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It seemed like a silly topic for a Bible 
study. In the age of advancing opportunities for 
women, why would I want to spend a few weeks 
examining hospitality with a few friends? It was 
such a throwback (though we didn’t use that term 
25 years ago) to an era when women didn’t work 
outside the home. 

I’d just moved to a new community and was aching 
for the same quality of Christian friends I’d left a few 
hundred miles away. So I found myself in Debbie’s 
living room with a group of single women, studying 
Rachel Crabb’s The Personal Touch (NavPress, 
1990). Debbie soon became a fast friend, and I often 
enjoyed her gift of hospitality. I also found the simple 
study life-changing.

Glancing through the book now, I see it’s margins 
are covered with my notes – scripture references to 
examples of hospitality in the Bible and advice I 
wanted to remember. But the biggest takeaway? It’s 
not about cooking and cleaning. Don’t be consumed 
by how my home looks or what I serve, but enjoy the 
moment ministering to my guests. 

Over the years, I have watched others practice the 
gift of hospitality. Sometimes it has come in the 
most unexpected places. I’ve seen pastors care for 
grieving families in unanticipated ways. I’ve watched 
friends come alongside the needy, even when they 
didn’t know the people. I’ve witnessed leaders 
with significant responsibilities care for needs of 
individuals when it wasn’t necessary.

This issue of GraceConnect takes a look at 
hospitality – what the Bible has to say and some 
examples of a few people in the Fellowship of 
Grace Brethren Churches who embrace the gift of 
hospitality in unique ways. We didn’t have room to 
share them all but would love to hear how you’ve 
witnessed hospitality in your life or the lives of 
others. Post them to the GraceConnect Facebook 
page (facebook.com/graceconnectus/) or send them to 
me at lcgates@bmhbooks.com. Simply label them 
“my story of hospitality.”
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THE TIE THAT BINDS Liz Cutler Gates, Editor

Women have not always been encouraged to serve according to 
their gifts. Instead, they have been directed toward more traditional 
responsibilities, with doors to other positions remaining closed.

I was in the morning service in a small 
church somewhere in the Midwest and ready 
to share a “missions moment” about church 
planting in the Fellowship of Grace Brethren 
Churches (now Charis Fellowship). The 
pastor, without explanation, told me to stand 
beside the pulpit when I spoke.
I was stunned. Not only did I want the perceived security 
of the podium with a place to lay my notes, but it was 
the professional thing to do. I was representing an 
organization within the Fellowship. I wanted to make a 
good impression.
I’ve thought over that situation many times over the years. 
It seemed his instructions were because of my gender. 
Was the pulpit a place only reserved for men, or more 
specifically, men who preached?
I came of age in an era when equal pay and protection 
from employment discrimination for women were making 
front-page news. Books and media challenged assumptions 
that women could only find fulfillment through 
housework, marriage, and child-rearing.
Yet there seems to be an absence of teaching in churches 
about the complementary roles of men and women. 

OPENING DOORS

Women have not always been encouraged to serve 
according to their gifts. Instead, they have been directed 
toward more traditional responsibilities, with doors to 
other positions remaining closed.
I applaud recent efforts in the Charis Fellowship to 
recognize the biblical roles of women and to equip 
them to lead in local churches. The high-quality 
classes sponsored by Women of Grace USA and Grace 
Theological Seminary, Ignite 31:26, help prepare 
women for any position they might hold in the church. 
The Missional Mosaic, produced by Encompass World 
Partners in 2016, is a treasure trove of information for 
local congregations who want to consider the roles of 
women who serve. The work of the task force on ministry 
credentialing, in partnership with Inspire Charis Pastor’s 
Network, is considering ways to affirm and recognize all 
lay leaders in the Fellowship.
It was those efforts that inspired this issue of GraceConnect 
magazine.
Dr. Lester E. Pifer, the former executive director of Grace 
Brethren Home Missions, opened the door for me to serve 
in the Charis Fellowship. In 1981, he invited me to join 
his executive staff. Because of that, nearly 30 years later, 
another door opened for me to lead at GraceConnect. 
He died on Christmas Day, 2019, at the age of 99. At his 
memorial service, I was reminded of his forward-thinking 
imprint that is still found today in many areas of the Fel-
lowship. We need more men like him who are theologically 
sound, committed to serving Christ, and willing to open 
doors for others, both women and men, to serve.
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Adapted from A Missional Mosaic: Working 
Towards A Robust Theology Of Women 
On Mission, 2016 Encompass World 
Partners, used with permission.

Author’s note: The subject of fear is 
mentioned in both Paul’s earlier article on 
non- authoritative, gifted wo(men) and in 
Gary’s interview questions. This is my take 
on the issue of fear with regards to developing 
biblical convictions and practices. 

ince starting this project, it seems 
there is a sort of social media “global 
warming” as the debate among 

evangelicals on gender issues heats up once 
again. In pulling the discussion back to 
seeing and hearing metaphors, I would 
like to look more closely at the fear factors 
involved, in order that we might better hear 
what the Master is actually asking of us. 

What are people afraid of in trying to 
understand the biblical framework and 
implications of gender and possible gender 
roles? 

• The slippery slope that leads us out of 
historical Christian orthodoxy 

• The difficulties of understanding the 
Old Testament both culturally and 
theologically 

• The difficulties of understanding the 
New Testament problem passages 

• Overextending the biblical 
testimony that leads to stereotyping, 
misunderstanding, and incorrect 
conclusions 

• The influence of current cultural trends 
regarding gender, sexuality, marriage, 
procreation, abortion, and other issues 
on our reading of Scripture 

• The possibility of facilitating injustice 
(abuse of authority, gender inequalities 
in the workplace, physical and 
psychological abuse, sex-trafficking, 
etc.) through incorrect or overdrawn 
conclusions 

S

SO WHAT 
ARE WE
AFRAID OF? 
THE PARABLE OF 
THE TALENTS 
by Louise Klawitter

Do both our theology and practice regarding 
women and their roles hold up to the harvest 
heart of the Lord or do they unnecessarily 
hide the gifting and talents of women who 
seek to be on mission in the Lord’s harvest? 
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THE BIBLE PRESENTS AN EXTREMELY RICH MOSAIC OF 

TEACHINGS, STORIES, WISDOM, AND DOCTRINE CONCERNING 

HALF THE CHURCH THAT IS COMPRISED OF WOMEN

• The loss of biblical womanhood and 
manhood in practice

• The loss of parts of Scripture as we 
emphasize one aspect over another 

There are some others:

• Militant feminism, the bossy woman, 
the emasculating of men

• Male authoritarianism, the macho man, 
the demeaning of women

• Authority in general because it is always 
abused

• Powerlessness because it always 
represents injustice 

And ...

