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      Jesus tells us, “In the world you will have tribula-
tion.” [misfortune, trial, suffering, pain] “But take
heart” He goes on to say, “I have overcome the world”
( John 16:33 ESV). 
      Jesus says suffering is inescapable if God’s purposes
are to be fulfilled in our lives. Consider the cross of
Christ. Taken alone, the cross of Christ was not good.
But when taken with the empty tomb, there is no doubt
that “all things [do] work together for good to them
that love God” (Romans 8:28 KJV).
      If the promise of suffering tribulation is not
perplexing enough, we have James urging us to
“Consider it pure joy, my brothers and sisters,
whenever you face trials of many kinds” ( James 1:2).
      How is it possible to be joyful in suffering? e
answer is found in God’s transforming power available
to each one of us through the saving grace of Jesus
Christ and the life-changing power of the Holy Spirit.
      In this issue of Connections, Anna Chan, Melody
Willms, and John Kraemer share how they were able to
find peace and joy in the midst of their suffering:
Anna during her fourteen-year-old daughter’s battle
with cancer, John in his search to understand what is
different between this life and the next, and Melody
finding a way to bring joy to others in her workplace
while bearing the pain of personal suffering.

      Jesse Hillyer, Melody Willms, and Josh Martin each
testify to the powerful change the Baptism in the Holy
Spirit brought into their lives. Rochelle Geer also
acknowledges how the presence of the Holy Spirit dur-
ing a prayer time impacted her life. When Jesus le to
go prepare a place for us, He did not leave us comfort-
less. He sent the Holy Spirit to comfort us and teach us
all things. “e Advocate, the Holy Spirit, whom the
Father will send in my name, will teach you all things
and will remind you of everything I have said to you”
( John 14:26).

      Each of the authors trusted God in different ways on
their journeys. Melody Willms trusted God with her
fears and health. Erica Hillyer trusted God with her
prayers for her husband. John Kraemer trusted God to
help him understand the difference between life on
earth and life in heaven. Rochelle Geer trusted God to
show her a world beyond her own. Josh Martin trusted
God with his career. Anna Chan trusted God with the
life of her fourteen-year-old daughter.”

#1
Embrace an intimate relationship with God. 
When we face life trials, we have a choice: draw closer to God or  
turn away from Him. Embracing God through Jesus and the Holy 
Spirit transforms our lives and bears supernatural fruit. The fruit 
of the Spirit such as joy and peace provides extraordinary 
refreshment to a weary soul in the midst of earthly battles. 
“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).

      
             
             

              
              

     

      
             

            
         

          
       

              
         

      
            

           
             

           
              

             
            

            
      

      
               

           
          

          
           

              
         

       

#2
Seek the inÞlling of the Holy Spirit.
 Do not Þght your battles alone. Invite the help of the Holy Spirit.
 It is one of Jesus’ greatest promises to believers. “You will receive 
power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be my 
witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the 
ends of the earth” (Acts 1:8).

      
             

            
         

          
       

              
         

      
            

           
             

           
              

             
            

            
      

      
               

           
          

          
           

              
         

       

      
             
             

              
              

     

#3
Learn to wait on the Lord. 
Waiting on the Lord is one way God uses to develop us. The Bible
is full of stories of people who had to wait on God—Noah, 
Abraham, Moses, Joseph, David, Daniel, Jesus, Paul and countless 
others. Waiting on God reveals our true motives, builds patience, 
transforms our character, and builds our intimacy and
 dependency on God. “Wait for the LORD; be strong and take heart
 and wait for the LORD” (Psalms 27:14).

      
            

           
             

           
              

             
            

            
      

      
               

           
          

          
           

              
         

       

      
             
             

              
              

     

      
             

            
         

          
       

              
         

#4
Dare to trust God with your problem.
 It is not enough to believe God. “Even the demons believe” 
(James 2:19). Trusting God requires action. The Bible tells us that 
faith without works is dead. “As the body without the spirit is dead, 
so faith without deeds is dead” (James 2:26). When we believe 
God with enough conÞdence to do what He is asking us to do, we 
prove that we trust God with our problem, and our faith is not 
dead. Then we can rely with conÞdence on His promise, “The LORD 
is faithful. He will establish you and guard you against the evil 
one” (2 Thessalonians 3:3 ESV).  

      Erica Hillyer and Melody Willms both include
aspects of “waiting” on God for His perfect timing.
Erica in finding her husband and Melody in waiting on
God to heal her body. Had either wavered, Erica may
have married the wrong man and Melody may have
accepted the doctor’s conclusion that she would have to
live with her autoimmune disorder for the rest of her life.



You may be wondering why on earth
I would want to share my testimony

with you. I feel compelled to tell my
life experiences—especially with

those who are suffering from a
disease or depression, are dependent
on medication, or have lost hope—
and how God has been with me
through it all.

In life, we each must work
through our own trials. We all
experience tough times. But when

we do, Jesus said: “Truly I tell 
you, if you have faith as small as a

mustard seed, you can say to this
mountain, ‘Move from here to there,’

and it will move. Nothing will be impossi-
ble for you” (Matthew 17:20). I encourage

you to exercise this kind of faith as you face
your own challenges in life.
        When I was thirteen, I wrote a paper in
sixth grade Doctrine Class titled: Why I’m
Glad I’m a Christian. When I was eighteen,
I wrote a Portfolio for my high school senior
Communications class. I thought it might add
interest to my testimony to include excerpts
from those two writings so you would know
what was on my mind at that time. e
italicized paragraphs are taken verbatim
(except for a few grammatical edits) from the
two papers. e non-italicized paragraphs
include my reflections on those writings along
with the story of my journey with God during
the intervening twelve years (since graduating
from high school).

— Growing Up
         I will begin my story with three paragraphs
taken from Why I’m Glad I’m a Christian.

 Trust God
        “I am so glad I was born and raised in a
Christian family. I’m also thankful that my
grandparents1 pray for me every day. When I
was four, I asked Jesus into my heart. Ever since
then, I have been glad that I have the hope of
eternal life. Another important event in my life
was being able to go to Bible camp. ere I met
lots of new iends and became closer to God. My
parents have been a godly example to me all my
life. eir main concern is that I am saved and
that God’s will would be done in my life. In the
Holm family the favorite Bible verse is: “We
know that in all things God works for the good
of those who love him, who have been called 
according to his  purpose” (Romans 8:28).
        “In December of 1997, two months aer
I got two new horses, one of them got a severe
case of colic and was extremely close to dying. 
We called the vet and she said my horse had no
chance, so my mom and I started praying and my
horse was healed. I was so happy when I got
home om our second Nights of Music perform-
ance of “Two om Galilee” and checked my horse
and he was much better. So I knew he was
healed. Even the vet said, “I believe you have
your Christmas miracle!” I’m also very thankful
for those people who prayed at church that day.
It was a real faith builder for me.
        “I believe it’s important for me to be a
witness to others. I want other people to know
about Jesus and salvation. I believe that we will
go in the rapture with Jesus. Heaven will be a
wonderful place with mansions and streets of
gold. e lion will lay down with the lamb, and
there will be no more pain and hunger. We will
see our relatives and iends that have died and
gone before us. My mom and I look forward to

by Melody Willms (Holm)

             1Roger and Shirley Setterberg and Calvin and
Gayle Holm
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riding and working with the horses and animals
in heaven. Until then, I look forward to living
my faith. “e uit of the spirit is love, joy,
peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness,
gentleness, self-control; against such things 
there is no law” (Galatians 5:22–23 NASB).”

        e italicized paragraphs that follow were
taken from my Portfolio written twelve years
ago when I was a senior in high school. 

Portfolio — Introduction
“I am writing this personal portfolio to myself
so in ten to twenty years, I can look back and
remember how I used to be and what I enjoyed
and cared about the most as a teenager.

“I have five people in my family, my mother
Carolyn, my father Joseph, my sister Christina,
my brother Michael, and me.

“I am a fun person to be around. I care a lot
about other people and love to listen to my
iends’ and family’s problems. I am understand-
ing and very loving towards everyone. Most
people think I am a very nice person. However,
some people get the wrong impression when
they meet me that I am really shy and stuck up.
at is not at all true.

“Some of my favorite hobbies include: riding
horse, playing tennis, dancing, shopping, being
with iends, scrapbooking, and hot tubbing.
I enjoy listening to music such as rap and hip
hop. I love to drive around with iends in my
1991 white Honda Accord. We call it the
‘Roadrunner.’

“My general appearance is that I am 5’8” tall,
brown hair, and brown eyes. I look a lot like my
mother, but I get my naturally curly hair and
figure om my father. Something very unique
about me is that I have a scar on the top half of
my right arm; there is a metal plate and nine
screws in my bone resulting om a bone tumor 
I had in eighth grade.

