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LIFE Groups are the primary way we share in the life of Christ together here at our church. They provide an opportunity 

to pray and fellowship around the Scriptures together as well as experience some encouragement and care, all under the 

guidance of a leader who is striving to follow the Lord. Read the stories below to learn how people have been blessed 

through being in a LIFE Group. 

HOMAYRA FLORES | Arlington Heights

Driving home the night after my first LIFE Group meeting, I was convinced I did not fit in and I would not be returning. 

That evening I experienced, for the first time, praying aloud with and for other women and was terrified! I remember 

struggling to find the "right" words to pray, and I felt inferior and out of place. The following week, with the support 

and strength of the Holy Spirit, I went back to my LIFE Group and shared my fears with my sisters in Christ. They were 

supportive and uplifting and have continued, for the last 4.5 years, to be a wonderful inspiration and encouragement 

to me. The paths our lives have been on have been quite different, but the Lord so beautifully has merged our paths; 

together we are on the only path that matters, the one that leads to Jesus. "So 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)

DAVIS AND REBECCA WETHERELL | Itasca 

In a year that has made us feel so distant from people, God has blessed us greatly through our LIFE Group. Our 2020 

has been hectic and unpredictable, and many things have felt up in the air. But one thing that has been constant is our 

time in prayer and in the Word with others from the Itasca congregation. It has been so nice to spend time with friends 

discussing sermons and reading through books together! Our LIFE Group has blessed us not only with some stability but 

also with perspective. Often, we can feel like we are the only ones who are struggling. But our LIFE Group openly shares life 

situations with one another. We share how the Lord is doing amazing things in our lives, and we also “bear one another’s 

burdens” (Galatians 6:2). Through this, we have found joy in the Lord when He works graciously in others’ lives, and we 

also care for others’ pain even if we have some of our own or if we aren’t struggling personally at that moment (Romans 12:15). Our LIFE 

Group reminds us that our lives are not only about us—there is great joy to be found in loving God and loving others.

EMILY BENJAMIN | Arlington Heights

Over the last year, our family has experienced many challenges. We suffered the death of our baby girl halfway through my 

pregnancy and endured her birth and burial in the same week. Two of our children were diagnosed with disorders that require 

unique parenting skills. We have been unable to see close family abroad since August 2019. We have a painful relationship with 

other extended family. Oh, and COVID. Because we have been connected with LIFE Groups during this time, we have been 

loved, cared for and encouraged in the way only God can provide. Our LIFE Group has become our family. They have prayed for 

and with us, helped us practically, mentored us, grieved with us, laughed with us and walked alongside us (and we with them). 

The Genesis LIFE Group I’ve been attending the last few months has opened my eyes to many of God’s promises. I’ve 

been reminded in new ways that God never makes mistakes, always has a plan and always keeps His promises. Amid pain and turmoil, 

the Lord has granted me peace and joy and shown how He cares for me through the love of our church family and LIFE groups. 



DHRUMIL SHAH | Vernon Hills

Our family moved to Illinois and started attending The Orchard in late 2018. Building community is hard; it is a slow, arduous 

process that takes work and was something we tried to focus on in 2019. Then comes 2020. Not only did we still feel “new” 

to the area, but we also now faced trying to build community during a pandemic. We didn’t have a strategy for how to 

proceed. After several months of worshiping online and not being able to meet others, we decided to get involved with the 

Vernon Hills congregation. We joined a LIFE Group, and it has been an answer to prayer. Our group has been a source of 

encouragement, accountability, and growth in our relationship with Christ. ElisaBeth and I are grateful to enjoy this type of 

community again: fellowship that is centered around Christ and truly makes each of us stronger than we would be without 

this group. It’s only God’s humor that joining a new congregation during a pandemic and a LIFE Group on Zoom is what He 

had in mind to help us find community. 

SHARON LUNDGREN  | Arlington Heights

The text read: “If you’re around home today, I’d like to drop something off for you.” That something turned out to be a beautiful 

bouquet of sunflowers, an encouraging note and multiple grocery/restaurant gift cards. I had been laid off from my job due 

to COVID one week prior. The following week, I received another note in the mail, this one containing a very thoughtful and 

generous monetary gift! From an immediate offer of “a walk, a talk, a laugh, or a scream fest” to many encouraging texts and 

Scripture verses to consistent, weekly follow-ups on the job search process, the women in my LIFE Group have cared for me well. 

I have keenly felt their ministry of presence, encouragement and direction toward Christ during these months of unemployment. 

Fifteen weeks in, and my prayer request was offered up with a bit of sarcasm: “Friends, you may not know this, but I need a job!” 

I knew that, even though I felt like a broken record, these sisters would, with joy, continue to pray for me. Throughout this year of what has seemed 

like perpetual disappointment, I have so appreciated the way we have been able to express these let downs to one another, have sat in the yuck 

together, and have then encouraged each other to look to Jesus, who walks beside us through it all. An oft heard phrase among our group (usually 

when we’ve been chatting too long and are starting late) is, “It’s too bad we like each other so much!” How thankful I am to the Lord for seeing fit to 

place me amidst this circle of women who are not only super fun but are also Christ-exalting and have become such dear friends.