• Offending a holy God who has the right 
to make the rules 

All of the above are legitimate in some 
way, but not all have the same importance. 
However, is our ultimate motivation to be 
a reaction of gut-level, don’t-take-risks kind 
of fear? 

hat if we also considered... 
The parable of the talents in 

which the servant who was 
given the one talent, and then hid it out 
of fear. “‘Master,’ he said, ‘I knew that you 
are a hard man...So I was afraid and went 
out and hid your talent in the ground. See, 
here is what belongs to you.’” 1

We know that the master was not pleased 
with the servant. 

Many voices in the current conversation/
debate on gender roles are legitimately 
asking the question of whether Christian 
communities are neglecting their duty 
to multiply the harvest (the passage itself 
mixes metaphors between banking and 
farming, an interesting point) because they 
are so afraid of offending the master. Do 
both our theology and practice regarding 
women and their roles hold up to the 

1  Matthew 25:24b-25, NIV 

harvest heart of the Lord or do they 
unnecessarily hide the gifting and talents of 
women who seek to be on mission in the 
Lord’s harvest? 

I will overstate the question for emphasis: 
Are we so afraid of our hard master 
(expressed in legalism, perhaps?) that we 
misunderstand his intentions? Do we hide 
the talent for fear of doctrinally offending 
the hard master? 

How do we keep the tension between a 
biblical fear of the Lord and a risk-taking 
faith that trusts the Lord, even to correct 
well-intentioned mistakes? 

“Scriptural truth is perfect; my 
understanding of it is imperfect.”2 

If you concede that point, then a way 
forward is to study the Scriptures as the 
whole counsel of God and not frame 
such an important theological position 
as the role of women on a few, selected 
passages—whether 1 Corinthians 11, 
1 Timothy 2, or Galatians 3—to the 
exclusion of the others. 

Honest exegesis and sound practices can 
come from looking at the relevant passages 
throughout the Bible and seeing the 
development of themes through a biblical 
theology approach. 

The Bible presents an extremely rich mosaic 
of teachings, stories, wisdom, and doctrine 
concerning half the Church that is com-
prised of women—equal in value to men, 
reflecting the image of God together (and 
one can say complementarily, in the sense 
of being an integral part of the whole im-
age, and not merely a decorative addition). 

One of the goals of A Missional Mosaic: 
Working Towards A Robust Theology Of 
Women On Mission is to stimulate study 
and informed conversation among those 
in a position to influence the theology and 
practice in their local contexts. Shouldn’t 

2  Paul Klawitter based on Paul Hiebert’s work 

faith in a missional God who is motivated 
by love for men and women, be guiding 
us, more than fear of a harsh task master 
whose punishment we dread? 

re we asking the right questions? 
Can we trust the Holy Spirit to 
guide us into truth and yet hum-

bly accept people who disagree with us? 

• Can we trust God for our spiritual 
leaders to seek God’s truth?

• Can we trust our Lord to give us 
wisdom as we seek to please Him in our 
understanding, and to correct us when 
we are wrong?

• Are we concerned enough about the 
Master’s intentions to multiply the 
harvest to consider whether or not we 
are just trying to play it safe? 

To finish on a very personal note: One 
of the most discouraging things I have 
encountered as a woman on mission (not 
often, but even once is too much) is when 
a male spiritual leader mistakes my zeal 
to use my spiritual gifts for the Lord as a 
desire to usurp authority. Most Christian 
women I have been involved with would 
never want to be perceived as bossy, power-
hungry women, and so they too hide their 
talents for fear of being misjudged. 

From my perspective, I see many women 
and men who want to multiply the talents 
they have been given—calling, gifting, 
context—in a God-honoring way. My 
concern is that we unnecessarily limit their 
possibilities out of misplaced fear. 

A Missional Mosaic is the product of more 
than 18 months of work by the WoRTh 
Project (Working towards a Robust Theology), 
a core group of missional leaders on the role 
and dignity of women. The anthology was 
edited by Encompass global workers Louise 
Klawitter and Becky Schwan. The book is 
available in paperback or electronic versions 
at encompassworldpartners.org/item/5085-
missional-mosaic.

W

A
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The position statement of the Charis 
Fellowship on eldership affirms that men 
and women are created in the image of 
God, are equal in value and personhood, 
and are designed to be inter-dependent in 
life and ministry within the local church. It 
upholds that the leadership position in local 
churches that correspond to the biblical role 
of elder, overseer, or pastor is reserved for 
men who meet biblical qualifications. (See 
charisfellowship.us/page/positionstatements.) 
In evangelical circles, this position has 
been referred to as complementarian, 
acknowledging the biblically complementary 
roles of men and women in the church.

n a society obsessed with women’s 
rights and equality, why would a 
woman choose to be complementarian? 

Some feel it puts women at a 
disadvantage. Unfortunately, some who 
carry the label of “complementarian” have 
used it to dominate and repress, if not 
abuse, women. Let’s unpack the term and 
explore its ramifications.

What do we mean when we say 
we are complementarian?