“Someone special to me right now would have to
be my boyiend Nick. Even though we have
only been going out for two months, I enjoy 
every second with him and can never get sick of

him. He is always there for me when I need him.
If that means to cheer me up when I’m sad or
just give me a shoulder to cry on, he is there in 
a heartbeat. I will always love him.”

Portfolio — A Close Call
“When I was in eighth grade my life was
uncomplicated; it was busy with school and
iends. en all of a sudden something
happened that would change my life forever. 
On February 19, 2000, I discovered a strange
lump on my right arm.

“I went to the school nurse to see if she knew
what was wrong. Without explanation she told
me to go to my doctor as soon as possible. My
doctor sent me to the Twin Cities right away to
see a cancer and tumor specialist. I was scared
out of my mind.

“I sat in the doctor’s office and waited for him to
come in with my x-rays. When he showed me the
x-ray, all I could see was a huge black spot in the
middle of my right humerus bone. He told me
that it had eaten away most of my bone and
there was a good chance it could be cancer.

“e next couple of weeks were mostly a blur, 
still not being able to believe this could be 
happening to me. First I had a biopsy to see if 
it was cancerous or not. Luckily it was only an
aneurysmal bone cyst. Next came my first big
surgery where they had to remove the tumor 
and put a bone gra on my bone to support it.

“Several months aer my surgery when my
doctor said I should be all better, I was tubbing
and my arm snapped in the water. I had to have
another biopsy which showed it was the same
type but had grown triple in size than before.
I finally got it all removed. I am  very thankful
that I did not have cancer and I have now
learned to live each day to its fullest.”

— Reflections
       My local doctor had referred me to the top
orthopedic cancer/tumor/bone surgeon at the
University of Minnesota Medical Center in
Minneapolis. at doctor was sure I had bone
cancer. He told me that during the biopsy 
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“Another thing she tells me is to not sweat the
small stuff because it’s all small stuff. She even
bought me that book and told me I had to read
it. I think what that means is that you are only
in high school and with all the iends that seem
to always hurt you a lot for a small part of your
life. You should not let little things bother you
and get worked up about them, because it will
not be worth it in the end. Before I know it I will
never see most of them again and I might regret
doing some of the things I’ve done. I will always
remember the good advice she has given me and
love her for the fact she has made me such a good
person.”

— Reflections
       God is still using other people to teach
me life lessons. For example, last year I had a
horrible job review. My bosses never said
anything nice about me. It seemed I was
being pushed out the door. I felt discouraged
everyday.
        God used a dear co-worker who kept
telling me: “You are meant to be here. You are
doing an amazing job.” 
        others began telling me: “You are such
a blessing! You bring such joy into the
workplace. God has you here for a reason.”
Everyday they would give me praise and 
encouragement.
        Behind the scenes, I was being beaten
down to the point of being ready to write my
resignation letter and leave. But my co-worker
kept telling me: “Stick with it. Wait a few
months.” Two sets of voices were telling me
what to do. It was painful, and I was miserable.
ank God, He put someone in my life who
encouraged me to stick with it. Today she is
one of my two amazing new bosses.
        God can and does use others to help me
see things more clearly when I cannot see
clearly myself.

Portfolio —
e Year I Changed the Most
“Ever since I was very young, my family always
got ustrated with me because I was so shy. We
would go to church or a family reunion and
people that I kind of knew would try to talk to

surgery, they planned to insert a port-a-cath
near my neck to prepare me to start chemo
therapy. at was scary.
        As I awakened from surgery, I felt my
neck; to my surprise there was no port-a-cath!
With tears in my eyes, I remember asking my
mom if I was going to be okay.
        As it turned out, the cyst was a benign
aneurysmal bone cyst,  a solid variant  type
that was not bone cancer. ere is a 1-in-
45,000 chance of getting this type of tumor.
Doctors have no idea what causes it.
Unfortunately, the tumor returned and had
to be removed a second time. e tumor was
quite destructive to my arm but, thankfully,
not life-threatening.
        at was our miracle—our answer to
prayer. During my surgeries, literally hundreds
of people from five church prayer chains were
praying for me. We were trusting God. My
parents and I could feel the prayer support. It
gave us a sense of peace, even in the scariest of
times.
        Aer four surgeries and a bone gra, I am
still alive with a functioning arm and am here
to tell my story. God has used my arm and
large scar as a way for me to tell many people
about Him. “e LoRD himself  goes before
you and will be with you; he will never leave
you nor forsake you. Do not be afraid; do not
be discouraged” (Deuteronomy 31:8).

Portfolio —
Learning om Others
“Out of all the important people in my life I
think I have learned the most life lessons om
my sister Tina. For the past four years, every
time I have a problem, I just call her up and she
gives me advice and makes me look at things
positively. She always tells me to do what she says
and not what she has done. is is just her way
of looking out for me and making sure I don’t
make the same mistakes that she has made.

“Sometimes that advice makes me mad because 
I would like to experience things on my own and
figure out what will happen. However, every
time she has given me advice and I didn’t listen
to her, I always ended up regretting it. She seems 
to always be right.
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me and I never said anything back. I just hid
behind my mom. I was insecure and very shy.
Even throughout junior high school I would go
to school and only talk with some of my close
iends. I hated talking in ont of class and
usually oze. I’m still not sure why exactly that
I was so scared, but I wish I could have been
more open and outgoing. I was what most people
consider a follower, and I cared way too much
about what other people thought.

“In tenth grade, I began hanging out with new
iends who actually cared about me, and I
opened up a lot more. I was no longer part of a
clique that was all about gossip and caring about
what others thought. I felt comfortable and
began to be myself and talk to people I’ve never
talked to before.

“I think that everybody that knew me could see a
big difference in me. I did better in school and
became a lot closer to my family and new iends.
Personally I feel that more people wanted to be
my iend, and I had a lot of people that told me
that they thought I was a better person.

“It’s nice now that I feel comfortable in strange
places and can make conversation with pretty
much anybody. When I think back, I think the
problem was that since I was insecure I didn’t
think anyone would like the real me. But that
wasn’t the case at all. Now I will be able to get a
job easier and keep close iends, all because I can
communicate better with others and I’ve learned
to like who I am.”

— Reflections
       Going into ninth grade, wearing a large
brace on my arm was the last thing my self-
esteem needed. It very much limited my
wardrobe and caused me to have to quit my
three favorite things: dance, tennis, and riding
horse which pushed me away from many great
friends I had all through grade school. I felt
alone, isolated, very depressed, and empty. 
        I turned to the wrong group of people,
started trying new things, and stopped caring
about my grades and church. But the thing is,
I still knew God was there with me. I had
witnessed His answer to prayers when He

healed my arm, and when He healed my horse
from colic (even though the vet said he wasn’t
going to make it). Plus, I have great parents
who taught me right from wrong, took me to
church, and prayed with me. Unfortunately,
when you are a teenager, for some reason, you
don’t always see right from wrong and you are
very easily influenced by peer pressure, sin, and
feeling accepted — all of which made me not
want to go to church.

e following is also from Melody’s high
school Portfolio (In the Eyes of Another).

It was written by a friend.  

Portfolio — 
In the Eyes of Another
       “What to say about Melody Jean Holm?
Well, I’ve only known her for little less than a
year. We met at a iend’s house one summer day.
To tell you the truth, she looked like she hated me
om the start. She had that, “Who the heck are
you?” look on her face. I really didn’t pay any
attention to her because of that. But once I got
to know her, I realized why she had that look on
her face.

“Melody and I became better iends as the
summer went on. She was still quiet but was
willing to start a iendship with me. I found out
some interesting and saddening details about her
and her life. e one thing I will never forget
about Melody, is the way her so called “iends”
treated her while she had to have surgery on her
arm. ey felt bad for her and all that stuff, but
they really didn’t seem to care. I felt so bad about
that whole situation, because I would never want
to be in Melody’s position. She really didn’t have
that many girl iends at the time, so I thought
that I would give it a try and add one more
iend to her list.

“When the school year started, our iendship
grew stronger and we became best iends. I
never realized that someone I thought I would
never meet would have so much in common with
me. Even though she’s a brunette, we always have
our blonde moments together. We have to be the
biggest dorks when we’re together, no matter
where we are. 



July / August 2016      8

“It feels like we’ve been sisters forever. She has to
be the best iend I’ve ever had.”

Portfolio —
e Best ing / e Worst
ing About Getting Older
“I feel that some of the best things about getting
older would be that I get to have my own ee-
dom and develop my own life. I get to fall in love
and get married. Start a family with my own
house and someday have children, I get to get a
good job and have money of my own to buy what
I want.

“Some things I’m not looking forward to would
be the fact that I’ve been in school for thirteen
years now and I don’t want to go for four more
years just to be able to get a good job. I think
college will be hard and I really am not looking
forward to going. I also will not like the fact that
I will be stuck with the same job my whole life
because I will only be good at one main thing.