LEAH PARASKEVAS | Arlington Heights

The first night I went to LIFE Group feeling both a little awkward and uncomfortable. Once we began our conversation on 

the sermon, I was immediately blown away. I sat in a room of women who were eager to read, discuss and pray the Word 

of God. In the following months, the Lord used this LIFE Group to grow me in my faith. By God’s grace, He allows me to 

experience what it means to faithfully encourage one another and spur one another on in living for Him and His Kingdom 

(Hebrews 10:24). Some of the biggest ways I have seen the Lord at work in this group are the commitment to prayer for one 

another and how we may live lives that reflect the love Christ has shown us (Romans 5:8). There have been occasions where 

we pray for something specific, and then that person has been able to come back to the group and tell us that the prayer has 

been answered! I praise the Lord for this LIFE Group and how He has used it to focus my mind, not on things seen but rather 

unseen (2 Corinthians 4:18). 

STAN GUILLAUME | Barrington

When our pastors began providing questions to accompany the sermons, the men in our LIFE Group latched onto them. It is 

so easy to lose track of what we hear in the service, but continuing to study the material throughout the week has significantly 

improved our memory and ability to practically apply the message. Since switching to Zoom in March, attendance has grown, 

and the discussions are more energetic. Our leader, Kevin Johanson, keeps us focused on sharing our faith and actively 

supporting each other. Sharing prayer requests has provided another powerful dynamic for us. As we close each study, we 

pray and send a copy of these concerns so that intercessory prayer can continue. A former business acquaintance of one 

of our members joined us from Arkansas and asked several times for us to pray for the reconciliation of his marriage. One 

morning, with a smile on his face, he asked us to pray for him. He and his ex-wife were being remarried the next day. What a miraculous life 

change and answer to our prayers! Our group is a blend of retired, working, and early-career men. We are learning from each other. As long as a 

LIFE Group is available, I will participate. It has been a vital vehicle for facilitating growth in my walk with the Lord. 
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EMILY MEREDITH | Northfield

This fall, the need arose for a new women’s LIFE Group. As the youngest one in the group but also the leader, I have 

been learning how to lead with a posture of humility as I trust the Holy Spirit to embolden and guide me. I am grateful to 

engage in discussion, prayer and fellowship with women from all life stages, and I have been greatly blessed to encourage 

and care for women in different stages of life from mine. We each offer a unique perspective that has provided insight 

and encouragement to the group as we study the Word and pray together. In this unpredictable year, it has been freshly 

important to be connected to other women who are seeking to fix their eyes on the unchanging Gospel. As we meet, we 

ground ourselves in the promises of Scripture and the truths of God’s character, even as we navigate our unique life stages. I am excited for what 

is in store as we continue to search the Scriptures, pray without ceasing and encourage each other in Christ!

BARBARA WORCH | Itasca

I arrived at our LIFE Group a few minutes late as I was coming from work. I sat at the only open table and hoped not to cause 

too much of a disruption. This turned out to be the group God had planned for me, and it has been a real blessing. The ladies 

in my group are all flowers from a different garden; our different families and life experiences have made us very different, 

but that has led to some great discussions as we open God’s Word together. I have grown to really love these ladies despite 

our differences, because we are one in Christ. 

LINDA SAWYER | Northfield

Being in a dual working household with two middle school children with lots of activities, we weren’t sure how we could fit a 

LIFE Group into our schedule, so we held off. One day, I had the idea to start a LIFE Group for parents of middle school and 

high school students to find strength in the Word as we navigate these challenging years. While the adults meet, our children 

also have fellowship time, and we have become quite a cohesive group. During the early days of the pandemic, my husband 

and I looked forward to our weekly time with our group. We were being fed spiritually while it seemed the world around us was imploding. We 

were nourished by the Word and would find humor and encouragement in our time together, even playing trivia games online with our families. 

We have found such good friends and feel so blessed that God has provided us with this amazing group to love and support us. 

MATTHEW AND JESSAMY ERICKSON | Arlington Heights 

We wanted to join a LIFE Group for some time but had not gotten to it. It can be scary to start something new. Although 

2020 may have been an inconvenient time to join a group, we found it was one of the most necessary times to connect with 

others in the body of Christ. In an old Christmas sermon by Pastor Colin, he unwrapped the importance of Matthew 1:23, 

"A child will be born and will be called Immanuel; God with us." One of the main points is that the verse is God with us, not 

God with me. The church is clearly very important to God, and so it is very important to us; we wanted it to be shown as 

important through our actions. During LIFE Group, we are reminded of the support other believers can have for one another. 

Discussing the sermon helps us establish how we can implement the word of God in our lives. We pay closer attention to the 

sermon as we know that we will be discussing it during our LIFE Group. Our group has helped us maintain a connection to the church despite 

the virtual format. We are thankful that God has provided us with opportunities to grow together in the church.

