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When special education
teacher Brenda Bryan

began bringing students to First
General Baptist Church in
Osceola, IN to volunteer by per-
forming a variety of vocational
tasks, she was taking steps down
a new road.  This road would
eventually lead to her taking a
year off from work to launch “All
God’s Children,” a Bible study
and fellowship group for people
with cognitive impairments.  Of
course, she couldn’t have known
this at the time!

Small Steps
It was a series of small steps that
led Brenda and First General
Baptist Church to this point.
Several of the student volunteers

had started to come to church on Sunday mornings.
This was a wonderful experience, but before long
Brenda realized that “although [the students] were 
getting something out of the Sunday school class and
Sunday services, they were not getting out all they
should be or could be.”  It was this realization
that spurred Brenda to consider starting a special
needs ministry.  

Her first step was to sit down to talk with Pastor
Tim Green.  It was encouraging to discover that
he, too, had been thinking about a special needs
ministry for some time!  He told her that another
church member, Jennifer, who is fluent in sign lan-

guage, had also expressed inte-
rest in such a ministry.

But where to begin?  Brenda
started with Internet research.
What she found at first was dis-
appointing: while many churches
claimed to be addressing special
needs, their programs often did
not go much beyond handi-
capped parking spaces and
building accessibility. 

Then she discovered the
Friendship Ministries program
and materials.  After speaking
with Friendship staff by phone,
Brenda drove to Grand Rapids,
MI to meet with Nella Uitvlugt,
Executive Director of Friendship
Ministries.  “As a special needs
teacher,” says Brenda, “I could
see the possibilities with the
Friendship curriculum.  I felt this
was going to be the one we
would use.  But I wanted confir-
mation of this, so I kept research-
ing online.” 

When she ran across a gentle-
man in North Carolina who had
successfully launched a special
needs ministry, she asked him to
share what worked for his church
so that First General Baptist
wouldn’t have to reinvent the
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Sharing God’s love with people who have cognitive impairments and enabling them to become an active part of                    family. 

wheel.  “He emailed me back
that he used the Friendship mate-
rials and that I should talk to a
lady by the name of Nella in
Grand Rapids, Michigan, the
very lady I had just met!  That
was confirmation for me.”

GETTING OTHERS 
ON BOARD
Now that the team of Brenda,
Tim, and Jennifer had a direction
for a special needs ministry in
place, they began meeting regu-
larly.  They set a kick-off date a
few months down the road and
planned a training session to pre-
cede it.  Once they had the
details down on paper, they
introduced the idea to the

church board and congregation.  

The response of the congregation
has been overwhelming.  Since
the official launch of “All God’s
Children” in May 2005, about a
quarter of the church’s 120 atten-
dees have been regularly
involved in the group, whether
as praise leaders, mentors, or
part of the refreshment crew.

“The response of the friends has
been amazing,” says Brenda,
“but I really think the mentors
and helpers get more of a bless-
ing than they do.  Once a person
attends one of our sessions, they
are hooked.”

As for the friends, the group
started out small, with a hand-
picked group of Brenda’s stu-
dents.  But after a couple of
months, two group homes that
had heard about the ministry
through the grapevine asked to
participate.  There are now about
25 friends who show up for the
group’s Thursday night meetings,
and some of them attend Sunday
morning services as well.  A new
Sunday school class began
recently, focusing on Friendship’s
“Life Studies” series. 

DREAMS FOR 
THE FUTURE
Though she cannot say what the
future holds, Brenda has dreams.
She would like more of her
friends to be able to attend on
Sunday mornings.  This would
require resolution of staffing
issues at the group homes.
Transportation is also an issue--
the group dreams of having an
accessible bus one day.  Brenda
would also like to see a day pro-

gram and outings as part of First
General Baptist’s ministry.

For now they are celebrating:
two of their friends who attend
on both Thursday nights and
Sunday mornings were baptized
on December 11!  The group
praises God for the work he is
doing in their lives.

In fact the group’s favorite part of
their time together is the time
they spend praising God.  Brenda
admits, “Every now and then we
have had to forget the lesson for
the night and just praise all
evening!” 

One night two friends, Robert
and Richard, brought a favorite
CD along and asked for the
opportunity to sing in front of the
group.  What happened amazed
everyone, including Brenda, “It
was absolutely awesome!  While
singing, Robert started crying.  I
went up to ask him if he was
okay.  Well, he was just feeling
the spirit!  Many of the words
Richard was singing we could
not understand, but it was clear
who he was singing to.”