“Even though I will have my eedom I feel that
I will have trouble adjusting to having to pay
bills and doing things I’ve grown up having my
parents always doing—such as insurance, house
and car payments, and the daily household
essentials.

“I would really love to stay close to my family
when I’m older, and I want to live in a small
town, where you know a lot of people and have
iends to hang out with. I am hoping to be a
counselor and have at least two children.

“I also think that many people take advantage of
their time when they are teenagers, and because
of the fact that life is so short I feel most will
regret it when they are older if they don’t live
everyday to its fullest. I think since you only live
once you should enjoy it and have no regrets. 
One negative about getting older is the fact that
you will never experience the awesome childhood
memories you have again. 

“On the other side, as you get older it can be good
that you can move on om things that have 
happened and start over esh.”

— Reflections
       I eventually made it through two more
years of college earning an Associate in
Business degree, and married Nick, my high
school sweetheart and an incredible man. Nick
helped me change my ways, and I helped bring
him to the Lord. We now have three children. 
I have a good job and love it. We own our own
home in a small town and live close to our
parents. But life has still had its challenges.

       Aer high school, I was not sure what I
wanted to do with my life.

— Starting a Family
         Starting our family had its challenges.
Sean was born when I was nineteen and Nick
was seventeen. He was unexpectedly born
eight weeks early at only 3 pounds 9 ounces.
Even though a preemie, Sean was miraculously
fine with no hearing or vision issues. He is very
smart and has been such a blessing to  us;
thank you Lord! en we lost a child when I
was only four months pregnant.

— Fear and Anxiety
         When Sean was just a baby, I woke up one

morning to a bad rain storm. I looked out the
window and saw the water level up to the door
handles on my car and rising toward my apart-
ment. I felt completely helpless. For many
years aer, I had a fear of storms. My anxiety
increased every time it rained. My fears had
begun to control me.
        During the next couple of years, I went
from one job to the next, oen not feeling
content and always wanting something more,
different and/or better. I felt like I did not have
a purpose; that I did not know the plan for my
life.
        God’s Word reminded me HE had a plan
for my life. I gave Him control, and He helped
me through these trials. “Trust in the Lord

Li’s Chaenges Aer High Schl



July / August 2016 9    

— A Vision
       one night last summer, I had an 

incredible vision from God which has changed
my life. I saw both Jesus and the child we lost
(who would now be six) standing in the tree
outside the front of our house looking down
over our home. ey were smiling and 
holding hands. In that moment, I knew 
that we are where we are supposed to be, 
and I felt complete peace with myself, in
this house, in my marriage, and with my 
new job. In that moment I also knew that 
our child is safe in heaven, growing and 
happy, and that we will be able to be with 
him or her again someday. Jesus did not 
have to speak in that moment, because I 
just knew. “For this very night an angel 
of the God to whom I belong and whom
I serve stood before me” (Acts 27:23 NASB). 

— Filled with 
the Holy Spirit
         Since having the vision last summer, I have
experienced the presence of the Holy Spirit
more times than I can remember and at the

most random times during my day. It started
when I began asking God to show me more of
Him. Being filled with the Holy Spirit is the
most unbelievable feeling ever. It is like warm
oil radiating through my body, assuring me,
without a doubt, that God exists and is with me.

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).
        During this time Nick and I began going
to church. We took doctrine classes, got 
baptized together, volunteered at VBS, and
helped teach Wednesday night classes.

— Colitis
         Two years ago, I was diagnosed with
colitis, an autoimmune disease. I had struggled
with irritable bowel syndrome most of my life.
Aer seeing a specialist and doing many tests,
they determined I had this disease. I was put
on many expensive daily medications to help
ease my symptoms and to prevent against flare
ups. is contributed to me having to quit my
job working retail and prevented me from
doing many things I wanted to do. My doctor
told me that he was sure this was something I

would have to live with for the rest of my life.
        I felt led to change the way I eat. God has
put so many great foods on this earth to heal us
and keep us healthy—we just need to choose
to eat them and avoid the temptations around
us. I started eating only those foods and began
seeking God and asking Him to heal me. 
Eliminating sugar was very difficult but with
success, I have been symptom free for over six
months and am off all meds. 
        Last fall, my doctor ran many tests, and he
saw no sign of colitis. Praise the Lord! 

“Not only that, but we rejoice in our sufferings,
knowing that suffering produces endurance, 
and endurance produces character, and 
character produces hope, and hope does not 
put us to shame, because God’s love has 
been poured into our hearts through the 
Holy Spirit who has been given to us”
(Romans 5:3–5 ESV). 

God’s Prisi
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        I encourage each one of you to have faith,
trust in the Lord, focus on the positive, and
start making some hard changes in the way you
live. It is totally worth it. I pray that His will 
be done in each of your lives, and that you will
experience both the physical and spiritual 
healing God offers His children. 
        Hold onto God’s hand through difficult
times. Keep talking to Him. He will guide you
through it!  “I am the LoRD your God who
takes hold of your right hand and says to you,
Do not fear; I will help you” (Isaiah 41:13).

So many people are closed to it or scared of it.
All I can say is that I began to experience God’s
presence in an incredible way when I gave up
control. Being filled with the Spirit has taken
away all doubt about so many things. If you
open your heart to Him and trust and ask, He
will be present in you as well. 
        So many wonderful things happen in your
life when you have a personal relationship 
with Jesus Christ. He has given me love and
complete peace in my time of need. He has
been faithful to my family, in our jobs, with
our finances, in our health, and has used me 
to bring others to Him so that they can 
experience His glory. I truly believe that God
healed my body, healed my anxiety, forgave my
sins, and has given me peace in my life. 

— Hope for You
         God created each person with a special 
plan for their life; He is capable of healing;
nothing is impossible for God to those who 
believe; He created the whole world. “I know
the plans I have for you,”  declares the LoRD,
“plans to prosper you and not to harm you,
plans to give you hope and a future” 
( Jeremiah 29:11). 

Melody Willms (Holm) has attended the Assembly of
God her entire life, accepting Jesus into her heart for the
first time when she was four years old. her wonderful

husband, Nick and she
have been blessed with
three incredible chil-
dren. Sean is eleven,
Mason seven and emma
five. Melody is the
daughter of Joe and car-
olyn holm and the
granddaughter of roger
and Shirley Setterberg
and calvin and Gayle
holm.

Do y not kn?  Haв y not heard?
�e LORD is the everlasting God, the Creator of the ends of the earth.

He will not grow tired or weary, and his understanding no one can fathom.
He gives strength to the weary and increases the power of the weak.

Even youths grow tired and weary, and young men stumble and fall; but
�ose who hope in the LORD will renew their strength.

�ey will soar on wings like eagles; they will run and not grow weary, they will walk and not be faint.
Isaiah 40:28–31
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         it was September 11, 2001. i looked at the television
screen in disbelief. e second tower of the World
trade center had just fallen. MacKanzie, our third
child, had been born the day before. She was a big
baby: 9.5 pounds to be exact, with a head full of
dark hair. My husband, Doug, and i were so
happy and blessed to have this new bundle of
joy become part of our growing family. e
future looked bright. 
         en came the events of  9/11. commen-
tators were asking: “Was this an act of terror?
What does this mean for the future of
America?” Fear gripped my heart. i remember
asking: “lord, what kind of world did we bring
this child into? What is the world coming to?
in what kind of world will MacKanzie grow up?”
As i cradled her in my arms, the fear of the
unknown overwhelmed me. e awesome joy i had
felt the day before had been wrested from me. le in
its place was an unbearable ache in the depth of my spirit. 
en, from down the hall of rice hospital, i heard the words
of a woman singing: 

Amazing Grace, How sweet the sound
at saved a wretch like me

I once was lost, but now am found
T'was blind but now I see

T'was Grace that taught my heart to fear
And Grace, my fears relieved

How precious did that grace appear
e hour I first believed

rough many dangers, toils and snares
I have already come

T'was grace that brought me safe thus far
And grace will lead me home*

         As i held this little bundle of joy in my arms on one of the
darkest days in u.S. history, God gave me the faith to trust him
with all my fears! With everything! he assured me there was still
hope. i had grown up in a christian home and, as a christian,
found great comfort in knowing that God held the future and
had a plan for MacKanzie’s life—regardless of what was happen-
ing in the world. 
         MacKanzie was an extremely good baby. From the very
beginning, she would have slept through every night, except for
me waking her by soly whispering, “hey baby, it’s time to eat.” 
         She was such a laid-back baby. She ate everything i gave her.
She was still chubby when she was four years old. She did not
start losing her baby fat until she starting lengthening out.

