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FROM OUR 
EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR
Belonging

“Every individual is created in the image of  God 
and has inherent dignity, value and worth as a person 
regardless of  physical capability and intellectual 
function.”   Joni and Friends

I have been working with Friendship Ministries for 
a little more than 6 months now, and over that time 
I have had the privilege of  meeting many leaders in 
disability ministries.  Although I have learned from 
every meeting, one conversation really stands out to 
me.  The conversation was with Neil Cudney, the 
Director of  Pastoral Relations for Christian Horizons, 
a faith based organization that provides a myriad of  
services for people with intellectual and developmental 
disability in Ontario, Canada. Neil talked about 
directing our attention away from the idea of  inclusion 
and toward a sense of  belonging.  At first it sounded 
a bit trivial to me, but as I thought about it, I began 
to understand how different the two concepts are. 
Inclusion begins with the assumption that we already 
belong to the “in” crowd, and whoever we are inviting 
to join us does not. Belonging starts with the belief  
that we are all part of  the “in” crowd. 

I recently had a chance to experience this difference for 
myself. When I attended my first AAIDD (American 
Association on Intellectual and Developmental 
Disabilities) Religion and Spirituality Division meeting 
in Florida, I didn’t know a soul and felt like a complete 
stranger among the “in” group. But the other people 

in the group knew my role in Friendship Ministries, 
and they were waiting for me and excited to meet me.  
I instantly felt as if  I belonged and was an important 
part of  this professional and spiritual family—not 
because of  anything I had done, just because of  who 
I was. What a wonderful blessing to immediately be 
considered as an integral part of  this group!  

Inclusion is often an appropriate action. It is, at the 
very least, a good place to start, to invite the outsider…
in.  But as we consider those with intellectual and 
developmental disability, shouldn’t our thinking be 
more in tune with the understanding of  belonging?  
Shouldn’t our thinking be that we are all an important 
and essential part of  our communities and God’s 
Kingdom—not because of  what we have done, but 
because of  Whose we are?  God’s word is clear that “we 
are all one in Christ” (Galatians 3:28).  Our hearts and 
actions need to follow God’s calling so that we might 
all fully participate in—and understand that we are an 
integral part of—the life and body of  the Church.  Our 
world, our church and our lives are not full until we 
acknowledge that all of  God’s people belong.

As we participate in our Friendship classes, as we 
advocate in our churches, as we develop curriculum, 
and as we share God’s love with our friends who have 
intellectual and developmental disability, let us look for 
ways to celebrate our unity in Christ, to understand, 
side by side, the full body of  Christ and the wholeness 
of  God’s Kingdom here on earth, where we all belong.

Tom VanWingerden
Executive Director, Friendship Ministries 
tomvw@friendship.org
888.866.8966
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El autismo y tu iglesia (Autism and Your Church) is now an 
official textbook for a new subject in the Theological 
Seminary of  Central America (SETECA). Since 
October 2014, SETECA, an important theological 
seminary in Guatemala City, has made “Disability 
and the Church” a regular academic program. This 
class had 25 students in its first semester. The teacher 
was Thelma Cajas, director of  the group “La fuerza 
de los frágiles” (The Strength of  the Fragile), the first 
Amistad group in Guatemala. 

We give thanks to God for the opportunity to 
continue promoting our Amistad ministry to several 
seminaries located throughout Latin America, with 
the intention that the church leaders are trained 
concerning the importance of  including people with 
disabilities in our communities.

Elizabeth Rodriguez 
Ministerio Amistad 
info@ministerioamistad.org 
954.514.7960
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HOW’S YOUR 
SPELLING? J.O.Y.
by Linda Aalderink, 
board member and author
We’ve just come through the Christmas season, and we 
have heard the word “joy” talked about, we’ve seen it on 
Christmas cards and ornaments, and we have listened 
to the word “joy” as it’s been read from the Christmas 

passage in Luke 2. It is a season of  great joy as we 
celebrate the birth of  our Savior, Jesus Christ. 

