I remember getting a bicycle for one of the girls. It
was her birthday, and she really wanted to have a bike.
So we got her one and had a birthday party for her!
She and her friends had a great time at our home.
Later that week, we were over at her house in the
mobile home park and saw the bike. Her brothers
had taken the wheels off and sold them, and replaced
them with beat-up, useless ones. Within a few weeks,
the bike was trashed, ready to be thrown into the
dump. Things like that happen, but you cannot let
those things bother you—you just have to move on.

Give generously to them and do so
without a grudging heart; then because
of this the Lord your God will bless you

in all your work and in everything
you put your hand to.

Deuteronomy 15:10

      In time, the ministry grew to include a second bus
and a large number, reaching somewhere between
75–100 kids every week (1981–1991).
      Over time, the large number of kids we brought
into the church caused a disruption with the church
kids. Sunday mornings were pretty chaotic in
kids’ church. “Our” kids were causing too much
disturbance so we decided to start “Saturday
Church” for our outreach kids.
      Char Dykstra came alongside us and helped teach
the Saturday Kids’ Church; eventually I took over the
teaching as well, with Pam leading the praise and
worship. I had gone to college to be a junior high
art teacher but had become a farmer instead. Now,
here we were teaching and loving it!
      While working with our “kids” from Elm Lane, we
made a connection with Pastor David Echavarria, the
pastor of a satellite church of Willmar AG called: The
Hispanic Center. It was a metal building next to the
property of Elm Lane. Dean Gross was pastor of the
Willmar AG at that time and worked with Pastor
Echavarria and this satellite church.
      In 1991, Pastor Gross asked us if we would
consider moving the bus ministry to the Willmar AG
Hispanic Center and work with Pastor Echavarria.
Here again, God was opening a new ministry door
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for us; all we had to do was walk through it.
      We moved our Saturday church back to Sundays
and worked with Pastor Echavarria at the Hispanic
Center. Pam and I taught “kids’ church,” while Pastor
Echavarria pastored the adult church. It was more
than just teaching the kids about the love of God;
we tried to be an avenue for God’s love in each of
their lives.
      We had a “Hot Dog and Chip Banquet” for the
kids every Sunday after kids’ church. During summers
we had kids at our house every Sunday afternoon for a
swimming party in our pool. At Christmas we gave a
banquet for their families and Christmas presents to
each of the kids that came to church. Over 200 plus
would attend! We celebrated birthdays and had
parties for them. We also scheduled an annual trip
to ValleyFair for the kids that had been faithful in
attendance all year. 

When you give a banquet, invite the
poor, the crippled, the lame, the blind,
and you will be blessed. Although they
cannot repay you, you will be repaid at

the resurrection of the righteous.
Luke 14:13–14

      On one occasion we went to the Lincoln Elemen-
tary School for a school song fest. (This is where the
kids of Elm Lane attended school.) When I introduced
myself to the principal for the first time, she replied,
“You’re famous here.” Apparently the kids talked about
us at the school. That was one of my most cherished
compliments.
      After Elm Lane closed, Willmar AG closed the
Hispanic Center.

      So again, we had to make another move, this time
to the Willmar AG building. This church has been so
good to this ministry—including providing vans, a
large classroom, tons of people helping and praying,
as well as a budget for expenses.
      Even though we did not have any youth programs
for teenagers because our ministry had focused only
on elementary ages, we still picked them up and
brought them to Wednesday night youth activities
at the church. This was good because it kept us in
contact with some of them as we had developed
relationships over the years.
      When EPIK opened, which is Willmar AG’s
Student Ministries building, I was no longer teaching
as the Outreach Ministry had changed. Life is made
up of seasons (as my wife keeps reminding me), and
we had now come full circle. 
      We had started out just picking up kids on the bus;
then on to running the ministry and teaching; and now
back to picking kids up again for the children and
youth programs at Willmar AG. What a blessing—and
we give God all the glory. 

Note: Because of the increase in crime in Elm Lane, Will-
mar built a police station near the entrance of the Trailer
Park. In 1989, Willmar made a city ordinance that af-
fected Elm Lane. By June of 1994, trailer homes and lot
sizes in trailer parks had to meet a minimum standard.
What initially started as a tool to help out, in the end
worked to displace the trailer residents. [Source: “Del
Valle a Willmar,” Susan Green, U of M, May 1994.]
In 1995, “APAC (All Parks Alliance for Change) ob-
tained relocation compensation for 120 households in
Elm Lane in Willmar.” [Source APAC — Mission and
History, 1995.]
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      It is so much fun to see our outreach kids bring
their kids to church activities. We call some of them our
“grandkids” because they are children of our Outreach
Children.