Growing up, MacKanzie “beat her own drum.” By that i
mean: if there was a fire, while everyone was running

away, MacKanzie would be running toward the fire.
of course, MacKanzie had her times. every kid

does. She was MacKanzie.
When she got older, MacKanzie was very

active and liked to play sports, especially so-
ball. MacKanzie was also very curious. She
always wanted to know what was going on.
She was also very wise. When pressed, she
could stand her ground. She knew how to let
you know. She was opinionated. She spoke
what she felt. if she didn’t like something, she
was not afraid to tell you: “i don’t like that.”

Above all, she was vibrant and upbeat!
en it happened. one day in December

2013, when MacKanzie was twelve, she fell down
at school for no apparent reason. She was taken to

the hospital. When the test results came back, i saw
the fear and the “help me mom!” look in MacKanzie’s

eyes when the doctor told us she had cancer.
         Soon thereaer MacKanzie began to change. She wasn’t the
MacKanzie we knew. her faith became very strong, and she
became a fighter. She really believed she would survive this, even
aer the doctors told her that no teenager had ever survived this
illness; they are usually gone within a year.
         She continued to go to school until it became too hard.
When she could no longer go to school, teachers would come to
our home. Still, MacKanzie wanted to go to epiK. She wanted
to worship God with her friends. 
         i remember returning home one Wednesday aer having
been in the twin cities for tests. MacKanzie said: “i want to go
to epiK.” 
         i told her, “MacKanzie, we have been up since 5:30 this
morning. you need to rest.” i tried to hold her back, but she was
determined to go. her belief and faith in God was very strong.
She went to epiK to worship God and see her friends. pastor
Aaron told us that MacKanzie would raise her hands when prais-
ing God. even aer she lost all of her hair, MacKanzie still went
to epiK. She wore a hat. She was very determined in that way. 
         in the summer of 2015, the doctors told us MacKanzie had
three months to live. When September came, they told us she
may not make it until her birthday on the 10th. i said in my
spirit, “is cannot be.” She was still walking around. 
         en they told us, “She will not be around for the holidays.” 
i said “lord you know what you are doing.” December came and
MacKanzie was still walking around. 
         en they told us: “e cancer therapy is not working.” 
in January, the doctor told us: “Within the week, MacKanzie
won’t be around.” 
         Again, i said: “lord, it’s your will. Whatever you want to

MacKanzie’s Journey
by Anna and Doug chan 

written from Anna’s perspective



Anna Chan grew up in texas and was raised in a
christian home. She is employed by Jc penney in
retail sales. She lives in Willmar with her husband,
Doug and family. e chan family has been involved
in Willmar AG and epiK ministries for the past four
years.

do. it’s your will. it’s in your hands.”
         A week later the nurse called. i told her MacKanzie could
still get out of bed to sit on the couch. e nurse could not be-
lieve MacKanzie was getting up. “What is going on?” she asked. 
At the end of January, the nurse told me she went to sleep in
her clothes because she was sure she was going to get a call in
the middle of the night that MacKanzie had passed—but
MacKanzie kept believing and holding on for her miracle. 
         We really saw MacKanzie’s determination when she lost
control and use of her legs. Aer that, MacKanzie’s faith and be-
lief God would heal her became even stronger. prayer groups
came to pray. one of the Spanish churches came to pray. Aer
prayer, MacKanzie said, “look mom, i can move my leg.” 
         MacKanzie fought a two-year battle with cancer. She fought
hard. She reminded us about a poster she had seen which said:
“God gives the hardest battles to his strongest followers.” She was
positive. MacKanzie believed—and i believed. i thought: “We
are going to see a miracle with MacKanzie.” At the end of every
day, we said our prayers together.
         MacKanzie’s miracle came on Sunday morning, February
14th, valentine’s Day, when she passed away. Just before she
passed, she raised her arms. i thought she wanted a hug so i
hugged her and then laid her back down. “it’s okay” i said. “We
love you. it’s okay to go.” en MacKanzie peacefully dried
away into Jesus’ arms.
         i know who holds my daughter—but i cry because i am
human—and my heart hurts because i am human. My hardest
time is at dinner when we eat together as a family and her chair
is empty. Still, i am comforted by knowing who holds my
daughter. 
         pastor Josh told us MacKanzie is a living legacy. MacKanzie
lived her faith right up until the end. our family, other families,

and the community all saw it. At MacKanzie’s memorial service,
other fathers came up to Doug and told him, “i wish our family
had the faith we see in your family.” 
         MacKanzie showed a lot of kids her faith in God. She set a
high bar. MacKanzie’s faith rocked this town. God is real even
through the worst of times. 
         ere are times when i ask God, “Why us? Why did you
choose us to go through this? to lose our daughter? parents
aren’t supposed to bury their children.” But there is a purpose in
life, and i always come to the same conclusion: “lord i trust you.” 
         When i share MacKanzie’s story, i always tell people: “i’m
never going to give up on God. What kept me going through
this journey was my faith. MacKanzie taught us and her friends
about having a strong faith. At the tender age of fourteen,
MacKanzie showed us that her generation believes and has a
strong faith in God too. MacKanzie has seen heaven. She has
seen what we can only imagine. At fourteen years old she has no
pain. She is free of cancer. She is free of everything. And one day,
i’m going to see MacKanzie again. Knowing that brings peace
to my heart and comfort to my soul.”

*Amazing Grace was published in 1779; words written by the 
english poet and clergyman John Newton (1725–1807).

Amanda 16, Anna, Matthew 7, Doug, MacKanzie 14, and Daniel 16.
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        I remember meeting MacKanzie for the first time when we
were in first grade but we didn’t become really good friends
until we sat next to each other in science class in seventh grade.
We started talking and we clicked instantly. I learned through
school that she had cancer. MacKanzie and I did every science
project together. one time we even used her cancer as part of a
presentation on health. Toward the end of seventh grade, we
also began eating lunch together and our friendship grew
deeper.
        MacKanzie never really wanted to talk about her cancer.
e most she would say is, “I take my morning medicine at this
time” or “these pills are for whatever.” I would have liked to have
known more, like: What is it like? or How does it feel? but I
never pushed it. 
        At the beginning of eighth grade, MacKanzie started
getting sicker. We didn’t have any classes together, but we
would eat breakfast together. We would talk about every-
thing—everything except MacKanzie. She never wanted to talk
about herself. With MacKanzie, it was always about other
people. She was so caring about others. If anything had
happened in my life, MacKanzie knew. I do not know how she
knew, but she knew. 
        When something was up, she would say, “I know some-
thing’s wrong; you have to tell me.” I felt so comfortable around
her; I didn’t have to be worried that she would judge me. In sev-
enth grade, I had been bullied really badly. I would get home
and she would call and say, “I didn’t see you today. Did anything
happen? Did anyone say anything to you?”
        outside of school and EPIK, we didn’t see each other much
because I live out of town near Lake Lillian. However, I remem-
ber the first time I was at her house. We were going to see a
movie. I went to put on makeup and MacKanzie said, “Sage,
you don’t need make-up. You’re way too pretty for makeup.”
I think of that every time I think of MacKanzie.
        We always saw each other at EPIK on Wednesday evenings.
Even when she wasn’t feeling well, MacKanzie still came to
EPIK. During our worship time, we would walk down to the
front together. MacKanzie would look upward and sing her
heart out, oen with her arms lied in praise to God. At the
end of each service she would tell me, “I feel so much better. I’m
so happy I came.” 
        When MacKanzie wasn’t at EPIK, I knew she really was
not feeling well. on one of those nights, I told my mom, “I have
to go see MacKanzie.” My mom dropped me off. We sat on her
couch. We talked alone. I told her about things that had hap-
pened with our friends. I showed her I could do my splits. She
was so happy. She told me she was getting very sick. It felt so
good being there with MacKanzie, I did not want to leave. It
was the last time I saw my friend. 

        on Valentine’s Day morning 2016, my mom came into my
room to tell me MacKanzie has passed away. I did not want to
believe it. It had only been a week since I had last seen her.
Mom told me MacKanzie’s dad had posted a prayer on Face-
book at about 11:00 PM the night before asking God to heal
MacKanzie—now MacKanzie was healed.
        Aer MacKanzie’s funeral, I went back to EPIK. Losing
MacKanzie had shaken my faith in God a little bit. She was the
sweetest girl. Her cancer was getting better, and then it got
worse. I asked God, “Why did this happen?” I thought, It wasn’t
like God didn’t want this to happen, but???
        Her death brought me face-to-face with the reality of life:
that we live in a real world and that really bad things can and
do happen to people. But when you hear on the news the bad
things that happen to people, you can’t understand how it feels
until it happens to you. 
        A counselor at school helped me understand the grieving
process. It took me about six weeks to work through my grief
over the loss of MacKanzie.
        My journey with MacKanzie gave me the confidence to en-
courage a friend of mine whose sixteen-year-old brother had
been fighting, and then died of cancer several months later. 
        It also brought my sister and me closer together. For several
weeks aer MacKanzie’s death, my sister and I talked about
MacKanzie every night before we went to sleep. As a result, it
helped our relationship grow together, which is surprising be-
cause we are not the, “oh, let’s go for a walk” kind of sisters—
we fight all the time.
        I also have started reading the Bible. I don’t know why, but
I have become very interested in it. I never really went to church
until second grade when my cousins brought me. I don’t know
much about the Bible, but now I want to learn more. My step
dad gave a Bible to me that he had gotten when he was in ele-
mentary school. It is leather bound and his name is written in
it. I have been reading it and have started asking people ques-
tions about it: “What do you know about God or Jesus or the
Bible?”