“I really think the mentors and
helpers get more of a blessing
than [the friends] do.”

Nella
April 20: Church Inclusion Conference,
Christian Opportunity Center, Pella, IA
May 2-5: AAMR Annual Convention,
Montreal, QC
August 22-26: World Down Syndrome
Congress, Vancouver, BC

Nella and Gwen
February 1-4: Association of
Presbyterian Church Educators, St
Louis, MO

Ralph and Carol
Mid-March: Southeastern states, includ-
ing VA, NC, AL
May 16: The Arc of IL, Tinley Park, IL

Tony & Diana
March 24-25: Accessibility Summit,
McLean Bible Church, Vienna, VA
July 21-23: National Down Syndrome
Congress Annual Convention, Atlanta,
GA

Elizabeth (Amistad)
May 18-23: Expolit 2006, Miami, FL

Will one of us be in your
neighborhood?  Give us a
call or send us an email if
you’d like to meet!

Two friends…were baptized
on December 11! 
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WELCOME TO THE FAMILY! 
Join us in welcoming the following 
new groups:
• Ashland Bible Church of Phoenix, OR
• Calvary Baptist Church of Midland, MI
• Cape Ann Bible Church of Gloucester, MA
• Grace Gospel Church of Riverhead, NY
• Spring Lake Christian Reformed Church of

Spring Lake, MI

ANNIVERSARIES
We will be using this space in each 
newsletter to acknowledge Friendship group
anniversaries, beginning with those groups
that have been around at least as long as
Friendship has—since 1982.  If your group is
one of these, send us the name of your
group, the name of your church, and the
anniversary that you are celebrating in 2006.

Don’t be shy!  Let us acknowledge you 
for your faithful ministry.

AWARDS
Congratulations to First Lutheran Church in
Topeka, KS, winners of the 2005 Disability
Ministries Accessibility Award, given 
annually by the Evangelical Lutheran Church
in America to a congregation that displays
commitment to providing care and concern
to people who are physically and mentally
disabled.  First Lutheran’s “Friends in Faith”
Friendship group is one part of their ministry
that led to this recognition.  

FRIENDSHIP
FAMILY AUTISM 

AND YOUR
CHURCH

It’s been a busy season for us late-
ly with the recent releases of

materials such as The Spirit, Our
Helper and Expressing Faith in
Jesus.  But we’re still pressing on
to offer you another unique and

important resource that will undoubtedly
enrich your ministry with our friends.

As you know, AUTISM is no longer an unfa-
miliar term but an everyday reality for millions of people.  (Studies
by the U.S. Centers for Disease Control & Prevention suggest that
autism spectrum disorders occur in as many as one in every 166
births.)  Numerous books and resources are being offered from va-
rious perspectives about autism spectrum disorders (ASD) and how
to cope with them.

But you’ve probably noticed there aren’t many resources specifical-
ly written to address the church context--we’ve certainly noticed it.
Although we’re glad for all the helpful resources out there, we want
to make sure the spiritual growth of our friends with ASD doesn’t
take a backseat.  After all, our mission is to share God’s love with
people with cognitive impairments, including our friends with ASD.
So, with this lengthy build up, we’re excited to inform you about
our plan to develop a groundbreaking book on ASD and its impli-
cations for the church--Autism and Your Church: Nurturing the
Spiritual Growth of People with Autism Spectrum
Disorders

We’re thrilled about how this resource will be used to help church-
es across the nation become more welcoming places of worship for
our friends with ASD.  It will provide not only philosophical infor-
mation but also a variety of practical and applicable approaches to
including our friends with ASD in the life of your church.

If you liked Helping Kids Include Kids with Disabilities, you’ll
LOVE this book by the same author, Barb Newman.

You’re one of the first to hear this news, but you don’t have to keep
it all to yourself. If you know of family members, relatives, friends,
co-workers, etc. who could benefit from this resource, be sure to let
them in on it. Stay tuned.  More to follow…

Questions or comments regarding this material?  Contact 
John at 888.866.8966 (ext. 4) or kimj@friendship.org



“Try this!” is a new feature that we plan to repeat regularly in the
newsletter.  It is meant to be a place where Friendship groups can share
creative ideas with other groups.  If you have an idea to contribute,
please be in touch!  Call Gwen at 888.866.8966 (ext. 3) or email her at
genzinkg@friendship.org

FOR A GROUP SESSION: Apostle Hike
While they were studying the story of Jesus calling his disciples (Jesus,
Our Savior, Unit 1, Session 4), the Friendship group at St. Theresa’s in
Federal Way, WA decided to take an “Apostle Hike.”  They assigned
twelve people to act the parts of the apostles and headed outside their
church (where the beautiful wooded setting, complete with statues,
added extra ambiance!).  The rest of the group sang songs, calling the
disciples from their fishing and other activities to follow Jesus. 