If you’re not in a LIFE Group, let 2021 be the year you try one. Talk to your pastor 

about finding a group that would work for you. Or check out our list of available 

groups on the website: theorchardefc.org/groups
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A MULTI-SITE GOSPEL CHURCH  | THEORCHARDEFC.ORG
Arlington Heights · Barrington · Chicago · Itasca · Marengo · Northfield · Vernon Hills

UPCOMING 
PREACHING 
SCHEDULE

JANUARY 9/10
AH: Pastor Scott Lothery
B: Pastor Colin Smith
C: Pastor Andre Ballard
I: Pastor Colin Smith
M: Pastor Colin Smith
N: Pastor Colin Smith
VH: Pastor Colin Smith
Online: Pastor Colin Smith

JANUARY 16/17
AH: Pastor Brad Wetherell
B: Pastor Colin Smith
C: Pastor Andre Ballard
I: Pastor Colin Smith
M: Pastor Colin Smith
N: Pastor Colin Smith
VH: Pastor Colin Smith
Online: Pastor Colin Smith

JANUARY 23/24
AH: Pastor Brad Wetherell
B: Pastor Tom Olson
C: Pastor Andre Ballard
I: Pastor Kyle Green
M: Pastor Justin Searles
N: Pastor Josh Parsons
VH: Pastor Tom Yoon
Online: Pastor Tom Olson

JANUARY 30/31
AH: Pastor Colin Smith
B: Pastor Tom Olson
C: Pastor Andre Ballard
I: Pastor Scott Lothery
M: Pastor Justin Searles
N: Pastor Josh Parsons
VH: Pastor Tom Yoon
Online: Pastor Tom Olson

FEBRUARY 6/7
AH: Pastor Colin Smith
B: Pastor Tom Olson
C: Pastor Andre Ballard
I: Pastor Scott Lothery
M: Pastor Justin Searles
N: Pastor Josh Parsons
VH: Pastor Tom Yoon
Online: Pastor Tom Olson

GLOBAL MINISTRIES UPDATES

SAIRA MATHEW | EHA | India | sairamathew@eha-health.org

Saira serves as the Executive Director of EHA. EHA consists of 19 hospitals and 42 Community 
Development projects, research palliative care services, and a nursing school, all located in 
the most challenging parts of rural and semi-urban India. Praise that even though more than 

200 staff across EHA were positive for Covid, all recovered. Pray for more committed professionals to join 
EHA including doctors, nurses, paramedics, health professionals. Pray for the financial needs of the hospital.

JAY & MELISSA | EFCA ReachGlobal | Central Asia | ziyoster@gmail.com

Jay and Melissa are involved in a movement of multiplying churches among unreached 
peoples in Central Asia. They share the Gospel with people in different neighborhoods and 
villages, searching for people who are interested in learning more about Jesus. They disciple 

existing believers to equip them with skills to share the Gospel and Bible stories orally. Pray for the 
government to start granting long term visas for the soybean processing and cultivation business Jay 
runs. Pray for God to establish His church in each village.

MARY EPP | MAF | United States | mepp@maf.org

Reg and Mary began their ministry with MAF in 1985. They served in Botswana and MAF 
headquarters in California. Reg was an aircraft mechanic, and Mary taught MAF children. 
After battling cancer for several years, Reg died on October 6, 2020. Praise that Reg is 

with the Lord and that he went peacefully. Praise that Mary’s family is doing well and that God’s love is 
filling them with hope and peace. Pray for Mary as she begins a new job with MAF as Family Services 
Coordinator. Pray that God would give each family grace to grieve in their own way as they remember 
their husband, father and grandfather.

MARK & SHELLEY HOPSON | National School Project (NSP) | United States 
mark@nationalschoolproject.com

Mark leads and manages the NSP ministry, developing leaders who coach and mentor high 
school students to reach their campuses for Christ. Praise for students sharing the Gospel 

one on one and in small group Bible studies. Praise for additional staff that have been added during 2020. 
Pray for God to raise up more student leaders to reach their friends with the Gospel. Pray for students to 
be bold in sharing Christ, especially during the Christmas season. Pray for unity among the staff and for 
them to find more leaders for the Chicago area.

MIKE & BETH URTON | EFCA ReachGlobal | United States | mwurton@gmail.com

Mike and Beth are reaching M* with the Gospel and equipping people and churches to 
do the same. Praise that the YouTube channel is off the ground! Pray for wisdom in the 

development of future videos. Pray that God would use this channel to inspire and equip many to reach 
out to M* and neighbors from different religious and cultural backgrounds.

DAVE & WENDY NELLIS | UIM | Mexico |davenellis@gmail.com

Dave and Wendy serve the Chatino people in Oaxaca, working with the church to provide 
translated materials, audio files, dubbed Gospel films and theological courses for personal 
growth and to reach others for Christ. Praise that three of the Chatino Old Testament 

translation team recovered from having Covid. Pray for the families of those who have lost loved ones to 
Covid. Pray for the Chatino translation projects of the Old Testament and Bible dictionary, which are key 
materials for the Chatino people. Pray for Dave and Wendy, as they have not been allowed to visit the 
Chatino people during the pandemic, having to stay in touch long distance.
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