by Sage Birkeland

My Jrney th
MacKanzie Chan
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Sage Birkeland is fourteen years old and will be in
ninth grade at Willmar Senior high School. She is on
the Willmar cardettes Dance team. She lives with her
mom, step dad, and two younger sisters near lake
lillian.
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I had it all planned out. i would meet an incredible man
who loved the lord and get married while i was still young
(like my mom). We would spend the first five years of our
marriage learning how to be adults, finding jobs, and buying a
house. Aer five years, we would start a family. i would then be
twenty-five. 
        it didn’t go that way, of course. i did meet an incredible
man who loves the lord. however, it was almost a decade later
than i had wanted. As it turned out God knew what he was
doing. if i had married at twenty, (like i wanted) my husband,
Jesse, would have been only fieen years old, and i would have
been arrested! J
“Be s bere the Ld and wait paently r him.”

psalm 37:7 eSv
        let’s start at the beginning. i am not sure what age most
little girls first start dreaming of marriage, but i was about
twelve. i had started reading a series of books called e
Christy Miller Series. it was a long series, and the storyline
followed a teenage girl as she navigated her way through life as
a christian teen. ere were friendships; there were relation-
ships; and there were break-ups—all of the things i had started
to see among my group of friends. in the midst of all the
change happening in christy Miller’s life, she decided to start
writing letters to her future husband. i connected with that;
i wrote my first letter when i was fourteen. 
        At first, i did not know what to write, so i just introduced
myself. i told him my name and my birthday. i told him i liked
horses, and that i had accepted christ as my Savior when i was
five or six. i closed that first letter by telling him that i was
praying for him. “Whether you are or are not a christian, i’m
still praying for you. i pray that you’d be strong and resist
worldly temptations. i love you. yours forever, erica.”

“ The prayer  a rightes pers has great per as it is rking! ”
James 5:16 eSv

i am not sure
where the idea of
resisting  worldly 
temptations originated, 
but it came up frequently in
the first few years of writing letters.
it was included in every prayer i wrote. Now knowing my
husband’s story, it makes sense because in the midst of a fairly
chaotic and confusing environment, he was making choices.
time and time again he chose wisely—even as a young child—
even without knowing what he was doing. 

Jesse: I was nine years old at this point in the story. I had just
moved to Minnesota and my dad had decided to become sober. In
the months following this move, I was faced with the decision of
who to spend my time with. e iends I just met were stealing,
lying, and far om focused on Jesus. anks to God, a neighbor
iend started to invest time in a iendship with me; a coach
went out of his way to get me involved in basketball; and a
teacher sparked my interest in learning.

“Cmit yr way  the Ld;ust in him, and he  act.”
psalm 37:5 eSv

        ere were a lot of written prayers in my letters. i prayed
for his protection. i prayed he would make wise and Godly
choices. i asked God to develop his passions and to teach him
how to be the leader of our home. i prayed blessings over him
and his family. i asked for a husband who would pray for me
and support my dreams. i prayed we would have patience and
wait for God’s perfect timing in pursuing relationships. 

Jesse: I started going to church for the first time in my life around
fourteen years old. I gave my life to God, by accepting Jesus as
my Savior. God and I began what would later become a great
relationship.

by erica hillyer 
with comments in italics by my husband, Jesse
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“He who finds a  finds a gd thingand obtains far  the Ld.”
proverbs 18:22 NASB

        over the years, my letters changed. i could tell i was grow-
ing up. instead of writing about a fairytale romance, i found
myself writing about the reality of a relationship. i wrote about
knowing the worst and choosing to believe the best. i wrote
about my desire to be a good wife and mother. i shared my
desire to be his biggest cheerleader and support. 
        My letters talked about feeling lonely and my desire to
have a relationship. i did not date in high school. ere were
certainly guys that i liked and would have said “yes” to had
they asked me to go on a date, but that is not how my story
unfolded. As a teenager, it was so easy to only see what was
happening in the moment. i think writing these letters helped
remind me that God had a plan—even in the waiting.

“I haв learned the secret  being ctent in any and eвry sia.”
philippians 4:12

        is theme continued through the rest of my time as a
single person. i had a relationship in college, and dated some,
but nothing lasted. ere were times when i felt i would never
get married. it felt like everyone around me was in a serious
relationship, getting married, and having babies. eventually
i grew to a place where i was happy being single—i still desired
a relationship and marriage, but i was content. i had great
friends, was working, going to graduate school, and was a
leader at epiK. My life was fulfilling without a relationship.
i was happy.

“I  insuct y and teach y in the way
y shld go; I  cnsel y 

th my ling eye  y.”
psalm 32:8

       Jesse: God was hard at work over these years molding me
into the man I needed to be. Interestingly, the dates of Erica’s
letters correspond with some of the most difficult times in my life.
I was wrestling with finding the Truth and coming to terms with
the changes I needed to make in my life. I went to college, strug-
gled with relationships, and eventually met God in another very
real way. I started attending a college ministry called Prepare.
is was where I was introduced to Pentecost and being baptized
in the Holy Spirit. At a retreat at age nineteen, God baptized
me in the Holy Spirit. is brought me closer to Him and,
eventually, to Erica.

“F s the si awaits its appƣnted me;
it hastens  the end—it  not lie. If it seems sl,

wait r it; it  surely ce; it  not delay.”
habakkuk 2:3 eSv

       en one day in March 2012, at twenty-seven years old,
i walked into a job interview. i couldn’t help but notice that
the guy greeting me from behind the desk was quite a hunk.
(i got the job and the man!) We started dating soon aer. he
proposed in November, and we got married on April 19, 2013.
e night before our wedding, i sat at my parents’ dining room

table and wrote one last letter. in it, i told him i hoped this
collection of letters would be a tangible representation of how
excited i was about being his bride, and that i had been excited
about it for thirteen years.
        on the day of our wedding, my              
wonderful friend, Brittni palke, 
delivered my box of letters
to my soon-to-be husband
along with a note sug-
gesting that he start
with the letter i had
written the night 
before and then go
back and read
through the rest when
he had time. (All the
letters were dated.) i am
told he sent his grooms-
men away and sat down to
read all of them right then and
there. 

“Wait r the Ld; be sg and take hea 
and wait r the Ld.”

psalms 27:14
        looking back, if things had unfolded in my timeline, it
would not have worked. if i had met Jesse even two or three
years earlier, our story would be so different. Jesse was newer in
his faith at that time, and he was still 
working through it all and 
finding his way. he would
not have been ready to be
the leader of our home.
e man i met was 
mature, focused on
God, and intentional
with me. Jesse tells 
me i came into his 
life at just the right
time. years, maybe
even months before, 
i would have met a 
totally different man.
        God had a plan—his
timing is perfect—especially 
in the waiting.

Erica (Carlson) Hillyer grew up near Kerkhoven. She completed her
undergraduate degree in psychology at oral roberts university and

then attained a masters degree in foren-
sic psychology from the university of
North Dakota. She lives in southern
Minnesota with her husband, Jesse, and
their French bulldog, Ava. erica serves
as the director of nursery ministries and
is a youth leader at her church. She
works as a mental health therapist.
erica is the daughter of Warren and rita
carlson and the granddaughter of Barb
Johnson.

Wedding photos are by
WADe-McDoNAlD photography.
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having grown up in a solid Christian home, where
attending every available church service and event

was a normal part of life, I think initially I “inherited”
my religion. I asked Jesus into my heart during bedtime
Bible stories and prayer (with my parents) when I was
four and a half years old. I responded to an altar call at
VBS when I was around six years old and was water
baptized in sixth grade. I lived a pretty typical life for a
kid being raised in church. 

“Fix these words of mine in your hearts and minds; … 
Teach them to your children, talking about them 

when you sit at home and when you walk along the
road, when you lie down and when you get up.”