For me this year, the continual reminders of  the 
word “joy,” combined with spending extra time with 
Zach (our son with Down syndrome) and his siblings, 
took me back many years to my days in Sunday 
school. For me, Sunday school was in a small country 
church located in a little Dutch town called Overisel, 
Michigan. Here’s the Sunday school lesson from the 
church in Overisel that played in my mind over the 
Christmas holiday:
 
J.O.Y. = Jesus. Others. You. 

It is easy to get this backwards. You. Others. Jesus. =  
Y.O.J. Makes no sense, right? Society says “me first” 
is how to succeed. However, as I take the time to pay 
attention and soak in life’s moments, I see our son 
and other Friends (people with intellectual disability) 
continuing to live out this acronym in the correct order. 
Our Friends can spell!

During a recent church service, we sat next to a young 
man with Down syndrome. When the worship began 
the young man began to sing. He sang with unbridled 
passion and sang “like no one was listening.” This 
moved my heart. Not because of  the words he was 
singing, but because of  the attitude of  his heart. He 
was unencumbered with pride of  “what he might 
sound like” or “what others sitting around him might 
think of  his singing.” He was simply there to worship 
God. 

Isn’t that what God really wants from us? Our full 
devotion and attention as we worship Him? Pure J.O.Y. 
as we worship Him? 

We often get the letters mixed up. Our son, Zach, has 
been my teacher and example for living out J.O.Y.  
For 28 years I have watched him go through medical 
procedures with no complaints. I listen to him express 
congratulations with true excitement to friends and 
siblings who get their driver’s license at 16, knowing 
he’s already older and not driving himself. I see him 
celebrate with pure joy when friends, former classmates 
and siblings get engaged, married, and have children. 
All the “normal” stuff of  life, yet it’s stuff he’s not 
experienced. But still, he’s not jealous, bitter, or whiney 
about his lot in life. He would tell you in a heartbeat, “I 
LOVE my life!”

continued on the next page

AUTISM BOOK 
IN THEOLOGICAL 
SEMINARY
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That, my friends, is spelling correctly! J.O.Y.

Our Friends have much to teach us as parents, classmates, churches and communities. We 
simply need to pay attention. Our culture and world is moving quickly and looking to make 
things “perfect” when really perfection is right before us in our Friends. My prayer is that we 
will all continue to engage and do life with our Friends not only because of  the joy they bring to 
our lives, but because they show us every day how to spell correctly.

How’s your spelling?

How’s Your Spelling? continued

WHAT DO YOU NEED TO KNOW 
ABOUT ABUSE PREVENTION? 
Friendship Ministries exists to allow youth and adults with intellectual disability 
to draw closer to God. The design of  the program places people in one-to-one 
interpersonal relationships. Unfortunately, it is in the context of  close interpersonal 
relationships that persons with intellectual disability are often abused. Because 
of  the potential risk of  abuse, Friendship Ministries has developed guidelines to 
reduce the risk of  abuse. 

Here’s an excerpt: 

Group Meeting Guidelines: 

1. If  a friend and mentor meet alone in a classroom, 
keep the classroom room door open.

2. If  possible, have pairs of  mentors/friends meet in 
adjacent rooms.

3. If  the meeting room is large enough, then more than  
one mentor/friend pair could meet at   
the same time.

4. A volunteer could be assigned to monitor the rooms 
where mentor/friend pairs are meeting.

5. If  the classroom doors need to remain closed, each 
door should have a window with an unobstructed 
view of  the room.

The guidelines also cover physical and verbal contact, 
corrective action, bathroom guidelines, off-site or home 
visits, transportation guidelines, reporting, screening, 
and more.  To download the full guidelines, please visit 
www.friendship.org/start-group.