There is a time for everything, and a
season for every activity under the

heavens: … a time to weep and 
a time to laugh, a time to mourn

and a time to dance.
Ecclesiastes 3:1,4

      As time passed, the needs of these kids grew, and
God’s provision grew as well—more than we ever
could have imagined! Instead of a birthday party,
meal, and gift, it transitioned into helping with car
repairs, groceries, rent money, and even college.
These were not small items. Eventually we formed a
non-profit entity called, “Loving Kids4Him” to make
it easier to deal with these larger needs.
      One of the girls that had grown up here, moved
back to “the Valley” (as they called it,) and her daughter
was having her quinceañera (a celebration in the
Hispanic culture for a young lady when she reaches
age fifteen). So we traveled to Texas to join in with the
festivities. It was wonderful! We also went to the
nursing graduation for two of our “kids” in Weslaco,
Texas.
      We raised our three daughters in the midst of this
ministry. When someone goes to the mission field,
the whole family gets involved, and the children are
also pulled into the ministry. This was how it was for
our family—and it was not easy. Despite the fact
that throughout this time we struggled with both
our finances and our time commitment to the
ministry—and that our daughters had to share our
affections with others—we have been able to maintain

a very close family relationship with them. Each
of our daughters are now married to wonderful men
who love the Lord. Each of them has four children,
making us biological grandparents to twelve!! We
are blessed with a wonderful family, and we are so
grateful to God for them.

Be shepherds of God's flock that is
under your care, watching over them—

not because you must, but because 
you are willing, as God wants you to be.

1 Peter 5:2
      To sum things up, our story is pretty simple: we
were always there and available for whatever came
along. I have told some of our “kids” that sometimes
you don’t have to see beyond your nose; all you need
to do is take the next step. God may not reveal a
specific plan for you but as He sees you faithful, He will
give you greater opportunities to serve Him. 
      For us, circumstances changed or people quit so we
filled in and worked with it. As God opened new doors
of opportunity to serve Him, we walked through them.
      What He has done in our lives, we are confident He
will do in yours!

Jeff Brede — After graduating from St. Cloud State with a degree in
teaching, Jeff returned home to Lake Lillian and spent a forty-year career
in farming. His wife, Pam, is a Register Nurse. In 2003, Pam and her part-
ner, Deb Shriver, started Divine Home Care and Hospice, which today,
Jeff and Pam own and manage along with their three daughters,
Stephanie Swanson, Jessica Reigstad, and Alison Mulder, each of whom
is an RN. Jeff served in the Army National Guard for eight years. Jeff and
Pam enjoy camping with their family, motorcycles, and snowmobiles.
They have been married forty-five years and are grandparents to twelve
(counting biological only). They have attended Willmar AG for twenty-
five years. 

Kelvin Kraemer is an adopted son of God. He researches, writes, and
teaches on Scripture, theology and Church history. He and his wife Susan
grew up in the Chicago area, but moved to Minnesota 20 years ago to
raise their seven children in a farm setting. Residing near Grove City, they
have attended Willmar AG for the past two years. Kelvin is involved in
the God’s ER ministry, a continuation of the 99 project.
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by Alexis Alle as told to Kelvin Kraemer

y mom was only sixteen years old when I was
born. Once my dad found out that she was pregnant, he
was gone. My mom raised me on her own with the help
of her family. Although I have met my dad, he has never
really been part of my life. That’s just the way it is and I
have forgiven him for this.
      I am close to the rest of the family in which I grew
up. They are a good family and live in Willmar. They have
a Catholic religious background but, as far as I know,
none of them are saved yet. When I was a child, we some-
times went to church on Christmas or Easter.
      I grew up in Elm Lane Trailer Park. It was one of the
roughest neighborhoods in Willmar. There was a church
close by called the Hispanic Center. That church had a
bus that would come through the trailer park on Sundays
and Wednesdays to pick kids up to go to church. I had
friends that went to the “Kids’ Church” there on Sun-
days, and I went too.
      Jeff and Pam Brede were in charge of the kids’ pro-
grams there. They always had cool things to do, and there
was always candy, prizes, gifts, and a lot of other fun free
stuff. As kids, we loved all the free stuff ! In the summer,
they took us to ValleyFair, which we really enjoyed!
      The City of Willmar eventually closed down the
trailer park where I lived because of zoning violations
precipitated by the rampant drug trafficking and vio-
lence. When Elm Lane closed, the Hispanic Center
closed too, and they moved all of their kids’ activities to
Willmar AG.
      When I got into junior high, a Willmar AG van (with