Deuteronomy 11:18–19
        
        en it got very personal. Somewhere in middle
school, i decided to take my “inherited” religion and
make it my own. i was filled with the holy Spirit and
spoke in tongues at kids camp the summer before

seventh grade—this was a very  personal encounter
with God, and my journey of intimate knowledge had
begun. My life was changed. My choices now were
birthed out of a new motivation. i had a fresh revelation
of the reality of God. it was time to invest myself in the
nurturing and growing of this amazing relationship. 
        i attended youth group, small groups, winter camps,
summer camps, and mission trips. i am by no means
perfect, but i never really found my way into much
trouble; i believe my experiences and involvement in my
church and youth group helped keep me on a pretty
straight path. ese experiences, along with the influence
of youth pastors and group leaders, are the crucial journey
elements that have brought me to the place i am today
and the person i have become.
        i would like to share what these journey elements
meant to me. 
    • youth Group was a service “just for me” with music

i liked, a time to read my Bible, and preaching that
spoke specifically to the issues of my teenage life. At
the end of each service there was time to pray and be
prayed for by a leader or pastor.

    • Small Groups were a place to hangout with my
friends, eat junk food, play games, go deeper into
the message from youth group, and have actual
accountability with a group of friends and a leader.

    • camps were an extended time with old friends and
making new friends, playing games, and experienc-
ing awesome services and altar times. i can tell you
specific moments and places at camp where God
moved in or spoke to me. ese precious times are
forever etched in my memory. ere is just some-
thing special about getting away from the normal
routine of life to encounter God.

`   • Mission trips were an opportunity to get away
from home and spend time with my friends. While
initially my intentions were not at all spiritual, aer
seeing God use me to minister to people, and seeing
how he used the entire team, i was hooked! i was
anxious to go every year.

        i must say how blessed and thankful to God i am for 

My Journey to YTH Ministry
by pastor Josh Martin

Ellie, Josh, Liz and Maxton Martin



Josh Martin was born and raised near the twin
cities. Aer high school he attend the rockford
Master’s commission, which is a Ministry/Disciple-
ship school. he was credentialed as an Assembly of
God pastor in 2006 and hired as a youth pastor in
Spring lake park, Minnesota. at’s where he met
and married, liz, his wife of seven years. together
they served as youth pastors for seven years before

moving to Willmar in August 2013. ey have two kids, ellie four years
old and Max eight months! ey believe this generation has the power
to change the world, they simply need a place to belong and someone
to believe in them. Josh can be found at epiK with cookies, candy and
juice boxes in hand. 

giving me some pretty amazing
parents that have been there
for me throughout my life.
Most of the opportunities and
experiences i had were because
of the sacrifices they made that
allowed me to be involved.
ey provided rides, money to
cover the costs of mission trips
and camps, and a covering of
prayer that provided more 
than i will ever actually know. 
i will forever be indebted to
them for everything they did
to get me to where i am today!
        My first mission trip was
to Monterrey, Mexico in
seventh grade. My second trip
was to the same location. it was
on that trip that God spoke to
me about going into ministry. 
        We had busy and intense 
days ministering mainly to kids
(puppets, clowns, balloon 
animals, and Bible skits/lessons). 
We were in the mountains, and 
it was very hot. half-way through the week we were all
pretty exhausted, so my youth pastor thought rather than
have the scheduled  free time, we should have a time of
worship to help us spiritually fill our cups to be able to
continue ministry the remainder of the week. We sang
some worship songs and then had individual time with
God. What an awesome time it was! An hour later i felt
completely “wrecked by God” in a really good way! he
showed me areas in my life i needed to work on, and he
also showed me that he had a call on my life! it was an
incredible experience, but also a bit frightening! in my
own eyes, i didn’t see how it was possible. i wasn’t by any
means the most popular, i did not like to be the center of
attention, and i was not comfortable in big groups of
people. i thought, “God, you might have the wrong guy!”

“For the gis and the calling of God are irrevocable.”
romans 11:29 eSv

        in high school i became interested in finance and
business and picked high school classes that would 
prepare me for a career in that area. i continued all my
church activities and continued to experience God—but
no encounters like the one in Monterrey. i was kind of
hoping God had second thoughts and picked one of my
friends instead of me. i was moving forward with my
plans toward the career and the future i thought i
wanted, when in a short God encounter, God was like,
“hey, wait a minute, what about My plans for your
future?” i never really could escape the call of God i had
experienced in Mexico. it was always in the back of my
mind, but i oen doubted i was the right person, or that
i could actually do what God was calling me to do.

Front: Hannah Rhodes, Josh Martin, Noah Ouren; Middle:Aaron Rhodes, Alyssa Rhodes,
Jake Sankey, Danaca Johnson, Gio Hanson, Mariah Duininck, Manny Flores, Liz Flores
and Back: Wesley Mattson, Eric Watland, Eddie Howe, Glen Gulbranson.

        i talked with my youth pastor and some of my
leaders. ey helped me see that, although not always
easy, it is best to follow God’s plan and not our own. 
i really respected these individuals—they had been 
instrumental in helping me through the awkward teenage
years and had contributed so much to the growth of my
relationship with God. i wanted to someday have that
kind of influence in the lives of other teenagers.

“For it is God who is producing in you 
both the desire and the ability to do what pleases him.”

philippians 2:13 iSv

        i enrolled in a Ministry/Discipleship School called
rockford Master’s commission where i spent four years
pursuing the training and Bible courses required to
become an Assemblies of God pastor.
        i have just finished my tenth year of youth ministry
and find so much joy helping students find a place to
belong in the body of christ where they can discover
God’s unconditional love for them and experience            
personal life-change as they follow his plans for their lives!

    July / August  2016 17



    18 July / August 2016 

Developing and launching  Joysuf, a contemporary
Christian blog, has been an amazing journey for

me. It began a few years ago when I was sixteen years old. 
        I had just received my driver’s license. I was fasci-
nated by different youth groups, which led me to EPIK at
Willmar AG and Pastor Jon Hohm. I had grown up in a
Christian home, was attending Svea Lutheran Church
with my family, and was serving the Lord. God had
given me a heart for youth. Jon’s messages were really
encouraging to me. He had a passion for God and he
was deeply convicted. He wanted young people to have a
real relationship with God. His leadership in that area
inspired me to want to live more intentionally for God
and to help others do the same.
        It was at EPIK that I also came face-to-face with
teenagers who were growing up in broken families.
Many of these youth did not have solid parents or solid
Christian mentors in their lives. ey were searching for
God and wanted someone to disciple them and mentor
them. is really disturbed and moved me. 
        Another desire of my heart was (and still is) to
understand God’s plan for us from His eternal point of
view. I asked God to create in me a deep desire for Him
and give me an eternal mindset. I asked, “Can You
permanently ‘brand my mind’ with an eternal mindset—
like ranchers do with cattle—so everyone knows that I
am Yours? If I ever stray from Your mindset, will You do
everything You can to bring me back to You?”
        I am naturally a joyful upbeat type of guy. I said to
myself, “Wow, what if I could just be satisfied with more
of God each day?” I asked God, “How can I experience

by John Kraemer

You in this life and also be excited about heaven and
eternity in the next life?” at is where the “joy” aspect
of  Joysuf  began.
        When I moved to Texas about three years ago and
began working as an Admissions Advisor for an educa-
tion company, I asked God, “If I live 70–80 years, what
is most important in this life? What can I experience in
this life that I won’t experience in the next life? What is
different between life on earth and life in heaven?” at’s
when God started revealing the “suf ” or suffering aspect
of Joysuf to me. 
        I began looking at people around me, and I saw my
dad and his severe physical pain. I came to realize there
are a lot of Christians who struggle with being joyful.
At times, they seem trapped in depression, gloom, and
despair. is reality really disturbed me. “In this you
greatly rejoice, though now for a little while you may have
had to suffer grief in all kinds of trials. ese 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 when Jesus
Christ is revealed. ough you have not seen him, you
love him; and even though you do not see him now, you
believe in him and are filled with an inexpressible and
glorious joy, for you are receiving the end result of your
faith, the salvation of your souls” (1 Peter 1:6–9).
        I remember thinking, “I wish people could be
happier and more joyful in God. I realize we go through
hardships here on earth, but we are looking forward to
spending eternity with God, so why are so many 
Christians gloomy all the time?”

John (le) and Mark Kraemer
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About Joysuf
Everyone suffers. But not everyone is truly joyful.
We have found that the people we love being
around the most—are joyful sufferers. ey suffer,
because they know how much they struggle, fall
short, and mess up each day. Yet they are joyful, for
they proudly boast and share testimonies of
Christ's powerful working in their daily struggles.
We love hanging around these people because they
are relatable to us. We are drawn to these people
because, when we look at ourselves, that is who we
are and long to be: humble sufferers, yet confident,
joyful Christians.

Joysuf (“Joy-sUHph”)
exists to explore and live out 
what it daily means to have 

Christian joy in earthly suffering.

Joysuf is a combination of two words: “Joyful” and
“Suffering.” is blog ministry seeks to help pro-
vide clear awareness and understanding of daily
hardships and struggles, then provide insight on
how to react properly to these challenges. People
oen spend time in gloom, sorrow, and depression;
not finding true joy each day. others, who do ex-
perience daily joy may become anxious when trials
and challenges come their way. Why do we go
through this “flip-flop” in life?

e question Joysuf seeks to answer is, “How does
God want me to grow in an understanding of my
daily struggles, while cultivating the right mindset,
attitude, and action for everyday joyful living?”