TO DOWNLOAD THE FULL GUIDELINES, GO TO:
www.friendship.org/start-group
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CHURCH PARTNERSHIP
PROGRAM 
Heartfelt thanks to these new and renewing members of  our 
Church Partnership Program. 
Growing

Ancaster CRC of  Ancaster, ON
Barrhaven Fellowship CRC of  Nepean, ON
Community CRC of  Frankford, ON
Emmanuel CRC of  Calgary, AB
First CRC of  Kingston, ON
Friendship Group of  Exeter, ON
Maitland River Community Church of  Wingham, ON
Midland Park CRC of  Midland Park, NJ
Providence Baptist Church of  Cleveland, OH
Riverside CRC of  Wellandport, ON
Smithers CRC of  Smithers, BC
Trinity Community Church of  Hockessin, DE
Trinity CRC of  St Catharines, ON
Willowdale CRC of  North York, ON

Global Outreach

Goderich Friendship Group of  Goderich, ON

Sustaining

All Nations CRC of  Halifax, NS
Beaverdam CRC of  Hudsonville, MI
Blythefield CRC of  Rockford, MI
Friendship Group of  Peterborough, ON
Hagersville Community CRC of  Hagersville, ON 
Ingersoll CRC of  Ingersoll, ON
Living Hope CRC of  Sarnia, ON
Racine CRC of  Racine, WI
Westmount CRC of  Strathroy, ON

Expanding

Calvin CRC of  Millgrove, ON
Community CRC of  Demotte, IN 
Maranatha CRC of  Calgary, AB
Rehoboth Fellowship CRC of  Etobicoke, ON
Sussex CRC of  Sussex, NJ

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

First Assembly of  God of  Bonham, TX
Cross of  Christ Church of  Lakeville, MN
Korean Central Prespyterian Church of  Houston, TX
Presbyterian Church of  Fredericksburg, VA
Wesley House United Methodist Church of  Pittsburg, KS
Bethel Lutheran Church of  Sherwood Park, AB

The 
Easter
Book
www.friendship.org

The Easter Book contains two session plans: one 
about Palm Sunday and the other about Good 
Friday and Easter. Plus, there is a collection of  
songs, dramas, ideas for worship, craft activities, 
and more.



UPCOMING EVENTS
Global Access Conference
February 17-20, 2015, Westlake Village, California 

Four days, 1000 people, One Mission:  Global Access. Among all the other amazing speakers 
and worship leaders lined up for this event, come listen to Tom VanWingerden lead his first 
roundtable discussion as the Executive Director of  Friendship Ministries. Space is limited, 
so register now.

Religious Education Congress
March 12-15, 2015, Anaheim, California

RECongress is the largest annual gathering of  its kind in the world. The four-day event is 
held at the Anaheim (California) Convention Center and is sponsored by the Los Angeles 
Office of  Religious Education. RECongress is open to people of  all vocations and different 
faiths. Both Friendship Ministries and Ministerio Amistad will be there to share God’s love in 
two languages.

2015 Accessibility Summit
April 17-18, 2015, Washington, DC

Join families, caregivers, faith-based organizations, service providers, teachers, and other 
professionals connected to the special needs community at the Accessibility Summit. The 
keynote speaker will be Tim Shriver, Chairman of  the Special Olympics.

Friendship Festival
June 6, 2015, Oakville, Ontario

Join friends across Ontario for our annual Friendship Festival. The Festival will be held at 
Clearview Christian Reformed Church. Registration begins in late March.

Friendship Ministries Golf  Outing
June 29, 2015, Grand Rapids, Michigan

Consider joining us for the inaugural Friendship Ministries Golf  Outing at Railside Golf  
Club. Friends will join us on the course for a unique spin on the traditional golf  outing.
 
Learn more about each of  these events at www.friendship.org/events. 

HAVE YOU READ OUR BLOG? THE TIPS & 
TOOLS CONTINUE EVERY WEEK ONLINE AT:
Friendship.org/blog



 

WE WOULD LOVE
TO HEAR FROM YOU:

Friendship Ministries
2215 29th Street SE, Suite B6
Grand Rapids, MI 49508

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

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

facebook.com / friendmin

SUPPORT FRIENDSHIP 
MINISTRIES
Your financial gifts enable us to 
carry out the work of this ministry. 

Give online at:
www.friendship.org/give

Mail a check to:
Friendship Ministries 
2215 29th Street SE, Ste. B6
Grand Rapids, MI 49508

IN MEMORIAM
We are thankful for gifts received in celebration of  
the lives of:

Marianne Koning
Mary Louters
Nella Uitvlugt

@ FriendsMins

IN HONOR OF:
Paul Buursma & Friendship Friends
Esther School
The marriage of  Eric Uitvlugt & Mary Smith
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