Mary Kassian, who was part of 
the team that developed the term 
“complementarian” and its definition, 
explains it this way: “Essentially, 
a complementarian is a person who 
believes that God created male and female 
to reflect complementary truths about 
Jesus….Complementarians believe that 
males were designed to shine the spotlight 
on Christ’s relationship to the church 
(and the LORD God’s relationship to 
Christ) in a way that females cannot, 
and that females were designed to shine 
the spotlight on the church’s relationship 
to Christ (and Christ’s relationship to 
the LORD God) in a way that males 
cannot. Who we are as male and female 
is ultimately not about us. It’s about 
testifying to the story of Jesus. We do 

A COMPLIMENTARY 
RELATIONSHIP
by Dr. Christy Hill and Viki Rife

“Essentially, a complementarian 
is a person who believes 
that God created male and 
female to reflect complementary 
truths about Jesus….”

I
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not get to dictate what manhood and 
womanhood are all about.”1

Why Did God Create Two 
Genders?

The Bible says that humans, male and 
female, were created in God’s image.2 
This provides the foundation, not just 
for gender roles, but for personhood 
in general. Personhood is not defined 
by our own search for identity, but by 
our Creator. Human flourishing results 
from being rightly related to God, which 
is described in the New Testament as 
surrendering our all to Christ.3 We find 
our personhood not in rights or roles, as 
the world does, but in relationship, first to 
God and then with others. 

In the process of creation, God Himself 
declared everything good, except for one 
thing: “It is not good that the man should 
be alone.”4 From the very beginning, 
the relational aspect of humankind 
is an important defining element of 
personhood, male and female.

Women uniquely reflect the image of 
God’s heart in the first descriptive words 
used of Eve. After Adam was formed from 
the dust of the ground and told to name 
the animals, he found out the hard way 
that it truly was not good for man to be 
alone. Eve was formed to be a helper that 
corresponds with him, his “ezer kenegdo.” 

Unfortunately, in our culture this word 
translated as “helper” connotes an inferior 
role—an assistant, or a person who is less 
capable. In the rest of Scripture, though, 
we see that “ezer” is used primarily 
to describe God’s role with a needy 
humanity. For example, Ex. 18:4 and 
Deut. 33:7 show God’s heart as a rescuer, 

1  https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/article/
complementarianism-for-dummies/
2  Gen. 1:26-27 (all references are ESV)
3  Romans 8:2-11
4  Gen. 2:18

Savior, and warrior who fights on behalf 
of His people. 

While both men and women are to be the 
image of God’s heart, women in particular 
are called to reflect God’s “ezer-like” 
qualities—fighting for people’s hearts 
and helping support others in the battle 
against the Enemy. “As his vice regent, as 
his image bearer, Eve’s goal was to align 
herself with God at every possible level—
to share his heart, imitate his ways, love 
what he loved, and join him in his work.”5

How does the Trinity affect 
our understanding of 
complementarianism?

The doctrine of the Trinity is more than 
an abstract mental exercise. I (Christy) 
remember wrestling with the concept of 
submission as a young woman, feeling 
oppressed by the biblical mandate as I 
understood it. It didn’t seem fair, and 
I saw many abuses of this call toward 
submission in the church. I wondered 
how this could reflect God’s goodness for 
women. On top of it, I sensed a strong 
call to surrender my life to God through 
pursuing training in ministry and felt 
held back because I didn’t have a spouse 
to open doors of leadership for me to 
contribute meaningfully in other people’s 
lives. 

I wanted to be a strong “ezer,” but 
submission didn’t seem to fit with that 
image. Submission began to make sense 
when I realized that Jesus, the second 
Person of the Trinity, modeled a heart of 
submission to the Father—and that in 
no way diminished Him as a member 
of the Trinity.6 Society had put a false 
formula in my worldview that said if you 
submit, you are less. Scripture and Jesus’ 

5  Carolyn Custis James, The Lost Women of the 
Bible (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2005), 
Kindle edition, 33.
6  Matt. 26:39, 1 Cor. 15:28

model of submission liberated me from 
this false assumption. Was it possible that 
women could lead the way in modeling 
submission? Could this be our noble 
contribution to imaging God, specifically 
following in Jesus’ footsteps by illustrating 
a trusting and surrendered heart to God7 
and competent male leadership? 

One unique way women image God is by 
leading the way into self-denial through 
submission. Men complement our view of 
Christ by leading the way into self-denial 
as servant leaders. Both genders together 
image God in this “blessed alliance”8 
which is a delicate dance of trusting 
submission and selfless leadership.9

How does the Bible view 
submission?

First, we need to remember that all 
believers are called to submit to one 
another out of reverence for Christ.10 
Submission is a mark of spiritual 
maturity. We must also keep in mind that 
submission is a voluntary act. Men are not 
commanded to make their wives submit; 
that would be called coercion. Instead, 
God invites women to voluntarily line 
up under God-given leaders as evidence 
of trust in Him.11 Scripture never teaches 
that women in general are subject to all 
men in general, but rather to their own 
husbands. Lest we think that wives are to 
absolutely submit to a husband’s folly, we 
have the story of Ananias and Sapphira.12 
Sapphira’s submission to her husband’s 
deception was not exonerated, but rather 
condemned and punished. It is implied 
that she should not have submitted to her 
husband’s ungodly leadership. 

7  1 Peter 2:21-25
8  christianitytoday.com/women-leaders/2008/
september/recovering-blessed-alliance.html
9  Phil. 2:3-5
10  Ephesians 5:21
11  Eph. 5:22-24
12  Acts 5:1-11

UNFORTUNATELY, IN OUR CULTURE THIS WORD 

TRANSLATED AS “HELPER” CONNOTES AN INFERIOR ROLE—

AN ASSISTANT, OR A PERSON WHO IS LESS CAPABLE. 
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We can help!

Are the women in your church 
using their gifts and passions  

to further God’s mission?

We exist to come alongside the local church to ignite a generation of 
women who speak with wisdom and serve with loving kindness.  
(Proverbs 31:26)

Together we can make a difference!
For information on weekend interactive classes visit our website at ignite3126.org

Bringing weekend classes to your area on:
    • Principles of Effective Bible Study
    • Developing a Biblical Worldview
    • Essentials of Prayer
    • Soul Care 
and more!