Dietrich Bonhoeffer said, “We must learn to re-
gard people less in the light of what they do or omit
to do, and more in the light of what they suffer.”

Suffering is for this life. Joy is for the next. Yet, find-
ing joy in the midst of our daily suffering is what
God desires for us to experience now, here on
earth. In the process, we truly learn and daily expe-
rience the deep heart of God, which is, sacrificial
love. us, the end of Joysuf is to embrace sacrifi-
cial love each day: joyful living in daily suffering.

is is the grand adventure 
we are exploring. 

You can join us at 

www.joysuf.com

        I began by asking God, “Would you strip away every desire from
me that does not conform to your desire for me? I want you to be my
number-one desire, especially what you want me to desire in this life.
How do you want me to relate to you? How do you want to relate to
me?” 

“One thing I ask om the Lord, this only do I seek: that I may
dwell in the house of the Lord all the days of my life, to gaze on

the beauty of the Lord and to seek him in his temple”
psalms 27:4

        It was at that moment I started surrendering to God and boy, did
He begin to strip away my desires! oh my goodness, did He ever! 
        I am a music composer, and I love playing the piano. one of my
greatest desires was to become a concert pianist. I considered this
dream to be a gi from God, but it was not long before I didn’t have
any desire to play the piano. 
        I was on a sales team at work. I was a top performer, but I began
losing my sales skills. I could not think straight. I could not relate to
the clients. I didn’t have my flow going very well. My efforts began
slowing, and my performance slipped.
        God began stripping away things that I enjoyed—like my family
and the support of my parents (some of my family that had been
living in Texas moved back to Minnesota). I began suffering from
chronic headaches and muscle fatigue. 
        on and on it went until I thought I could not handle any more.
But God seemed to be saying, “Strip some more things away from
John. He can handle it.” 

“ough he slay me, yet will I hope in him” Job 13:15 
        Aer six months, I had reached the point where nothing was
desirous. It got so bad that even reading God’s Word was not desirous.
When I tried to read the Bible, I got a headache, and I couldn’t think.
God seemed distant. I felt like I was in a living hell. I felt complete
separation from God.

(continued on page 20)



John & Mark Kraemer — Aer several years
of preparation, the seeds of  Joysuf were sown
in April 2015 when John shared his vision
with his brother Mark. Joysuf was conceptu-
alized in August 2015 and went live as an
active blog in April 2016. John and Mark
make a great team. God gives John the con-
ceptual ideas and gives Mark the insights to
make them happen technically. ey have so much fun working together
and love what God has called them to do. eir parents, Kelvin and
Susan Kraemer, who attend Willmar AG, homeschooled and raised
them. John earned his Bachelor's degree in communications, and spends
much of his week coaching college students as a professional Academic
life coach. Mark earned his Bachelor's degree in Natural
Sciences/Mathematics, works his “computer magic” as a Soware engi-
neer. ey both enjoy athletic sports, reading, blogging, performing
music, traveling, and hanging out with friends and family.
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        Mark and I want people to know there is a Savior
who suffers with them; who intercedes for them every
day; who wants to help them live each day of their life
joyfully and victoriously; and who wants to bring glory to
God through how they live their lives. 
        Joysuf enables people to explore and learn to experi-
ence joy as they live their lives in earthly suffering; in
their strengths and weaknesses; in their struggles; in their
pain and hardships—whether physical, spiritual, emo-
tional, or financial; how our Savior relates to us in our
suffering; and how He gives us joy in those moments. 
For these reasons, Joysuf exists.

Surrender to God
     Simply put, my message to you is surrender to God.
Ask God to be your greatest desire. Ask Him to show
you how He can be your all for you in this life. Ask Him
what He wants to you to do in this life. When He points
out areas of your life that you need to surrender to Him,
surrender them! It will not be easy. It will be hard. It is
painful when God strips away things that you are good
at—sports, music, etc. You will want to have people
around you to encourage you through it. I found that
every single time I surrender to God and let Him take
away my desires, He puts His desires into me. 
     I have researched biographies of great Christians and
found a common theme: living a fulfilled Christian life
is all about surrender. Surrender is everything. When
they emptied themselves, God was then able to pour
Himself into them and show them what He wanted
them to do with their lives. 
     I have come to the conclusion that God made me. He
knows exactly what He wants me to do with my life. So
I figured, why not ask Him? And He is showing me.
at is one of the important lessons I have learned so far
in my life journey.

— John Kraemer

        en I remembered what I had asked God to do; to
be my one desire and to strip everything else away. at is
what He had been doing. “What is more, I consider
everything a loss because of the surpassing worth of
knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for whose sake I have lost
all things. I consider them garbage, that I may gain Christ
and be found in him, not having a righteousness of my
own that comes from the law, but that which is through
faith in Christ—the righteousness that comes from God
on the basis of faith” (Philippians 3:8–9).
        In that moment, God pointed me to Christ on the
cross. It was April 10, 2015. I saw my Savior looking
down at me from the cross. I heard Him say, “Don’t
worry John. You’re not alone. I’ve felt forsaken too. In a
sense, all this suffering you are going through; it’s not
because of you, it’s because of me. It is to show you how
much God truly loves me so you can understand how
much He really loves you.” 
        “For it has been granted to you on behalf of Christ
not only to believe in him, but also to suffer for him”
(Philippians 1:29).
        It was then God gave me my heart’s desire: knowing
my Savior—knowing a victorious suffering Savior. Know-
ing that through my suffering, He is suffering for me and
with me. I realized that through suffering, we experience
God in this life in a way that we can’t in the next life. By
knowing how God relates to us in our suffering, we can
experience joy in our suffering. 
        In a sense, every suffering we go through is because of
Christ in us. He has taken all of our sin and we are just
simply feeling the effects of who He is in us. It is how we
can come to know “Christ crucified” as well as the “power
of His resurrection.” 
        “I want to know Christ—yes, to know the power of
his resurrection and participation in his sufferings, be-
coming like him in his death, and so, somehow, attaining
to the resurrection from the dead.” (Philippians 3:10–11)
       at was my Joysuf journey: asking God to brand me
with His eternal mindset, asking Him to strip away things
that were getting in the way of His plans for my life, un-
derstanding that our suffering can bring glory to God,
and that in so doing, we can experience true joy. 

“May I never boast, except in the cross of our 
Lord Jesus Christ, through which the world has

been crucified to me, and I to the world” 
Galatians 6:14 

        In my daily suffering, I am moved by both tears and
joy. My suffering has not gone away; but what has
changed is my mindset of who God is in my suffering.
at is what gives me joy. 
        “Consider it all joy, my brothers and sisters,
whenever you face trials of many kinds, because you
know that the testing of your faith produces persever-
ance”( James 1:2–3).
        en God said, “What you’ve experienced, I want
other people to experience.” 
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I had a fascinating conversation with a Christian gentleman
the other day. e topic was on prayer. As we were sharing
various insights, he mentioned something interesting. He said
he tended to view prayer as bringing our petitions to God.
While this is an important aspect of prayer, he recently asked
God what He, the Maker and Creator of all, was thinking.

Like a child tugging on his daddy, this gentleman asked God,
“What are you thinking, God? What’s going on with you?
How are you feeling?”

“What are You thinking and feeling, God?”

Have we ever asked this question before? or, do we simply tell
God how we are thinking and feeling when we pray?

inking God’s oughts
e Lord’s Prayer is an excellent introduction to thinking
God’s thoughts. A couple sentences before it is mentioned,
Jesus says, “For your Father knows what you need before you
ask him” (Matthew 6:8).

“For your Father knows what you need before you ask him.”

Isn’t that a wonderful thought? Before Jesus teaches us the
best model for prayer, He tells us that the Father knows.

How would our prayer life change if we knew that the person
we are talking to already knew what we needed, before we
asked? inking God’s thoughts starts with this foundation.

God knows.
Not only that, but God knows what we need before we even
ask Him. Wow. at is amazing to think about.

In light of that, wouldn’t our response simply be, “God, give
us what you know we need!” When we know that God knows
what we need, before we even ask, we start thinking God’s
thoughts.

Matthew 6:10–11 says, “Your kingdom come, your will be
done, on earth as it is in heaven. Give us today our daily
bread.”

Notice these petitions. God already knows what He wants to
do with His kingdom. He wants us to pray it will be done.
God already knows what He wants His will to be in heaven
and on earth. He wants us to pray it will be done. Finally, God
already knows what we need each day before we ask. He wants
us to pray it will be done.

Here is the sequence. First, we need to know what God thinks
toward us, that He knows what we need before we even ask.
en, we pray what God commands us to pray, “Give us this
day our daily bread.” In other words, “Give us what we need to

live each day! Give us what you know we need!”