Pam and Jeff ) came to pick us up for Wednesday night
church and activities. I didn’t go all the time, but when
my friends went, I went along.
      I really did not have much of a relationship with God
until the summer of 2000 when I was going into ninth
grade. Jeff and Pam (I really don’t know if it was them or
the church) paid my way to go to Teen Camp at Lake
Geneva Christian Center near Alexandria, Minnesota.
Seven of my friends also went at Jeff and Pam’s invitation.
We thought it would be fun to stay in cabins and do fun
stuff together. But the real reason my friends and I were
all excited to go was that we were told there would be
cute boys there. It was the kind of thing we girls were into
at that age. I had no idea what a life-changing event God
had in store for me.
      On a deeper level, I knew something was missing in
my life but I did not know what it was. I had a desire in
my heart for something that I knew I wanted and
needed, but I could never figure out exactly what it was!
I didn’t know if it was because my dad was not in my life,
or because as a young girl, I couldn’t figure out who I was
or what I was looking for—I just didn’t know. But I knew
myself well enough to know that once I found that thing
I was looking for, I would give my whole life to it. That’s
just who I am; that’s just my personality. You don’t just
get some of me—you get all of me. I am an “all-or-
nothing” type person.
      So here we are at this camp service, and the preaching
was super intense. The preacher was speaking about the
baptism of the Holy Spirit. I didn’t know much about it, 

M



Alexis Alle was born in Weslaco, Texas, and moved
to Willmar, Minnesota, when she was a one-year-
old.  She graduated in 2004 from Willmar Senior
High School and then attended North Central
University graduating in 2009. She is now the Staff
Coordinator at Divine Home Care. Her husband,
Chris Alle, is the Ministry Director at The Fortress.
Together they have four children: Mariah (17),

Tristan (8), Brooklyn (7), and Amari (3). They have always had a passion
for troubled people—the kind of people that others find it difficult to
love. They know without a shadow of a doubt, that those are the people
that God has called them to love and they LOVE it! 

Kelvin Kraemer (see Kelvin’s bio on page 18).
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and I was thinking, What is going on here? There were
people speaking in tongues while others were crying, all
while he was preaching. Then he gave an altar call. The
preacher said, “If you want this, then come up and
receive it.” So, I went forward—but I really did not know
what I was getting myself into. When I got up front, I
instantly sensed the presence of God, and I began to
weep! I still didn’t understand what was going on—but
I knew that whatever the preacher was talking about—I
wanted it!
      One of the leaders that was praying for the kids came
over to me and cupped my face with both hands and
began praying for me. He was spitting all over my face,
but I really didn’t care because I knew this was what I had
been searching for!
      I had never experienced the presence of God like I
did that night. It was pretty intense. There was a song
playing in the background, “Open the eyes of my heart
Lord” and that is 
exactly what God
was doing for me! 
He was opening the 
eyes of my heart
and showing me
who He was. This is
what I had been
looking for. This is what my whole heart desired.
      Then all of sudden, I began speaking in tongues. Later
that evening, one of our leaders explained that it was a
special prayer language between God and me.

      My encounter with God was radical. It wasn’t like I
asked Him into my heart and that was it. It was an
intense relationship right from the start. It was like He
grabbed ahold of me. I wasn’t the only one. Six of the
seven friends I had come to camp with were also baptized
in the Holy Spirit. We all went home radical and on fire
for God!
      When I got home, my whole life changed! It wasn’t
like I was thinking, Now that I received the Holy Spirit,
I have to start living right. It was like, Wow, God is
changing me! I have no desire to do any of the things I had
been doing before.

      My old friends were smoking weed and swearing and
doing all of the things they should not have been doing.
It wasn’t because people were telling me I shouldn’t be
doing those things; it was because the only thing I desired
was God. I just honestly lost all desire for all of those
wrong things. Yet, the amazing thing was that—it wasn’t
me doing the changing. It was God getting a hold of my
whole life. I didn’t have friends for a while because I had
no desire to be part of that lifestyle anymore.
      As I look back at my life and where I have come from,
I see how God had been protecting me all those years
even before my relationship with Him began.
      I should have been a statistic since I was raised by a
single mom with no father around and growing up in
the roughest part of town. I should have been in all sorts
of trouble. But I wasn’t. And now God is in my life
relationally. How great is that?
      Pam and Jeff had played a huge role in all of this!
They were (and are) my spiritual parents, so to speak.
Pam and Jeff were always there for me. Yes, I did have my
own family, but Jeff and Pam were there as my mentors.
They were there whenever I had questions about God or
spiritual things. Pam even helped me with my home-
work. Anything I needed—they were there to help me
through.
      I was the first person in my family to graduate from
high school and Pam and Jeff enabled me to do that; they
also made it possible for me to attend North Central
University—from which I graduated with a degree in
Intercultural Studies (track in international develop-
ment, with an emphasis on children, youth, and crisis). I
am one of the kids whose life was impacted by Pam and
Jeff Brede. But for their commitment to love and serve
others, where might I be?