A partnership of Women of Grace USA 
and Grace Theological Seminary
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What errors in interpretation 
could lead to abuses?

It is important to approach this concern 
with the mind of Christ. How did He 
view women? A sincere study of His life 
demonstrates that He consistently treated 
women with consideration and respect, 
even when their behavior did not align 
itself with the moral standards of the 
religious leaders.13

Some common errors have led to abuse, 
including:

• Isolating certain verses. For 
example, “Women should keep silent 
in the churches”14 is often emphasized 
without considering the rest of the 
Scripture, especially verses in that same 
letter that encourage women to pray 
and prophesy.15 

• Equating submission with 
unquestioning obedience. 
Biblical submission is based on a 
clear understanding of God and His 
commands. Women are not called to 
check their brains at the door.16

• Dismissing the contributions of 
women. The Holy Spirit is available 
to women; as they grow in discerning 
God’s voice and representing God’s 
heart, their perspectives can reveal 
blind spots. They contribute to 
decision-making that benefits the 
family of God.17

• Assuming that leadership doesn’t 
involve servanthood and self-
denial. The Bible makes it very clear 

13  Michael Wilkins, “Women in the Teaching 
and Example of Jesus,” in the Women and Men 
in Ministry, ed. Robert Saucy and Judy TenElshof 
(Chicago: Moody, 2001), pp. 91-112.
14  1 Cor. 14:34
15  1 Cor. 11:5
16  1 Peter 2:2-10
17  Romans 12:1-2

that Jesus led sacrificially—it is His 
sacrifice that pleased God, not His 
domination. Men are called to lead 
as good stewards of the gifts and 
resources of the body.18

What are some things God says 
women should do?

• Learn. As Mary sat at Jesus’ feet 
as a disciple, He made it clear that 
she had chosen what is better, 
emphasizing it “will not be taken 
away from her.”19 Women have a 
right and responsibility to dig into 
the Scriptures.

• Partner with other believers for 
the gospel. Paul made it clear that 
he considered women to be co-
laborers with him.20 

• Make disciples. Women should 
be offered quality training and 
theological understanding that 
enables them to live as informed, 
committed Christ-followers. This 
makes them effective models and 
instructors for younger women.21 
In addition, the foundation of faith 
for the next generation is often 
shaped from its earliest years by 
mothers, grandmothers, Sunday 
School teachers, and other women 
who invest in them.22 These factors 
alone help us see that the world 
desperately needs women with a deep 
understanding of God and His ways.

• Pray and prophesy. There was an 
appropriate context in which women 
contributed to the spiritual life of the 
church.23

18  1 Peter 3:7
19  Luke 10:41
20  Philippians 4:2, Romans 16:3
21  Titus 2:3-5
22  2 Tim. 1:5
23  1 Cor. 11:5

• Submit. Submission is a choice that 
furthers our imitation of Christ.24

• Develop a gentle and quiet spirit. 
This requires great strength of character 
and trust in God. Although our society 
sees it as a sign of weakness, God 
emphasizes that such a spirit is precious 
in His sight.25

• Use their gifts. As fellow heirs, women 
have been given gifts to build up the 
body of Christ. As members of that body 
we need to consider whether we are 
actively and appropriately using all the 
gifts God has placed in His body.26 

n summary, true complementarians will 
be seeking to encourage and complete 
(complement) the flourishing of the 

opposite gender. Women should be seeking 
to further what is God’s best for their 
brothers in Christ; the brothers should 
likewise be seeking what is best for their 
sisters. The key is to study the life of Jesus 
and imitate Him in our submission and in 
our servant leadership. 

How do we assure that this happens? For 
starters, we should be engaging in healthy 
dialog in our churches to discover how best 
to work together. We should do so with 
maturity, and where we disagree, do so 
respectfully as each searches God’s Word 
for wisdom. In addition, male leaders can 
open doors for women to exercise their 
gifts in an appropriate way. Our godly 
interactions can show the world a clearer 
picture of who God is.

Dr. Christy Hill is professor of Spiritual 
Formation and Women’s Ministries at Grace 
Theological Seminary. Viki Rife is executive 
director of Women of Grace USA.

24  1 Peter 3:1
25  1 Peter 3:4
26  1 Cor. 12:4-31

I

AS MEMBERS OF THE BODY OF CHRIST, WE NEED TO 

CONSIDER WHETHER WE ARE ACTIVELY AND APPROPRIATELY 

USING ALL THE GIFTS GOD HAS PLACED IN HIS BODY.
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ho I am today has been 
profoundly and primarily 

shaped by the godly women 
who invested in me.

As a follower of Jesus, and now as a 
husband, a father, and a local church 
pastor, I cringe to think where I would 
be and what I would be like if it were 
not for the godly influence of these 
women. I don’t think I am alone in that 
observation, and chances are you could 
reflect on your own story.

My mother first taught me about Jesus 
and the story of the Bible. Along the 
way, God used her to shape my little 
personality and guide the adventurous 
spirit within me. Sometimes she used 
simple words of love and care. Other 
times, she held me by my feet and dipped 
my head in a bucket of water to make a 
memorable point after I threw the family 
cat into the fishpond one too many 
times! (I never did do that again, and the 
cat was certainly grateful for my lesson 
learned.) Regardless of the techniques, 
with wisdom, biblical insight, and loving 
care, my mother poured into my life in 
ways that were unique and profound. 
Despite her growing up experiencing 
poverty and abuse, as a young woman, 
my mum was able to benefit from the 
practical teaching at a Bible training 
program in Australia. I am forever 
grateful for the opportunity she had to 
study God’s Word and be equipped for 
more significant impact. Those Bible-
based learning experiences guided her 
significantly as she and my dad raised 
their kids, and spiritually impacted many 
other lives along the way.