FOR MENTORING TIME: 
Bible Story Notebook
Each friend in the Friendship
group at Pleasant Street
Christian Reformed Church in
Whitinsville, MA keeps a three-
ring binder for their take-home
papers.  They leave the binders at
church until they are full, at
which point they take them
home.  Mentors and friends talk
about how they can read the
story of God’s love in these
“Bible Story Notebooks.”

FOR SERVICE: Shoebox Ministry
The Friendship Ministry of Calvin Christian Reformed Church in
Muskegon, MI found a concrete way to bless others this Christmas sea-
son.  They packed 28 shoeboxes full of gifts for children at a church in
Juarez, Mexico, with whom they connected through missionaries they
know.  In September, two friends and two mentors were assigned to
each box.  During the months of October and November, suitable gifts
were brought to each Friendship meeting and placed in the boxes.
Within a few weeks, the boxes were overflowing, so they brought more!
The friends helped to wrap and deliver the boxes to their local UPS
store for shipment to the children. 
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MY FRIEND CHARLIE

He is my friend: I am his friend
I help him out: He helps me to learn
I help him to learn: He helps me to grow
I help him to grow: He teaches me to accept
His struggle: Is my struggle
His vulnerability: Leads to my respect
My respect: Leads him to trust
His trust: Leads to my devotion
His availability: Feeds my desire to be needed
I keep his secrets: He keeps mine

We have an arrangement
His lack of self-consciousness: 
Leads to my tolerance
His constant need for stimulation: 
Leads to my patience
His discomfort: Sharpens my sensitivity
His unhappiness: Is my challenge
His presence: Eases my isolation
His loyalty: Leads to my loyalty

Which leads to mutual appreciation
His brokenness: Makes me accept 

my own brokenness 
Which leads to healing

His humanity: Leads to personal connection
His steadfastness: Centers me
His smile: Is my reward
His joy: Lifts my spirits
His happiness: Gives me a sense of purpose
His struggles: Expose my anxieties

Which tests me
Then strengthens me
And in turn bolsters my faith

In guiding: I am guided
In helping: I am helped
In teaching: I am taught
In his laughter: There is joy
In that joy: There is energy
In that energy: There is spirit
In that spirit: There is grace
In his eyes: There is a glow
In that glow: Is his soul
In his soul: There is God
And in God: There is peace
Nate Hajdu
Jubilee Association of Maryland
Spoken at the Interfaith Disability PreSummit
September 22, 2005

Poe

Nella and Gwen had the privilege of hearing
Nate read this poem and of meeting Charlie
at the Interfaith Disability PreSummit to the
Alliance for Full Participation, held in
Washington D.C. this past September.  Nate
is one of three direct support professionals
from the Jubilee Association of Maryland who
spoke at the PreSummit on the ways their
faith is impacted by supporting and working
with Charlie Swenson.

TRYTHIS!
Ken and Derek with a shoebox full of gifts

Kelly and Liz wrap boxes for delivery
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One of the new columns we
are adding to the redesigned

Extras is called “Friendship
Family News.”  It is meant to keep
you informed about happenings in
the Friendship family, from new
Friendship programs, to anniver-
saries of programs and other
events.  But I thought that in this
issue you would also enjoy hear-

ing some of the funny, crazy--even
scary!--adventures that Friendship
staff has encountered while on the
road. Friendship Ministries is
represented at about 25 events a
year.  Keep in mind that with all
the miles traveled and adventures
experienced, God has been
watching over us. 

The last several years, a lot of
miles have been put on Ralph and
Carol Honderd’s motor home as
they have crisscrossed the country
in all directions.  On one of their
first trips they had an encounter
with a BIG BIRD--only this one
wasn’t yellow!  Ralph and Carol
were driving back from Iowa, and
anyone who has driven those
roads knows that not much exci-
ting happens there.  Well, not so
this time.  As they were driving

FROM THE 
DIRECTOR

peacefully down the road, along
came a really big bird that crashed
into their front right wind shield.
Thankfully, Ralph was steady at the
wheel and brought the motor
home to a halt.  They discovered
the bird was a very large owl.
Duck tape came to the rescue to
hold the windshield together. 