Give justice to the weak and the

fatherless; maintain the right of the

afflicted and the destitute. Rescue

the weak and the needy; deliver them

from the hand of the wicked.
Psalm 82:3-4 ESV

You will receivepower when theHoly Spiritcomes on you.
Acts 1:8

Dear friends, by building yourselves
up in your most holy faith, 

and praying in the Holy Spirit, keep 
yourselves in God’s love as you wait for

the mercy of our Lord Jesus Christ
to bring you to eternal life.

Jude 1:20–21



by Sara Lester as told to Lynn Huisinga

      In Genesis we read that Joseph’s birth family was full of lies, deception, hatred, evil,
favoritism, jealousy, anger, vengefulness, and fear. Yet Joseph did not let his family’s
dysfunction cripple him. He chose to walk in the light of God and live his life in honor,
success, and godliness. Joseph said, “God intended it for good to accomplish what is now
being done” (Genesis 50:20).

      y name is Sara Lester. Some people may say I grew up in a dysfunctional
family, so when I learned the fall issue of Connections magazine was going to be
about dysfunction in  families, I offered to share my story. From my perspective, the
term “dysfunctional” is derogatory—and I want to encourage you to stop using this
descriptive phrase. I know this is a strong opinion, but I see no reason for anyone to
let that term prevent them from being exactly who God created them to be. As you
read my story and consider my point of view, I hope you will come to understand

how I arrived at this conclusion.
My parents married when my father got out of the Navy. I was born May 16, 1976, in

Minneapolis, Minnesota. We lived across the street from the Minnesota Zoo in Apple
Valley at the time. Then my dad was hired by Willmar Municipal Utilities, so my family
moved to Willmar when I was two months old. I have lived here ever since. A couple years
later, my twin brothers came into the world.

I am saddened when I think about what it must have been like for my parents in those
first few years of their marriage. Dad was twenty-four and working hard. Mom, at twenty-
two, was experiencing the stress of a two-year-old (me) and two colicky newborns. While
grandmas and aunts came to help, she experienced their good intentions more as harass-
ment; she was flooded with “my way” suggestions and criticism. Mom was told she was
the cause of their colic; she was told the boys suffered severe colic because of her negative
feelings and anxiety. Some of this is true medically, but she was given only part of the in-
formation. Some of the advice she was offered was not sound—she was even told not to
hold them! As a result, she began to set boundaries on her love and limited what she gave
of herself to my brothers and me.
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Sara sharing her story.

M

Sara and twin brothers.
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      I still remember this like a silent movie: I am three
years old watching my brothers sitting in their playpen
out in the back yard.  This was the pattern: Dad would
leave for work, and the boys would go into the playpen.
Then, just before Dad came through the door after work,
Mom would go get them. This repeated often with the
boys spending most of the day out there, in the yard, in a
pen. 

One day when I was five years old, my dad
asked me where Mom and I had been that
day. In all innocence, I told him we went
to Mom’s boyfriend’s house. As a        result,
our family was broken and it seemed en-
tirely my fault because from that day on, I
saw a look of disgust in every exchange I
had with Mom.
      My parents stayed together until I was
eight years old. Many times, I was told,
“Dad left because of you” or, “You are the
reason your Dad left your brothers!” These
comments left deep scars. My brothers
were the only two souls on earth who
knew ME and this seemed to have
changed their love for me.
      As an adult, I have come to realize that
Mom’s irrational thoughts and behaviors
were being passed on to me. All through
my childhood developmental stages, I was
learning her ways. Eventually, I was pun-
ished by family members or parents of a playmate when
I imitated my mom’s behaviors. This is how I learned
what I shouldn’t have learned and that these behaviors
were unacceptable. There are many parts of a child’s
development no one can undo, and I grieve for the little
girl who was told, “You are acting just like your mother.”

In all this you greatly rejoice,
though now for a little while you 

may have had to suffer grief in all
kinds of trials.

1 Peter 1:6

      I do not recall ever hearing her place any value on
being a mom. It was as if she felt we were the cause of her
problems.
      Now that I am older, I understand Mom’s behavior
revealed her unhealthy emotional condition caused by
some  mental illness. She needed to feel self-worth,
security, and love and her behavior was (in some way)
rational to her. In order to protect herself, and likely
because she feared I might tell someone her secrets, she
discredited me to others by voicing some extremely
demoralizing accusations.
      By age thirteen I had a bleeding ulcer. From age
thirteen to fifteen, I was in and out of my mom’s home.
Our relationship was full of anger, fear, distrust, pain, and
threats. Many nights, I could not make myself return
home; when I did, I would often find the door locked.
      Rejected, discarded, and feeling dirty, I struggled
with asking classmates if  I could stay the night. At times,
when I didn’t have a safe, warm place to go, someone

would offer me a place at just the right
moment. I know now it was God’s provi-
sion! But frequently, when I had no other
place to go, I would sleep on a rooftop in
downtown Willmar where no one could
see me. I was too afraid to tell anyone for
fear my brothers would be removed from
our home, and we would be separated. I
had to be strong. I would not let myself
be broken.

