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Dear friends, 

The evening before I wrote this, I had dinner with 
a good friend and former employee who has now 
become my boss.

I first met Paul Buursma about four years ago during 
Friendship Class at Plymouth Heights Church in  
Grand Rapids, Michigan. Paul joined our weekly 
meetings with his Aunt Deb, who was also his mentor. 
It wasn’t long before he became known as one of our 
regular Bible drama actors and resident soloists.

As Paul and I became friends, I quickly learned that 
we share a great love for my alma mater, Calvin 
College, a mid-sized Christian liberal arts college 
in Grand Rapids. At that time, I was working as the 
manager of the Campus Store, and Paul was looking 
for a job. He began to inquire regularly (I tell him 
it was more like badgering) about the possibility of 
working as a greeter at the store. He had a gap in his 
work week that he desperately wanted to fill, and why 
not do that in a place he loves so much? It wasn’t long 
before I discovered that Paul has a gift for hosting, 
making connections, networking, and bestowing his 
charming smile on all who meet him. Paul used his 
networking skills to encourage others to convince me 
that he should join my Campus Store team. He also 
prayed about this job. In fact, he asked the Friendship 
Class to pray about it every Tuesday night, smiling at 
me charmingly the whole time he made his request.

Paul has never been one to let his need for a 
wheelchair or his breathing challenges slow him 
down. He knew that he needed to be “out there,” 
sharing and utilizing the gifts God has given him.  
I hired Paul and watched him shine as an ambassador 
for the college, and most importantly, for Christ. 
And even today, Calvin College is blessed by Paul’s 
presence every Friday in the Campus Store.

Imagine my surprise when, after joining Friendship 
Ministries, I learned that Paul and his father Dirk had 
just been elected to serve on the Board of Directors. 
Now Paul makes me call him “Boss!”

I share this story because it illustrates God’s beautiful 
way of using upside-down events to open our eyes 
to His grace. His perfect, upside-down grace shatters 
our earthly perceptions of power and ability. This story 
also illustrates the mission of Friendship Ministries, 
“Sharing God’s love with people who have an 
intellectual disability.” Paul’s work at Calvin College 
and his service to Friendship Ministries is an example 
of how we can recognize, utilize, and celebrate the 
gifts of all of God’s people, thus aligning our earthly 
perceptions of power, grace, and ability more closely 
to the upside-down kingdom of God.

May God be praised in this new chapter of Friendship 
Ministries as we serve Him together as a community of 
believers, as we share our gifts, abilities, and prayers, 
and as we continue to explore how to live more fully 
with a grateful, Spirit-filled, upside-down perspective.

In Him,

Tom VanWingerden
Executive Director, Friendship Ministries 
tomvw@friendship.org 
888.866.8966

FROM OUR EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR

“Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth, for the first heaven 
and the first earth had passed away, and the sea was no more.”  

Revelation 21:1

“[God’s] perfect, upside-down grace shatters our earthly 
perceptions of power and ability.”
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GOD IS MOVING  
IN ANAHEIM 
BY STEVE NYENHUIS 

I first signed on as a Friendship leader at Anaheim 
Christian Reformed Church seven years ago, despite 
having very little experience working with – or relating 
to – individuals with an intellectual disability. I wasn’t 
qualified. I wasn’t capable. So the question that 
consistently came to mind was this: How could God 
use me? Even me? 

For the first several years of our program, our class 
size rarely topped 10 people. It was discouraging 
and challenging and wearisome. But I didn’t know 
then what I know now: that God had big plans for 
Anaheim, and He was going to see them through to 
completion (Philippians 1:6). 

Here’s how: 

A year ago, I found out about a local woman, 
Elizabeth, who owned 19 group homes in our area. 
She was looking for a church where her residents 
could attend worship. I decided to call her up, tell her 
about our program, and invite her to attend. She was 
interested, but logistics (specifically, transportation 
to and from the group home) would be difficult to 

manage. She and I exchanged a few emails, maybe 
even a few calls, but eventually we both busied 
ourselves with other things. 

Until this spring. 

Elizabeth called and told me she was bringing 25 of 
her residents to church the next day. 25? Really? Sure 
enough. They filled four rows. And then they came 
back the next week. And the next week. And then 
they started attending our Friendship class. In May, 
we had more than 65 friends, mentors, and leaders 
in attendance. Rejoice! God made it happen. He 
provided the volunteers. He set up the drivers.    

And that’s not all. 