The wife of the pastor in the little church 
I attended as a child also helped me take 
those first steps at putting my trust in 
Jesus. Melanie was the one who further 
explained the gospel in a way that a 
child could understand. She led me in 

EQUIPPED
FOR GREATER IMPACT
by Tim Hodge

As a follower of Jesus, and now 
as a husband, a father, and a 
local church pastor, I cringe to think 
where I would be and what I would 
be like if it were not for the 
godly influence of these women. 
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that prayer, where I first chose to follow 
Jesus. She witnessed a little boy arriving 
burdened and leaving rejoicing after 
making that life-changing decision.

In the years that followed, countless 
women invested in me. They encouraged 
me along my journey, teaching me 
more about who Jesus is and the life of 
meaning and purpose that he desires 
for me. Lillian, Gwenda, Nancy, and 
Ruth are just some of the names of 
godly women who prayed fervently for 
me and spoke words that pointed me to 
Jesus. As a young man in college, I spent 
hours of blessed conversation with the 
late Angie Garber, a life-long missionary 
to the Navajo people. Privileged to visit 
with her often in her final years, her 
wisdom molded my life even further, 
ever pointing me to live for Jesus and to 
anticipate his return.

And more women poured into my life, 
including my incredible wife, Heidi, who 
partners with me in ministry. Indeed, 
who I am today has been profoundly and 
primarily shaped by the godly women 
who invested in me.

think this has been the reality 
throughout history. A look through 
the pages of Scripture reveals 

numerous examples of the incredible 
investment that godly women have made 
in the lives of their families and those 
around them. I love the classic example 
of the Apostle Paul writing to Timothy, 
where he gave particular reference to 
the sincere faith which first lived in 
Timothy’s grandmother Lois and in his 
mother Eunice, and now was evident in 
his life (2 Tim 1:5). I am grateful for the 
investment of the Lois’ and the Eunice’s 
and the Priscilla’s in my life along the 
way. And their kind of godly influence 
and instruction is so desperately needed 
in our world today.

At a National Conference years ago, I 
shared a meal and conversation with 
a lady who serves with her husband as 
missionaries in Europe. As we shared 
our stories, she mentioned how she 
was encouraged to study and learn 
theology in the church setting she grew 
up in. She expressed how those learning 
opportunities developed in her a thirst 
and a passion for learning more and for 
being equipped in greater ways to teach, 
train, and invest in the lives of others. 
That simple conversation has been on my 
mind since that day. It makes me think 
of the training my mother received and 
the impact it had on my life. It causes me 
to wonder if we are providing enough of 
those kinds of opportunities to those in 
our Charis Fellowship.

hat would happen if 
we, as a Fellowship of 

churches, decided to be 
more deliberate and intentional in 
providing opportunities for practical and 
theological training for both the men and 
the women in our local churches? While 
some of our congregations do a decent 
job on a local level, I have found that 
many women feel overlooked or under-
encouraged in pursuing such learning 
opportunities. In recent years, Women 
of Grace USA has taken positive steps to 
meet some of this need through seminars 
and developing pathways to certification 
and recognition for training received. 
As a local church pastor, I feel the need 
for more accessible, practical training 
where both the women and the men in 
our churches can be further discipled in 
the understanding and application of 
Scripture. Some actively pursue it, but for 
most, it seems to be a daunting task.

Many of the women and men in our 
local churches are on the front lines of 
spiritually impacting the lives of people 
around them. Some have received 

biblically-sound training, but so many 
have not. And while a few men choose 
to pursue ordination, many key ministry 
leaders in the churches, both men and 
women, need more accessible pathways 
to further their training in theology and 
practical ministry.

I find that women are not seeking any 
kind of ordination or pastoral roles. Most 
men, including the elders serving our 
church, have little interest in pursuing 
degrees or ordination credentials. They 
want to simply learn and grow more 
through the study and application of 
Scripture to make a greater impact in the 
lives of others.

In the days ahead, we as a Fellowship can 
do a better job of working together to pro-
vide this training in more innovative and 
accessible formats. Steps are being taken 
to explore ways for local churches and 
national ministries to better collaborate by 
providing customizable training resources 
that boost discipleship and leadership de-
velopment initiatives. (Stay tuned as these 
ideas are developed more.)

The more we do to provide relevant, 
customizable, and accessible training 
resources, the more we help the women 
and men of our Fellowship be better 
prepared to be used of God for a more 
significant impact. Pray that we will make 
the most of the opportunity that lies 
before us.

And to all the women and all the men 
who intentionally invest in the lives of 
those around you, thank you for your 
investment. You are making an eternal 
impact, and God is honored through 
what you do.

Tim Hodge is the lead pastor of Grace 
Family Church in New Holland, Pa. He 
also serves as the assistant executive director 
of Charis Fellowship.
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THEY ENCOURAGED ME ALONG MY JOURNEY, TEACHING 

ME MORE ABOUT WHO JESUS IS AND THE LIFE OF 

MEANING AND PURPOSE THAT HE DESIRES FOR ME. 
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m I qualified to do this?” Jessica asked herself. It was hard 
to explain her angst to others. She had been a public-
school teacher for more than a decade before her church 

asked her to come on board as a full-time children’s director. She 
knew she could work with the kids. She had a good understanding of 
developmental levels, special needs, and even how to recruit volunteers. 
But she had nagging questions, “How do I choose a curriculum for 
our ministries that is biblically accurate? Even if one of the pastors 
reviews it, do I want to waste his time asking him to read something 
that fails to pass a sound theological framework? And how do I train 
our volunteers to respond to kids’ questions through the perspective of 
a biblical worldview?”

Women like Jessica, who find themselves responsible for the spiritual 
well-being of others, often struggle with questions about their 
qualifications. Their concerns are valid. They want to make sure they 
are fully prepared for their role in God’s mission.

The issue of qualifications comes up in our culture (church or secular). 
People want to know who they can trust—who is a Christian woman 
who knows the Bible and is seen by others as a leader worthy of respect. 

Without an official way to recognize a woman’s qualifications for 
Christian service that requires leadership, ministry leaders face awkward 
questions. How do we find an eligible woman to speak at our women’s 
retreat? How do we determine whether a woman is qualified to serve 
on the church staff? Is there a church organization that endorses 
a woman’s fundamental character and biblical comprehension for 
leadership?