When my mother 
and my father

forsake me, Then the 
LORD will take

care of me.
Psalm 27:10 NKJV

      When I turned thirteen I could legally begin work-
ing, so I got a job at Burger King through a work program
at school for which I received school credits. I watched
and learned and frequently asked “why” questions. Then
I began to ask follow-up questions like, “What if
you made this or that small adjustment?”  When my

Outside in the playpen
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suggestions actually helped improve the system, I began
to believe in myself. 
      Amazingly, the owner/manager was always willing to
give me some of his time. I didn’t
realize until years later how very
busy Dave Knoop was. I really ap-
preciate the precious time he spent
chatting with me and hearing my
ideas. He interacted with me the
same as he did with older employ-
ees. I learned everything I could
about that business. 
      I continued in public school.
For a couple segments of time, I
transferred to the  ALC (Alterna-
tive Learning Center) so I could
work full-time.
      At work, I was beginning to
realize that I had value. At age
fifteen, I was able to afford my first
apartment and I left home. When
I was seventeen, I was promoted to
Assistant Manager at Burger King.
I graduated from public school
with my class of 1994.
      Gradually, as I grew older, I
learned I had choices—especially
in how I regarded life situations. In
my twenties, I began to see that
much of who I was came from my parents’ character, but
it was up to me to determine how my character would be
unique. The little girl in me began to realize she could be
like her mom, and it could become an awesome quality—
moral in fact! Eventually, I was able to let go of the years
of pain and anger and embrace forgiveness and healing.
I thank God with all my being for making her my mom.
I honestly know I would not be the person I am today if
it was not for her. I truly came to love Mom heart-to-
heart.
      I came to understand that Mom was never the enemy;
she was a victim of the enemy, right up to her death at
age 56. I am so thankful that we were able to share and
enjoy each other during the last years of  her life. She lived
with remorse and regret over those early years. She found
it difficult to believe I could love her.
      I cannot go back and undo the pain, but I can go for-
ward and live the best life that I possibly can, knowing
that God is molding me into the person He wants me to
be, capable to do the work He calls me to do. I no longer
blame. I am no longer a victim. 
      “Finally, be strong in the Lord and in his mighty
power. Put on the full armor of God, so that you can take
your stand against the devil’s schemes. For our struggle

is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers,
against the authorities, against the powers of this dark
world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heav-

enly realms. Therefore put on the full
armor of God, so that when the day
of evil comes, you may be able to
stand your ground, and after you
have done everything, to stand.
Stand firm then, with the belt of
truth buckled around your waist,
with the breastplate of righteousness
in place, and with your feet fitted
with the readiness that comes from
the gospel of peace. In addition to all
this, take up the shield of faith, with
which you can extinguish all the
flaming arrows of the evil one. Take
the helmet of salvation and the
sword of the Spirit, which is the
word of God” (Ephesians 6:10–17).

For me, the term “dysfunc-
tional” simply means that I was not
meant to do life in a “normal” way.
With God’s help, I can control the
meaning of “not proper”—which
does not mean improper, it means
“not average.” He has given me the
power to make dysfunctional into a
high standard.

      So many other people (in addition to my mom) are
in my blood and have contributed to the genes that make
me who I am. My dad’s mom gave me my survival gene.
My mom’s mom gave me my self-worth gene. My mom’s
dad gave me my determination. My dad’s dad gave me my
“girls can do anything boys can do” attitude. I would need
a whole other article to list the things I inherited from
my Dad—at the top of the list is my ability to uncompli-
cate a complex task, idea, or even an emotion.
      Above all, the traits known to be of most value to my
soul are those offered to us by the Heavenly Father, which
He offered to all, even my mom. As Christians, it is part
of the   inheritance the Heavenly Father offers us!

The fruit of the Spirit is 
love, joy, peace, forbearance, 

kindness, goodness, faithfulness, 
gentleness and self-control. 