Elizabeth would like all of her residents – 
approximately 100 of them – to join us at Friendship. 
100 friends plus 60 mentors. We’ll no longer be a 
Friendship group; we’ll be a Friendship church!  

The joy our entire church has felt throughout this 
growth is immeasurable. We have discovered a new 
joy for worship and friendship and Sunday morning 
services. God has encouraged us to use the gifts we 
didn’t even know we had, and He has blessed our 
work as a result. 

MINISTERIO AMISTAD GROWS 
BY ELIZABETH RODRIGUEZ

Friendship Ministries’ Spanish-language program continues to grow.  
We are excited to welcome the groups listed below - and each of  
their friends - into the Friendship family.  

• Iglesia De Las Buenas Nuevas, Osvaldo Velasquez, Villa Angela Chaco, Argentina 
• Iglesia Emanuel, Alcira Quena, Cochabamba, Bolivia 
• Pastor Eli Flores Camacho, Centro Misionero Bethesda, Bogota, Colombia 
• Holy Family Cathedral, Orange, California  
• Diocese of Austin, Austin, Texas

Elizabeth Rodriguez 
Ministerio Amistad 

info@ministerioamistad.org 
954.514.7960 

Is your group growing too fast? Need a fun way to  
make sure everyone knows everyone else? 

GO ONLINE FOR FREE GAME IDEAS 
www.friendship.org/resources/group-activities
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NELLA UITVLUGT RECEIVES 
HENRI NOUWEN AWARD 
POSTHUMOUSLY 
Our former Executive Director, Nella Uitvlugt, 
received the 2014 Henri J.M. Nouwen Leadership 
Award post humously on Thursday, June 26, from the 
AAIDD Religion and Spirituality Division. We are so 
thankful for Nella and the work she did on behalf of 
Friendship Ministries. God truly blessed us with her.

Nella Uitvlugt was known for her smile, sense of humor, 
love and powerful commitment to the inclusion of 
individuals with disabilities as a vibrant part of the 
church. She was compassionate and passionate in 
all she did, and to know Nella was to be friends with 
Nella. She died much too soon on March 21, 2013. 
She is posthumously awarded the Henri J. M. Nouwen 
Award to acknowledge all that she did during her life 
to affirm and support the participation of individuals 
with disabilities in congregational life.

Nella was Executive Director of Friendship Ministries, 
an interdenominational organization for people with 
intellectual disability, past president of the Religion 
and Spirituality Division of AAIDD, and served on the 
leadership team of the National Council of Churches in 
Christ Committee on Disabialities and the Advisory 
Committee of the CRCNA Disability Concerns Committee. 
Nella received the Christian Service Award from 
Bethesda Lutheran Communities.

She consulted with pastors and congregations, giving 
presentations in both the US and Canada regarding  
the spiritual needs of people with intellectual disability.  
A key part of her ministry involved the Friendship 
Group, which helps members learn songs, Bible 
stories, and how to participate in church services. 

Her goal was to have churches include people 
with disabilities, as she said, “as a vibrant part of 
the church.” Toward this end she was a force to be 
reckoned with, connecting people of differing abilities 
and backgrounds to create new ways of doing things.

Though not a writer herself, through her work at 
Friendship Ministries, Nella worked on updating 
the religious education curriculum and insisted on 
including subjects, like grief, because it was important 
to do so, not because it would be a “best seller.” 
Through her efforts, Friendship offers many excellent 
resources for religious education, spirituality, and 
congregational participation for individuals with 
intellectual and developmental disabilities.

Nella was raised in a large family in Ontario, Canada 
and grew up very poor. Her father was a minister and 
her mother always found enough to help people who 
needed it. When Nella’s family moved from rural 
Canada to Grand Rapids, MI, it was a bit of a culture 
shock; however, she fondly remembered her first 
new friend and next-door neighbor, Emily, who had 
intellectual disability, “Emily taught me that the gift  
of hospitality comes from anybody.”

READ THE AAIDD’S DESCRIPTION OF THE AWARD AND NELLA’S WORK BELOW:
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FRIENDSHIP  
MINISTRIES 
Your financial gifts enable us to carry out  
the essential work of Friendship Ministries. 
Give online at www.friendship.org/give. 