For the past three years in the Charis Fellowship, a task force to 
develop a ministry credentialing process for women has been working 
at the request of Women of Grace USA to determine how to recognize 
women with godly character, sound theology, and demonstrable 
leadership skills. The team has moved slowly and deliberately to assure 
excellence, and also because they are exploring ways to make use of 
related opportunities being developed by Inspire (formerly Association 
of Grace Brethren Ministers).

The task force is composed of leaders with decades of experience in 
ministry: Ron Boehm, Chery Boehm, Dan Thornton, Cindy Shuler, 
and Barb Wooler. They want to emphasize that the purpose is not 
to commission women as elders or lead pastors, but rather to affirm 
worthy servant-leaders among the women of the Charis Fellowship.

Please pray for the development of this valuable tool for assisting 
women to pursue excellence in their preparation to serve the Lord. If 
you would like more information on how to apply for this process, 
send an email to commissioning@wgusa.org. 

“A

RECOGNIZING
COMPETENT WOMEN

For the past three years in 
the Charis Fellowship, a task 
force to develop a ministry 
credentialing process for 
women has been working at 
the request of Women of Grace 
USA to determine how to 
recognize women with godly 
character, sound theology, and 
demonstrable leadership skills. 
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MELISSA 
SPOELSTRA
HELPING 
THEOLOGY
MEET REALITY
Many incredible authors seek 
to expound God’s Word in a 
thorough and relevant way. 
I feel called to help women 
interpret and apply God’s 
powerful Scriptures so that 
their theology can meet 
their reality in a helpful way.

he author of several Bible studies designed especially for 
women, Melissa Spoelstra is the wife of Charis Fellowship 
pastor, Sean Spoelstra. She speaks as part of the Aspire 

Women’s Tour in approximately 30 cities across the country each 
year. At home, she’s part of the women’s speaking team at Grace 
Fellowship, Pickerington, Ohio (Keith Minier, senior pastor), under 
the leadership of Anita Kennedy. She enjoys working with younger 
women and helping them develop their teaching gifts with practical 
help and feedback. 

Tell me about your faith walk. How did you come to 
know Jesus?
I came to know Jesus when I was nine years old. I was raised 
in the church but the main message I got was to “be good.” I 
tried really hard to do that. A Sunday school teacher helped 
me understand that the Gospel wasn’t about trying but about 
trusting. She explained that no one was good enough—that 
is why Jesus had to die for our sins. Romans 5:8 is one of my 
favorite verses—“But God demonstrates his own love for us in 
this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us. (NIV)” 

What led you to writing Bible studies?
In reading through the Scriptures one year, I noticed that the 
book of Numbers had a lot to say about complaining and 
contentment. I wanted to study it with the women in my Bible 
study, but there wasn’t a women’s study written on Numbers, so 
I wrote one. A few years later, a similar scenario brought about 
my second study written from Jeremiah on the topic of hope. 
Eventually, I felt led by God to continue writing and publishing 
my work so that it would be available to a broader audience 
who might also want to delve into inspired biblical books that 
received less attention.

When you begin to work on a new study, what is 
your focus? Do you have a particular audience/
woman in mind?
As I study the Scripture, I seek to approach it curiously by 
asking what people in the original audience would have been 
thinking and experiencing. Lifting up the biblical principles 
from that audience, I then consider problems people today are 
having or questions they are asking related to the text. I try to 
think of the women I know who are struggling with singleness, 
infertility, parenting, marriage, physical pain, emotional 
struggles, and all the many brands of brokenness we encounter. 

What makes your studies unique?
Many incredible authors seek to expound God’s Word in a 
thorough and relevant way. I feel called to help women interpret 
and apply God’s powerful Scriptures so that their theology can 
meet their reality in a helpful way. Perhaps one way my studies 

T
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are unique is that they address areas of the Bible that are not 
frequently written about.

What advice do you have for women who feel led to 
teach and write?
Follow God through every door He opens with all your prayer, 
energy, and creativity. As the Lord leads, be willing to take 
risks, seek training, receive criticism, and never take your eyes 
off Jesus. Check yourself for pride regularly and give those you 
respect around you permission to point it out when they see 
it in your life. Being a woman with the gift of teaching can be 
complicated and controversial, but it is also very rewarding 
when we remember that we really only have an audience of One. 

Tell us about your husband and family.
My husband serves as the campus pastor at Grace Fellowship in 
Pickerington, Ohio. He is funny and full of wonder. I tend to 
be more serious, and he pulls my stick out of the mud regularly 
with his spontaneity and love of laughter. He is my biggest 
cheerleader. I know I would not be doing what I am right now 
without his encouragement and support. We have four awesome 
children. Zach is 23 and will graduate from college in May with 
a chemical engineering degree. Abby is 19 and studies at the 
Moody Bible Institute in Chicago, Ill. She is thrilled to study 
in Israel all of next semester, and I’m trying not to be jealous 
since I’ve never been to the Holy Land! Sara is her twin sister (so 
also 19) and she is studying nursing in Cincinnati, Ohio. Our 
youngest, Rachel, is 17 and is a junior in high school.

What projects are you working on? What’s in your 
future?
I’ve just turned in the manuscript for a new Bible study that will 
be released in August of 2020. It is on the names of God. Because 
I believe that knowing God intimately through studying His Word 
is vital, this particular study has been such a joy. God reveals His 
character through His many names. No one word can capture our 
infinite, divine God. I spent two weeks on the “El” names of God 
(Elohim, El Shaddai, El Elyon, etc.), then two weeks on the Yahweh 
names (Yahweh Shalom, Yireh, Nissi, etc.). One week was spent on 
the Father and the Holy Spirit (Abba, Adonai, Teacher, Comforter, 
etc.). The final week explores the names of Jesus (Savior, Redeemer, 
Messiah, etc.)! I’m so excited for the taping of the video segments 
in Nashville on March 4. Here is a link to the audience sign-up 
signupgenius.com/go/8050c4ca8a92ca31-videotaping12. I’d love the 
have some Charis Fellowship faces in the audience!

