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 In September of 2013, six days after I retired from 28 years of service in 
law enforcement, my wife, our youngest daughter (age 11 at the time) and I 
moved to the rural Western Cape of South Africa to serve poor migrant workers 
and their families.  We lived and worked there until the end of June 2014.  During 
that time we forged incredible relationships with some of the poorest of the poor, 
started a small preschool in the slum where we worked, developed a small Bible 
School, provided oversight for a spiritually intimate, multi-cultural home church, 
built the infrastructure for a neighborhood soup kitchen, helped refurbish an old 
folks home under our care and generally had the time of our lives spiritually, 
emotionally and relationally.  That year we felt like we had “died and gone to 
heaven.”     
 

On June 29, 2014, the three of us flew to Amsterdam, The Netherlands, 
stopping to take a short furlough before heading to Seattle to see extended 
family before returning for what we thought would be the continuation of a 3-5 
year tour in Africa.  Shortly after our arrival in Amsterdam we received an 
emergency notification that our then 20-year-old daughter Natalie had become 
critically ill and we must find a way to get home “now”.  Miraculously, at midnight 
local time in Amsterdam, our US travel agent secured the last three seats on the 
next plane out of one of the busiest airports in the world, bound for Seattle.  
Flying all night, we arrived mid-day.  Rushing to our oldest daughter’s home, we 
were unprepared for what we found.  Natalie, who had only days earlier been 
hiking in the mountains; who as a high school varsity track runner had turned 
heads with her speed; who could outrun every one of her soccer teammates, lay 
motionless on the couch.  She was listless, incontinent and struggling to breathe.  
Her legs were like logs; she could not move them even slightly.  With tears in her 
eyes our oldest daughter Katie explained that Natalie had twice been refused 
admission to the hospital through the local emergency room.  Seeing such pain 
and helpless spurred me to action. I scooped Nat up and we raced to our family 
physician’s office, thinking we had to force someone to listen.  Enroute we 
explained by phone Natalie’s dire situation and the doctor’s office listened, calling 
for emergency medics and notifying the nearest hospital we were to be enroute.  
This physician advised that she did not expect a turn-away this time. 
 

What I have described to you is the first day of Natalie’s journey through 5 
hospitals in nearly six months, of indescribable pain, sometimes-unbearable 
hopelessness, a time when she nearly died more than once.  But also a time for 
our family and so many people to come together in prayer, presence and care in 
ways we so desperately needed.  Of times of deep darkness and confusion 
where we found that we had to rely on the faith and hope of others when ours 
had run dry from night after night of watching our child writhing in pain but so 
paralyzed she could not even close her eyes or move anything but her head 
slightly.  Of watching at 3am as Natalie’s chest rose and fell methodically as the 
hum of the electric powered ventilator let us know she had life-giving breath her 
body itself could not provide. My wife and I traded off each night, 24 on and 24 
off, from that first day to the end of November.  We watched with vigilance and 
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exhaustion, showing hope but oft times feeling despair, deep loneliness and yet 
the realization that where we were, what we were doing, was all we were to be 
about…taking care of Natalie, encouraging her older sisters, and comforting her 
younger one. 
 

Natalie is now 21 months into her experience with Guillain-Barre’ 
Syndrome (GBS), a little known and lesser-understood viral-initiated attack of the 
myelin sheath.  We have been told Natalie nearly died more than once, 
something we already instinctively knew at the darkest of times.  Blood clots, 
surgeries to insert feeding tubes and a tracheotomy, a collapsed lung, dire 
reactions to the multitudinous medications.  Today Natalie continues to fight not 
only to survive but also to thrive.  As the myelin sheath that was stripped from her 
toes to her head has been slowly replenishing, Natalie has been re-learning 
everything; how to breathe independently, how to swallow, how to eat, how to 
move her head, neck, shoulders, arms, fingers, legs and feet and toes.  Hers is a 
continual battle to overcome incredible pain, discouragement, depression, doubt, 
and disability.  Natalie continues to have facial and lower leg/foot paralysis, but 
no longer uses a wheelchair, special crutches or even walking braces.  She 
underwent very serious surgery in January to open up her trachea, which was 
slowly closing off and would have lead to her death by suffocation had the 
doctors not discovered the culprit.  
 