OR EMAIL YOUR GIFT TO: 
Friendship Ministries (U.S. FUNDS)
2215 29th Street SE, Ste. B6
Grand Rapids, MI 49508

Friendship Ministries (CANADIAN FUNDS)
PO Box 1636 Stn LCD 1
Burlington, ON L7R 5A1 

WE WOULD LOVE 
TO HEAR FROM YOU
Friendship Ministries
2215 29th Street SE, Suite B6
Grand Rapids, MI 49508 

Friendship Ministries Canada 
PO Box 1636 Stn LCD 1
Burlington, ON L7R 5A1  

 888.866.8966
 friendship@friendship.org 
 www.friendship.org 
 www.friendship.org/blog

        facebook.com/friendmin

“You will be rich in every way so that you can be generous on every occasion, and through us your generosity will result  
in thanksgiving to God. This service that you perform is not only supplying the needs of God’s people,  

but is also overflowing in many expressions of thanks to God.” (2 Corinthians 9:11-12) 

Support  
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Partnership Level: Sustaining  
Covenant CRC of Woodstock, ON
First CRC of Guelph, ON
Midland Park CRC of Midland Park, NJ
Neland Avenue CRC of Grand Rapids, MI
Rehoboth Fellowship CRC of Etobicoke, ON
Seymour CRC of Grand Rapids, MI
The CRC of Washington DC

Partnership Level: Growing 
Community CRC of Kitchener, ON
First CRC of Taber, AB
First CRC of Thunder Bay, ON
Heritage Fellowship CRC of Brampton, ON

Partnership Level: Expanding 
Aylmer CRC of Aylmer, ON
Calvary CRC of Edina, MN
Ebenezer CRC of Trenton, ON
First CRC of Red Deer, AB
Immanuel CRC of Hamilton, ON
Maranatha CRC of Woodstock, ON
Plymouth Heights CRC of Grand Rapids, MI
River Park CRC of Calgary, AB

Beloved Believers of Dubuque, IA
Chapelwood United Methodist Church of Houston, TX
College Community Church of Fresno, CA
First Presbyterian Church of Birmingham, MI
Good Samaritan Episcopal Church of Virginia Beach, VA

Heritage Evangelical Free Church of Castle Rock, CO
Living Water Church of River Oaks, TX
Meadows Christian Fellowship of Rolling Meadows, IL
First United Methodist Church of Stillwater, OK
Skycrest Baptist Church of Clearwater, FL

CHURCH PARTNERSHIP PROGRAM 

Heartfelt thanks to these new and renewing members of our Church Partnership Program.

WELCOME TO FRIENDSHIP MINISTRIES
Join us in welcoming the following groups: 

In Memoriam
We are thankful for gifts received in celebration of the lives of: 

Jerry Bouwkamp  George Hoekstra
Nella Uitvlugt   Grace VanderNegal
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Upcoming Events  
PEACEFUL LIVING CONFERENCE 
SEPTEMBER 27, 2014
Souderton, Pennsylvania 
This year’s Peaceful Living theme is “Safe Passage:  Co-Creating 
Caring Relationships to Navigate Life’s Journey.” Friendship 
representatives Tony and Diana Rock will be giving a seminar,  
and Board Member Erik Carter is the keynote speaker. We hope  
to see you there!

FRIENDSHIP FESTIVAL 
NOVEMBER 1, 2014
Oakville, Ontario
Save the date for the annual Friendship Festival in Oakville, ON!  
The festival runs from 10:00am to 2:00pm and the cost is $10 per 
person. We’ll sing, play games, enjoy lunch, and — as always — 
we’ll spend an enjoyable time together. Our main goal for the day 
is to remind ourselves that God loves us and cares deeply for each 
one of us and our friends. This year our featured musician will be 
Juno-nominated Jordan Raycroft.

FRIENDSHIP THANKSGIVING 
NOVEMBER 26, 2014
Grand Rapids, Michigan 
Many individuals who have intellectual disabilities – including 
many who are involved in Friendship programs – do not have 
family or friends with whom to share a Thanksgiving meal. 
This event provides these individuals and their caregivers with  
a fantastic meal in a welcoming space.

KICKOFF FRIENDSHIP THIS FALL
Our 2014-2015 product catalog is now available online at  
www.friendship.org. Call us with questions about how to best  
use the resources we have available.

Learn more about each of these events at www.friendship.org/events.

Psalms: God Cares How I Feel 
www.friendship.org/bookstore 

Journey together through this  
study of eight beloved psalms.  

The Leader/Mentor Guide includes  
10 session plans (with ideas for both 

large group time and one-on-one 
time), songs, signing, patterns,  

and other reproducible resources.  
Group members will become familiar 

with a number of key psalms and  
the emotions they express.