Is there anything else you’d like to add?
The issue of women in ministry has come to the forefront in 
many conversations—especially in the public arena. I have been 
grieved by the venom spewed by the proponents of opposing 

views on both ends of the theological spectrum. I believe this 
is a time to pray, study Scripture fervently, and then seek unity 
as much as possible. The enemy wants to divide us, but God’s 
Word reveals that His heart is multiplication. This is an area 
where I believe we must guard against becoming Pharisaical. 
Jesus warned the Pharisees in Matthew 23:23-24, “Woe to 
you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You 
give a tenth of your spices—mint, dill, and cumin. But you 
have neglected the more important matters of the law—justice, 
mercy, and faithfulness. You should have practiced the latter, 
without neglecting the former. You blind guides! You strain 
out a gnat but swallow a camel.” When it comes to debating 
issues of women’s roles—let us be careful not to strain a gnat 
but swallow a camel. Our theology regarding women’s roles is 
important, but let’s be careful not to throw the more important 
matters like justice, mercy, and faithfulness in the process!

BOOKSMelissa’s books with Abingdon Press include:
Romans: Good News that Changes Everything

(2019)
Elijah: Spiritual Stamina in Every Season

(2018)
30 Days of Prayer for Spiritual Stamina

(2018)
Numbers: Learning Contentment in a Culture of More

(2017)
1 Corinthians: Living Love when we Disagree

(2016)
Joseph: The Journey to Forgiveness
Allowing God to Heal Life’s Hurts

(2015)
Jeremiah: Daring to Hope

Intentional Living in an Unstable Word
(2014)

Total Family Makeover: 8 Practical Steps to
Making Disciples at Home

(2016)
Total Christmas Makeover

(2017)

Learn more about Melissa and her work at 
melissaspoelstra.com.

PERHAPS ONE WAY MY STUDIES ARE UNIQUE 

IS THAT THEY ADDRESS AREAS OF THE BIBLE 

THAT ARE NOT FREQUENTLY WRITTEN ABOUT.
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e’ve embraced the fact 
that we’ve had these 

experiences instead of 
compartmentalizing them and moving on 
with life. This is a part of who we are now 
and what God has taken us through,” says 
Ashley Murray. Ashley and her husband, 
Jim, live in South Carolina where Jim serves 
as a Charis Fellowship Chaplain in the U.S. 
Army.

In September of 2018, The Murrays were 
confronted with the news that the twins 
Ashley was carrying were in stage 3 of TTTS 
(Twin to Twin Transfusion Syndrome). At 
24 weeks gestation, Ashley underwent an 
emergency c-section and delivered two boys, 
Ethan and Benjamin. Benjamin was given 
CPR immediately after birth but struggled 
in the NICU and died shortly after he was 
born. Ethan survived and spent 120 days in 
the NICU before coming home to be with 
his mom, dad, and three older siblings.

In the months following Ethan’s return 
home, Jim and Ashley’s son, Drew, began 
to experience seizures, which led to the 
diagnosis of a brain tumor. Drew was two 
and a half.

“We had to trust the physicians and the 
outcome,” says Ashley, “We had to place 
another one of our children in the Lord’s 
hands.”

In June of this year, three-year-old Drew 
was able to undergo surgery to remove the 
benign tumor.

While in the midst of reorienting a new 
family dynamic, the Murrays have seen God’s 
faithfulness and have been given abundant 
opportunities to share God’s love for their 
family during their healing process.

In late September, the Murrays were invited 
to speak at a fundraiser for the Ronald 
McDonald House where they stayed while 
Ethan was in the NICU.

“We were able to share the healing power of 
being connected with other people and also 
with God” says Ashley, “We wouldn’t have 
had that opportunity if we hadn’t chosen to 
be involved during our stay at the NICU.”

The Murrays began to donate financially 
to an organization called, Save the Storks, 
which helps women going through crisis 
pregnancies. On Giving Tuesday last 
November, the organization held a contest 
to name one of their mobile care units. Jim 
and Ashley posted their story on social media 
and tagged Save the Storks. Save the Storks 
saw the post and the Murrays were given the 
opportunity to name one of the buses after 
their late son, Benjamin.

The Benjamin bus was completed in 2019 
and toured the country. Its final stop was at 
a pregnancy resource center in Georgia. The 
Murrays were invited to attend the unveiling.

“We were able to celebrate in the midst of 
something hard,” says Ashley.

Ethan, born at one pound and fourteen 
ounces, turned a year old on October 9, 
and his adjusted age was eight months old. 
He now weighs 20 pounds and is thriving, 
learning how to crawl and starting to eat 
baby food.

Drew recently had a positive follow up 
appointment with his neurology team and 
continues to grow healthily and happily. He 
has been seizure free since his surgery.\“God 
has been faithful through all of these 
experiences and he is using different portions 
to help us minister to others,” says Ashley.

The Murrays are continually putting their 
trust in the Lord as they move forward in 
their journey while sharing His love with 
others in the process.

This story appeared in the October 14, 2019, 
issue of GraceConnect eNews. It has been 
edited and updated. To subscribe to the weekly 
GraceConnect eNews, see graceconnect.us/
subscribe/.

FAITH
GRIEVING AND HEALING

While in the midst 
of reorienting 
a new family 
dynamic, the 
Murrays have seen 
God’s faithfulness 
and have been 
given abundant 
opportunities to 
share God’s love 
for their family 
during their 
healing process.
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lot has happened along the banks of Hell For Certain 
Creek in Dryhill, Ky., in the past 40 years, but one 
thing has remained the same—the faithfulness of 

Sam and Betty Baer—until now.

During the week of Thanksgiving 2019, the couple 
concluded their ministry at Victory Mountain Grace 
Brethren Chapel, and they prepared to move to Oklahoma to 
be near their daughter, Bambie, and her family. 