Against such things there is no law.
Galatians 5:22–23

      Although I was raised in dysfunction, I have deter-
mined to make dysfunction a good word in my life. The

The more I advanced, the harder
it seemed to be on mom. I am sad
for her, because as a result, our
relationship was closed for many
years with no claim or acknowl-
edgment from me, her daughter.
The “emotional blackout” was a
blessing for me, but it also blacked
out times when she really did try
to be a good mom. Given the
opportunity, I would take all the
bad back just to be given those
few “she tried” moments that
occurred somewhere between the
beginning and those ultimate
confrontational months that
resulted in me finally leaving.
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past is the past and it cannot be changed. But I can create
a better future for myself, my family, and my world, and
with God’s help, live my life toward that end with every
waking moment.
      On January 1, 2011,
something happened that
was so painful that it shook
me to my core. One of my
little brothers, at age thirty-
two, took his own life.
There are not words suffi-
cient to express the pain and
grief that I felt in that mo-
ment. It was a pain so deep,
I knew I could not bear it
alone. 
      I went away and told no
one where I was going. I was
in a town an hour from my
home, and I went to a
prayer service. Everyone
there was praying for
themselves and for oth-
ers. 
      Then I heard a voice I recognized—it was Chris, my
husband, praying for me! The prayer reached deep to
where I was. He didn’t know I was there. He had been
looking for me, but when he couldn’t find me, he came
to this meeting to pray for me. Now I knew—beyond
anything I had ever known before: God cared about me!
      “When I said, ‘My foot is slipping,’  your unfailing
love, LORD, supported me. When anxiety was great
within me, your consolation brought me joy” (Psalm
94:18–19).
      It was a new beginning for me: trusting and depend-
ing on God. That experience has become the foundation,
the direction, and the definition of my whole life. 
      I am also thankful for the help of some wonderful
church members at Willmar AG: Mike and Gwen
Bonnema and Pastor Paul. I have turned my troubles and
sorrow over to the Lord, and I trust Jesus.
      For me, enduring through my suffering produced

hope. I am very active in a group called Wings of Hope,
that I helped start in April 2011. Our mission is to build
hope, love, and strength in our community by advocating

for mental health awareness,
suicide prevention, and
grief recovery through con-
nections with individuals
and other organizations by
promoting support groups,
education, and training.
Our beliefs and practices
can only change if our
human perspective refor-
mulates. Great change will
result once we acknowledge
the many untruths in our
way of thinking and expose
misconceptions. Little by
little, we will create a
culture in our community
that is smart about mental
health.

With God in my
heart, Jesus by my side, and the Holy Spirit as my guide,
I am now able to help others going through some of the
same things I have experienced in life and, for this bless-
ing, I am very thankful. I believe we can handle anything
life brings our way, if we handle it with God. If we let
Him, He will take all of our dysfunction and use it for
His glory!

I waited patiently for the Lord; he
turned to me and heard my cry. He

lifted me out of the slimy pit, out of the
mud and mire; he set my feet on a rock
and gave me a firm place to stand. He
put a new song in my mouth, a hymn
of praise to our God. Many will see and
fear the Lord and put their trust in him.

Psalm 40:1–3 

Chris and Sara Lester

“As we attempt to help others we find
more understanding for ourselves.”

Sara Lester — Sara (Sasse) married Chris Lester on September 18, 1998. Together they operate
Twin Lakes Services, Inc.,  managing residential & commercial properties which was recognized
as 2016 Spicer’s Business of the Year. Following her brother’s suicide on January 1, 2011, the
Lesters began attending Willmar AG. Sara was baptized by Pastor Keith on May 5, 2013. She
has shared her testimony in church services, on mission trips to Guatemala and Haiti, on the
radio, and at a number of speaking events. She is 2016 Co-Chair of Willmar Out of the Dark-
ness Walk. Sara is a Certified Grief Recovery Specialist, having completed her training last Feb-
ruary (2016). In honor of her mother’s death only 66 weeks after the loss of her brother, Sara
is chair of the Grief Support Committee and an Affiliated Representative of a newly recognized
local non-profit Wings of Hope. She is currently looking to fill their board of directors. Please
contact Sara: yourwingsofhope@gmail.com.