C.S. Lewis noted,
“It would seem that Our Lord finds our desires not too
strong, but too weak. We are like an ignorant child who
wants to go on making mud pies in a slum because he cannot
imagine what is meant by the offer of a holiday at the sea.”

In other words, God wants us to pray His thoughts. His
thoughts are that He knows what we need before we even ask.
en He commands us to pray that He will give us what He
knows we need.

What a wonderful God we serve! When we really think about
it, His thoughts toward us are truly wonderful.

Application
How do we apply “What does God think” at work, in prayer,
and everyday life? We may be facing a challenging problem-
solving situation at work. We may be feeling exhausted by the
upcoming finals week for school. We may be dealing with
difficult relationship issues. How does God want us to think
in these situations?

First, ask God what He thinks and feels about the situation
you are in. en listen. Hear what He says. Let Scripture
passages run through your mind.

Second, thank God for the opportunity to experience Him in
this present moment, excited to see Him work in your current
situation. “Give thanks in all circumstances; for this is God’s
will for you in Christ Jesus” (1 essalonians. 5:18).

ird, submit the situation to the Holy Spirit. Say, “Holy
Spirit, I now yield this to you.”

Fourth, move forward in the confidence that you are now
aligned with God’s thinking. Rest in this confidence in Christ.

I personally have found God’s miraculous hand at work as I
have put into practice these four steps. Sometimes I experi-
ence God working in my life right away. other times, He
works  patience in me, allowing me to wait on Him until He
confirms in me what He thinks and feels about a situation. 

I don’t always remember to take this approach in every 
situation. But the more I practice it, the more it becomes 
habitual.

Either way, I am commanded to seek God thoughts; thank
and praise Him; yield my situation to the Holy Spirit; and
then move forward in joyous confidence.

How about you? How does thinking God’s thoughts affect
your everyday life?

by John Kraemer—posted on Joysuf May 03, 2016



ihave just returned from my first mission
trip. it was with my youth group from

Willmar AG and was a truly awesome
experience. i came back a changed person. 
         Motivated by hearing stories of other 
teenagers who had gone on faraway mission 
trips, i had always wanted to go on one 
myself. however, going on a trip close to 
home had never crossed my mind until 
pastor Josh encouraged me to go to Green 
Bay, Wisconsin.
         i learned that the distance one travels 
has nothing to do with what God can accomplish in and through
those who go on these trips. regardless of where people live, they
need Jesus in their life in the same way that each of us need Jesus.
         is mission trip, led by pastor Josh and assisted by Mike
Kerstetter and Alyssa rhodes (pastor Aaron’s sister), focused on
serving through community service every morning and hanging
out with community youth every aernoon.
         one morning we packaged hot dogs into huge peach boxes
readying them for distribution by paul’s pantry, a community
food shelf. Another morning, we went to several community gar-
dens to help weed strawberries and make the gardens look better. 
         one of the highlights of our trip was helping at Freedom
house, a ministry to homeless families. We spent two mornings
helping the staff by sweeping the halls and cleaning  rooms. We
also baked a cake for the staff and helped them fix lunch.
         it was wonderful to see people that cared enough to give of
their time and resources to help the homeless. ey provide them
with a place to stay while they help them find a job and a place to
live on their own. ey teach the residents about Jesus and the
salvation story as well as about budgeting and how to manage
their finances. everything is focused on helping them make a new
start in life. ey told us that 92% of the people who come in
homeless, never are homeless again aer they leave. 
         every aernoon we went to the Boys and Girls club where
kids from the community come to hang out, do cras, or play
ping pong, pool, or foosball. When we first got there, we helped
them clean up from lunch. en we hung out with the kids for
the aernoon. it was cool because we got to see the same kids
every day that week and so got to know them. Most of the kids
were seven to ten years old, although there were a few teenagers.
Whenever we got ready to leave for the day, they would always
ask, “Are you coming back tomorrow?” 
         We had a community cookout one evening, and we got to
invite people. At the cookout, we helped with the food prep 
and served the people whom we had invited. it was a really 

Front row: Logan McGillivary, Chloe Bonnema; 
Second row: Carson Richter, Marcus Ornelas, Pastor Josh, Kayleena Caranza, Anna Kerstetter;

ird row: Michael Kerstetter, Kayden Bulthuis, Keegan MacLennan, Mitchell Heidecker,
Rochelle Geer, Alyssa Rhodes, Ellie McGillivary, and Zoé Howe. 

great experience.
         Besides these activities, we each had a schedule of things to
do to help with breakfast and supper each day. in the evening, we
got together in small groups to talk about and reflect on the day.
it was really interesting to hear other people’s stories of how God
worked in their day as well as personally having the opportunity
to share how God worked in mine. 
         on ursday night we had a large group gathering. We
watched a video about how we oen look at people and put them
in categories such as rich, poor, or homeless instead of seeing
them as Jesus does. e point was that Jesus loves others just as
much as he loves me. 
         Another really amazing thing during that service was that
our trip leaders washed our feet. (Alyssa rhodes washed the girl’s
feet.) en pastor Josh came and prayed with each one of us indi-
vidually. e presence of the holy Spirit made this a very moving
and personal experience.
         on Friday we had a fun day at Wisconsin Dells before
returning home.
         i definitely want to go on another mission trip. it was truly
inspiring to see how Jesus works in other peoples’ lives rather
than just in my own, my family’s, or in the lives other people i
know. it was so cool to go out in the community and help others
rather than just thinking about myself. 
         By going on this mission trip i saw how God not only
worked through me but also worked through the people i served.
i saw him in the results. it is awesome that he used these experi-
ences to change my life. 

by rochelle Geer

Rochelle Geer is  fourteen years old. her parents are
Gary & Melissa Geer. During the school year, rochelle
plays keyboard at epiK. She is going into the ninth
grade.  rochelle has been going to  Willmar  AG her
whole life.
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Trusting God
by Dale Lindquist

        e common underlying theme of the stories in this issue of Connections is trusting God. As I ponder this theme, I am                  
reminded of a story that illustrates the difference between believing God and trusting God. 
        In the summer of 1859, Charles Blondin, the famous French tightrope
artist, walked back and forth several times over Niagara Falls between Canada
and the United States as huge crowds on both sides watched and “ooooohed”
and “Aaaaahed!”  once he crossed in a sack, once on stilts, another time on a
bicycle, and once he even carried a stove and cooked an omelet!
        on July 15 of that year, Blondin walked backward across the tightrope to
Canada and returned pushing a wheelbarrow. Aer pushing the wheelbarrow
across the falls once more while blindfolded, Blondin asked the audience, 
“Do you believe I can carry a person across the falls in this wheelbarrow?”  
of course the crowd shouted, “Yes!” ey believed!
        en Blondin asked for a volunteer to get into the wheelbarrow, but of 
the thousands that believed he could do it, not a single person trusted 
Blondin enough to get into the wheelbarrow.
        is story brilliantly illustrates the difference between believing God and trusting God. We readily believe that God is
able to get us to the other side of our problem but many times we do not trust Him enough to do what He is asking us to do,
so we never get into His wheelbarrow. 
        e stories in this issue of Connections are the stories of people who trusted God enough to get into His wheelbarrow for
their journey. At some point in their journey, each author must have concluded, “God, I trust you to get me to the other side
of my problem and I’m getting in! Everything I am and have; I’m putting it all into your hands.” Martin Luther defined faith
as a “daring confidence to trust God.”
        We find another theme in their stories. In spite of the difficulty of their journey, each experienced joy and contentment.
        Melody was encouraged when her co-worker told her, “You bring such joy into the workplace.”  Erica was able to become
“happy” and “content” while waiting for her husband. In spite of losing MacKanzie, Anna shares that knowing she will see
MacKanzie again one day brings “peace to my heart and comfort to my soul.”  Rochelle found it “so cool to go out in the
community and help others.”  Josh, who set aside his desired career path desires and trusted God to show him a better plan for
his life, now finds “so much joy helping students.” As he watched God strip away everything that he thought was important in
his life, John came to experience “joyful living in daily suffering.”
        As we fight our earthly battles, joy and contentment should be expected, evident, and of no surprise if we are walking in
the Spirit and not in the flesh. “e fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace” (Galatians 5:22).
        Are you fighting a battle against suffering or affliction? Are you believing God for your miracle? Have you trusted God
enough to get into His wheelbarrow and do what He has asked you to do? If not, what’s holding you back? 
        e Connections Staff and the authors of these stories pray that their stories will
encourage you to trust God enough to get into the wheelbarrow He has prepared 
for you and let Him take you to the other side of 
your problem. In so doing, may you find 
both joy and peace as you embrace 
the fruit of the Spirit He has promised 
to those who “live by faith, not 
by sight” (2 Corinthians 5:7).
        

Dale 
Lindquist