Where do these two seemingly disconnected sets of life experience take 
us?  Is there a connection between “the high” of Africa and “the low” of Guillain-
Barre?  Was God “with us” in Africa?  And then were we seeing God’s wrath 
upon our family with Natalie’s disease and our family’s journey through the Valley 
of the Shadow of Death?  Did God simply abandon us for some reason?  Or is it 
all just a crapshoot?  Can we say that because we were serving God so diligently 
in Africa that we did NOT deserve such a horrible fate?  What is one to make of it 
all? And, by the way, does one even want to serve a God who seems so 
capricious? 
 

Believe me, these questions are real; so real they can be palpable in the 
deepest recesses of the soul.  I would be a liar if I said, “it is all fine now”.  
Physically Natalie is not, as I have shared.  But out of all this I will tell you that, 
for me anyway, I have known God to be with us…I have known His Presence in 
ways I cannot describe with simple words.  My conclusion is that regardless of 
whether I live or die, I live for Christ.  I do not live for religion, or even for the 
Presbyterian Church (USA).  I live by His sovereign, incredible, undeserved love 
and life.  And so does my family.  And so do those we have been able to love 
with a deeper love because of the uncovering of our own helplessness; those in 
the hospitals where we suffered right along with them; those called alongside to 
help our Natalie; nurses, doctors, cleaning ladies, food servers and deeply sick 
and lonely patients from all walks of life.  Oh, what a richness these times have 
been for us, both in the bright sunlight of rural South Africa, where we seemed to 
live “our dream” and in the darkest corners of those sterile hospital rooms, where 
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we would cry out in prayerful anguish.  I would not ask for such a juxtaposition as 
this for anyone, even an enemy.  But, oh the great blessings we have because 
our Lord Jesus Christ chose to allow such to be our lot, and chose to Be in our lot 
with us. 
 

As I have shared in these simply written words, you can see that our lives 
have been pressed, shaken, challenged and tried these past few years.  I have 
only outlined the pain of this particular story with Natalie.  There are other painful 
times and other sources of that pain.  It would seem the old adage, “When it 
rains, it pours” could be no more accurate than now and with us.  Even so, we 
are blessed.  We remain hopeful.  And my wife and I remain certain that God has 
indeed called us to complete reliance on His Only Son, Jesus Christ.  As for the 
more direct calling of the Presbyterian Church, (USA), we feel all the more 
strongly about this call to ministry of the Word and Sacrament.  I cannot really tell 
you why.  Perhaps it is coming full circle? as my dear mother was raised 
Presbyterian, and she and my Episcopalian father raised us Presbyterian.  I do 
know that I have felt as though “I have come home” by returning several years 
ago to the Presbyterian Church.  The farther down the path, from Inquirer to 
Candidate, with participation in an internship, to the continued Master of Divinity 
education, the stronger my confidence in walking this path becomes.  As I read 
and study Presbyterian Polity I find myself nodding my head up and down in 
agreement, and saying to myself, “I see why that is important.”  In essence, I feel 
at home with our denomination.  I feel welcomed, affirmed, and like I am putting 
my spiritual life on the solid foundation of something that is tried and true.  My 
senior pastors, my associate pastors, our small group, my mentor for internship, 
the flock I have started working with in Alaska, and even my CPM all provide a 
structure, a support and an encouragement that confirm this is the right path, no 
matter how much life challenges my family and me.   
 

In terms of becoming an ordained teaching elder in our denomination, I 
know and have known deep in my heart that sharing the Word of God, preaching, 
teaching and giving away my faith are all a huge part of who I am.  Doing so in 
the Presbyterian Church (USA) is congruent with my personal beliefs, the 
opportunities God has opened to me, as well as where I feel my gifts and calling 
will be utilized in ways that cause me to grow, to give, to stretch and have an 
impact in the lives of others.  I am so excited to be participating in the Sitka, 
Alaska, and internship this year.  I absolutely love having a pastor’s heart…a 
heart for the broken, the downtrodden, those that are lonely, addicted, lost and 
hurting.  I have no need for great recognition, for being “the big cheese”.  Rather, 
I cherish being someone who can quietly and lovingly come alongside others in 
their time of need, and help mentor people to do the same…bringing the Body of 
Christ that much closer to our Lord’s longing that we be unified in Him. 
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