Refining Fire
by Charlotte Alonso

       grew up in a single-parent home. I moved to Kandiyohi County with my 
mother when I was fourteen. My home life was not-so-ideal. 
       At age nineteen, I gave birth to a baby girl. My son was born two years later. 
Neither father ever supported me in any way. I raised my children on my own. I had 
nobody—and preferred it that way—because I felt nobody understood. I isolated 
myself and became comfortable in that state.
       Few of us choose to be single mothers. Few want the responsibility of being both 
mom and dad. Trying to balance the everyday routine of life, along with raising your 
children and trying to make sure they get to their after-school activities—all while 
working two part-time jobs and going to college—can break anyone. It often
threatened to break me.
       When there is nobody to turn to because you are sure everyone is tired of 
your  “poor me” attitude, it is easy to isolate yourself, especially when all your past 
relationships have been abusive: clear evidence that you are worthless. When you
have been told that you are worthless so many times, you come to believe it is true. 
It is a fatal blow to your optimism. Self-doubt sets in. Your hope is extinguished
over and over again. I learned to expect the worst—so I would be prepared when 
the worst came.  Except some days, being prepared only seemed to sabotage my 
efforts. And it all still hurt just the same.
       While attending the Cosmetology Program at Ridgewater College, I not only
dealt with everyday issues and raising two children alone, I also had to deal with 
the fact that the father of my son was dealing with addiction issues; he was also in 
a very toxic relationship. This was hard on me and very hard on my children. I
would sit through class pretending my life was anything but the disaster that it was. Some days, unable to hold back the tears, I
would have to leave class early as I struggled on alone. 
       Then I met a woman (who became a client), who saw me—not as a mess, but as something more. This woman kept talking
about God and about her church, but my mind was always elsewhere. Besides, I felt I couldn't keep my life together or even hold
my family together, so how could I possibly have time for church? 
       The next time I saw this woman, she told me she had signed my kids up for VBS at church. “You did what!?” I asked. The
woman explained what VBS was and that basically it would be a break for me and that I would get some time to myself while my
kids would have a great time. She said that they deserved a great time. 

I agreed to allow my kids to attend
VBS at Willmar AG after hearing how
awesome it was. She figured it would
give them more opportunities to
make friends and enjoy themselves,
and it would enable me to catch up
around the house and to study.

About this time, I bought my first
devotional book: The One Year
Wisdom for Women by Debbi
Bryson (Tyndale House Publishers;
May 1, 2013). 

June 12. Refining fire. “The heat and trials of hardship to us
are like the heat that the goldsmith applies to a lump of gold
that he wants to make into a beautiful golden ring. Impurities
are not visible, because they are embedded in the core of that

   

   

  

  

   

   

  

  

     

     

     

     

   

   

  

  

     

Fall 2016 25   

     

I



   

   

  

  

   

   

  

  

     

     

     

     

   

   

  

  

     

     

Fall 2016 26   

solid form. The goldsmith must hold the gold over
the hottest part of the flame. As it melts into liquid
form, the impurities are released and they rise to the
surface. The dross can then be skimmed away until
the surface is clear." 

       That night ( June 12, 2015) I picked up my children
from VBS. Each night they came home with a craft they had
made. The craft they made this particular night was a pot
of fire! It was made out of a brown lunch bag with red, or-
ange, and yellow tissue paper. My refining fire! Tears filled
my eyes as they each handed me their craft, and I knew that
all the trials and hardships that were floating on the surface
were just waiting to be skimmed away. 

See, I have refined you, though not as silver;
I have tested you in the furnace of affliction.

Isaiah 48:10

       I discovered that there were Wednesday night activities
for kids, and I signed them up that next fall without hesita-
tion. After that, I began to notice changes in their behavior.
Positive changes. In spite of all they had, and were, going
through, they were content and at peace. It was like nothing
was going to bring them down. They became my rocks, and
kept me going. 
       I soon discovered that there were Wednesday night ac-
tivities for adults as well. There was a women's group called
Coffeetalk led by Cindy Kerstetter. I joined. The first night,
I hated it. The topic was on things that are accepted today
but go against God’s Word: children out of wedlock; living
together before marriage; and divorce. Although I had
never been married, I felt completely humiliated and held
back tears throughout the night. Why am I even here? I
thought, I'm never coming back. 
       Then a woman told me exactly what I needed to hear.
The woman explained that I was on my own personal walk
with God. She explained that it was between God and me,
and not for anyone else to judge. 
       I came back and continued to come back week after
week—soaking up as much as I could. My life was changing
in a way I never could have predicted. 
       Christmas was coming and I wasn’t getting any help
financially. I was past due on my bills. I had been counting
on a loan from H&R Block, but it fell through. I was dev-
astated.   The children would have no Christmas gifts! I fell
into a state of depression and thought I'd never escape.
What kind of mother am I? I thought. How could I have let
this happen? I should have been more prepared. What a
worthless mother I am. 
       The next week, when I arrived at Coffeetalk, there were
gifts for the kids plus cards for me that were filled with
money and gift cards from the other women. I also received
cards in the mail. I received a check from the church! Amaz-
ing blessings! The total of all the gifts turned out to be ex-
actly what my loan from H&R Block would have been!