Speaking of duck tape (is there a
bird theme going here?): Gwen
and Nella were in Washington, DC
this past September.  This was one
of those trips that if something was
going to go wrong, well it just
would.  We arrived in the exhibit
hall to set up our display and dis-
covered that somehow the vertical
support pieces that hold the dis-
play together were missing.  Panic
time!  After a call to John at the
office, who obviously couldn’t do
anything from Michigan but did
lend us some moral support, we
borrowed some--yes--duck tape! It
took a considerable amount of
time to tape the display together,
and at the end we pronounced
ourselves the queens of duck tape.
We were so proud of ourselves
until the second morning when we
found the whole display had
pitched forward off the table,
breaking a light and damaging our
tape job.  However, we knew we
were up to the repair task, and we
made it through to the end of the
conference. 

This wasn’t our only excitement
that week.  One evening around
12:30 am, after we had fallen
asleep, we were awakened by
pounding on our hotel room doors
and yelling in the hallway--“DC
police, DC police!”  At first we

didn’t go to the door thinking it
was a prankster creating havoc.
But eventually, we figured it might
be good to check and see if it real-
ly was the police.  Yup, it was.
Our hotel had been robbed at gun-
point and the police were check-
ing all the “inmates” to make sure
we were OK.  The robbery made
the news the next day as the 10th
hotel in the area to be robbed. 

Remember the blizzard of Boston
last January?  Well, that was the
week that John Kim was moving to
Grand Rapids to begin his work
with Friendship Ministries.  His
friends drove an hour to help him
load up the U-Haul, only to dis-
cover that his car had a dead bat-
tery and it was about the time
most stores were closing.  They did
manage to find a battery and got
the car loaded.  John then drove
through the blizzard to Michigan
and had to store his stuff in the U-
Haul for several days in frigid tem-
peratures while he looked for an
apartment.  When he finally
unpacked, his watch batteries were
dead from the cold.  But he did
arrive safely.  God is watching over
us! 

What would you like to read about
in future issues of Extras? More
chapters in the adventures of the
Friendship Ministries staff?  More
stories from other groups?  Art
ideas and service projects? Let us
know how we can make this
newsletter better serve you and
your friends!

Patrick and Nella sing 'Circle of Friends'

 



We would love to 
hear from you:
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GET INVOLVED:
National Mental Retardation Awareness Month

Since 1979, The Arc of the United States has sponsored National Mental
Retardation Awareness Month in March, with the goal of increasing
public awareness and understanding of the issues affecting people who
have cognitive impairments.

Activities taking place around the country include:

•Sabbath/Sunday weekend
•“Arc March” awareness walks
•Public service announcements in local broadcast media
•Awareness activities for children and adults

Find out how you can participate by contacting your local Arc chapter.
Don’t know where to find your chapter?  Log on to www.thearc.org or
call The Arc’s national headquarters at 301.565.3842.  And be sure to
tell them about Friendship while you’re at it!
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Art CONTEST
UPDATE
A big thank you to all of you who have sent in entries to the Friendship
Art Contest!  We have received artwork from as near as just down the
street and as far as Edmonton, AB, and we have been impressed with the

SPECIAL
GIFTS
Friendship Ministries is dependent
on donations for our very existence,
and we are deeply grateful for the
many gifts received from individu-
als, churches, and organizations in
2005.  We would especially like to
acknowledge the following gifts
given in connection with people
whose lives have intersected with
Friendship Ministries in one way or
another:

Gifts given in memory of:
Florence Ellens
Joe Ellens
David Knol
Mary Louters

Gifts given in honor of:
Carol Honderd
Dorothea Hoogland

Gifts from the estate of:
Martha Meyer 

Nella Uitvlugt 
Executive Director 
tel: 888.866.8966 ext. 2 
email: friendship@friendship.org

Gwen Penning Genzink 
Assistant to the Executive Director 
tel: 888.866.8966 ext. 3 
email: genzinkg@friendship.org

John Kim 
Communications & PR Manager 
tel: 888.866.8966 ext. 4 
email: kimj@friendship.org

FRIENDSHIP MINISTRIES 
2850 Kalamazoo Avenue SE 
Grand Rapids, MI 49560 
www.friendship.org

Elizabeth works on a painting