Sam and Betty arrived in the hills of Eastern Kentucky in 
early 1979 after serving as the associate pastor at the Grace 
Brethren Church in St. Petersburg, Fla. Sam became the 
third pastor to lead the ministry—which began in the 1950s 
under the leadership of Evelyn Fuqua. (Previous pastors 
included Marvin Lowrey and John Sholly.)

His first Sunday was March 15, and the couple served 
faithfully until November 24, 2019, when they were 
honored by the congregation with a special meal. The local 
ministerium, the Leslie County Ministerial and Christian 
Workers Assn., also recognized them for their work in the 
Confluence and Dryhill areas.

The ministry was never easy. In an area of Appalachia that is 
often identified as one of the poorest regions of the country, 
high unemployment, coupled with alcohol and drug abuse, 
continues to be a problem.

Sam and Betty Ann Baer found a niche in loving and serving 
people. “We just believed in helping people,” he said. “The 
Lord sent people our way who needed help.” 

ith each person who crossed their path, they 
regularly shared the gospel. As they took a break 

from packing, their conversation was sprinkled 
with stories of people who came to know the Lord – from 
the mother of a 14-year-old girl in their congregation who 
recently accepted Christ, to well-known people like Tim 
Couch, the All-American football standout from University 
of Kentucky who grew up in nearby Hyden, Ky. (population 
approximately 250).

Baer got to know Couch during his days as a stringer for the 
local newspaper in Hyden. It was one of several things that 
Sam did to put food on the table as the church often was 
more mission point than self-sustaining ministry. The gig 
allowed Sam to attend the NFL draft in 1999 when the local 

BAERS
CONCLUDE 
MINISTRY IN 
KENTUCKY
The ministry was never easy. 
In an area of Appalachia that 
is often identified as one of 
the poorest regions of the 
country... Sam and Betty Ann 
Baer found a niche in loving 
and serving people. “We just 
believed in helping people,” 
he said. “The Lord sent people 
our way who needed help.” 
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football star was picked in the first round by the Cleveland 
Browns. (Larry Chamberlain, then the executive director of 
Grace Brethren North American Missions, encouraged Sam 
to make the trip.)

Their six children grew up in the shadow of the church. 
(Literally, as the house stands on the same property as the 
church building.) Sam recalls how a few of the children 
would ride their bikes around the community on Saturday 
afternoon to invite people to church. “The kids were a 
blessing,” he remembers, noting that it was an eventful day 
when each received a drivers’ license, allowing them to drive 
on their afternoon visits in the surrounding neighborhoods. 
Later, as each one turned 18, they took on the responsibility 
of driving routes in cars or vans to pick up people for the 
church services. 

lthough the church building was located in Dryhill, 
Betty faithfully prayed for seven of the communities 
around them. Often the people whom they picked 

up for church came from these areas. 

Sam says it was a highlight when volunteer groups came to 
serve. Numerous teams helped with construction projects 
throughout the years. Without that assistance, facility 
updates and building repairs would never have happened, he 
adds.

The family would work alongside the men and women 
who came to help. In fact, he credits the men who came 
with helping teach his sons the trade. All three now live 
in the Chicago area, where two of them operate their own 
construction businesses.

In addition to their daughter in Oklahoma, a daughter lives 
in the Bronx and another in southwest Michigan.

While the congregation at Victory Mountain Grace Brethren 
Chapel has dwindled and aged over the years, they plan to 
continue. Joel Pinson, who leads another congregation in 
the area, will preach at Victory Mountain while living in the 
parsonage. (He filled the pulpit several years ago as Sam dealt 
with some health issues, so is familiar with the congregation 
and the ministry, according to Sam.)

Notes of congratulations and well wishes may be sent to 
Sam and Betty Ann at 272226 Timberline Dr., Comanche, 
OK 73529, or via phone calls to 606-538-5678.

(left) With their belongings packed in a moving truck, Betty and Sam 
Baer head for a new life in Oklahoma. 

(top) The entire Baer family gathered for the wedding of Sophia and 
Chris Berger on May 12, 2018.

(bottom) Sam and Betty Baer say farewell to Lois Valentine, a long-
time member of the Victory Mountain Grace Brethren Chapel.
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SAM RECALLS HOW A FEW OF THE CHILDREN WOULD 

RIDE THEIR BIKES AROUND THE COMMUNITY ON 

SATURDAY AFTERNOON TO INVITE PEOPLE TO CHURCH. 
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e think a lot of people 
feel like they don’t have 

the means to make an impact, or 
at least they don’t know how to go 
about it,” says Cassy Spivey, a member 
of Western Reserve Grace Church, 
Macedonia, Ohio (Jason Haymaker, 
lead pastor). “The Five Dollar Club is 
a way that everyone can play a little 
part in something that is bigger than 
themselves.” The Five Dollar Club is 
a “club” in which members give five 
dollars a month to be used to support a 
chosen organization.
The club has focused on many projects, 
like donating food to the community’s 
food pantry and purchasing personal 
hygiene products for a homeless 
shelter. One of the staples of the Five 
Dollar Club is called “clubbing.” 
When dues are collected, the money 
is divided among a small group of 

SMALL CONTRIBUTIONS TURNED INTO

HUGE BLESSINGS
members and they are told to bless 
the community in tangible ways. 
“We were able to buy groceries for a 
ton of people,” says Sarah Queen, a 
member of the club. Another group 
of members were able to pay the bill 
for eight parties at a local restaurant 
and had money left over to purchase 
items for a food pantry. 
“The Five Dollar Club unites our 
church as a family,” says Cassy, “it’s 
a reminder to people that their role 
and part matters.”

Visit the Five Dollar Club website 
(wrgc.life/five-dollar-club) to see all 
of the recap videos. 

This story first appeared in the 
GraceConnect eNews. To subscribe to 
the weekly GraceConnect eNews, see 
graceconnect.us/ subscribe/.
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The Five Dollar Club is a 

“club” in which members 

give five dollars a month 

to be used to support a 

chosen organization.