Coincidence? No. It was a “God moment.”
       I surrendered my life to the Lord. I laid my burdens on
the cross. I graduated from college with honors and became
a cosmetologist. Today, I am very passionate about my ca-
reer. Every day I get to meet new people and put smiles on
their faces. I have volunteered with Hospice and Grace
Place giving manicures and pedicures on my days off and
have met some amazing women along the way.
These [trials] have come so that the proven genuineness

of your faith—of greater worth than gold, 
which perishes even though refined by fire—

may result in praise, glory and honor.
1 Peter 1:7

       This past May, I attended a single moms retreat called
Bridging the Gap. I was overwhelmed by the number of
women there who knew exactly what I was going through.
For the first time in my life I felt like I wasn’t alone. I was
encouraged and empowered and decided that no single
mother needs to go through the struggles of raising children
alone. I came home with a plan to start a group: a support
chain—built on faith. 

I decided to reach out to local organi-
zations and line up speakers to come talk
to these mamas on anything from finance,
to affordable fashion, to women's self-
defense. I went to local businesses looking
for donations to be given as door prizes
and drawings for a little extra pampering
these mamas so deserved. I chose Peace
and the Single Mom by Jennifer
Maggio for their Bible study. 

There was a time when I doubted
relationships, doubted myself as a mother, doubted myself
as an individual, and was certain that I mattered to no one.
It is still easy for me to fall back into thinking this way from
time to time, but I remind myself of my faith in God and
how it got me to where I am today.

Single mamas, you are not alone. Many, like me,
have been where you are and have experienced the same
things you are dealing with. Trials and hardships can be
skimmed away until the surface is clear. It’s a promise.
Do not fear, for I am with you; do not be dismayed, for I
am your God. I will strengthen you and help you; I will

uphold you with my righteous right hand.
Isaiah 41:10

Join us on Wednesday nights at Willmar AG for fellowship
and much, much more. 

Charlotte Alonso enjoys spending time with her children and playing
with her German Shepherd Freya. She loves to read and enjoys hiking
and spending time outdoors. Charlotte works at Fairwinds Salon on
Point Lake.



       As I pondered my comments for this column, I was drawn to the following two verses from
Scripture. James writes, “Religion that God our Father accepts as pure and faultless is this: to look after
orphans and widows in their distress and to keep oneself from being polluted by the world” ( James
1:27). Jesus said, “The Spirit of the Lord is on me, because he has anointed me to proclaim good news
to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners and recovery of sight for the blind,
to set the oppressed free” (Luke 4:18).
       As I meditated on these verses, I found myself wanting to substitute the phrase “the fatherless and
single moms” for “orphans and widows” in the first verse and the phrase “single moms” for “the poor”
in the second.
       The reason? The American family has changed.
Children living in remarried, single-parent, or no-parent
homes now outnumber children living with two married
parents, in their first marriage. (See PEW Research Center
Chart). Statistics also tell us that single moms and children
without fathers suffer the most, including economically.
       The picture on the cover of this issue of Connections
contains “chalkboard prayers”—prayers that kids currently
coming to KidsWorld, Impact Girls, Royal Rangers, and
VBS are asking their teachers to pray with them.
       Forty years ago, they were asking God to help them do
well on their tests in school or to heal their pets. Today our
kids’ workers are being asked to pray with them so “dad
won’t hurt me when he gets mad” or “help my mom to stop
drinking so much” or “keep my brothers from hurting me”
or “stop the kids at school from bullying me.”
       We are living in a broken world. There is brokenness all
around us. God is bringing broken kids to us. They are com-
ing with heavy burdens. They are asking us to pray with
them. God is also bringing some of their parents and grand-
parents to us—many of whom ask for prayer at our altars
on Sunday mornings.
       Is this the same kind of brokenness Jesus saw, as
described in Matthew? “When he saw the crowds, he had
compassion on them, because they were harassed and help-
less, like sheep without a shepherd. Then he said to his
disciples, “The harvest is plentiful but the workers are few.
Ask the Lord of the harvest, therefore, to send out workers
into his harvest field” (Matthew 9:36–38).
       A common theme in the stories in this issue of
Connections is that God sent workers to reach out to
Sharon, Brian, Alexis, Sara, and Charlotte so Jesus could
save them. Because Jesus asked His disciples to do this—it
raises the following questions: Has God asked you to work
in His field to help with the harvest in your community?
Are you willing to go? Are you prepared to work? If so, I am
confident God will open doors of opportunity for you
just as He did for each of the authors in this issue of
Connections. I pray that your work in God’s harvest field
will be fruitful and blessed. Dale Lindquist
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Blessed are those 
who mourn, for 

they will be 
comforted. (

Matthew 5:4

 I will be your God throughout your
lifetime-until your hair is white with age. 

I made you, and I will care for you. 
 I will carry you along and save you.  

Isaiah 46:4 NLT

Anyone who belongs to 
Christ has become a new 
person. The old life is 

gone; a new life has begun!
 2 Corinthians 5:17 NLT

             
             

                    


